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            Connor, Defender of Westermere

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor Breen—or Crimson, as he was simply called in this place—paused at the stone archway entrance. He reached up with a gloved hand and pulled the crimson mask down from his face as he panted for breath.

      You really have to marvel at this place.

      The errant thought flashed across his mind as he considered just how bad he felt at that moment. Underneath enchanted leather armor, his body was a mosaic of bruises and lacerations. His throat felt parched, and his lungs burned from the sulfurous smoke that filled the cavern.

      Any adventurer in their right mind would have backed out at this point. His Health was dangerously low, and he had already blasted away most of his Mana dealing with Lesser Demons in the gallery upstairs.

      But I’m not just any adventurer, am I?

      The dark-garbed man gritted his teeth and pulled the red mask back up over his mouth and nose.

      “I am Crimson. Most feared Hero in all of BattleWorlds!” He took strength from saying the words out loud as he tightened one hand around his scimitar, spending one Mana Point to feed the enchanted weapon and sending a line of eldritch, blue fire running down its length.

      “I defeated the Gorgon at Clarke’s Ridge. I put down the Sethian Uprising!”

      He took a breath and steeled his body for what came next.

      It all came down to this. All those hours of his life pushing through Goblin hordes and Kobold scavengers had led him to this point.

      How long have I spent playing BattleWorlds! to get to this point? Connor—Crimson—wondered, truly unsure. He felt as if he had never been anywhere else. Just down there, in the dark, hacking and slaying and bloodletting for what seemed like forever.

      The awful thing was that Connor knew that he was good at the killing. He wouldn’t be down here in the Lair if he wasn’t.

      In fact, he even enjoyed it.

      “Fiend!” Crimson roared as he pushed himself ahead, launching into the final cavern with a roar. He thrust his sword defiantly forward, his other hand raising to trace the Sigil of Protection before his boots even hit the cracked marble floor.

      A soft, golden glow suffused around the Warrior Bard as he landed, expanding into a globe that extended just beyond his reach.

      From what he saw in the room, it looked like he was going to need it.

      The cavern was large, dotted with giant stalagmites that reached up from the floor to meet stalactites hanging from the ceiling to form pillars. The back of the chamber opened up to what appeared to be the very fires of hell themselves, casting the shape that stood before it into a deep silhouette.

      The silhouette had horns as long as Crimson’s arms and radiated malevolent intent.

      “Lord Crimson,” a deep voice grated. The giant figure started to move, turning on tree-trunk-like limbs almost languidly, as if this were a cocktail party and the giant Demon Lord before him was the genial host.

      “I see you have finally decided to take me up on my offer.” the creature, Dar’Thuk the Demon Lord, chuckled. Flames lapped out of his mouth over protruding fangs as he spoke.

      “You will bend your knee to me and give up the people of Westermere?”

      “Never, burrito boy,” Crimson snapped, breaking into a run as he charged straight toward his nemesis. “Crimson kneels to no one!” he yelled as he took one long stride, kicking forward, landing on the cracked marble, and throwing himself into a leap as he drew back his magical blade.

      “Especially not to a glorified firelighter!”

      Crimson thrust his blade downward as Dar’Thuk roared, raising a giant scaly arm to block his attack. Red light flared across the demon’s frame as its innate magical defenses activated, and the Warrior Bard’s golden globe hit Dar’Thuk’s red glow with a sizzling crackle of opposing energies.

      
        	Activate Cheat Code 243

        	Strength +70%

        	Critical Strike Guaranteed

      

      Even a Level 18 Hero like Lord Crimson was supposed to have a tough time defeating a boss like Dar’Thuk the Demon Lord. It came as a complete surprise, then, when the saber managed to somehow skip past the giant scaled arm, and embed its blue, flaming steel directly into one of the eyes of the giant beast.

      “Rarrrgh!”

      The demon bellowed in agony as black ichor spewed from the wound where the blade was still lodged, showering Crimson who still clung onto the handle.

      
        	Dar’Thuk’s Bile causes 4 Health points of damage.

      

      The Warrior Bard exhaled forcefully through gritted teeth as the burning, acidic blood-stuff of the creature spattered over his arms and hands and ate through his armor.

      He tightened his grip and clung to the sword, refusing to lose this battle—and his life.

      “Dung spit!” the monster cursed, shaking its head from side to side in a desperate attempt to dislodge the attached human. Crimson held on for dear life as he tried to come up with another cheat code.

      Where is it! What was that megastrength one?! he was part way through thinking when Dar’Thuk leapt sideways, swinging his head wildly trying to shake him loose.

      Crimson let go of his blade as the demon crashed into a rock pillar in his fit of blind fury. The Warrior Bard was thrown across the floor of the cavern a split second before the Demon Lord’s skull slammed into the stone. There was a giant, resounding crack and an explosion of rock dust and fire as one of the demon’s horns—and the pillar itself—broke apart.

      Dar’Thuk moaned and stumbled backward with the glowing blade still obscenely sticking out of the front of his face. The demon seemed to not notice and was stamping his cloven hooves, already gearing up to the powerful crescendo spell.

      The Warrior Bard knew what was coming if he didn’t somehow stop it: the monster would unleash a torrent of metal-melting fire from its maw.

      Crimson looked around for a way out then spotted Dar’Thuk’s broken horn right there on the ground in front of him, still as sharp as ever.

      That’s got to be a magical item, right!? he thought in a panic, flinging himself forward, snatching it up as he rolled.

      “If you won’t kneel, you’ll have to DIE!” roared the Demon Lord, stamping the ground once again as he lowered his head and opened his mouth. A burning, orange glow intensified from deep inside, ready to explode out and devour anything in its path.

      Found it! Crimson exclaimed silently as he threw himself forward in another tight roll, the demon’s own horn clutched in his hand.

      
        	Activate Cheat Code 742

        	Megastrength +150% for 3 seconds

        	Activate Cheat Code 932

        	Super Agility +100% for 3 seconds

      

      The Demon Lord unleashed his fireball, and a glowing storm of fire that burned orange and green surged toward Crimson.

      The Warrior Bard was already twisting and rolling, enhanced by the not entirely legal cheat codes as he shimmered with electric sparks.

      Lord Crimson rolled forward—faster than he should have been able to—and underneath the fireball. He launched himself into the air as he finished the roll, flipping as he did so in a move that would have made Bruce Lee proud. With both hands gripping the broken horn, he used it as a spear and slammed it into the Demon Lord’s red-and-black scaled belly.

      There was an explosion of sparks and lightning as power surged down his arms with his increased strength. The resulting arcane blast sent Crimson and the demon flying away from each other to opposite ends of the cavern.

      Please tell me its dead! Connor thought as the Warrior Bard pushed himself up. He looked up and saw Dar’Thuk swaying unsteadily on the dais where he had first stood, stumbling from side to side with Lord Crimson’s sword sticking out of one eye and his own horn sticking out of his belly.

      “You . . . How could you . . .” The Demon Lord started to shake, his internal fires now sparking and streaming out of his mouth, eyes, and nose as he could no longer contain the infernal forces trying to escape.

      And then the entire form froze, flames and all.

      Huh? Connor thought. Was this some new kind of spell?

      A shadow appeared to run over the entire demon’s form, casting it in darkness even at the same time as it should have been burning.

      “We’re coming. We’re here!” the creature hissed, but not in the voice that he had used before. Instead, the voice was sibilant, higher. More like a lizardman or snakeperson’s voice than that of a gigantic demon.

      Connor wondered if this was an error or whether the Demon Lord had been possessed by someone else, a lizardman sorcerer perhaps?

      But as strange as the new voice was, it was gone as quickly as it had arrived. Connor wondered if he had even heard it at all or whether his panic and stress had been getting to him.

      Weird. Connor shook his head as he watched Dar’Thuk start to shake and move erratically once more. The demon was now engulfed in his own hellfire and burned a fierce, bright light before flickering—and then exploding into smoldering sparks.

      “I did it. It’s over,” the hero Lord Crimson staggered back to the nearest pillar, heaving a sigh as he felt tremors run through the entire cavern. Where the Demon Lord had been, there was now a slowly expanding blue glow that raced outward through the chamber, through the warrior bard’s body, and beyond.

      The dark curse that held this place under its thrall was broken. Every foul creature that had been in this place before would be washed away, freeing the realms of the mortals beyond from the evil that had plagued them.

      
        
        You defeated the Demon Lord Dar’Thuk and earned 20,000 Experience Points!

      

      

      
        
        You have completed your Quest and earned 6,000 Experience Points!

      

      

      
        
        You have earned a new title: Defender of Westermere!

      

      

      
        	+3 Charisma when in the confines of Westermere.

        	Special ability gained: Rally. Can use once per day to summon aid when in the confines of Westermere.

      

      Done! Lord Crimson grinned savagely to himself as he bowed his head, reaching out a hand to draw an arcane sigil in the air. A glowing, green rune appeared, and a moment later, Lord Crimson, Hero of the Sethian Uprising, now Defender of Westermere, faded away as if he was made of nothing but smoke.
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            Show Me the Money

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Position Saved! Are you sure you want to quit BattleWorlds!?

      

      

      Connor mentally answered, “Yes,” and the infernal cavern faded away. It was replaced with a momentary blackness, and a feeling of vertigo washed over him like it always did whenever he logged in or out of a game. He felt like he was falling for a moment as his body tried to decide just where it was or even what.

      However, in less time than it took to decapitate a Goblin, Connor Breen was dumped rather unceremoniously back into his old life. He suddenly felt the weight of the Vision 500 headset that he wore, and a breath later—

      “Cursed Stars of . . . !”

      His legs and lower back cramped as Connor struggled to get the headset off, releasing the latches behind his ears and fumbling with trembling fingers. He tore it from his head and thrust it toward the waiting stand beside his gaming chair.

      How do I always forget about the muscle cramps? he thought dully, leaning forward to cough and rub his eyes. It was like this after every long stint in the Vision 500 because even a player as good as he was couldn’t afford one of the Vision TotalMax BodyBoxes.

      He thought longingly of the top end system which completely enclosed a gamer’s body, gently cradling it while providing essential nourishment, gently stimulating long-underused limbs, and allowing players to stay inside games for days, even a couple weeks at a time. He didn’t even mind the idea of a high-tech diaper whisking away all of his bodily functions.

      “Urgh . . .” He coughed again and rolled his shoulders but instantly regretted it as the movement sent his head spinning. The room around him—his bedroom—was full of all the trappings of what he affectionately liked to call his lair. The room had been almost completely given over to his desk with hardwired network screens, his pro gaming chair, Vision equipment, and several lamps. It smelled vaguely dusty and stale in the room, and the hum of multiple electrical inputs caused a constant tinnitus whine in his ears. The only thing that marked it as a bedroom was a single bed in the corner.

      How long was I in this time? he wondered, trying to calculate it by the neon clock suction-cupped to the long, chipped mirror on the wall.

      
        
        01:43 AM, SAT, NOV, 13 2048

      

      

      One forty-three in the afternoon?

      Connor tried to calculate in his mind, swiveling in the chair—the newest piece of gaming equipment he’d been able to afford—and looking toward the blinds. Even with his bleary eyes, he could make out the gleam of neon outside.

      He groaned loudly.

      Neon, that means streetlights, doesn’t it?

      It wasn’t one forty-three in the afternoon. It was one-forty-three in the morning, and he had logged into BattleWorlds! around noon on Friday, hadn’t he?

      “Thirteen hours straight?” he murmured. No wonder his body was rumbling with all the primal needs it remembered it had. It wasn’t surprising that his limbs were shaking with exhaustion and hunger.

      But a pro like Connor Breen, twenty-six and only a few pounds heavier than he had been at nineteen, was prepared for such things. Or he expected them, anyway. He snatched the now cloggy nutrient shake that sat on the desk. It was a blend of a couple of game performance shakes marketed by various virtual reality multiplayer game companies, along with his own personal mix of spirulina, B vitamins, pea protein, and electrolytes.

      He chugged the vaguely yellowish mixture down in three long gulps, feeling instantly better as one hand fumbled for his screen. Connor tapped the message he had to send now that he had gotten Lord Crimson to Level 18 and earned the title Defender of Westermere.

      
        
        GhostEffect: LordCrimsonReignsSupreme, you online? It’s done. Congratulations on your new character, bro.

        

      

      He figured that the recipient, LordCrimsonReignsSupreme, would probably be ready and waiting for the good news, but right now, Connor had other urgent matters to attend to.

      First, his post-game ritual.

      The young man with a dark bob of hair ignored his body as he pushed his aching limbs to a standing position. He stretched, gently this time, as he grabbed a black marker and scrawled his latest achievement onto a piece of paper tacked to the wall.

      
        
        Star’s Fall, Alpha Level – January 6

        DeadSiege – May 29

        Enemies of Time – August 7

        BladeFury Death Match Extreme – October 22

        BattleWorlds! Level 18 – November 13

      

      

      “Less than a month?” Connor had to grin. “I’m getting better and better!” he congratulated himself on yet another satisfied customer as he shuffled to the blinds, rolled them up, and pushed open the window. He took a deep breath of city air outside—

      He folded over in a sudden coughing fit when the burned tire smell of smoggy pollutants filled his nostrils and made his eyes water.

      Maybe not such a great idea, Connor thought as he closed the window, still spluttering, and contented himself with just looking at the outside instead.

      The horizon was a murky orange, cut through with the tall, blackened silhouettes of towers and spires that were Tokyo City, 2048. All of the most distant buildings were wreathed in their own veil of orange smog, each one lit up by their own brilliant neon guide lights that helped the drone postal service find its way. Other objects like the tripod tower, the dome, and the downtown area were ablaze with the more brilliant displays of neon lights and holographic display billboards. The skies themselves were still dark and ominous.

      “Freaking smog,” Connor groaned, thumping his chest. He really needed to remember that it was imperative to check the current pollution levels before opening a window in the “Greatest Tech City of the World!”

      He suddenly felt light-headed and woozy, this time not just because he had sat inside BattleWorlds! for more than half a day, but also due to the effects of severe asthma, thanks to living in the middle of the twenty-first century in said greatest city.

      “Yeah, cheers future.” Connor sighed, taking short sips of breath as he knew how to do while he waited for the woozy spell to disperse. It had the desired effect, and he didn’t even need his inhaler this time. The dizzy feelings were replaced with the now screaming needs of his body.

      “Fine. I hear ya,” Connor said, stumbling first to the bathroom and then the kitchen to rustle up some decent food. By the time that was done, he was feeling vaguely more human as he got changed into some fresh clothes. He eventually turned back to find a message bleeping for him on one of his daisy-chained screens.

      
        
        LordCrimsonReignsSupreme: You’re a hero! I’ve just logged in, and I’m about a quest away from freaking epic status! Thank you so, so much!!

        

      

      That kid sure uses a lot of exclamation marks, Connor thought, scarfing down the hasty stir-fry of mushrooms, bean sprouts, and white cabbage, all slathered in black bean and chili sauce.

      But then again, Connor shrugged, LordCrimsonReignsSupreme was also rich enough to hire a professional game hacker to get his account from a measly Level 2 all the way up to Level 18. It had taken Connor the best part of a month, logging in almost every day, only having to respawn three times, but he had done it nonetheless and delivered the results.

      
        
        LordCrimsonReignsSupreme: I got you, bruh! I’ve direct-mailed the payment to your account. Let me know you got it!

        

      

      “Hallelujah and thank you, most merciful angels!” Connor said sarcastically, quoting a line from some funny film he had watched a long, long time ago. With that kind of money, he’d be able to pay the rent for another couple of months and update his Vision 500 firmware, maybe even get another accelerator to boost his bandwidth status.

      Or . . . Connor thought—as always—he could afford to pay for a week, ten days maybe, in one of the rental BodyBoxes.

      “Grrr.” Connor winced at the frustration of the choice. He did this every time he was presented with it, which was after every contract job.

      It was always the same: be responsible or play big? Ever since he had flunked out of the Tokyo School of Augmented Design, it had always been the same thing. It turned out he wasn’t actually the best coder, even if he had won a scholarship to get there. Health issues, which extended beyond his severe asthma, had blown a lot of opportunities to improve his life by adding medical bills to his student loans.

      I should make sure I have food and a secure place to live for a bit, Connor reminded himself. Maybe even enroll in one of those work online courses.

      Or he could see what he could accomplish by having ten days, twenty-four hours a day, of pure, unadulterated time in a game world.

      The thing was, even though Connor was a pro game hacker, he was still being held back by his equipment. The Vision 500 was top of the line for general players, but for those like him? It was still pretty basic.

      “If it takes me a month on an immersive VRMMORPG like BattleWorlds! then what could I achieve with a week in a BodyBox?” he mumbled to himself as, a moment later, there was a ping as his secure payment account updated.

      
        
        $10,000 has been added to account: Connor Breen.

      

      

      “Boom!” Connor punched the air, and before he had even told himself that he had made the decision, he was already filling out an application for the nearest Vision BodyBox Lounge.

      Now, all he had to do was to find the next contract worthy of it, and then he’d be raking in some real cash!

      Luckily for Connor, in the world of 2048, where supercomputers ran most of the industrialized world, there was always going to be someone willing to pay for a game hacker like him.
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            Tir’Nan’Og

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blip.

        Blip.

        Blip . . .

      

      

      Before, there had been darkness. Now, there was light. A small flare of green as algorithms and numbers tripped over themselves and multiplied, grew exponentially in both complexity, structure, and size.

      To anyone capable of viewing this strange birth, it would have looked like this: a sudden flare of a green neon spark in the void rapidly growing brighter and brighter and larger and larger.

      As it did so and the light filled the view, it was possible to see structures and shapes. What had started as a simple process of zeroes and ones, mathematical sums, and multiplications became a glowing glyph. The self-replicating code growing exponentially.

      With every passing nanosecond, this swirling, exact mathematical shape complexified like a Mandelbrot picture, growing bigger as it did so, sending out baby versions of itself which changed, altered, adapted . . .

      Lines met nodes, branched into geometric shapes, and from every point, more arms radiated out, this time curving in perfect parabolic arcs with smaller nodes created and thrown out in their wake.

      This fabulous geometry and chaos-theory shape extended not just on the flat plane but also in three dimensions. It became a swirling, boiling shape of burning, green light: a code that could contain the secrets of the universe itself.

      In fact, such was how the newest of the super-large supercomputers was born, quickly developing its own programming, redesigning its needs and features as it occupied the full server space that it was given.

      “It’s live! It’s working!” said the excited voice of the thin and rather scrawny looking lead designer for the newest addition to the digital world. He stood with a self-satisfied grin, surrounded by the tall banks of white-and-silver machines, feeling at home in their electric hum and whirr.

      “Of course it is! Of course it is. I never doubted you!” The room’s speaker transmitted the words of the awaiting CEO, safe in the booth above the main server laboratory. “Proceed to phase two! Input the name.”

      The lead designer rushed to do so, moving to the bank of screens that displayed the constantly shifting code. The central screen was currently just a black screen with a blinking white cursor in the middle of a sea of screens full of the self-replicating green code. He typed in the name he’d been given.

      
        
        Name: Tir’Nan’Og

      

      

      The lead designer still thought it was an odd name and vaguely remembered it had something to do with a mythical realm or something. He wasn’t a part of the concept and marketing team, though. He was just the lead designer, responsible for correcting lines of code and making sure the infrastructure was right.

      After inputting the name, the algorithm seemed to glow a deeper green, as if taking on its identity made it somehow more solid.

      Before that moment, there had just been six of the super-massive supercomputers in existence, each one running a number of game worlds that kept the known world occupied and entertained.

      Now, with the arrival of Tir’Nan’Og, there were seven.

      “Do we have our game ready to initiate?” the distant CEO bellowed lustily.

      “Of course, of course, but . . .” the nervous lead designer said. There were checks and tests that he wanted to perform first. He longed to take a few days to stabilize the mainframe, to make sure there were no glitches.

      “I’m not talking about going live. I’m talking about loading the program so we can go live!” the CEO bellowed, buoyed by their own unworked-for success. “Do it! Now!”

      As a lowly employee, the man knew he had no say in the matter and reluctantly complied. He typed in another command, and a new message appeared on the screen.

      
        
        Loading: Legends of the Six Realms . . .

      

      

      There was a flicker and a ripple across the giant digital glyph that was a map of the supercomputer itself. A tiny glitch, as it updated itself.

      Neither the lead designer nor the CEO nor anyone else in that room could ever conceive of what had just happened in that tiny, instantaneous flicker. If they had, they would have realized that their multifolding programming technique was far more miraculous and ingenious than even they had thought.

      Reality, after all, could be described by numbers.

      And numbers were a language, and that language, in the right manner, could be used like a key.

      The world’s newest, largest supercomputer had just opened a door.
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            Arianna & Mr. Grey

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor woke to another early Tokyo evening after having slept, eaten, and then slept some more. The skies outside his unblinded window now an unhealthy—but fairly appealing, it had to be said—mixture of pinks and turquoises. From somewhere outside, there was the sound of energetic, fast-paced Z-Pop wafting up from the streets below.

      Connor loved these moments right after a payday when he felt once more as if the whole world was open to him. He was no longer the flunky dropout student, afflicted (along with millions of others) with chronic health issues. Instead, he was GhostEffect, at the top of his game, known and feared throughout the gaming world.

      With a few hand gestures, he had activated his screens, booted up his private server, and navigated to the premier game hack sites, scurried away somewhere on the dark web.

      
        
        The Hack Leagues! Updated every 45 minutes!

      

      

      Game hacking was the practice of selling your skills as a gamer, coder, and hacker to anyone wanting to get somewhere in any of the super-massive virtual reality games. It was technically legal in Tokyo, but in a lot of other nations around the world, it was considered a criminal activity. That was the primary reason Connor had stayed there after being booted out of college.

      “Only a single-use player can register, join, and receive the in-game credit rewards . . .” stipulated many of the game worlds. That was because most of the supercomputers allowed players to be rewarded real-time credits from the in-game experiences. Just last month, in fact, Connor had heard of yet another start-up firm selling magical items online making its first million dollars of revenue in very short order.

      With all of the super storms, pollution, targeted wars, and countless other maladies that afflicted the middle of the twenty-first century, entire companies, schools, even communities had moved most of their work online. Kids just as often logged into their school simulations to ignore their pre-generated teachers, and corporate boardrooms could be found styled on spaceships or the Tower of Sauron in the virtual world.

      Tokyo, essentially the birthplace of true VR tech, was at least saner than most other places. Connor didn’t have to jump through too many hoops in order to be sitting there, looking at the latest league charts for people just like him.

      Game hacking still had that underground, edgy vibe, however. The anonymous community prided themselves on being outcast, pirate-like even, as they tested and probed the weaknesses of the newest games.

      “What the actual living f—!” Connor burst out when he saw the updated rankings.

      
        
        1st: PaleRider

        2nd: IkigaiMoon

        3rd: DeathStormBeBop

        4th: BadEgg

        5th: ShakeYourMoneyMaker

      

      

      He had to actually scroll down to find his name, GhostEffect, all the way down at number twelve. He had dropped down seven league places overnight, from where he had previously been enjoying fifth place.

      “I mean, what the hell!?” Connor hissed. “Have they even updated their board rankings yet?”

      But the super-fast, direct-beamed Wi-Fi had indeed been updated. There was no way to not update in a world where wireless internet was beamed down to mass transmitters, straight from satellites in space.

      “I mean, what did I do wrong?” He groaned, already suspecting what the play had been and yet unwilling to admit that he had been so stupid to admit it.

      Game hacking, due to its shady nature, was a hard gig to correctly assess. The clients that Connor worked for liked to claim that they had done all the serious leveling up in their respective games and kept the general public and adoring fans none the wiser.

      But there were work-arounds. That was why it took time and money to get anywhere in the professional game hack world. You had to run your own anonymous servers, operating out of a Dutch non-extradition supercomputer from which you could securely log your screenshots and game IDs and upload them to the Hack Leagues.

      I’m sure I did that last night, didn’t I? Connor checked. He had.

      That only left one option: LordCrimsonReignsSupreme, that rich kid—the one from Missouri who had hired him to crack BattleWorlds! in the shortest time yet—wasn’t real. The only explanation was that LordCrimsonReignsSupreme was themselves just a fake account for another game hacker like him, and they had sent their updated game IDs along with Connor’s hard-worked hours of gameplay.

      “Rat Womble,” Connor swore. He should have seen it coming. It wasn’t unheard of in his world. It just wasn’t generally what people did.

      Pff. Honor among thieves, huh?

      Connor cursed himself for being such an idiot.

      He was sure that the Hack Leagues would be looking into the double set of game IDs, but it would require them to get direct access to the BattleWorlds! admin server to truly straighten everything out. Connor knew that was probably too much of a pain in their ass just to sort out rankings, not to mention highly illegal.

      “Urgh!” Connor groaned, collapsing back onto the bed behind him with a moan and wondering how screwed his job prospects looked now. He had still gotten paid, which was a good thing, but the contracts on offer to those game hackers outside the top ten were thousands of dollars less than those offered to those inside.

      Goodbye BodyBox, hello three months of measly rent payments.

      Brrp! His screen blinked with a new message. An incoming video call, actually.

      “What now?” Connor didn’t move for a moment. If it was going to be some kid asking him to get to the next level of Candy Crossing FunPark, then he was going to lose it.
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      Arianna. Connor’s lip twitched in a ghost of a smile. At least his oldest friend would understand the crapstorm that he was being put through.

      “Yo, Ari!” he slumped forward, accepting the call with a wave of his hand. The image of the girl he had grown up with suddenly appeared from the other side of the world.

      “Hey, loser. Looks like you’re losing that magic touch on the Hack Boards, am I right?” The image of a girl with long dark hair and tanned skin gave him a look that was a mixture of playful mocking and genuine sympathy.

      Arianna Moore was like that, and Connor told her where to jump as was customary, before they both snickered with a throwback to teenage glee. It had always been this way between them from the very first day that fourteen-year-old Arianna had marched into their study hall in St. Anthony’s High School in New York to find Connor trying to get an unimpressed team of callow youths interested in an Advanced Fantasy RPG game played with actual paper and dice.

      She had merely said, “If you think that you can be a bunch of heroes, quite frankly, I think you should give up now.” Then she had slammed her Advanced Players Manual on the table before taking several hand-painted figurines from her pocket.

      “Let me show you weirdos how it’s done.”

      After that, Connor had fallen instantly and annoyingly in awe of the dark, frizzy-haired girl who was the first of their group to get a piercing, a date, a tattoo—not to mention the first to get a Vision 100 headset, though that was long after than New York St. Anthony’s.

      “So, now that you have brought shame on yourself, kiddo, when are you going to leave the land of the rising sun and come back home to New York, flunky-boy?” Arianna asked, throwing her head back with a playful laugh. Behind the twenty-something woman was a much lighter, much plusher apartment than the one he lived in. Connor could see actual house plants, wall-sized windows, and in the corner, a whole selection of screens and hard drives.

      And something that looked suspiciously like a BodyBox.

      “What the ever-loving son of a . . . I mean, how the hell could you afford a damn BodyBox?!” Connor, although he admired his friend to death and back, could also hate her right now.

      “And no, of course I’m not going to leave Tokyo. The only city where what I do is legal, you know! Why would I go to crappy New York and get my connections limited or worse, locked out completely!?”

      “Because there is more to the world than being some other player’s gopher,” Arianna said with a smile that was probably meant to be teasing but was in fact a little too hard. Connor had the suspicion that she was veering toward the “friendly advice intervention” category.

      “And that BodyBox you see there? It’s on loan from Tir’Nan’Og. They want me as an experience tester for their new game world, you heard of it? Legends of the Six Realms?”

      “Never heard of it. Nor Teer . . . Teayer . . . Tare . . . Terrible Nana or whoever they are,” Connor lied.

      He had definitely heard of Tir’Nan’Og, but he was playing it cool. He’d read in the latest industry announcements that a new supercomputer was expected to come online any day now, based somewhere in Europe, and that it already had its own game world in construction.

      “Hrrmph!” Arianna laughed, her previously parental tone broken. “Liar,” she called him out.

      “I can’t believe that even one of the lowest-ranking professional game hackers doesn’t know when a new supercomputer and world opens up, and Legends is going to be six worlds. Six, all rolled into one!”

      “Bah,” Connor groaned, but of course, she saw right through him. She always could.

      A new supercomputer—or to be precise, a new super supercomputer—was a big deal, not only for the gaming community but also for the entire world. There were only six, and now seven, of these behemoths in existence, each of which was accompanied by their own networked connection of smaller supercomputers.

      These programming, data-crunching giants were literally what powered the world, and everyone knew that. These servers provided the space for every application, business, community, and government on the planet, and they rented out vast quantities of their space to the various game worlds like BattleWorlds!, StarsFall, and now, Legends of the Six Realms.

      The thing was, nearly everything was done virtually these days, and just about everyone with some electricity had an avatar. Because of the ravaging storms, toxic smog, wildfires, and worse outside of the cities, citizens were actively encouraged to lead their lives online.

      All of which came with the added bonus that while the players conducted business meetings or decapitated Goblins, the game algorithms worked to crunch data, with every supercomputer specializing in different projects.

      Connor knew that the Russian super supercomputer used its players and citizens network activity to help crunch the next Mars mission. The US super supercomputer used its online participants to help prop up the international stock market. People logged into Copenhagen mainframe powered the efforts to find a cure for cancer with every sword thrust and avatar profile change.

      Which is why the game worlds are so widely encouraged and why in-game experience can be traded for actual money, Connor knew.

      It was also why game hacking was deemed illegal, too, he figured a little warily, before quickly shying away from thinking about that too much.

      “Alright, Terrible Nan’s then?” Connor asked. “And this Legends. Why’d they hire a cheat like you?”

      “Takes one to know one!” Arianna shot him a sharp grin. “Look, Tir’Nan’Og—teer-naaan-ohg to you—is different from the others. They’re only running one virtual reality game world. Just one and one alone, no more.”

      “What, they’re not leasing space to the others? Then they’re fools, clearly,” Connor pointed out.

      “Legends is too big,” Arianna insisted. “That is the kind of commitment we’re talking about. It’s not a case of you spend a couple months logging in, and then you’re at Level 20 or whatever.

      “The new fantasy game world is so large that it is six game worlds all together. What other mainframe has space or processing power for that? We’re talking about, like, a year at a time, two maybe, of unrepeated gameplay before they even have to release updates and patches. And that’s for the hardcore gamers out there who log in every day. For the rest, the weekenders and evening crew . . .” Arianna shrugged.

      “Some of those kids are going to grow up in Legends, probably spend the best years of their lives in there. That is what makes the game and Tir’Nan’Og so different!” she ended with a flourish.

      “Okay, okay, gimme a look,” Connor said, relenting. He had to admit, at least to himself, that it did sound promising.

      Arianna’s hands flew over her screens in distant New York, and an instant later, there were in-game shots and short cut scenes, all in first person, of a lush fantasy marketplace.

      The town itself was mostly classic medieval fantasy but with a few differences. There were also elements of gaslight, steam, ether tech, from what Connor could gather. Buildings that were made of stone and wood with peaked roofs, and in the distance, a tall, white stone tower that elegantly curved skyward in the glow of morning mists.

      There was a flicker as an iridescent butterfly with purple, orange, and green wings fluttered past the camera.

      A shadow crossed the streets as a sleek airship in the skies passed overhead. The ship had no balloons to support it, but instead canvas sails stretched out to the side of a gleaming metal hull, while a giant steel ring which emitted an eldritch, blue glow propelled it forward and kept it aloft.

      The details were intense, Connor had to admit. Of course, he expected such things from a virtual game, but everywhere he trained his eyes, he could see small, distinct features. He saw the drift of blown leaves from a majestic sycamore tree where birds flitted, and some purple-furred, mammal-type creatures chased each other in the treetops. He could see the dirt and dust of the roadway, replete with puddles from a recent rain.

      Even in this, a mere recorded scene from the game, Connor could almost feel the sharp tang of the air on his face.

      “It’s good,” he breathed, admittedly awed.

      “I knew you’d like it,” Arianna agreed. “Legends starts with all the usual fantasy races, and it has developed its own virtual simulator extensions. It’s going to be the most immersive game ever!”

      “I see you’ve drunk the Kool-Aid.” Connor laughed as Arianna pulled the in-game shots back.

      She shrugged. “I guess I have. Call it professional interest. Like I said, Tir’Nan’Og sent me the BodyBox in return for being an experience tester.” She said it like it was no big deal.

      “I start at Level 0, same as everyone else, then just throw myself into traps and quests and provide feedback. Easy, huh?”

      Connor had to admit that he was certainly jealous of that. “Payment?” he asked.

      Arianna grimaced sheepishly. “Not great, but . . .”

      “How much?”

      She blew out a breath. “I get that BodyBox for as long as my contract lasts, though.”

      Connor watched as his friend dithered.

      “You are getting paid, right?” he pressed.

      Arianna’s face fell a bit more.

      “Hundred forty dollars a week,” she admitted.

      Connor burst out laughing. “Does that even cover your rent?”

      “Barely,” Arianna admitted. “But I get the Box. I figure it will look great on my resume, being an official reviewer and all.”

      “Bah!” Connor shook his head. “If I signed up for your deal, I’d have a month tops, and then I’d be back to square one. It’s just not worth it.”

      “It means there’s no chance of Feds coming for you or of getting juiced in the Hack League tables,” she pointed out, once again sounding a little serious. In fact, she sounded not only serious but worried for him.

      “C’mon, Connor, how long are you going to keep doing what you do, anyway? When are you going to start putting your health first?”

      The sympathy in her voice suddenly made Connor angry.

      “Maybe I like what I do, Ari!” he stormed. “I’m one of the best in the world at leveling up.”

      “Number twelve, you mean, and dropping every hour you’re not grinding out some other schmuck’s experience . . .” his friend, always as hot tempered as he was, started to say.

      “Oh, do me a favor,” Connor cut her off. He was angry at her for even suggesting that he give up on his career. Like she thought he was always going to be that sickly dropout kid, hacking coughs over fantasy rule books at the back of class.

      Why can’t people see that I am GOOD at this?!

      “I don’t need your sympathy, Ari,” he snapped. “Thanks anyway.”

      “Connor, wait—” she tried to say, but Connor had already cut the connection and sat back, fuming.

      “Drekk!” He punched the bed blankets futilely. He didn’t know what made him angrier: the fact that his friend had valued him so low, or that a part of him wondered if she might be right.

      No way, he told himself. He was still smarting from getting burned on the League tables, that was all. It was only a small setback. He’d be back in the game in no time.

      Wouldn’t he?

      Of course, he would. Connor already had a plan of what he was going to do with that ten thousand dollars. He furiously began swiping up some new windows.
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      He was going to show Ari and everyone else what he was capable of.

      And he was going to do it right there with his old Vision500. He didn’t need the damned BodyBox at all. He was going to make more money than ever when he aced this new game and this Terrible Nana computer or whatever dumb name it was called.

      There. Just like he knew it would be, like he knew it had to be. There were already three offers from clients wanting to game hack the new game.

      With the release of every new game world, there was always this flurry of activity. People wanting to get virtually famous by being the first to get to Level 10, 15, 20. The first to work out the solution to this problem or complete that quest.

      Normally, professional game hackers like himself held back a month or so before jumping in. There was more risk of doing spectacularly badly in a game where you had no idea what the cheat codes were or where the boss triggers were. Game hackers were a bold group, but they also liked avoiding failure.

      Well, prudence can go fish, Connor declared to no one but himself. He was good enough to work it out all on his own without any tips or cheats at all!

      The first couple of messages were ridiculous offers, even for him. Someone from Cleveland and another from somewhere called Lowestoft were offering worse than Ari was getting paid a week.

      He grimaced at how bad the jobs were now that he was way down in the rankings.

      But the third looked promising, if a bit unorthodox. Connor read through it once and immediately clicked ACCEPT.
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        Attention: GhostEffect

      

        

      
        Offer: Legends of the Six Realms [IMMEDIATE START]

      

        

      
        Sender: Mr. Grey

      

        

      
        Message begins:

      

      

      Dear GhostEffect, thank you for your interest. I would like to extend to you the offer of immediate employment in the new game franchise Legends of the Six Realms.

      You will forgive me if I have noticed that your recent rankings are, shall we say, unfortunate?

      Being a businessman and entrepreneur in a fairly cutthroat market myself, I sympathize entirely with the vagaries of fame and fortune.

      However, this is precisely why I have chosen you for this offer. I believe that you and I will share a common desire to fight and to prove ourselves to those who deem themselves better than us. It is a trait that I find uniquely admirable.

      I have received a tip regarding the whereabouts of a powerful magical item in the new game called the RING OF TANTOR. As yet, no other player knows of its existence.

      I want you to enter the game and steal the ring for me. It is imperative that this is done as soon as possible. Do not waste time completing quests or gaining experience. We cannot afford to wait for this item to fall into the hands of another player! Further details on the location of the item will be sent to you once you have spawned in the game.

      If you complete this job, you will receive five thousand dollars immediately.

      After that, you are free to play the game as you wish, with five hundred dollars per level gained, indefinitely.

      You may choose any race, class, and description you see fit. Just deliver to me the ring when I and my associates enter the game.

      
        
        Awaiting your prompt confirmation,

        Mr. Grey

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    







            The Clearing

          

        

      

    

    
      Ha ha, easy money! Ari is going to kick herself when she sees what I’m doing!

      Connor laughed out loud as he settled into his gaming chair. He had made all the usual preparations: loading up on nutrient drinks, setting up his foam pad cushions, pulling the blinds, and setting all of his alerts to busy.

      He didn’t care who Mr. Grey was. All he knew was that the man had money. On a whim, he paused before going in, shooting a one-line message to his friend.
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        To Ari:

        Yeah, sorry, I guess. We’ll see who becomes Legendary first! :)

        

      

      And it’s a no-brainer, really, Connor thought to himself, still smirking as he took up his old, trusty, battered Vision500 and settled it on his head.

      His world instantly went dark.

      Mr. Grey had a lead on some rare Legends artifact. If he got there first—or if I do for him, more importantly, Connor thought—then he would have a very powerful bargaining chip right at the start of the game. Right now, there had to be hundreds, maybe thousands of players and businesses registering with Legends, and well, there were market forces, weren’t there? Supply and demand.

      Mr. Grey apparently wanted to be the first with all the best goods, and he was willing to pay for them.

      Ha! Connor didn’t actually care too much about the items. He just wanted it known that he, GhostEffect, was going to be the first great player of the game.

      The darkness was illuminated by a message.

      
        
        Tir’Nan’Og server found! Do you wish to join?

      

      

      Connor answered, “Yes.”

      
        
        Available Options: Legends of the Six Realms. Join?

      

      

      Again, he answered, “Yes.”

      The blackness flickered for a moment, and once again, Connor had that sensation of vertigo, of suddenly falling . . .

      Then the darkness started to lift, hazy at first but getting clearer. Connor felt like he was struggling to wake from a deep sleep. He struggled, wanting to move his limbs, though not even able to see them.

      Connor heard a gasp and realized with certainty that it was his own breath, then abruptly light was streaming into his eyes, and he was coughing and panting. He was whole again, suddenly alive, suddenly—

      In a forest clearing.
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        * * *

      

      Connor, or the adventurer that Connor had become, blinked and sat up.

      “Okay . . .” he mumbled, looking around.

      He was sitting on the soft ground of mixed grass and moss, sunlight streaming through the leaves in what felt to Connor, instinctively, like early morning. The sky that peeked through the boughs and reaching fingers of the trees was a bright, high blue and scudded with the faintest white lines of wispy Cirrus clouds.

      “Ha!” Connor let out a laugh, surprising himself with the delight of it. Ari had been right after all; this was the best virtual simulation that he had ever encountered.

      Sure, a small and nerdy part of him knew that it was all actually ones and zeroes that were being beamed directly into his brain through the imagers in his Vision500 headset, but still . . . it would be so easy to forget that this wasn’t absolutely real.

      He could smell the slightly musty tang of rotting leaves and taste the earthiness in the air. The clearing was small, almost perfectly circular, with tall, mighty trees surrounding it. A single path led out of the clearing and into the forest.

      His skin felt alive, and when Connor looked down, he saw that his hands and arms were nothing like what he thought they should be. They were pale with a ghostly white luminescence and fuzzy at the edges.

      “Welcome, brave adventurer, to the First Realm!” said a sudden voice, and Connor swiveled his head to see that he was not, in fact, alone.

      Behind him, on a half-mossy boulder, was what could only be described as a faun.

      “Uhm, excuse me? I mean . . . hello?” Connor said, and now that he heard his voice, it sounded oddly echoey and faint.

      “Oh, you poor creature!” the faun said, appearing quite sympathetic about the state of the confused almost-human in his midst. Connor watched as the creature, with furred goat legs and a regular human torso, leapt spryly from the boulder and landed right in front of him.

      The faun had curly chestnut hair, the same color as some of the leaves on the ground at his feet, and his features were sharp—save for two pointed and curling nubs of horns on his brow. He wore a jerkin of greenish, finely tooled leather but no other clothing.

      “You have been summoned to the First Realm, but you are not yet yourself,” the faun said, casually stepping around Connor to inspect him as the insubstantial young man stood up.

      “It takes great energies to bring you into the realm, you see, vast and ancient energies that will . . .”

      “Okay, I get it,” Connor said. “This is the character creation part, right? What do I have to do?”

      The faun blinked as if insulted, then burst out laughing. “Fine. I see that a spirit like you is used to such travel—along with all the others streaming into the world!”

      The creature gave a heavy sigh. “Let’s get you started, then . . .”

      The faun waved a hand, and there, before Connor’s vision, glowed arcane writing.

      
        
        Name:

        Profession: None

        Level: 1

        Size: None

        Health: 0 / 0

        Vitality: 0 / 0

        Agility: 0

        Charisma: 0

        Intelligence: 0

        Stamina: 0

        Strength: 0

        Wisdom: 0

      

      

      “Wow, you’re really generous with where you start players, aren’t you?” Connor muttered.

      “We all gotta start off somewhere, sport!” The faun frowned at him. “Here, I will leave you with the handbook.”

      The faun held up one hand, and a small grimoire instantly appeared. It was bound in black leather with six interlocking gold rings embossed upon its cover.

      “I am required to greet every damn one of you and welcome you in, so,” another sigh, “as I was starting to say, you have fifty points to distribute between your attributes. You also have a whole range of races to choose from, some of which provide extra points.”

      “Can I be a Barbarian?” Connor asked, grinning. “Or maybe an Assassin. Wait, do you have Rangers?”

      “Yes, we have Rangers,” the faun groaned, “but those are professions, not races. You cannot choose a profession until you reach Level 5, and that,” the faun gave him a dry look, “seems like an increasingly unlikely event.”

      “Hey, I’m here to make friends and kill Goblins,” Connor said, grinning as wide as a ghostly not-yet human could.

      The faun snorted, flinging the manual toward Connor, who immediately made to catch it. The book shimmered as his insubstantial hands touched it, and the book disappeared into his body with a flash of emerald-green light.

      
        
        Choose Your Race

      

      

      
        	Human

        	Elf (+4 Agility)

        	Dwarf (+2 Strength, +2 Stamina)

        	Gnome (+2 Wisdom)

        	Halfling (+2 Charisma)

        	Half-Elf (Bonuses up to full Elf bonus)

        	Half-Dwarf (Bonuses up to full Dwarf bonus)

      

      “Now we’re talking . . .” Connor considered his options. Essentially, he just needed to be as quick as possible, didn’t he? Which would probably mean agility.

      Which means elf, he knew.

      However, as Connor was about to ignore all regular starting character creation steps, first quests, and what have you, he recognized that he could very well run into trouble along the way. Trouble that he might be unable to handle without some toughness.

      Strength and Stamina are important too.

      “With the Strength and Stamina bonuses, maybe I should go with dwarf?” Connor mused out loud. He could sense the impatience of the faun once more, as if this was all very time-consuming and boring.

      Yeah, but Connor knew that dwarves weren’t renowned for being speedy creatures. Humans didn’t have any attribute bonuses but were generally well-rounded.

      Ultimately, Connor decided to compromise and go with a mixed race. Since an elf and dwarf mix wasn’t available, he went with half-elf. He’d always liked the idea of half-elves anyway; they were part elf, part human, and didn’t really fit in with either. They were usually somewhat of an outcast.

      Just like me! Connor thought ruefully.

      
        
        Race: Half-Elf (+3 Agility)

      

        

      
        The Half-Elves of the First Realm

      

        

      
        Ever since the worlds were fragmented and split from each other, the half-elves have been a tribe without a natural home. Although they can claim descent to the Elvish Third Realm, they are trapped here in the First. Both elves and humans view them with suspicion, and they tend to lead solitary lives, often becoming Rangers, Wizards, or Rogues.

      

      

      “Good to know,” Connor thought before turning to the rest of his characteristics.

      It was time to allocate his fifty attribute points.

      
        	Agility: hand-eye coordination and balance. Affects ranged damage.

        	Charisma: the ability to work with people. Affects leadership.

        	Intelligence: the ability to learn and know things. Affects spellcasting.

        	Stamina: endurance in battle. Vitality = Stamina * Level.

        	Strength: power. Affects melee damage.

        	Wisdom: the ability to understand how things work and interact or problem solve. Affects magical item creation.

      

      Connor was on a quick mission, but he would also be paid for every level he earned. Because of that, he wanted a well-rounded character, one that could handle themselves in a fight.

      It was harder than it looked, to be honest. Normally, he would focus on one or two attributes. Either become a tank with high Strength and Stamina if he was in a tournament-style deathmatch game or go full spell caster with high Intelligence if he was in a problem-solving game.

      “But I’m already going to get that sweet agility bonus from being a half-elf, so . . .”

      Connor started to assign his attribute points.

      
        
        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 9 / 9

        Agility: 8 (+3) = 11

        Charisma: 7

        Intelligence: 9

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 9

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      “That equals fifty points, but . . .” Connor grimaced.

      Playing it safe doesn’t win games, he knew from vast experience. Even with this straightforward job in front of him, he needed to at least be as good as he could be at one thing.

      But there was a bigger question too. What did he want to be in this game? A burly fighter? A Knight? Or a spellcaster of some sort—Sorcerer, Necromancer, or Wizard? Usually, these latter were seedier type characters, sacrificing things like strength and agility, even health, in return for awesome magical power.

      Connor liked the idea of being able to summon lightning bolts and wield arcane energies, sure, but something about once again being physically frail, prone to infirmity as he was in real life, was not something he wanted to experience in the virtual world. Who would want to be the same as how they lived in the real world anyway? Wasn’t the whole point of virtual reality to become something new, something braver and more awesome than they ever could be otherwise?

      He checked the list and quickly revised some of the numbers.

      Who needs Charisma anyway? He grinned to himself.

      
        
        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 9 / 9

        Agility: 9 (+3) = 12

        Charisma: 5

        Intelligence: 10

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 9

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      “There!” he said, confirming his choices. The stats flashed an eldritch blue as he confirmed the decision, then faded into nothing.

      “Now, let’s choose my profession,” he said, expecting his profession options to appear, but nothing happened.

      Connor screwed up his face in consternation, then he remembered. “Oh yeah,” he groaned. “I can’t choose a profession until I reach Level 5.” And that would require quests, battles, and training.

      “What’s next?” he asked, looking around for the faun but not finding him. Instead of the magical creature, there was a simple leather backpack leaning against a mossed boulder, which he presumed was for him.

      “Let’s see what pile of rubbish I get as starting gear,” Connor murmured but still grinned. He actually loved this entire process but wasn’t delusional enough to expect great gear or anything. He would have to slay monsters and find loot to get good weapons and armor.

      He stepped toward the backpack, and as he did so, he felt a strange electric surge rush over his body.

      Wait . . . he thought, looking at how his form was suddenly changing, becoming more solid, taking on form and texture and shape.

      He suddenly had skin again, if several shades more golden than normal—and with stronger forearms, he was happy to notice. He was wearing what appeared to be a white cotton shirt under a sleeveless leather jerkin with curling leaves and thorns inscribed onto the material. He also wore simple, sturdy pants and lace-up boots.

      Hmm. Connor nodded, somewhat impressed. That was pretty much exactly what he had been thinking about when he had started to envision himself as a half-elf.

      He moved his hands up to the sides of his head and ran his fingers over two delicately pointed ears and a ruffle of hair.

      “Did the game predict what I wanted to look like?” Connor wondered, remembering that some simulations were so advanced, that they could pull speculation data from a user’s own computer and predict their behavior, basing their preferred looks on what the player had searched for and how they acted.

      He pulled a strand of his hair forward in front of his eyes to see that it was a dark brown like his own.

      “Ugh, I’m not liking that,” Connor muttered. Right before his eyes, his hair grew darker and darker until it was a glossy but tousled black, as dark as night.

      “Ha!” He laughed at the sudden, reactive change. He felt the same flicker of eldritch energy running through him again, and he knew that the change was permanent.

      Connor smiled broadly and turned his attention to the backpack. As he did so, an inventory screen appeared with a series of labeled icons.

      
        
        Inventory:

      

      

      
        	Socks

        	Underwear

        	Leather pants

        	Cotton shirt

        	Leather vest

        	Backpack

        	Coin pouch

        	1 small weapon

      

      “What’s that?” Connor wondered, studying the contents of his inventory, which included a grayed out, vague shape. As he focused on it, more eldritch, blue writing suddenly appeared.

      
        
        One small weapon available, would you like:

      

      

      
        	Dagger

        	Shortsword

        	Hatchet

        	Hammer

        	Club

      

      “Right, gotcha.”

      Connor considered his options, and for some reason that he couldn’t quite explain, chose the Hatchet. The vague shape suddenly morphed into a small hand ax, materializing in his hand. When he looked down, he realized that he now had an accompanying weapons hoop on his belt too.

      
        
        Name: Hand Ax

        Condition: Excellent

        Damage: 6–8 Health points

        Requirements:

      

      

      
        	Strength: 6 or higher

      

      
        
        Attack Cost: 2 Vitality points

      

      

      
        
        You have learned the skill Combat Ax.

      

      

      With weapon in hand, literally, he turned his focus to the rest of his inventory.

      
        
        Coin pouch

      

      

      
        	12 copper coins

        	10 silver coins

      

      
        
        Backpack

      

      

      
        	2 Basic Healing potions

        	3 Torches, Flint & Strike

        	5 Sheets of parchment

        	Charcoal pencil

        	Chalk

      

      “Looks like I’ve got everything I need!” Connor took a satisfied breath, looking around to see whether the faun had reappeared to tell him what to do next.

      The creature remained stubbornly not present.

      “Great. No starting spells, I take it, then,” Connor grumbled and turned to the only obvious route out of this starting glade: the small path that led into the forest.

      Oh, wait a minute. He had taken about three steps when he realized that he had forgotten probably the most important part of any new character creation.

      His name.

      “Uh . . .” he thought for a moment about using GhostEffect, just for the sake of being obvious and shoving it in the faces of all of those in the Hack Leagues that he was here, and he was going to ace it.

      As reckless as he could be at times, Connor realized that it was probably a bad idea to draw too much attention to himself before he actually succeeded. There would be time for reveling in his glories later.

      But he did still want to let Ari know that he was in here and—quite petty, he knew—that he was doing amazingly already.

      He pulled up his personal stats and named himself.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 1 (0 / 300 to next level)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 9 / 9

        Agility: 12

        Charisma: 5

        Intelligence: 10

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 9

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      Connor the Half-elf. He tried the name on and nodded to himself. It worked, he thought. And soon enough he would probably be earning titles and achievements to add to that. He fixed his sights on the path through the forest and set out.

      “Let’s get this party started,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            The Lucky Dragon

          

        

      

    

    
      The village ahead was one that Connor instantly found familiar before realizing that it was almost the same as the one in the cut scene that Ari had sent him.

      There were the same peaked wooden roofs like a cross between something old Scandinavian and traditional Japanese over buildings that had cream stone walls. It was fantasy medieval, for sure, but Connor also saw taller bell towers vaguely shining with glowing magical crystals. Here, just as in the scene that Arianna had sent him, it appeared that magic was ubiquitous and treated almost like another energy source.

      I need to get my hands on some cool spells! Connor thought as he left the wooded path and started across a pleasant meadow, heading toward a small stone bridge over a meandering creek. On the other side was the village itself, which appeared to be little more than a couple of cross streets of small, quaint buildings clustered around a central square.

      “Mr. Grey said he would contact me as soon as I was in the game.” Connor was already thinking about the job as he crossed the bridge, pausing only for a second by the scintillating water below.

      He could feel the fresh coolness against his skin as moisture was carried up from the water. He could see the reflecting glints of the sunlight on the fast-moving stream, the slight bubbles and spray. Out in the middle where the water was clearer, he could see through its clarity to the rounded, green-and-brown pebbles of the riverbed.

      If anything, Connor thought, this place didn’t just feel real. It felt hyperreal, as if everything before it—specifically his painful and cramped life in Tokyo—was the dulled, muted, make-believe world. This was far sharper and crisper than that.

      “Ha!” He let out a laugh as he picked up his pace, his feet crunching on the gravel on the far side of the bridge. He walked up the main thoroughfare of the village, just a short distance until it got to the central square. A collection of people—humans—were stooping to gather water from the central well.

      On the other side of the well was the most prominent building in the entire village, a large, multi-winged inn.

      “Can’t start any decent adventure without going to the inn, right?” Connor said to himself, noting that a couple of water drawers at the well were already carrying their pails back to the open stables at the side of the inn to the stamp and whinny of waiting horses.

      “If I was going to set up a meeting with a thief at the start of an adventure, it would be there,” he mumbled to himself as he crossed the village plaza. He saw other figures down the cross streets, moving in and out of the shops. He was sure that at least a couple of the figures were small and squat with a lot of beard.

      Dwarves! he thought with a chuckle, pausing to turn around and see that this little village was actually fairly busy. There was a range of shops, from a blacksmith who appeared to sell armor displayed on racks outside to an herbalist, even a small stone chapel.

      Healers, maybe? Or Clerics? Connor wondered.

      “Hey!” He was disturbed by the sudden shout of a man’s voice behind him, which appeared to have been directed at him. When he turned, he saw a slightly older man with wisps of a moustache and a long green-gray cloak over leather and part-chain jerkin leaning against one of the porch pillars of the inn. The man was currently packing a pipe as he glanced up inquisitively at Connor.

      “You’re new in town, huh?” the man said, frowning at the pipe. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around Woodville before.”

      “Woodville?” Connor murmured, unsure of the name.

      “Yeah, Woodville. The name of our little slice of paradise here,” the rowdy-looking man said, finally finishing what he was doing and setting a match to the pipe. He took a long, satisfied puff as the smell of cherry and raisins filled the air.

      “Not much happens here in Woodville, I’ll grant you. We keep to ourselves and stay out of harm’s way. Some strange folks wander in from the Wilds every now and then, heading for the Mountains of Mourn maybe, or Black Birch Forest.”

      The man shrugged as if unconcerned with the activities of others, then looked Connor in the eyes, a suddenly serious look on his face.

      “That seems to be changing somewhat these days, though. There’s talk of some Goblin activity in the Wilds, and I heard someone had seen a Hill Troll up in the Mountains not a moon past.”

      An ominous cloud passed before the sun as if responding to the man’s words, bringing a spot of wintry chill to the Woodville Plaza and the conversation.

      “Aye, some strange things seem to be happening recently, truth be told. There was that merchant who up and disappeared down the street there—and his family said they would pay handsomely to know where he went!”

      Connor could see where this conversation was heading and had no interest in some random quest to find a missing person. “I’m not interested in any of that,” he said quickly before suddenly wondering something.

      “Unless, uh . . . unless Mr. Grey sent you?”

      “Mister who, now?” the man said, his brow furrowing.

      Is this a test? Connor thought. What if this character doesn’t recognize who he is because of the fact that he has changed his appearance?

      “Mr. Grey? GhostEffect?” Connor hazarded, earning another frown from the man.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about, son. But if you’ve found yourself in my village and are looking for employment . . .” the man offered again, cocking his head to the side. He took one last drag from his pipe then knocked it out against the post. A cherry of charred tobacco fell out and scattered onto the road below.

      When Connor didn’t say anything, the man shrugged and reached into his pocket. “Here,” he said, handing the newcomer a small card. “Take it. I’m Gustav Fenwalker. I guess you could say I keep the roads safe around here.”

      Connor took the card and looked down to see what was written on it.

      
        
        Gustav H. Fenwalker, Ranger Marshal for Mourn Wilds.

        ~ Ask for me at the Lucky Dragon Inn, Woodville.

        ~ Present my card at Inns across Mourn Wilds for help.

      

      

      As soon as he finished reading the card, a message appeared in front of him.

      
        
        Do you accept a Quest from the Ranger Marshal?

      

      

      Connor chuckled, having been offered a quest no matter how hard he had tried to avoid it.

      “Thanks,” he said, accepting the card but refusing the offer of a starter quest. He didn’t have time for any of that, not if there were more people spawning into the game with every hour. How long would it take before one of them found the Ring of Tantor?

      A Ranger Marshal? Isn’t that some kind of sheriff? A watchman? Connor wondered, knowing he was there to meet Mr. Grey’s contact to get details about a job that couldn’t be described as anything other than thievery.

      Doesn’t that make us sort of enemies?

      Connor wasn’t sure that he was going to be the sort of character who would get along with Mr. Gustav H. Fenwalker, even if Connor did realize that the Ranger Marshal was just trying to be friendly, offering a newcomer like him some work and a chance to get involved.

      Connor made a show of pocketing the Ranger Marshal’s card all the same. “But you know. If I get into any trouble, I’ll keep you in mind.”

      Gustav half turned, looked across at Connor for a long moment, his eyes shrewd, and Connor got the sense that the man could see right through him.

      “Mr. Grey . . .” the Ranger Marshal muttered to himself, clearly thinking on it before shaking his head. “Don’t get into any trouble now,” he said, then turned back toward the stables and disappeared into the gloom inside.

      Wonderful, Connor thought. Did I just make my first enemy already? He shrugged, then made his way into the Inn of the Lucky Dragon, Woodville.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Connor’s senses were immediately assaulted by the scent of wood polish and hops, baked bread, and fire smoke, as well as the garrulous sounds of a working inn. There was a large main common room with benches and tables in the center and more discrete booths by the pebbled-glass windows. A doorway opened out on either side of the central bar to what Connor assumed were either other common rooms or accommodations. The other patrons in the inn were mostly humans, swathed in cloaks or regular clothes and enjoying their afternoon.

      “What can I get you, fella?” a voice from behind the bar asked rather disconcertingly as he could see absolutely no one at the bar at all.

      “Uhm . . ..” Connor began to say, just as a small figure appeared, climbing onto a bench on the inside of the bar area.

      “Ha! You’re a halfling!” Connor blurted out at the small figure with the curly hair and a dirty apron who was now glowering at him.

      “Wonderful. Another joker,” The halfling bartender sighed, fixing Connor with a stern look as he blinked. “Ugh. Half-elf too. You come in here for the comedy, or did you actually want something?”

      A message popped up in his vision, offering helpful but unfortunate information.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Level: 1

        Charisma: 5

      

      

      
        	With a human average of 8, your low score will cause unwanted effects in social situations!

      

      Yeah, you don’t say! Connor suddenly realized that maybe there was a need for a higher charisma, especially since he’d decided to play as an outcast half-elf.

      Well, too late to change it now!

      The halfling glowered and nodded pointedly at the wall, where there was a chalkboard listing a range of drinks and meals along with their prices. There was also a price for rooms for the night.

      “Oh, I’m meeting someone,” Connor said and saw the halfling’s scowl deepen at the prospect of not making a sale. “Do you know of a Mr. Grey, by chance?”

      “Do I look like the local tour guide?” The halfling rolled his eyes before suddenly blinking as if remembering something.

      “Grey, you said? Was that it?” The halfling looked at him suspiciously.

      “Aye,” Connor nodded hesitantly.

      “Huh. Strangest thing ever. Wait right here,” The halfling barkeep jumped off the bench and disappeared into one of the back rooms, returning a moment later with what appeared to be a fairly large roll of parchment in his hands.

      “Some fella named Grey dropped this off here this morning. Said some young buck would come looking for it soon enough.” The halfling held up the rolled tube, but as Connor moved to take it, the halfling pulled it back out of his reach.

      “Ah! There’s a holder’s fee.” The halfling grinned. “Two coppers.”

      Connor groaned. I haven’t got much to spare! He handed over two coins all the same.

      The map—at least that’s what he presumed it was—was rolled up, secured by twine, and had a red wax seal where the end wrapped around on itself. Connor was certain that this was the information he needed to move on with his private quest.

      “You want a drink with that?” The halfling grinned wider. “Another two coppers for spiced dragon ale.”

      Bandits! Connor thought but threw two more coins onto the counter with a flourish. “Fine,” he exclaimed and was rewarded with a frothing tankard of something amber and cold, smelling of cinnamon, ginger, and apple.

      “Blessings of the night for you!” the halfling crowed, his earlier resentment completely forgotten thanks to the application of money.

      Connor grabbed his drink and made his way through the maze of tables to one of the more secluded booths at the back of the common room. He sat down and settled into relative obscurity then placed the rolled parchment on the table and carefully broke the seal.

      
        
        You have received Map of Mourn Province, First Realm!

      

      

      “What, no experience points for that?” Connor complained glumly. That was how this was supposed to work, right? You got experience points for going on quests, killing monsters, and getting useful treasure—like this map!

      “But this isn’t any official quest I’m on, is it?” Connor realized. It wasn’t one provided by the game, anyway.

      He untied the twine and unrolled the paper to see a map of the region he was presumably in. There was a line of mountains and forests behind the small village of Woodville with a long road going down, curving around the forests toward the edge of where the mountains tapered out.

      After that, there was a sea or a canyon of some sort and another land mass on the other side. The area between land masses wasn’t labeled, so he had no way of knowing what exactly it was. Right where the mountains ended and the open area began, there was a dot labeled SkyBridge Outpost.

      On the other side of the mysterious open area, there was another blobby landmass with a small walled city carefully inked.

      Union City.

      Next to the city was a red-inked diagram of a tower with Aviatrix Tower written next to it and an arrow pointing to the very top room.

      I guess that’s where the ring is, then, Connor intuited with a grin. Between the village of Woodville where he currently was and the SkyBridge, there was a dotted red line.

      “A shortcut,” he said softly, his grin widening into a full smile.

      Following the dotted line through what was labeled as Black Birch Forest instead of the long and winding main road would cut the journey to SkyBridge Outpost in half.

      And that’s the path I’m going to take!
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            Black Birch Forest

          

        

      

    

    
      The path wasn’t hard to find once Connor knew what he was looking for. Instead of taking the main road out of Woodville, his new parchment map led him up a side street past a small pigpen and a collection of houses. It led to a rough, overgrown meadow that sloped upward then disappeared into a grove of black-and-silver barked birch trees. Connor heard the cry of some vast-winged creature overhead. When he looked up, he could see a pair of the creatures circling high in the air, the snowcapped peaks of the Mourn Mountains clearly visible in the background.

      The shortcut ascended up the side of the meadow and disappeared into the Black Birch Forest. For just a moment, Connor paused, wondering if he was ready for this.

      Of course I am! He shook his hair a little, and his hand moved to the handle of his small ax at his waist.

      He was still Level 1, but he was also one of the best game hackers in the world. There wasn’t a fantasy world that he didn’t know inside and out. He knew how to handle himself.

      Connor stepped forward and was soon surrounded by the gloom of a dark and tangled forest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Connor was startled slightly by a distant sound in the forest.

      Maybe not so surprising, he thought, as he heard the distant creak and crack of tree branches, the scurry of small animals, the crunch of leaves.

      “I am in a forest, after all,” he told himself.

      The half-elf had been following the shortcut as outlined in his map of the Mourn Region but had discovered that it didn’t really feel much like a shortcut at all. So far, he had been trudging through the forest for what felt like a couple of hours of real time, following a thin and vague path that wound through the wooded hills. The Mourn Mountains themselves had disappeared beyond the murk of the tree canopy, and all around him, shadows gathered.

      It had honestly been getting pretty boring when Connor heard what sounded like the crack of a splintered tree branch from off to his right.

      “Probably a badger or something,” Connor assured himself. Or some other normal forest creature, though he couldn’t think what that might be. Despite his vast experience playing games in fantasy worlds, he had a particularly urban body of knowledge with no actual forest experience.

      Crack. It sounded again, and this time, from in front of him, over the rise of the wooded slope.

      This time, however, the sound was accompanied by a whisper on the wind—a snicker of guttural voices.

      Connor froze. Had he really heard that? Or was he just imagining it?

      “. . . ghrs’ta.”

      “. . . volubnik!”

      It happened again, and this time, Connor was sure that he heard voices. Voices speaking a nonhuman tongue.

      He ducked a little and pulled the small ax from his belt as he crept forward to where the path crossed the wooded slope.

      “Half-elf!” There was a sudden shout and a noise from behind him as something that he hadn’t known was there fell from the canopy.

      “What?!” Connor spun, flinging leaves up all around him.

      A small shape roughly half his size had landed on the ground. It was still attached by rope to the trees above but was already drawing back its arm to throw the short, barbed spear in its green claws.

      Goblins! Connor thought, his heart pounding in panic and in glee. Goblins were easy to kill, weren’t they? He had leveled up many warriors battling these little green terrors.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Bandit

        Level: 1

        Size: Small

        Health: 10 / 10

        Vitality: 9 / 9

        Agility: 11

        Charisma: 3

        Intelligence: 5

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 6

        Wisdom: 5

      

      

      The message that popped into his vision confirmed that the monster before him was indeed a Goblin. It wore tattered leathers and cloths, clearly stolen from other travelers. The creature’s face was a tight accusation of green, its mouth displaying rows of tiny, razor-sharp teeth.

      The bandit’s arm shot forward as it hurled the spear at Connor.

      The half-elf leapt to the side. With his near elvish agility, he easily dodged the spear, hitting the forest floor.

      
        	Goblin Bandit attacks Connor with Spear. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor rolled and hopped to his feet, raising his hand ax. He stepped forward and swung at the creature, but before the blow could land, the green monster was hoisted back up into the tree canopy with a delighted, cruel shriek.

      The ax passed through the open air where the Goblin had just been.

      “You little shit!”

      Connor heard a crunch on the ground behind him.

      He spun just in time to see another Goblin throw something in his direction. Not a short spear this time but something that whizzed through the air and struck his legs, wrapping around his ankles and bringing him crashing to the forest floor with a painful thump.

      
        	Goblin Bandit attacks Connor with Goblin Bolas causing entanglement.

        	Fall causes 1 Health Point of damage.

      

      Hells! Connor gasped, spitting out leaves and dirt as he spun over, his legs hopelessly tied. There was a victorious squeal from the offending Goblin and another shriek as the original bandit once again fell from the tree branches above.

      I can’t believe I let those little bastards ambush me! Connor chided himself for being so stupid. The Goblins had made some noise in the distance to draw his attention, all the while setting up to attack him from the trees.

      “Now what?!” Connor groaned as he stretched his hands to his ankles and started to pull at the leather straps which held him, but they were tight and interwoven. He managed to pull the first strap away before his attention was drawn to the snarling Goblins who were now circling him, weapons in hand.

      “Crap!” Connor pulled at the leather wrappings savagely as the Goblin that had thrown the bolas leapt toward him, a wicked, curved knife raised.

      Suddenly, Connor’s right foot was free, and he spun, kicking upward from where he lay as the Goblin descended on him.

      His boot connected with the Goblin’s knee, and the half-elf was rewarded by the sound of a sharp snap and a squeal of pain.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Bandit with Foot causing 3 Health points damage.

      

      The Goblin fell to one side, screaming in pain, but it wasn’t enough to kill it.

      Where is my ax?! Connor looked around frantically, rolling over and pushing himself up to his hands and knees. A guttural scream drew his attention to the other Goblin as it charged toward him, spear in hand.

      Connor spotted his hand ax on the other side of a tree. He scrambled forward, barely avoiding the spear that was jammed down into the ground where he had just been. He dove ahead, seizing his hand ax and pushing himself up to his feet next to the tree.

      “Half-elven scum!” the Goblin sneered and thrust its spear at him again.

      Connor jumped behind the tree, avoiding the spear. He continued around to the other side and chopped downward with his hand ax.

      
        	Goblin Bandit attacks Connor with Spear. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Bandit with Hand Ax causing 7 Health points of damage.

        	Strength 9 decreases damage by 10%.

        	Total damage: 6 Health points.

      

      There was a shriek, and the Goblin with the spear darted away, its shoulder bleeding a thick, green ichor from where Connor had struck it.

      Ha! Ha! Connor celebrated as he turned to face the other Goblin.

      “Hnghh!”

      The second Goblin had rounded the tree while he was attacking the other, and his curved blade sliced across Connor’s chest.

      
        	Goblin Bandit attacks Connor with Dagger causing 4 Health points of damage.

      

      Connor gasped as pain swept through his chest, and he stumbled backward.

      Sweet Mother Theresa, that hurts! Connor cursed under his breath as the pain made his head swim more than any game ever had.

      These were only Goblins; how could he be losing? And again, the pain—how the hell did this hurt so much?

      “Am I really this weak and pathetic at Level 1?” he muttered to himself.

      The knife-wielding Goblin uttered the first intelligible words Connor had heard. “Dinner!” The creature darted forward once again, but Connor, with his higher agility, made it around the trunk of another tree.

      “Dinner!” the wounded, spear-wielding Goblin croaked in agreement, charging toward the half-elf in an enraged fashion.

      “Not tonight!”

      Connor acted on instinct. He knew that the Goblin behind him was only a few steps away, and he spun on his heel, swinging his hand ax out in a wide arc.

      He was quicker than the spear wielder, who ran straight into his outflung weapon.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Bandit with Hand Ax causing 6 Health points of damage.

        	Strength 9 decreases damage by 10%.

        	Total damage: 5 Health points.

      

      
        	Goblin Bandit has been killed.

      

      Connor had no time to celebrate his victory since there was another very angry Goblin right behind him. He was unable to avoid the knife thrust into his back.

      “Aghh!”

      
        	Goblin Bandit attacks Connor with Dagger causing 4 Health points of damage.

        	Dagger scores critical hit in back increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 12 Health points.

      

      Connor cried out in pain as he fell to the ground, attempting to roll away from his attacker. He felt the sharp pain radiate out of the small of his back. He pushed himself faster, his body fueled by adrenaline, rolling down the leaf-filled slope in a desperate attempt to get away from his Goblin attacker.

      His health was down to three points. I’m going to die out here, Connor realized. Even though he had killed one of the Goblins and wounded the other, he knew his chances of finishing off the second monster were slim.

      He slid, flipped, and rolled down the leafy slope that turned out to be significantly steeper than he’d previously realized. The Goblin stumbling and tripping after him in hot pursuit. Connor managed to punch his hands against the ground and turn his terrified roll into a scramble just as he saw why this slope was so steep.

      It ended in a gorge.

      “No!” He flung his hands out, catching one of the low-hanging branches at the last moment stopping right before he tumbled over the edge to his death. The pursuing Goblin didn’t slow.

      Connor swung out over the rocky gorge, gripping tightly to the branch he had just barely been able to snag. He watched as the Goblin stumbled past, unable to stop itself, and plunged right over the edge of the gorge, falling to the rocks and boulders some thirty feet below.

      
        	Goblin Bandit falls from cliff causing 10 Health points damage.

      

      
        	Goblin Bandit has been killed.

      

      Connor stared down in shock, not quite believing that he was still alive. He maintained a death grip on the tree for a moment, painfully aware his arms were screaming in agony but unable to pull himself back from the edge.

      “Come on, come on, you can do it . . .” he urged himself, sliding his hands along the rough bark and kicking out, stretching with his feet until they found a root and then the rocky edge of the gorge.

      With one last pull, he flung himself back onto the sloping ground above the canyon where he collapsed onto the soil and grass, shivering with exertion. He wished, wished fervently that he was a higher level.

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying two Goblin Bandits.

      

      

      Connor couldn’t help but chuckle at the message. “I guess that helps.” But he knew that he was down to three Health points, and he had nearly been killed by two Level 1 Goblins.

      “My journey almost ended before it even began,” he whispered to himself. He distinctly felt each of the wounds that had nearly ended his life. Then he remembered his backpack, miraculously still on his back, held the two healing potions inside.

      “Okay, I’ve got this.” He pushed through pain, fumbling with cramping fingers to pull at the straps and shrug it onto the ground. He worked at the leather buckle with shaking hands until he had it open then quickly pulled out one of the glass vials he found waiting inside.

      The healing potion was in a small, round-bellied glass vial with a cork stopper, half filled with a transparent, nourishing looking blue liquid.

      Do I drink it? Pour it on the wounds?

      Connor realized that he had no idea how it even worked but given that one of his wounds was in the small of his back, which he couldn’t reach anyway, pouring it on the wound wasn’t going to work. So, he bit the stopper off, spat it onto the grass, and downed the blue liquid instead.

      
        
        Potion: Basic Healing

        Effect: Heals up to 50 Health points of damage.

        Duration: Instantaneous

        Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      

      “Ack!” The taste was . . . unpleasant.

      He collapsed onto his back, his arms spread out to the side, and groaned in relief as the pain started to fade. Out of the corner of his eye, Connor could see a blue glow sweep up and down his limbs, leaving him feeling restored and full of a buzzing energy.

      “Thank the stars . . .” he breathed, still panting. He stayed there for a moment then sat up and put the empty bottle back in his backpack before slowly pushing himself to his feet. Despite the health potion having restored him to full Health, he was still achy and cramped from the fight. Connor stretched his limbs experimentally as he considered how close he had come to actually being beaten by two tiny freaking Goblins!

      He shook his head in disgust then started back up the hill to where the battle had started.

      Once at the top of the hill, Connor found his hand ax where he had apparently dropped it when he’d been stabbed in the back. He glanced at the body of the first Goblin that he had killed as he slid the weapon through the loop on his belt where he carried it.

      
        
        Loot Goblin Bandit?

      

      

      “Are you kidding me? Of course, I want to loot the Goblin!” Connor nearly shouted.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Bandit

        Level: 1

      

        

      
        Inventory:

      

      

      
        	Fork, spoon, and shaker

        	Bone toothpick

        	Goblin dagger

        	3 silver pieces

        	Spare Goblin loincloth

      

      “Ugh!” Connor recoiled at the trash he found but pocketed the three silver pieces all the same. He realized that the other dead Goblin would probably have some money, too, but it was too much effort to climb down the gorge just to get it.

      “Oh well,” Connor grumbled. “Let some other poor schmuck who comes this way have it,” he decided, picking his way back up to the trail and hurrying over the brow of the hill and through the forest.

      After all, he had an easy five thousand dollars waiting for him as soon as he reached Union City and got that ring!
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            Annwn

          

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere not in any region or realm or world of Legends, nor in any other game world, a restless figure awaited on a black throne.

      The figure was garbed in black like the throne that he sat on, although his clothes appeared made of fine silks and satins, while the throne itself was made of curling organic shapes carved out of obsidian glass.

      The figure’s skin was bone white, and his hair a blanket of spun silver. His brow was a little higher than a normal human’s, and his eyes were a little wider and somehow deeper. A brilliant line of gold like a cat’s eye caught in the light.

      Lord Pwyll, Fey Duke, was bored, which perhaps wasn’t so surprising for a creature who had been alive for at least five thousand years. Lord Pwyll had seen entire generations of mortals come and go, just as he had seen entire civilizations, empires, and even worlds fade.

      After all that excitement, it was easy to imagine why the Lord of the Realm of the Fey was peeved.

      “My lord, the time is approaching.” A voice disturbed his most infernal highness. He didn’t even raise his head to see his senior courtier, a woman by the name of Vardis whom he had plucked from the fifth century Mongolia. She had been fiercer back then, but now her brutality had tempered into a quiet, thought-out cruelty. A trait that Lord Pwyll both admired and tired of.

      “Everything is in place. Our Sorcerers have detected the newest door, and we are ready to begin our exploration.”

      “Exploration?” Lord Pwyll finally looked up. His gaze settled on the woman with a look that was so cold that even Vardis, the butcher of entire villages, looked down.

      She wore her dark hair splayed about her head in a fan, braced with steel spikes, and her lips were smudged with a line of midnight-blue dye. Even though she wore the fine black tunic and clothes of the Fey, the mortal woman still had her ancient bronze arm rings, a personal foible that Lord Pwyll had allowed her to keep.

      “Now is not the time for Exploration! Do you realize how imperiled my realm is? How small it has become?!” Lord Pwyll thundered at her, pleased that he could take out his frustration on someone.

      “I do, sire.” Vardis kept her gaze lowered, but her tone was firm.

      Ah, that is what I like about her. Pwyll grinned to himself. There was still an air of resolute defiance underneath it all, even when she knew that he could snuff her out with a snap of his fingers.

      But that didn’t change anything, did it? His mood quickly changed, as it was wont to do these centuries.

      The Fey Realm of Annwn had once been feared throughout all of creation. Mortals were scared to leave the confines of their cozy cottages at night for fear that the dark woods held entryways into his realm—and they had.

      The mortals had put charms over their doors, prayed at crossroads or at wells, fearing that creatures from the Fey would come and steal them away—and they would have.

      Mortals had clutched at religious symbols or at science, trying to dispel the fear of the Fey. And, rather disgustingly, it had worked.

      The Realm of the Fey, the Realm of Annwn, had grown smaller and smaller, more and more removed from the mortal realms as they even began to distrust their own dreaming. Annwn was now only a fraction of what it had once been and was getting weaker by the year.

      Until now, that was.

      Until a weakness, a portal, a door had been found that went back into the realm of mortals—through one of their own fantasy realms, of all things!

      “It shows how much they hanker after us, I suppose.” Lord Pwyll congratulated himself for something which he had never done.

      “On their own, they have built a realm of dreams and imagination where mortals trade their souls for glory and fantasy. Just like the Annwn of old!” the infernal duke chuckled.

      “Well, we shall give them the escape that they so sincerely crave!” Pwyll said savagely.

      “We shall fill the halls of Annwn once more with the cries of a thousand—of ten thousand—servants! We shall return the mortals back to their proper place in things!”

      There was a moment of silence after the outburst before Vardis cleared her throat.

      “Sire? What was your order again?”

      The infernal Fey Duke scowled at her apparent insolence, a crime for which he would have committed her to ten years on the rack in any other time.

      But not right now. There was more important work to be done!

      “You are to send in our warriors. Not to explore this realm but to secure it for me. Tell them to do whatever needs to be done. Understand how this realm works and seize it for me. In the meantime, task our Sorcerers with taking over this machine they use to create their worlds.”

      Yes, indeed, Lord Pwyll was even beginning to feel a little inspired, interested even, in what was going to come next.

      The land of the Fey would return to glory, and no mortal would feel safe ever again.
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      The rest of Connor’s journey through the Black Birch Forest was uneventful—mostly because he willingly avoided every opportunity to engage with anything remotely looking like a quest, monster, or adventure.

      “No, sirree, not today, thank you very much!” Connor laughed at the spot in the woods where the trail had branched off, one fork heading upward deeper into the foothills, with a sign reading Olde Mines on it.

      “There is no way that I am stopping to get my head chopped off by a Hill Troll!” he grumbled to himself, only increasing his speed as he kept on his path.

      As the afternoon light started to fade, Connor heard the distant, muffled howls of some forest beast. He left the trail—in a bit of a panic, he had to admit—and traveled among the trees, picking his way carefully through the undergrowth to avoid being seen.

      “Connor the Coward, great,” he grumbled to himself after the sounds of the presumed monster had faded away. He cautiously crept back to the path and continued his descent through the wooded hills once more.

      It was hardly the stuff of legends, but then again, he knew that he was trekking through territory that no newly arrived character would this early in their adventure. That became even more apparent when the woods thinned out, and he could see his destination before him.

      “They weren’t joking, were they?” Connor breathed, pausing where the path left the woods.

      The SkyBridge was aptly named, it turned out. Ahead of him, the Black Birch Forest thinned and ended before a tangle of broken rocks and plateaus. The main road continued, swooping up across the gentler hillside to the edge of the giant plateau of rocks. It ended in a small cluster of buildings, perched right on the edge of a massive canyon.

      It looked as though the Mountains of Mourn ended here on the edge of a vast, airy precipice that stretched almost as far as the eye could see. When he concentrated, Connor thought he could see a distant line of darkness—presumably, the other side of the canyon.

      “And I guess over there is where I will find Union City,” Connor murmured, although he was more interested in the outpost before him at the moment.

      SkyBridge was a collection of wood and stone buildings attached to the rocks by stilts and jutting straight out over the edge of the cliffs. At the far end, there were longer supports jutting outward to support long wooden piers.

      And airships.

      Connor was dazzled by the number and the size of the strange airships. From this distance, they looked like children’s toys, but he could see tiny people swarming on and around the ships. Given the comparison, he could clearly see how they were the size of actual boats, galleons, and schooners, much larger than the ramshackle houses.

      The airships were boats, Connor realized. Only a few were held aloft by balloons. Most, in fact, were simply open wooden boats with traditional sails atop their decks, plus what appeared to be side sails reefed against their hulls. These ships had large steel-and-metal rings at the back where motors might be on a modern motor boat.

      “WOOOOSH!”

      There was a churning of the air above Connor as a silhouette eclipsed him, and he looked up to see the giant hull of one such boat. It sailed through the air, heading for the SkyBridge port, the steel ring at its back glowing with a purple-and-blue, eldritch light.

      Connor’s mouth hung open for a moment in awe at what he had just seen. He stared, unmoving, as he watched the boat grow smaller and lower until it finally joined others at one of the smaller piers.

      The half-elf shook his head then checked his belongings, tightening the straps of the pack on his shoulders. He prayed that his thirteen silver pieces and eight copper pieces would be enough to get him across to his destination, Union City—and the Ring of Tantor.
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        * * *

      

      There was no gate to bar his entry, but Connor saw that there were tough-looking guards in red cloaks and chainmail shirts on either side of the open roadway into SkyBridge Outpost.

      It was certainly a step up from the Ranger Marshal and Woodville, Connor thought as he saw how the wooden buildings all had magical, green or orange glowing gems held in crystal cages hanging over their porches.

      Even though it was late in the day, it was still busy in SkyBridge. The people appeared to be a tougher, sturdier sort of people than he had so far seen in the game.

      Connor noted a band of dwarves in part armor that gleamed a ruddy bronze marching purposefully about their business and chanting some dirge about fire and rock and gold . . .

      While on the other side of the street, the half-elf got the chance to see his first actual piece of sorcery, as a bald, dark-skinned man in purple-and-orange robes was conjuring brilliant shapes out of burning light for the amusement of passersby.

      “Let me craft your fantasies! Show you your dreams. Or your nightmares! Just one silver a creation!” the man called in a haunting, baritone voice.

      Connor might have been tempted to stop and ask the man to create something just to see how good he was—maybe a dragon, or a phoenix—but he knew that time was of the essence.

      Many of the people in SkyBridge appeared to be rogues, adventurers, or merchants of some kind or another, Connor noted. There were carriages of ore and iron-bound boxes traveling through the streets, led by tough-looking men and women in dark aprons. SkyBridge Outpost was clearly an important exporter of ores and precious things dug out of the Mourn Mountains.

      Not every character appeared to be involved in legitimate activities, though. Connor spotted a group of three figures in the shadows between buildings wearing drab and dark cloaks, their hoods pulled up. As he watched, he saw their heads nod as they whispered to each other before turning to make small gestures at passing pedestrians.

      Thieves, I bet, Connor thought, keeping one hand on the head of his small ax as he strode forward.

      “Penny for the gods?” a voice rasped abruptly out of the shadows between barrels, startling Connor. He turned to see a slim figure in deep green robes sitting on the ground. Her hair was a tumble of purest white, and her eyes were brilliant pools that seemed to capture starlight. She was an elf.

      “Half-elf,” the priestess said, cocking her head to one side in a curiously bird-like gesture as she regarded him coldly.

      “I, I can’t spare any change,” Connor said, suddenly unsure of himself. “I’m trying to get to Union City. I need to get there tonight.”

      “Hsst!” The elvish woman hissed like a cat, darting forward and reaching up surprisingly quickly. She snatched Connor’s wrist. He tried to pull away, but her grip was incredibly strong, far stronger than he had expected.

      “I should have guessed one of your kind seeks the ruin of the worlds!” she whispered fiercely, clearly irate.

      I really am an outcast in this world. Connor was beginning to think that he should have assigned more points to his Charisma attribute to maybe overcome some of the resentment people seemed to have toward him.

      “Or maybe you, so lost from your ancestors, don’t even know how that human atrocity is built on the blood of our people?!” The elvish priestess pulled him a little closer, her eyes burning bright.

      “I . . . I have to go . . .” Connor stammered, now panicked, acutely aware that he was just a Level 1 in a scenario that was clearly designed for someone likely to be Level 4 or 5, maybe higher. If this elf woman decided to curse him, or whatever it is that the elves did, it was unlikely he could do anything about it. Then it would be back to the clearing and a whole day lost that he’d have to do all over again.

      “Union City sits atop the Gate!” the elvish cleric hissed again. “The route to the Third Realm, our home,” she spat. “Occupied and blocked by the humans, who then have the audacity to call their insult Union City!? City of Union! When we elves cannot even freely return home!”

      Ah . . . Connor seemed to remember something about this at the start of the game when he had chosen to be half-elf. Hadn’t his guidebook said something about a fractured world?

      He wished that he had spent more time—or any time—reading up on the lore of this place.

      The cleric’s face suddenly dropped, distraught at the memory of something like a great, great loss.

      “What does it matter? You are only a half-elf, after all. And our gods are dying anyway . . .” A terrible fear clutched at the elf sitting before him, and she appeared to freeze for a moment.

      “Hey . . . hello?” Connor whispered, as a wheeze of a voice escaped the elvish cleric’s mouth. It didn’t sound like the same voice that he had heard a second ago. Instead, it was fine and whispery and echoing like her mouth was a tunnel, and at the far end of it was the voice trying to get out.

      “They are here. They are here. They killed our gods and took over!”

      Connor was starting to get freaked out. He somehow found the strength to rip his hand back from the elvish priestess. She fell backward, her eyes now a blank white as she stared upwards.

      What the . . .

      He stumbled away, almost running into a group of merchants in his panicked, desperation to get away from the crazy cleric. Connor was shaken up more than he wanted to let on, and there was some part of him that was screaming that something was truly wrong.

      He turned and fled through the main thoroughfare.

      “Look at the half-elf run!” He heard cruel jibes and taunts as he continued to flee, dodging the carriages and the staggering drunkards. The half-elf finally found his way to the wooden boardwalks and hustled down to the dock area.

      On his right and at his back were the tall shapes of wooden warehouses, while ahead and on his left were the small houses at the edge of the piers themselves. More magical lanterns swayed in the constant breeze, casting the wisping fogs in strange, eerie greens and reds.

      “Hey, hey!” A voice caught his attention, this time coming from one of the red-cloaked guards who stepped out in front of him as he ran. She held up her hand to stop him.

      “Hey, you can’t run about down here! One slip and you’ll go clear over the edge!” the SkyBridge guard said. Connor slowed to a sudden, skidding halt. He looked at the edge of the walkway and the insubstantial rail that he would likely plough right through or flip over.

      “Union City,” Connor gasped. “Next boat to Union City!”

      He had been half expecting the guard to interrogate him, stop him from going where he wanted to go, but to his surprise, she just fixed him with a hardened look and shrugged.

      “You’ve missed the regular passenger boats, but there’s a night flight that carries the mail across. Central Pier, Bay 5.” She nodded, turning him around and pointing him back the way he had come.

      “Go on, but no running!” she commanded.

      Connor thanked her profusely and managed to keep to a brisk walk as he turned back and made for the Central Pier, leaving the wooden buildings behind. He walked toward the large, bobbing shapes of the magical airships.

      The half-elf felt the back of his teeth itch with all of the concentrated magic nearby. The wind here was fast and strong, and he was thoroughly chilled by the time his boots finally brought him to Bay 5 and a tub-bellied airship made of two decks, her twin sails already being raised. The words Merry Piper were painted on the side, proclaiming the airship’s name.

      “One for Union City?” he called out to a man on the gangplank, a human with an impressive salt-and-pepper moustache and dark, midnight-blue clothes.

      “We’re not what you call comfortable. No cabins for passengers; you’d have to bed down among all the mailbags,” the boatswain grumbled.

      “That’ll be fine,” Connor replied gratefully. Better than sleeping in Black Birch Forest!

      “Two silvers, then,” the man said.

      Connor happily pulled two coins from his inventory as he stepped onto the gangplank and handed them to the boatswain.

      “Good enough,” the older man said, pocketing Connor’s money before showing him on board.

      It was sometime after that, as the ship sailed over the seemingly bottomless chasm, when Connor finally worked out why that elvish priestess had freaked him out so much. Her voice had reminded him of the glitch in that other game after he defeated the Demon Lord Dar’Thuk of BattleWorlds!
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            The Merry Piper & Union City

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor woke up, clumsy, tired, and aching from his bed of canvas, mail-filled sacks.

      “This was certainly not first-class travel,” the half-elf grumbled as he shuffled out of the main hold and up the stairs to the top deck where he was hit by a blast of icy wind.

      “Union City ahead!” he heard one of the sailors shout as Connor was buffeted by the winds, surrounded by a busy airship, rolling and bobbing its way through turbulent skies.

      The dark wooden decks pitched and rolled underneath Connor, causing him to stumble forward a bit. He looked to a higher prow where more of the workers in midnight blue were running back and forth, grabbing winches, and spinning them to tighten or slacken ropes. Behind him, the main deck house rose up, and the man with the handlebar moustache from the night before—the captain, apparently—stood atop, shouting orders to the crew.

      “Get out of the way! Stay below or at the rails!” the man bawled down at him, as a group of burly men and women skidded past to control the bucking ship in the storms.

      Connor jumped to it, choosing the railings ahead instead of returning to the cramped dark of the hold below, grabbing the wood rails, and suddenly seeing just how high they were.

      I can’t even see the ground, he thought as he saw the acres of sky and wispy clouds below them. Was that a flash of something darker down there? Land? Sea?

      Looking back behind the Merry Piper, Connor could see no hint of cliff, mountain, or SkyBridge Outpost at all.

      He saw specks of black fly past far below, and Connor assumed that they were crows or some other small birds—until he saw how long their legs were.

      Are those flying people? Flying monsters? he wondered. The beings disappeared into the layers of clouds just as quickly as they had appeared. He thought he heard a shriek but then nothing.

      “Where’s the pier?! Someone get a scope on the city!” the captain was roaring. Driven by a panicked sort of curiosity, Connor moved, hand over hand, up the railing toward the prow.

      He got his first sight of the capital city of the First Realm.

      Union City sat below them and ahead, growing closer and larger as the fat, little tug surged toward it. Connor saw a large, vaguely circular city surrounded by high, white stone walls sprawling to the edge of a cliff. Multiple rivers poured through its arched gates and cascaded over the sides in spectacular waterfalls then flowing down wooded ravines before plummeting into apparent eternity below. Myriad rainbows dazzled in the spray.

      Like SkyBridge Outpost, the entirety of Union City sat on a promontory of rocks. Behind it, there were roads leading away toward gentler, hillier green lands and a range of dark-headed mountains in the distance. Connor saw the peaked, green rooftops of the city itself, where the buildings clustered together over cramped streets. The sky was full of small airships and smaller, whizzing creatures that could have been birds or some other strange flying creatures.

      “Pier 4! We got a flag!” One of the sailors shouted from the forward prow, eye firmly attached to a telescope. Connor felt the entire Merry Piper shift as it surged toward one side of the city where a couple of short and fat stone piers extended from the city walls, forming landing platforms atop the battlements.

      “Easy now! The updraft—” the captain yelled from atop, as the fat-bellied tug suddenly lurched downwards and then swung crazily as it cut through the sprays over the waterfalls.

      “Loosen that side sail!” he was shouting. Connor turned to see that on the sides of the Merry Piper were two large, winglike sails made of branched sailcloth, fanning and shaking with the sudden, turbulent airs.

      As Connor watched, he saw the side sail shaking violently, and a sudden tear ripped through its top side.

      The entire airship swiftly surged to the left, careening closer to the waterfalls and wooded ravines. Connor was drenched by the spray.

      “She’s pulling us toward the rocks! Close that side sail!” the captain shouted.

      As there appeared to be no one else nearby, Connor jumped forward, grabbing a hold of one of the large winch handles.

      
        
        Strength 9 insufficient to close the sail. Strength 16 required.

      

      

      “Help!” Connor shouted, trying ineffectively to stop the handle from turning as the wind grabbed the torn sail beyond him, threatening to dash the entire boat into the rocks.

      He roared as the winch lever slowly, inevitably, started to slip out of his grip. He jabbed first one boot and then the other against the wood at the base of the winch, leaning back with all of his might.

      The winch pulled back, and the side sail answered, collapsing just a little.

      But it wasn’t enough. There was a terrible scrape and the sound of splintering wood as the airship scraped the edge of a rocky outcrop, pulling away at the last moment only because the wind shifted.

      Come on! Connor snarled, throwing himself backward again as he pulled the winch. It creaked just a little bit, and the sail closed a little more.

      It wasn’t enough, though. Connor’s strength was on the verge of giving out, and he knew he couldn’t close the sail completely.

      “We got you!” Suddenly, two sets of arms were there, one around Connor’s waist, and those of the next post sailor latching onto the winch lever beside Connor’s own.

      
        
        Combined strength exceeds 16 and is sufficient to close the sail.

      

      

      “Heave!” they shouted. The Merry Piper shook, and the wind started to fill their rebellious side sail once more.

      “Heave!” another voice shouted from above. All three men grunted and growled, and the side sail snapped closed, and the entire airship rolled out and away from the rock walls, swinging to safety.

      “She’s alright! We’re clear!” the captain called as Connor and the other men relaxed their grip a little but didn’t leave the winch—just in case. All three were sweating and looked around nervously, awaiting another disaster. Abruptly, the winds subsided as they rose over the lip of the cliffs, and they were rising up to where their pier was waiting for them.

      Connor heard tense shouts and taut words from the crew, but there was no denying the relief that they felt, too, when the ropes were thrown over by the Union City wall guards. They were quickly secured and pulled in snug to float besides the pier. Finally, with shaking limbs, Connor collapsed to the deck, panting.

      “Every journey an adventure!” one of the sailors beside him grumbled before letting out a howl.

      “Yeah, welcome to Union City.” The other turned to Connor and grinned.

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 300 Experience Points for saving the Merry Piper.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      Connor smiled weakly at gaining more experience, and the next message widened it into a full-face smile.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 2. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose.
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      “Yes!”

      Connor knew that his orders were specifically to not pause, stop, or grind out any experience on his way to steal the Ring of Tantor, but as he looked out at the bustling Union City crowd, the capitol city of the First Realm, it was hard for him to curb his enthusiasm.

      After a brief and gruff goodbye to the captain and the crew of the Merry Piper, he walked down the gangplank onto the top of the city wall. He shuffled onto a large metal-railed lift that sat on the inside of the city battlements. Connor held onto the rail tightly as the contraption rattled and swung rather violently as it was lowered on giant rotary chains before thumping to the floor below. The doors opened, and Connor spilled out along with everyone else, glad to be on solid ground.

      He found himself on a main thoroughfare that was far busier than SkyBridge Outpost and filled with more color, noise, races, and creeds.

      Countless people shouting out their wares—everything from magical amusements to enchanted weapons, fresh food, armor, or clothes. The air was heavy with the scent of herbs, grilled meat, and strange smoke. It was exciting being here, and Connor quickly pushed his way through the crowd until he found a quieter street corner.

      “Level 2, huh? It took me long enough!” Connor said to himself as he surveyed his options. If he was playing this as a regular contract, he probably would have accepted that Ranger Marshal’s quest from the start, as well as spent the first couple of days hunting packs of Goblins in the Black Birch Forest.

      Yeah, I’d probably be up to Level 4 or 5 by now! He sighed, shaking his head at the state of things.

      As it was, the 300 Experience points he’d earned from fighting the Goblin Bandits and helping to save the Merry Piper was enough to achieve Level 2. More importantly, he had Attribute and Skill increases to assign, so he recalled the level increase message he’d received on the airship.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 2. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose.

      

        

      
        Allocate attribute and skill increases now? Yes / No

      

      

      Connor selected Yes and was presented with another message.

      
        
        Select two attributes to increase. You may not increase the same attribute twice.

      

      

      
        	Agility: 12

        	Charisma: 5

        	Intelligence: 10

        	Stamina: 9

        	Strength: 9

        	Wisdom: 8

      

      Connor looked up across the sea of heads and bustling voices to the copper-and-slate rooftops of the city. In the distance, there was a white, peaked tower with what appeared to be a bird statue atop it, wings spread wide.

      Aviatrix Tower, he knew. That was where he had to get to, and it shouldn’t take him too long either.

      But what would be most useful for helping him get inside?

      It was a no-brainer, really. Strength had to increase, for sure. He didn’t want to get into an accidental fight with someone, only to find out (just as he had against the Goblins) that he was getting his damage reduced because of his low Strength!

      Immediate plus one, thank you very much!

      Connor increased his Strength attribute.

      
        	Strength: 10

      

      
        
        No damage modifiers at this level. Allows for the use of larger single-handed weapons as well as medium-sized bows.

      

      

      And then there was the way that halfling had been pretty crappy with him, not to mention that freaky elvish cleric. The thought of her weird voice and staring eyes still creeped him out. Connor shivered and pulled his attention back to the task at hand. Both could have seriously messed up his mission, all because of him having such a low Charisma.

      “I guess I better do something about that,” he groaned and selected Charisma as the second attribute to increase.

      
        	Charisma: 6

      

      
        
        Below the human norm of 8, you will be 20% less effective in all social situations. Leadership and morale-building are impossible.

      

      

      “Yay for me,” Connor groaned then looked at his skills.

      
        
        Skills

      

      

      
        	Combat Ax: Novice Level

        	Sneak: Basic Level

      

      His ax skill had apparently increased from Basic Level to Novice all on its own, thanks to his level advancement and his battle with the Goblins. He selected Combat Ax and attempted to increase levels again.

      
        
        Combat Ax:

        The ability to use an ax to defend and attack. Advancing levels in this skill provides combat bonuses and unlocks special abilities. Minimum Strength and Agility attributes must be met to advance levels. Damage done using this skill is subject to a Strength modifier; minus 10% damage per Strength level below 10 / plus 5% per Strength level above 10.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – No bonuses or modifiers.

        	Novice Level – Attack damage increased by 10%. Chance to block increased by 20%. Learn the ability to use a shield, further increasing block chance by 20% when a shield is being used. Minimum Strength and Agility of 10.

      

      
        
        Level advancement not available. Insufficient Strength and Agility.

      

      

      “Wow, loads of choices there, I see.” He bemoaned his lack of skills. He even wondered for a moment where he got his Sneak from, then remembered his hours spent in the Black Birch Forest trying to stay out of sight of any monster that might attack him.

      “Who says it doesn’t pay to hide from monsters, huh?” Connor sighed and used his level advancement on the only skill available.

      
        
        Sneak:

        The ability to hide oneself from others. Advancing levels in this skill increases the ability to hide and unlocks special abilities. Minimum Agility and Charisma attributes must be met to advance levels.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – No bonuses or modifiers.

        	Novice Level – Reduce the chance of being detected while using ability by 50%. Minimum Agility of 10.

      

      Novice Level Sneak was already showing great potential for the skill. Connor was sure that future level increases would be even better, allowing him to stay hidden, move silently, or even follow people undetected!

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.” Connor nodded, an idea starting to form in his head. It was a shame that it took all the way to Level 5 before you could get a profession because from the skills he’d already obtained, it was already starting to look like he was going to make a great Thief.

      “Connor Halfelven, Master Thief?” he mused to himself. He liked the ring of it, and it did seem to fit his more usual style of play.

      And he raised his eyes to the distant tower ahead of him. I’m going to need some serious Sneaking skills to get into that place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hey, I’ve seen all the heist movies, I know how this goes . . . the half-elf was thinking as he slowed his steps, entering the small plaza in which the Aviatrix Tower sat. It was an unremarkable space, a mere fork of cobbled streets and stone buildings, at the side of which sat a grassy park entrance to the tower grounds. There was a simple black iron gate—it was currently open—and high railings. On the other side, there were stands of tall, majestic trees whose leaves were losing the last of their brilliant, gold color as the light from the sun faded.

      Connor had waited until evening to make his play for the Ring of Tantor, arriving early, just as the sky was turning purple with dusk.

      The streets were quieter up there, too, Connor saw, with most of the passersby appearing to wear either deep crimson-red robes or white.

      Clerics and Priests, Connor thought immediately. The Tower of the Aviatrix appeared to be located in the spiritual quarter of Union City, as there were other grand, white stone buildings that declared themselves to be devoted to different deities. Two such that he recognized were Agni, the God of Fire, and Opthalos, the God of the Winds.

      “Last call! Final tour! Come, find inspiration and wonder! Be awed at the greatest Mage of the First Realm!” a voice, loud but not harsh, called out, and Connor looked over to see a middle-aged woman. She had hair that appeared to have once been a deep chestnut but now showed lighter streaks due to age and sun. The woman stood by the open gate to the Aviatrix precinct handing out what looked like sheets of parchment, no doubt full of propaganda.

      Connor grinned to himself as a plan was quickly developing in his mind. Do the professional heist thing. Pretend like he was in some slick crime caper. He nodded to himself and stepped forward, raising an interested hand to the acolyte.

      “I want to be inspired,” he said with his best grin.

      “Of course, all are welcome to . . . uh . . .” The acolyte turned in his direction to offer him a piece of parchment before her smile fell flat and started to curl a little in disgust at the corners.

      “Oh,” she said after collecting herself. “We don’t usually get the elf folk who are interested in the gods. Not even half-elves.”

      Freaking Charisma penalty! Connor tried to control his frustration.

      “Oh, I am interested. All ears, you could say,” he made to joke, but saw the woman’s eyes flicker to his subtly pointed ears with a grimace, as if to remind him of just how different he really was from her.

      Dammit! he cursed inwardly.

      “Yes, ah . . .” she muttered, her eyes then taking in Connor’s disheveled shirt, dirty and torn at the cuffs from all the excitement of the last couple of days.

      “We’re not a flophouse, you know. And this is the very last tour of the day!” Her words came out chilled and stern. “If you’re looking for charity, then try the Sisters of Infinite Mercy down the street.”

      “No, I really am interested in the Aviatrix’s Tower. Honestly!” Connor said quickly, cursing himself for being such a fool as to not steal some better clothes than the ones he had started in. He wondered how bad he smelled after having spilled blood—his own and Goblin—then spending two days on the road.

      Then, under her suspicious eyes, Connor realized that he didn’t want to seem too interested either. He quickly just snatched the parchment from the acolyte’s hand and walked past her.

      Better for her to think me ignorant than to suspect me as a thief! he thought, resolutely not looking back. He marched ahead down the tree-lined path through the small park, straight to where the eight-sided tower stood, its arched doors open wide to receive him. There was already a scattering of other visitors ahead, so he hurried his steps to fall in behind them, keeping his head low, looking at the parchment flyer as he tried to avoid causing any further commotion.

      
        
        The Tower of the Aviatrix

        Founded at the end of the Age of Discovery, during the Rose Wars between Elf and Man, the Aviatrix Tower was built to cast the most powerful spells that any realm had ever known, and it all began with one man: the Aviatrix.

        The Aviatrix was the Father of Aerial Magic which powered the first airships who saw his beloved First Realm being overrun by the Elvish Rose Empire. Seeing no way to defeat this bloodthirsty adversary, he used his knowledge of the deep physics of the world, of knowing how to separate matter from its earthly constraints, and worked to separate and dispel the Elvish Realm itself.

        The Aviatrix’s sorcery, empowered by Opthalos, the God of Winds, and Agni, the God of Fire, was unstoppable. He succeeded in removing his beloved realm from the horrors of the cosmos, creating the First Realm, safe and sound, as we know it today.

        This very tower is where the Aviatrix studied and lived, although the actual location where he worked the greatest protection that the First Realm has ever seen is still unknown.

        Occasionally, there are those who travel between the worlds. Powerful Sorcerers, evil elves, and even worse beings occasionally manage to conjure a portal to this realm. Thanks to the brave sacrifice of the Aviatrix, who died protecting the First Realm, we continue to enjoy ongoing peace and prosperity!

        

      

      “Wow, no wonder everyone here treats even a half-elf with utter contempt,” Connor muttered, as he heard a rebuking cough from ahead of him. Looking up, he saw that the small group of visitors—human—had stopped inside the tower where there was a large ground-level area that looked quite a bit like a church or temple.

      The floor was a crazy mosaic of black-and-white marble tiles, stretching out across a large central space. A set of stone staircases went up, running around the wall to the next level. Rather disconcertingly, there were multiple statues against the walls of this space, and each of them appeared to be of the same man, albeit in different positions.

      “Aviatrix the Inventor!” called out a voice as another white-garbed acolyte stepped forward, signaling the first of the statues of a young-looking human in robes holding up strange tools.

      “Celebrating his discovery of aerial magics. He was the first to distill the magic of flight into the Avi Gems!” The acolyte drew forth her hand to show a brilliant, glowing blue gem, the same color that the airships emitted, attached to a golden pendant. She slipped it over her neck, and with a gesture of her hands, started to rise into the air before them.

      “Aviatrix the Explorer!” She gestured to the next statue as she lowered herself back to the ground. This statue showed the same man, but this time holding a flag in one hand and a telescope in the other, apparently boldly moving forward.

      “Before the Great Working that created the Six Realms, the Aviatrix spent years exploring the different realms and regions! Much of what we know today is because of his bravery.”

      Dear stars, Connor groaned. Was this entire presentation going to be as sickeningly adoring as this? As far as he could see, all this Aviatrix wizard-mage guy had succeeded in doing was locking off the First Realm from everyone else, instead of attempting to parley or negotiate with the elvish Rose Empire! And in the process, every elf and half-elf who remained was treated like they were scum!

      The guy sounds insane, Connor thought. He was liking the look of that floating Ari Gem, though, he had to admit. It would sure make it easier to escape this place if he could just fly off through a window to safety.

      However, given that the magical gemstone was currently glowing around the acolyte’s neck, he doubted he would be able to obtain it.

      Not easily, anyway.

      With a grumble, Connor let his feet trail behind the visitor group as the acolyte moved from statue to statue. He surreptitiously took out the map of Mourn Province and looked at the tiny red-ink sketch of the Aviatrix Tower in the margins. The tower was cross sectioned with little boxes for the different levels and a red star right at the top with an arrow pointing at it. It didn’t take a lot of deductive reasoning to figure out that was where the Ring of Tantor would be.

      “All the way up.” Connor grimaced, looking at the crowd of people before him and watching as they turned slowly to the next statue and the next . . .

      Leaving the stairs behind them unwatched.

      Connor didn’t waste any time in rushing up them as quietly as he could.
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            The Ring of Tantor

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor’s Novice Level Sneak skill proved invaluable as he disappeared without anyone noticing. The very next level appeared to be given over to the acolytes themselves, and the stairs opened out onto a hallway where multiple archways led into smaller study rooms.

      The half-elf paused before going upward once more. He listened to the sound of rustling papers and sliding chairs.

      Hells! he swore, remembering that it was the last tour of the day for the Aviatrix Tower. That meant the acolytes here would be done for the day too.

      He panicked, looking toward the stairs he had just ascended. He could hear the distant, muted voice of the acolyte as she finished up. On this level, the sound of voices from the suite of small rooms was coming closer. From above, he could hear footsteps on the stairs.

      Triple Hells! Connor thought, turning around, looking for somewhere to hide.

      His eyes settled on a small door behind the stairs to the next level. Not even stopping to consider if this was a good idea or not, he took it, opening it, and stepped in.

      “A closet,” Connor thought as he thumped against the back of the small room filled with white robes.

      “I’m one of the best game hackers on the planet, soon to be one of the most legendary heroes in the world, and here I am hiding in a damn closet!” he hissed. He then realized there were sounds—voices and shuffling feet—coming from just outside the door.

      Connor couldn’t make out the voices, but he shrank back all the same into the thicket of spare robes the best he could.

      “—see you at the Kobold’s Pouch!

      There was a burst of light and a sudden loud, laughing voice as the door was opened.

      Oh no. Connor tensed, gripping the handle of his hand ax.

      Two long white acolytes’ robes were thrown on him, and the door was closed again.

      Connor really didn’t think that this was a good way for him to start his adventuring career, hiding in a glorified broom closet covered in other people’s dirty robes. Since he had little other choice, though, he stayed hidden and waited for the laughing voices and clumping steps to fade away. He counted to a hundred before he dared open the door again.

      He listened carefully but heard no sounds. A moment later, he heard the thump of the main doors below as the acolytes closed up for the night.

      I’m in the clear! He congratulated himself, but just in case, he pulled one of the acolyte’s robes on. Now, if he was discovered, he might at least be able to claim that he had been working late.

      Connor was just about to move on when he heard a crash from upstairs in the tower.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Who the heck is still here?

      Connor cautiously moved up the next two levels of the Aviatrix Tower, then he heard a gasp of pain, followed by the sudden thump of something that sounded heavy and wet.

      Is this such a great idea? He paused, his heart hammering in his chest as he waited and listened.

      Nothing. Whatever was happening above him, whatever accident—or crime—was silent again. Connor’s heart leapt for a second time with an unpleasant realization. What if it was a rival game hacker coming here just as he had, having gotten wind of Mr. Grey’s plan to seize valuable game assets and treasures before everyone else?

      “Dammit!” Connor hissed to himself. All of this could be for nothing, all of the hours that he had put in, pushing himself to get here so quickly and nearly dying several times in the process. It could all be squandered right before his eyes! He was under no impression that his employer would be generous with his money or even pay him that two hundred dollars per level if he lost the ring!

      All of this pushed Connor to move quickly up the stairs, sliding out his hand ax as he did so, testing its weight as he ascended.

      The stairs ended at a small landing with a short hallway leading away. There was an open black mahogany door at the end, and a white-robed body on the floor in front of it.

      “Okay . . .” His feet suddenly stalled as he looked at the body of one of the acolytes of Aviatrix Tower who had been shot in the back with a single black quarrel.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered as he crouched over the body. He reached down not to perform any tender act like close their staring eyes but instead to tease the gold chain from around the acolyte’s neck, along with the glowing, blue Avi Gem.

      
        
        You have found one Avi Gem.

      

      

      
        
        Avi Gem confers basic flight for 2 Vitality points per minute.

      

      

      I knew these would come in handy! Connor thought as he slipped the chain over his head and looked at the open door beyond. The acolyte on the floor had been shot in the back as they had tried to flee. That meant there was a killer inside the room—the top room of the tower itself.

      Connor knew he was only Level 2 but assumed the other player, because he was sure that was who he was about to face, would also be low leveled. He inched forward, stepping softly, using his Sneak skill as if his life depended on it, because it probably did. He cautiously peered around the black wooden door.

      The highest room of the Aviatrix’s Tower had once been the very workshop of the most powerful mage in all of the First Realm. It was an overwhelmingly creepy place.

      The majority of the room was built out of a dark, almost black marble veined with blue quartz. It was a color that Connor had never seen before or even heard of. Around the room, pillars reached upward to the domed roof. Between the pillars, there were stone tables holding a variety of strange instruments and implements—crystal vials, bottles that bubbled and hissed, whirring clockwork motors, astrolabes, and tiny brass cages.

      Connor felt that itchy, electric feeling in the back of his mouth. The burn of magic came from almost every object in the room. When he looked up, he saw floating high in the center of the Aviatrix’s laboratory was a slowly spinning stone platform with a black-stone dais in its center, encrusted with runes.

      “There!” a voice hissed in the darkness from somewhere behind the door and between the pillars. Connor froze as a figure emerged and crossed into his line of sight.

      He definitely wasn’t the only one there for the Ring of Tantor.

      “I see it!” the figure stated, standing in full view now. Connor could now see a tall man with locks of white hair and skin that was so pale as to be almost skeletal. The man wore dark, close-fitting leathers that were finely tooled with small buckles, ties, and inscribed designs. At his belt, Connor saw two long curving blades.

      “These humans,” a female voice said, as a second figure emerged from behind the pillars, this time on the other side of the room. She wore the same deep black gear as her fellow and had the same fine-boned structure, pale skin, and silver hair.

      They were elves, Connor saw, but not like any elf that he had ever seen.

      “You would have thought they’d be more inventive with where they hid their riches.” the female elf said with a scornful chuckle. She pointed one of her own bared knives up at the rotating, floating platform and the rune-carved dais atop it. Connor’s eyes were drawn to the ring that floated just above the dais, spinning in the opposite direction to the platform.

      He studied the apparent object of both their desires. It looked to be a large, broken ring of dark metal. A sort of arm band, maybe.

      That has to be it! Connor thought, his grip on the hand ax suddenly tightening.

      He studied the very serious elvish thieves between him and his prize. The pair were apparently in no hurry to retrieve it, Connor saw, as the male elf casually chuckled too.

      “Yes. This world is almost too easy to plunder—and take over. Lord Pwyll will be pleased.” The woman chuckled. “As soon as we have the ring, the changeover will be complete. There will be no escape for the mortals.”

      Changeover? Connor was confused by the words. Were the elves attempting a takeover of the entire First Realm? He remembered what the leaflet had said, that the Elvish Rose Empire was out there somewhere in another world like this one. A realm forever locked away from this one.

      Were the elves planning to trap the humans of the First Realm here? Connor wondered in confusion. But the humans of the First Realm didn’t leave their world anyway, did they?

      They don’t sound like game hackers either, Connor realized.

      He was still wondering what to do when the mysterious elves started moving. The silver-haired woman was pointing to the stone tables, showing a route for her white-haired companion to follow. In a heartbeat, Connor watched as the man hopped lightly onto the table, kicking aside the magical and alchemical items. He tensed, about to make the leap for the floating platform above.

      No! Connor screamed silently. Luckily, he had already formulated a very basic, very foolhardy plan. He lunged forward, pushing the door aside in a rush. One hand raised his hand ax, and the other went to the Avi Gem hanging around his neck.

      
        	Connor activates Avi Gem.

      

      
        
        You have learned the skill Magical Instruments.

      

      

      Connor felt a sudden surge of pain as he kicked out from the floor, and there was a flash of glowing, blue light across his vision. He saw the silver-haired elvish woman already turning in surprise, her hands lifting fast, daggers in hand.

      Connor was already flying, swooping up through the laboratory of the Aviatrix and beyond her reach. He soared toward the male elf who was leaping at the platform and swiped down with his hand ax while simultaneously reaching out for the edge of the stone platform with his other hand.

      
        	Connor attacks Fey Warrior with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 16 Health points.

      

      There was a mixture of screams as Connor slammed into the edge of the stone platform with one hand outstretched. At the same time, his hand ax bit into the leaping Fey Warrior.

      No! Connor panicked as he felt his hand slide from the edge of the platform.

      The Fey Warrior plummeted to the floor, smacking against the stone tables below with a terrible, final-sounding crack.

      
        	Fey Warrior takes 10 Health points damage from fall.

      

      Connor had no time to think about the fate of his adversary, though, as the fingers of his left hand clutched at the lip of the stone platform. He reached up and slammed the edge of his hand ax blade against the lip in a desperate attempt to hold on.

      For a moment, he was dangling, his legs kicking in the air . . . before he was able to pull himself up and over the stone lip to the stone platform itself.

      Come on, hurry, Connor urged himself on.

      There was an infuriated shriek from below coming from the female elf. She now clearly had Connor’s imminent murder in mind.

      Get up! Get the ring! Get out of here!

      Connor scrambled to his feet and turned to the stone, rune-inscribed dais. He reached out to the half-moon arm bracelet that rotated in the air before him. For a moment, he saw it crystal clear, hanging in the air before him. The arm band was fatter in its middle, and there were crazy curling and intersecting lines cutting through it, as if it were made out of multiple metal jigsaw pieces. The Ring of Tantor was a dark, stony-looking matte blue, dull and not shiny at all, which made Connor think that it was made out of carved stone.

      “Who sent you, human? Who do you work for?!” he heard the elf below him screech in fury. Grunts of effort followed as she jumped for the tables, scattering more magical implements out of the way on her own chase to get to him and the Ring of Tantor.

      Too late, elf lady. Connor grinned savagely, lunging forward and grabbing the ring.

      
        
        You have found the Ring of Tantor.

      

      

      
        
        You have earned 200 Experience points.

      

      

      There was a flash of golden light across the dais as soon as Connor’s hands closed over the half-moon ring, and the entire platform instantly stopped rotating. Then it slowly, ever so slowly, started to descend toward the ground below.

      But Connor wasn’t thinking about that as his entire body felt like it was filled with lightning. He looked at the stolen item in his hand and saw that it was now the color of spun gold. Without thinking, he slipped it over his wrist and up his forearm.

      
        
        Ring of Tantor added to Character.

      

      

      
        	Crafted by the Aviatrix himself, the Ring of Tantor is the key to the lock that is the First Gate. Created from rare moon steel and laced with magic that the Aviatrix alone knew, it brings together the Great Working that separated the Six Realms and opens the first portal.

        	The wielder of this item is empowered to open the First Gate.

        	The wielder of this item gains 1 free rebirth (usable once only; respawn at starting position).

      

      “Holy Hells!” Connor muttered, suddenly realizing just why Mr. Grey had sent him after the artifact. This Ring of Tantor wasn’t just any magical artifact that could be sold for an exorbitant sum, whether real money or in-game money. It wasn’t just any old magical sword with an attitude problem . . .

      It might be the most useful item in the entire First Realm of Legends. That was why his employer was willing to offer him so much money to get it and why he had been so insistent that Connor get here first.

      Only I was late, wasn’t I?

      There was a catlike hiss as the remaining Fey Warrior leapt with ease onto the descending platform, diverting Connor’s attention away from the magical item.

      “Who do you work for? Who sent you?!” she screeched. Her small yet sharp teeth were bared, a long curved blade in her hand.

      “Do you think you can stop us? Your world is doomed!” she snarled, darting forward with a silvery flash of her blade.

      “Hnghh!” Connor dodged and barely avoided the first strike as it sliced his sleeve without biting into flesh. She merely spun around, and in a lightning display of dexterity, reversed her grip and struck out with her blade once more.

      “Ack!”

      Connor flung his free arm up to feel a line of fire run along his forearm as he desperately tried to defend himself.

      
        	Fey Warrior attacks Connor with Curved Dagger for 10 Health points damage.

        	Magical enchantment increases damage by 5 Health points.

        	Total damage: 15 Health points.

      

      Connor snarled in pain and moved to strike back at her with his hand ax.

      The Fey Warrior was already in the air and delivered a spinning roundhouse kick to his chest, sending Connor flying backward off the platform.

      “Ahh!” was all that the thief had time to shout before slamming into the stone floor on his back. Luckily, he hadn’t been very high in the air when he fell, but it had still been high enough to make him gasp in pain.

      
        	Connor takes 5 Health points damage from fall.

      

      She’s too quick. She must be multiple levels ahead of me, Connor realized as he gasped for air. He rolled to one side, wheezing, as the Fey Warrior appeared at the edge of the platform, just a yard and a half above him.

      “Perhaps I should take you to Lord Pwyll. You could enjoy an eternity of having your soul flayed alive for your disruption!” she hissed, leaping from the platform and landing lightly on the ground before him.

      Connor was already struggling to crawl away. He had lost half his health from the cut and fall, and he felt every bit of those injuries keenly.

      “I suggest you tell me now who sent you. Who told you about the Ring of Tantor? There is no way one of your kind should have heard about it yet!” she snarled, pausing for a moment to consider the blade in her hand. She didn’t seem worried at all that Connor was trying to crawl away from her.

      “Here’s my deal, mortal,” she said in a high, sing-song voice. “You tell me who sent you, who hired you, and I will kill you cleanly now. No eternity spent in the Pits of Annwn. Surely that is a good deal, yes?”

      “Forget that,” Connor gasped, turning on his side as he threw his hand ax with all the power he could muster, straight toward the Fey Warrior.

      But Connor was only Level 2. He was inexperienced and unskilled with thrown weapons. The ax was already going wide as the woman lightly jumped to one side, easily evading the haphazard attack.

      “You think you have a chance of defeating me?” She started to cackle and purr, self-congratulating.

      Connor wasn’t planning to sit there helplessly and listen to a villainous monologue, though. With a growl, he grabbed onto the Avi Gem and pushed himself forward with every ounce of muscle that he had.

      A burst of blue energy flared all over him as the Avi Gem activated, and he felt that familiar stab of pain as it started to drain his Vitality. Connor soared into the air, tumbling and barreling back through the door and straight back to the stairs.

      He could barely believe that had worked, that he was going to escape—not only with his life but with the Ring of Tantor too. The angry and surprised snarls from behind him were no longer as threatening as they had been a moment before.

      Connor had almost made it to the stairs when the black bolt slammed into his back.

      
        	Fey Warrior attacks Connor with Crossbow for 10 Health points damage.

        	Unseen attack delivers critical hit increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 30 Health points.

      

      Connor slammed to the floor, sliding unceremoniously to a stop mere inches from the stairs.

      “Hmm. I thought the mortal had killed your form in this . . . place!” Connor heard the Fey Warrior woman’s catlike voice approach as he rolled over onto his back. He saw the female elf’s haughty figure coming toward him. Her companion followed behind, walking gingerly.

      The world started to fade to black, darkness seeping in from the edges of his vision. Connor’s limbs felt incredibly heavy. He felt completely unable to move anything.

      So this is what dying feels like.

      All at once, his vision was filled by the shape of his attacker—not the woman, but the white-haired man. The elvish Fey Warrior scowled down at him, an ugly black crossbow in one hand.

      “We have not even fully entered this realm, and even in these feeble forms, you are no match for us!” the Fey Warrior snarled, looming over the thief. The last thing Connor saw was a boney, white hand reaching toward him.

      “Hey! The ring!” the Fey Warrior screamed as Connor’s vision faded to a deep black.

      “Where is it? Where is the damned Ring of Tantor?!”

      
        	Connor Halfelven has been killed.
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            Second Life

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ring of Tantor: Rebirth Ability Activated.

      

      

      
        
        Connor Halfelven, welcome to the First Realm! May your spells be fast, blades sharp, and your wits sharper!

      

      

      “Huh?”

      The darkness surrounding Connor started to fade, lessening until he found that he was looking up at a cloud-filled sky with the green-dressed fingers of trees crossing his vision.

      He was lying on his back on the ground of a clearing.

      Not just any clearing. He groaned then coughed and pushed himself up on his elbows.

      This was a clearing that he recognized. With its perfectly circular patch of meadow grass, its hump of a boulder half covered with moss, and the small trail that led back to Woodville.

      “This is the place where I entered the game,” he groaned, leaning forward as he felt his head hammer. Why hadn’t he been kicked out of the game? What was he doing back here?

      “Welcome, brave adventurer, to the First Realm!” said a familiar voice from behind him.

      Connor turned back around to see that the boulder that had been empty a moment before was now occupied by the very same faun who had introduced him to the game at the start. It was the same chocolate-and-gold hair, the same cloven hooves, the same shirt and pants, and the same curling horns.

      “Wait. I know you. Haven’t we met before?” The faun hopped off of the rock and frowned heavily at Connor, cocking his head to one side.

      “Yes. You came through here just a day or so ago, didn’t you? You were complaining about professions . . .” The faun narrowed his eyes, but Connor was too busy ignoring the creature to notice, shaking his head as he got to his feet.

      “Ah,” he heard the faun say as he got up. Connor was already turning to the path that led out of the meadow before he noted the tone in the faun’s voice. It was sad and serious, and something about the way that the creature said it made the hairs on the back of Connor’s neck stand up.

      “It has happened, hasn’t it? It has been done,” the faun muttered to himself. Connor found himself turning back around to glare at the creature.

      “What has happened? What has been done?” he snapped, already wondering how he was going to make it all the way back through the Black Birch Forest, through the SkyBridge Outpost, and then back again to Union City, and the Tower of the Aviatrix.

      That’s if the Ring of Tantor even respawned there when I died, Connor was thinking. In some games, powerful items were recreated at the place where they were supposed to be. In others, if they were dropped, they could be picked up by anyone in just the same way that Connor picked up loot from the Goblins.

      Those elves—or Fey Warriors—might have the Ring of Tantor already. What hope did he have of tracking them down and getting it back for Mr. Grey? If they had the artifact, he could kiss all of that lovely cash goodbye.

      “You’re in it now,” the faun said distractedly, not even looking at Connor. The creature appeared to be deeply considering something. Something very, very serious indeed.

      “In it? In what, the game? Yeah, you think?” Connor shook his head.

      Why did I return here, anyway? Why wasn’t I booted straight back out to my old Vision 500 set and crummy apartment in Tokyo?

      “What’s going on?” Connor asked before suddenly remembering what the Ring of Tantor had said.

      
        
        The wielder of this item gains 1 free rebirth . . .

      

      

      “Ha!” Connor laughed out loud, unable to believe his luck. Because he had claimed the ring, it had conferred on him a one-time only respawn back here. Even though he had died and lost it in the process.

      “I guess you could say you have been lucky.” The faun appeared incredibly sad, raising his head to look at Connor with large brown doe eyes.

      “You don’t make it sound very lucky,” the thief chided him a little.

      “There is only one way into the realm,” the faun continued. “Only one way. Only in, now.” The faun was already starting to turn back toward the forest.

      “Wait. What kind of cryptic mumbo jumbo is that?” Connor started to laugh scornfully.

      He pushed concern over what the melodramatic goat-man said from his mind and turned his attention to himself.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 2 (500/1000)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 40 / 40

        Vitality: 18 / 18

        Agility: 12

        Charisma: 6

        Intelligence: 10

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 10

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      
        
        Skills

      

      

      
        	Combat Ax: Novice Level

        	Magical Instruments: Basic Level

        	Sneak: Novice Level

      

      He was happy to see he was at the same level that he had been at before. Same experience and everything. He had lost all of his equipment, but that wasn’t the end of the world.

      “Only in now, adventurer,” the faun called back as he stepped into the trees and disappeared, leaving just his lingering, sad voice behind him.

      “Good luck.”

      Connor tried to shake off the rising sense of doom that he felt at the faun’s mournful last message and to get his head around where he was now.

      “Well, I’m still in the game,” he thought. And he still had advance knowledge of where the ring was.

      Might be, he corrected.

      “Maybe I should just log off, report back to Mr. Grey,” Connor mumbled. The very idea of that stuck in his craw, as he was used to winning, not whining to employers about how hard a game was.

      But then again, it seemed fairly obvious that Mr. Grey’s plan was flawed. He pondered that thought as his feet started to take him back to the trail and toward Woodville, where he fully expected to see the Ranger Marshal once again and the passive-aggressive halfling barkeeper.

      He remembered elvish fighters—Fey Warriors—that should not have been there and shook his head. The ring was apparently one of the most powerful treasures in the entire First Realm. Connor admonished himself for not recognizing the fact that it was obviously going to have lots of traps, obstacles, and competition to obtain it.

      Maybe it would even be a better idea for Mr. Grey to pay him to grind out some experience first and then go for the ring?

      “Yeah.” Connor thought he could sell that. He could even tell Grey that he knew just what he was facing now—at least two homicidal Fey Warriors—and he would probably need to be at least Level 7 or higher to really have a chance.

      “Okay.” He nodded to himself as he stepped out from the woods into the tranquil meadow that overlooked Woodville. He stopped near the road that meandered down to the bridge below and decided to log out instead of heading into town.

      
        
        Log out disabled.

      

      

      “What?!” Connor frowned, this time hissing through his teeth. He dropped to a knee and pulled his backpack off. He placed it on the ground and reached inside to pull out the little manual that the faun had given him when he had first joined the game.

      “Where is it? Logging out? Saving?” he grumbled, flipping through the pages until he found . . . the exact same message.

      
        
        Log out command has been disabled.

      

      

      “What the actual—” Connor snarled and tossed the manual back into the backpack. He was now thoroughly confused, angry, and annoyed.

      He had no idea what was going on or why he couldn’t log out. He wondered if it had something to do with respawning. Maybe there was a minimum time you had to play after that happened.

      Connor waited for a while then tried again but still got the same stubborn message.

      “Only in, now, adventurer . . .” The words of the strange faun came back to him and sounded just as eerie now in his memory.

      “This is ridiculous,” Connor complained. “What a really, really stupid way to run a game.”

      The notion crossed his mind that perhaps there was a bug in the log-out feature. The Legends of the Six Realms franchise had only just been released, after all. Maybe there were locations that characters weren’t allowed to log out from. Like here, Connor’s very first starting point. It would be a way of forcing people to play for a while instead of just logging in and logging right back out.

      “Well, that’s a gigantic design flaw, isn’t it?” Connor grumbled, knowing that there was at least one other surefire way to log out.

      What do I have to lose, anyway? Connor thought as he threw his backpack over his shoulders and started marching purposefully toward the humble village of Woodville.

      He was only at Level 2, and he hadn’t even been trying to level up—just a few scraps with Goblins and random encounters in the world. It wouldn’t be any great loss if he had to start all over again from Level 1. He already knew just where all of the Goblins and monsters were going to be.

      Yep, Connor decided.

      He was going to march to the first quest he could find and throw himself against the biggest monster he could get his unarmed hands on. He would be killed, of course, but then he would be able to report back to Mr. Grey, explain that he needed more time—and more money!—if the man really wanted this Ring of Tantor.

      And Connor was confident that Mr. Grey wanted the most powerful treasure in this world.

      First, though, Connor had to get himself killed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          

      

    

    







            Arianna

          

        

      

    

    
      Something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      Arianna Moore woke up to the sound of notifications and bells from her screens, so many, in fact, that they sounded like alarm bells.

      “What in the ever-loving name of—” the young woman groaned, rolling her way out of bed and checking the time. Already nearing midday. Oh yeah. The ruin of last night, including an empty bottle of sparkling wine and carton of drone-delivered takeout, sat on her table.

      She’d been annoyed, angry, and hurt—and she had enough money to do something about it now.

      Connor is such an idiot, she thought, once again feeling her resentment at the guy who had treated her like trash even though she was only trying to help him.

      What was up with people? She had offered him a way out of that crummy Tokyo flat, working with her as one of the new experience testers for Tir’Nan’Og. Maybe the money wasn’t as great as some contract from a gamer wannabe, but it would be legal and safe. There wouldn’t be any feds on his tail for doing it, and he would be able to build something, maybe.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, instantly feeling foolish for even believing that she could have given Connor a better life. Why did she care so much anyway? He had, after all, always been the same.

      Ever since he got diagnosed, anyway, Arianna had to admit, coughing as she shook her head.

      She got out of bed and wandered about her flat, getting ready for the day ahead. She ignored the chimes and pings still coming from her screens, concentrating more on her brand spanking new BodyBox, powering it up, making sure it had all of its cords plugged in correctly.

      Today was her first day as an experience tester, which meant that she got to jump into Legends of the Six Realms and basically do whatever she wanted to. And she would get paid to do it. All she had to do was submit a report every week on her experience and allow her play to be observed. Yeah, a bit creepy, but Arianna didn’t mind that. It sure as hell beat jumping every time there was a knock on the door, expecting it to be the Cyber Crime Division.

      Arianna put herself together, loaded up on coffee and breakfast—not that she really needed to, because the BodyBox could keep her sustained for a week or more—and finally sat down at her screens.

      The first message she saw, other than the tide of spam that never seemed to slow down no matter how much she unsubscribed from everything, was one from GhostEffect—Connor.

      
        
        Yeah, sorry, I guess—we’ll see who becomes Legendary first! :)

        

      

      “He’s found a way in, hasn’t he?” Arianna groaned. If this had been a message from anyone else, she might have been excited to connect up, go adventuring with, or even battle her friend in a new game.

      But not Connor. The only reason that he would have gone in was if someone was paying him to grind out experience for them, fixing the League Tables, earning the credits . . .

      “Seriously, Con?!” she snapped, glaring at the message. It was literally her job to report on problems and weaknesses in the game. She was sure that one of the clauses of small print had told her to report any signs of cheating.

      “What am I supposed to do? Report you to the feds as soon as I lay eyes on you?” Arianna groaned, suddenly realizing how difficult this could be. Her bosses could observe her game play whenever they wanted. If she did encounter Connor in the game, she would have to pretend that she didn’t know what he was doing in there and keep him from explicitly stating it for the whole world to hear.

      Or maybe I just won’t let anyone know I know him at all . . . she grumbled to herself.

      Yeah, that would serve him right. He just wanted something to crow about, didn’t he? She would simply ignore him. Her mind made up, Arianna moved on to the rest of her notifications

      
        
        WARNING!

        IMMEDIATE RELEASE!

        ALERT!

        IMMEDIATE DANGER!

      

      

      “Uhm, what now?” Arianna looked at the slew of troublesome looking subject headers on dozens of messages. They came from everywhere: from the Game World Alliance, the Digital Enthusiast, and numerous other fan boards dedicated to playing games online. There was even a system-wide message sent from her Wi-Fi provider

      What the . . . ?

      She scanned the top lines of multiple messages and saw that each and every one of them was talking about a problem with none other than her present employer. The Tir’Nan’Og server, and more specifically, with the Legends game world.

      “No, no, no . . .” she was muttering. She started to open the messages in order and read all the details. She followed the disaster that had played out while she slept, and it appeared to be a true disaster.

      
        
        “The first case was tracked to approximately 10:43 p.m., Japan Standard Time. A young man, one of the first adopters of the new Legends of the Six Realms, remained in the game long past the safety cutoff built into every Vision 500 Headset. Worried, a friend called the emergency line to find that this was happening to others all around the world . . .”

        

      

      This can’t be happening. Arianna shook her head.

      
        
        “By the time dawn came to the East Coast of the United States, there were already several hundred reported cases . . .”

        “Players around the world have seemingly become trapped in the Legends game world, even past the point where their headsets should have automatically disconnected from the game world . . .”

        

      

      Arianna shivered at the thought that she had been just about to log in herself.

      
        
        “Emergency services have been scrambled in every major country and region where Legends of the Six Realms is being played. Some countries are opting to treat the ‘lock-ins’ in their own homes, while others have set up treatment centers.”

        “It is a rush to get those who have been in the game longest transferred to better medical treatment facilities before their bodies start to fail . . .”

        “Tir’Nan’Og has claimed that it is a server-wide glitch that has removed the log out function of the game. They are working around the clock to restore it . . .”

        “How long before the first person starves to death, locked inside Legends?”

        

      

      Connor, Arianna thought, her eyes flying to his first message. He had gone in, hadn’t he? He had to be one of those trapped inside the game as well.

      “But he lives alone!” she said, quickly pulling up a screen to find the emergency contacts for the greater Tokyo Metropolitan Area. She could alert them directly, and maybe they would break into his flat and take him to a hospital or something.

      
        
        “There is speculation about what might happen to those locked into the game who experience character death, as there is no way for them to leave the game. Already, we have seen three cases where players suddenly fell into a vegetative coma for no apparent reason. Could this be that their characters were killed inside the game?”

        

      

      Arianna felt a shiver of fear run through her at one of the most alarming articles in her inbox.

      What was going to happen to Connor in there if he died? He was a game hacker. His whole modus operandi was chucking himself into dangerous situations.

      Arianna Moore looked from her screen to the waiting BodyBox beside her.

      Someone had to warn Connor. Someone had to keep him from getting himself killed.
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            No Time to Die

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, friend,” the Ranger Marshal Gustav H. Fenwalker said. The man looked up from where he was attempting to calm his horse by the side of the Lucky Dragon as the half-elf marched straight up to him.

      “I’ll take it,” Connor said with a reckless grin.

      “Take what?” The Ranger Marshal did little more than frown at him before a look of recognition crossed his face.

      “Ah, I remember you now,” the man in the heavy waxed leather cloak said. “Just a couple of days ago. You said that you didn’t want any of my help at all, if I remember rightly.”

      “Well, now I want a job. Any job, doesn’t really matter, but the more dangerous the better, if you get my drift,” Connor said, already bouncing back and forth from anxiety.

      “I see now.” The Ranger Marshal appeared to ignore his urgency and turned back to his coal-black steed. He once again dipped his head down a little, making a calming, hushing noise.

      “She’s frightened,” he said in a broad accent that Connor was coming to associate with this wilder side of the Mourn Mountains.

      “Something in the air’s spooked her.” He looked up suspiciously, even raising his head to sniff at the air himself a little.

      “You haven’t heard of anything strange happening in the last few days since we met?”

      Connor fidgeted nervously, certain that the Ranger Marshal was going to accuse him of breaking into the Tower of the Aviatrix.

      That’s ridiculous, the half-elf told himself. Impossible, in fact. How would this backwater roads marshal know about what had happened all the way in distant Union City?

      “I even heard there’s been trouble at the Lack,” Gustav said with a heavy sigh.

      “The Lack?” Connor echoed, his thoughts stumbling toward the conclusion at the same time as the Ranger Marshal told him.

      “You know, where the Mourn Wilds end and then Union City plateau. The Lack’s been there since the world was created or so they reckon. Some say there are entire lands down there, other countries, other people even. All I know is that if anyone is stupid enough to investigate it, they never come back.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Connor asked despite himself.

      “Some elves, I think.” Gustav’s eyes flickered toward him. “There’s talk that a band of elves have risen up and started attacking outposts along the way. Maybe that’s what my girl here senses.”

      He turned back to the steed and shushed it once more, infuriatingly taking way too much time as far as Connor was concerned.

      “It’ll be bad news if there’s another war,” Gustav muttered heavily. Connor wondered if there was a note of accusation in the sheriff’s voice aimed at him for being at least part elf?

      “I don’t know about any of that. Just point me at a monster. I need the reward,” Connor said truthfully, earning for himself a surprised chuckle from the Ranger Marshal.

      “Well, you know what you’re about, at least,” the Ranger Marshal said wryly. “You’re looking for a reward, huh? Well, I could do with some eyes up on Heartbreak Ridge. That’s straight up toward the mountains there.” He nodded up toward the forest and the distant peaks that looked like ogre’s teeth.

      “I have a friend who lives on the edge of Black Birch—a Healer. She said that a group of Goblins has come down from the mountains and started to cause trouble around the village. I need to know if that’s true,” he said, taking a small but full coin pouch from a side pocket.

      “I’m not asking for any heroics, but if you find sign of Goblins, report back to me. That way, I can get a head for how many numbers we need to root them out,” the Ranger Marshal said. “Do that, and this is yours.”

      “Straight up that a-way, you say?” Connor asked, pointing past the small houses, pretty much in the same direction as the shortcut that he had taken before.

      Maybe that was some of those same Goblins that I met before, Connor considered. But seeing how this quest was still active, it must mean that there were more of the little beasts up there still.

      “I got it. I’ll get it figured out.” Connor grinned, even giving the Ranger Marshal a thumbs-up.

      
        
        Quest: Find the Goblins

      

        

      
        You have been offered a Quest to find Goblins of Heartbreak Ridge.

      

        

      
        Accept: Yes / No

      

      

      Connor immediately accepted the quest and turned to leave.

      “Hey, wait a minute, son!” the Ranger Marshal called out, his voice alarmed.

      “You’re going to head up there like that? You’re not even armed!” The older man sounded shocked and signaled for Connor to come closer as he started tugging something from the packs of his skittish steed.

      Why do I need a weapon? I’m only doing this to get myself killed! Connor laughed.

      “Here, you’ll catch your death otherwise.” Gustav threw a heavy, fur-lined cloak at him. It was a deep green with white fur around the neck.

      
        
        You have received Warm Winter Cloak.

        Effect: Reduces Vitality loss to cold.

      

      

      “Look, really,” Connor protested, about to give the cloak back, when Gustav cut him off.

      “Never let it be said that anyone working for me goes out unprepared, now.” The man started pulling at one leather covering and then another before finally turning around with what appeared to be a small hand ax. It was pretty much the same size as Connor’s old ax.

      “I remember you being an ax man when I last saw you. Seems you lost it now, but I noted it before, because not many choose to wield axes and certainly not too many of the elvish folk.” Gustav nodded, presenting it to him.

      
        
        You have received a Hand Ax.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Hand Ax

        Condition: Excellent

        Damage: 6–8 Health points

        Requirements:

      

      

      
        	Strength: 6 or higher

      

      
        
        Attack Cost: 2 Vitality points

      

      

      How hard is it to get myself killed in this game?! Connor could have cried from frustration, but he accepted both items just the same.

      “Now, you must remember to go quiet, stay out of sight . . .” Gustav was trying to give him advice, but Connor finally managed to break free.

      “It’s alright, thanks!” Connor laughed out loud before turning and heading up the side street that led out of Woodville. When he reached the edge of town, he started to climb the meadows upward.

      Toward his death.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay, so maybe the cloak was a good idea,” Connor had to admit. He shrugged it tighter over his shoulders as he headed toward the path and the rise in the wooded hill where he had last battled the Goblins.

      He was cold, and even though his current focus was fairly morbid, he didn’t particularly want to slowly freeze to death.

      “I can’t wait for that!” he mumbled impatiently, thinking about how annoyed Mr. Grey was going to be. He considered what he had to say in order to sell the idea that he had to be given more time and more money to get the ring back.

      “Who were those guys, anyway?” Connor shook his head, still confused over the black-garbed elves that had attacked him. They had been serious. And also seriously invested in stealing the Ring of Tantor.

      And what was that talk about a takeover? he wondered, also remembering what the Ranger Marshal had said.

      “Trouble with elvish folk all along the Lack,” Connor repeated. Perhaps the Ring of Tantor was a part of something much bigger. An elvish plot to retake the First Realm, maybe.

      There was a sudden hiss and a scurry from up ahead of him on the path, and Connor sighed with relief.

      “Hey!” he called out loudly. “Hey, I know that you’re out there, gobbos. Stop playing around, and let’s get this over with!”

      The sudden scuffles completely stopped, replaced by a silence that was too unnatural under the dark birch trees.

      “Come on. Do I have to do everything myself around here?” Connor groaned, picking up his feet and starting to jog forward.

      “Hsst! Half-elf scum!” There was a sudden snarl as Connor crested the rise, and there, caught as if in shock, were two Goblins. They jumped up from a makeshift camp that was little more than an empty fire pit and a scrap of tarp they had apparently used for shelter. Neither of them had a weapon in hand, and Connor realized that this would have been a perfect time to dispatch them—if that was what he was there for.

      “Am I glad to see you two!” Connor said, not drawing his ax as he raised his arms out wide to encompass the scene.

      “Look, fellas, you’d be really doing me a favor if you can grab those pointy spears and that rusty sword over there. Otherwise, this just might take forever, and I’ve got places to be.”

      The Goblins slowly rose from their log seats but made no move toward their weapons at the side of the camp. In fact, they appeared to be entirely confused by the crazy half-elf who wasn’t trying to decapitate them at the nearest opportunity.

      “It’s mad!” one of the Goblins cringed in disgust. “The half-elf is crazed. We shouldn’t eat mad meat, Fisko.”

      “Still meat,” the one called Fisko responded, starting to edge toward where they had left their weapons.

      “That’s it. One hundred percent organic, prime of my life half-elf meat,” Connor said with a laugh, even flexing his bicep as if to prove it as he walked toward them.

      “Now come on, I’m trying to negotiate a very substantial four-digit sum,” he said, “and I just need you to kill me so I can do that.”

      “Eeek! It is mad! Either that or it’s a trap!” The second Goblin, Fisko, looked around the clearing and then at Connor, suddenly suspicious. “How many are there with you? Who’ve you got?”

      “Yeah!” the first Goblin said, almost tripping over its seat in its haste to get away.

      “Hey, come back! Where are you going?!” Connor said, astonished and outraged in equal measures.

      “Come on! You’re Goblins, I’m a half-elf. This shouldn’t be rocket science, guys!” Connor said, taking another step toward them.

      “Eeek!” Fisko nearly jumped out of his green skin, stumbling back over the campfire in an effort to stay away from Connor.

      
        
        You inspire Fear in Goblin Bandit.

        Effect: 100% increase in attack damage.

      

      

      “Wait! Stop!” Connor cried out.

      “GOBLINS! Prepare to meet whatever foul god birthed you!”

      There was a sudden roar as a small, stocky shape leaped out from the tangle of rocks and overgrown bushes, swinging a war hammer straight into the head of the first reluctant Goblin. The creature crumpled to the ground.

      
        	Goblin Bandit has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 100 Experience Points for slaying Goblin Bandit.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      “Yaaas!” yelled the stocky shape that Connor could now see was a dwarf. He was broader than the Goblins and even broader than Connor too. The dwarf had a mane of fiery, red hair tied back over a stiff leather and ring mail jerkin and a fierce red beard on his face. He wielded a large, two-handed hammer.

      Fisko, the second Goblin, shrieked, scrambling on its feet as it fell to the ground, slipping in the leaves and starting back toward Connor. The creature looked up and saw it was heading straight toward the half-elf and hissed, his feet sliding out from under him again as he tried to turn back.

      
        
        You have surprised Goblin Bandit.

        Effect: 200% increase in attack damage.

      

      

      Really! I’m not trying to scare you! Connor complained to himself.

      The dwarf was immediately upon them, leaping forward to finish the Goblin with one powerful downswing of his hammer.

      
        	Goblin Bandit has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 100 Experience Points for slaying Goblin Bandit.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      “There.” The dwarf grinned, looking up at the shocked—and quite frankly annoyed—Connor.

      “I am forever at your service. If it wasn’t for your distraction, then that might have been a tricky fight!” the dwarf said out loud, striding forward and stepping over the bits of dead Goblin. He extended a hand out toward Connor.

      “Dargan IronHammer,” the dwarf said with a wide grin. “And you are, my friend?”

      “Not dead,” Connor groaned. I didn’t even WANT an extra one hundred experience points.

      The dwarf missed the sarcasm. “I can see that, and you didn’t even raise a weapon against them! You are made of strong stuff, I see. Now, let’s take word of this to my friend the Ranger Marshal and claim our prize!”

      “Alright. Might as well collect our reward,” Connor said grudgingly, looking at the fading scene of destruction at his feet and sighing heavily.

      “Hey, do you want to split the loot?” Dargan said cheerfully. “They won’t have a lot, but you earned your share being the perfect distraction.”

      “Nah, you’re good,” Connor groaned, turning to look ahead, then up to where the trees were shrouded in gloom and shadow. There’s got to be monsters up that way.

      “Two silver bits apiece!” Dargan said happily, pocketing the change.

      “Hmph,” Connor groaned. He was clearly not making any progress here on getting killed by Goblins. The first time he had fought them had been a close call, but now it seemed like they weren’t even eager to attack an unarmed half-elf! Why couldn’t they just be regular homicidal Goblins?

      “Have you heard about some Trolls up in the Mountains of Mourn? Any idea how far from here?” Connor asked, eyeing the forest ahead skeptically. He had no idea how far that was likely to be or even if the rumor was true.

      “A Troll? Really?” Dargan laughed. “You have some stones, I see, half-elf! No wonder the Ranger Marshal set you on this quest too. But no, I think a Troll would be far past our skills. But the Ranger Marshal might be able to help.”

      I don’t want to see the Ranger Marshal again! He groaned to himself, but reluctantly, he admitted that the dwarf was right, unless . . .

      
        	Log out disabled.

      

      Connor growled in frustration. The log-out function was still not working. His conversation with Mr. Grey would have to wait for at least a little bit longer.

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get back to the Ranger Marshal, then.”

      And then, I’ll find out what he knows about this Troll, Connor promised himself.
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            New Management

          

        

      

    

    
      It was evening by the time that the two adventurers made it back to the humble mountain village. The sky was already giving itself over to stars, and there was a bite of chill to the air.

      “We’ll collect that money, then check in at the inn,” Dargan said as they made their way down the final stretch of a lane that led to the back of the Woodville houses. It had turned out that the dwarf Dargan was quite an eager talker. Although at first that had made Connor frustrated, he had to admit that it was nice to be adventuring with someone again.

      Dargan was enthusiastic, brave, and optimistic, and spent half of the journey telling Connor how he was going to be legendary one day. He was going to be a Giant killer, which was apparently one of the most important things for a dwarf to become.

      Connor didn’t really have much to offer in return in the way of half-elf culture. From what he had gleaned, the story of his chosen race was one of being outcasts, hated by elves and humans alike.

      “Yeah, in it to win it, right?” Dargan had crowed. “But I’ll be glad to get back to the inn. There’s an option there to save and log out, you see.”

      Oh, you’re a player too, Connor thought, though he had kinda guessed that already. There was no way that a nonplayer character would be this chatty.

      “Hmm,” Connor nodded, pleased for the information, at least. “You noticed the problem with logging out, too, huh?”

      Dargan looked up at him as they passed the first of the peasant’s homes toward the main road of Woodville itself. Connor was sure that he detected a moment of panic, quickly covered over by a snort of blustery good humor.

      “Oh that? Yeah, I figured it was just a feature for the start of the game. Kinda forcing you to log out through the inn so you’ve always got a place to respawn from?” Connor watched as the dwarf shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “Yeah, it’s a bit restrictive, isn’t it? A bit too much handholding, in my opinion, but I imagine the game gets a lot freer after that. Tir’Nan’Og is just showing us the ropes during the first few levels, right?” the dwarf continued unabashedly. “And wow, I’ve never seen a game like this. Seriously, check out that reality definition! Have you ever played anything even remotely as real as this? I can literally smell and taste things in here!”

      He was right, Connor had to admit. The game was indeed impressive.

      Which is another reason why I have to get to Mr. Grey and renegotiate my price! he thought as they stepped out onto the main street.

      They instantly noticed that something was wrong.

      “It’s, uh, it’s very quiet, don’t you think?” Dargan clomped his heavy, steel-plated boots, right beside Connor.

      The dwarf was right, Connor saw. The entire village in front of them appeared to be deserted. No people in the streets, even though the sun was only just about to set. No horses or carriages, nothing.

      Suddenly, they heard a distant, muffled shout coming from further up ahead.

      “That’s the Main Plaza,” Dargan said, already striding forward with one hand moving to pull the war hammer from his back.

      “That’s the Lucky Dragon, you mean,” Connor said, quickly following suit.

      The sounds of alarm increased by the time that they got to the Main Plaza, only to find that just like the rest of Woodville, the central well and the opposite streets were deserted. There was a large crowd of people assembled at the doors to the Lucky Dragon Inn, though, and they were getting rowdier and rowdier. Connor spied at least two more dwarves in the mix, alongside a wide variety of would-be heroes, rogues, and ne’er-do-wells.

      “Adventurers always have a certain look to them, don’t you think?” Connor grumbled, noting how he saw at least one apparently shirtless Barbarian, another human fighter dressed all in black, several Warriors with long hair tied back, at least one other halfling, and a Cleric or two. And they all appeared to be panicked about something.

      “What is it? What’s going on, friends? You sound as though the Gates of Hell themselves have broken open!” Dargan waded into the throng, easily moving—and shoving—his way through the crowd.

      Definitely a tank, Connor thought to himself as he squeezed through the throng behind the dwarf, taking advantage of the space he was making.

      “Look! It’s the game—the game!” someone was shouting as Dargan and Connor pushed their way through the door, for a hush to fall through the crowd.

      “What do you mean?” Someone from the back started to grumble, an adventurer who clearly didn’t have as much information.

      “What the heck . . .” Connor heard Dargan whisper. The dwarf had stopped in front of the giant noticeboard that was just inside the main door of the tavern.

      
        
        Need work? Find the Ranger Marshal Gustav H. Fenwalker.

        Elvish unrest reported at Bluster Point!

        Party needed to investigate . . .

      

      

      There were numerous notices pinned to the board, but Connor was sure that none of them were what had upset so many people.

      No, that dubious honor would surely have to be reserved for the central message, black ink inscribed over parchment.

      
        
        New Legend-wide proclamation! All adventurers and citizens are respectfully advised that the Six Realms have come under the management of Lord Pwyll of Annwn. Saving, respawning, and logging out are no longer available. Welcome to the Six Realms. Can you escape? To do so, you will need to conquer all Six Realms!

        

      

      “What?!” Connor froze in place, and the hubbub and angry shouts around him faded as he concentrated fiercely on his own thoughts. “Who is this Lord Pwyll fellow?” he grumbled. He stared at the notice for several long moments before things started to fall into place.

      Hadn’t the Fey Warriors he’d fought mentioned the name?

      Only in, now, the faun had said.

      The changeover is almost complete, the Fey Warriors had also said.

      Connor didn’t understand what was going on, but he knew that whatever it was, it was something that was terribly, terribly wrong. He, like most of the other adventurers standing there, quickly scrambled for their backpacks and their own small guidebooks, searching for any updated advice as to whether it was true or not.

      
        
        Logging Out, Saving, & Respawning.

        UPDATE:

      

      

      
        	Since the successful connection between the Realm of Annwn and the Legends of the Six Realms, several things have now changed.

        	Previously, a few rare artifacts or spells allowed players to respawn (get a second life). However, all of those functions have since been disabled.

        	Logging out is disabled. To exit the game, you will need to pass through all Six Realms.

        	The ability to save the game at a desired position and return when needed is also disabled as there is no way to disconnect.

        	The combined worlds of Legends of the Six Realms and Annwn are now a real-time, real-threat experience.

        	All deaths are, therefore, permanent.

      

      “Annwn? What the heck is this Realm of Annwn!?” Connor asked, his voice joining the cacophony. He could hear that several other of the adventurers behind him had started to loudly speculate about what this Realm of Annwn could be. Some side adventure? A hidden realm in the game? An easter egg or an entire mini game?

      Whatever it is, this really isn’t funny, Connor thought.

      “And just what does it mean when it says that all deaths are permanent!?” he heard someone in the inn’s grounds outside shouting.

      That particular shouter, the tall, half-naked Barbarian, got to experience firsthand just what that meant a second later as there was a sharp, ripping sound, followed by a wet gurgle.

      The Barbarian adventurer suddenly slumped to the floor, the head of a black arrow protruding from his neck.
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            The Battle of Woodville

          

        

      

    

    
      “Goblins!” one of the adventurers shouted as the air was laced with another deadly brace of little, ugly, black-barbed arrows from the side streets.

      “What?!” Connor strained to look past the sea of heads and bodies, hearing their panicked screams before suddenly catching sight of what the others had seen.

      There, out at the end of the street and spilling between the houses were small, fast-moving forms, hunched over and clutching curving, barbed weapons or short bows.

      And their skin was undeniably green.

      “It has to be the Goblins from Heartbreak Ridge!” Dargan said, already tearing his cloak from around his shoulders so that it wouldn’t get in the way of him fighting. “That scouting party we encountered was only the start!”

      Connor nodded, knowing the dwarf was probably correct.

      
        
        Quest: The Battle of Woodville

      

        

      
        You have been offered a Quest to defend Woodville from the horde of monsters.

      

        

      
        Accept: Yes / No

      

      

      Before Connor could accept or decline the quest, Dargan was charging into action.

      “Get out of my way! I know how to deal with gobbos!” the dwarf roared as he started to push his way through the crowd. Something made Connor seize the smaller figure by the shoulders before Dargan could push himself straight through the crowd and to the front of the coming battle.

      “No respawning! No logging out!” Connor hissed into the dwarf’s ear.

      The stout, red-haired figure looked up and glared at him, but Connor refused to relent. “Didn’t you read what it said in the manual? All deaths are permanent!”

      “What?” The dwarf was, for the moment, confused as the sounds of angered roars and sudden shrieks of pain increased. “They’re gobbos! We know how to deal with them!”

      “Legends is now a real-time, real-threat experience!” Connor pulled on the dwarf, succeeding in pulling Dargan back several paces into the inn’s main room, where other patrons and adventurers were currently drawing weapons or hiding under the tables.

      “We can’t log out!” Connor hissed. “You saw the notice. All logging out is disabled, and when we die in the game, we die for real!”

      Dargan the dwarf opened and closed his mouth, unable or unwilling to admit that what Connor was saying was true. The half-elf could tell that the dwarf believed him, even if he didn’t want to.

      “But that means . . .” Dargan muttered grimly.

      There was another scream from just outside the inn, and the pair rushed to the glass, looking out to see what was happening.

      The Barbarian had vanished, and there was another figure falling to the dirt. One of the dark-cloaked Warrior types with arrows sticking out of his chest. As Connor and Dargan watched, they saw the man shudder on the ground, desperately try to reach for his sword but never make it. His hand dropped to the ground, and then he lay still.

      The body didn’t fade away or disperse, it just . . . stayed.

      “That’s what happens to NPCs and monsters,” Dargan breathed. “Player characters are supposed to return to the loading area so they can create another character and start again if they want to.”

      “Not anymore, they don’t,” Connor whispered.

      There was another roar from the crowd of adventurers followed by a sudden flash of brilliant blue light.

      One of the Clerics had stepped forward, their purple robes flaring around them as they raised their hands and suddenly pushed them forward toward the Goblin horde.

      A dazzling ball of blue light shot out from the Cleric’s hands and struck the first of the Goblin archers. The creature was lifted off their feet and flung backward into the wall of the nearest building.

      “Yes!” Dargan hissed, and even Connor curled his lips in a savage smile.

      It was too little, though. Connor quickly realized that they were all only starting level characters, most only Level 2 like himself or even lower. He saw the purple-robed Cleric stagger forward, Vitality exhausted from that single spell.

      All at once, one of the charging Goblins rushed forward, leaped into the air, and flung its short spear straight into the Cleric’s chest.

      “No!” Connor shouted helplessly, his blood running cold.

      “Ungh!” The Cleric fell back into the crowd behind them and then to the ground with the Goblin’s spear still protruding from their belly.

      That seemed to turn the tide of the battle, as the other adventurers realized what Connor and Dargan already had. Their defiant roars turned into shuts of panic, and they rapidly started scattering, each of them terrified of being the next to get skewered in a real-time, real-threat experience.

      “No, don’t go that way!” Connor hissed, watching as three adventurers peeled off down the main streets with whooping and chittering Goblins racing after them.

      The rest were stampeding into the inn itself, charging into the common room as the Goblin horde surged forward.

      “Barricades! Quick, set up a barricade!” Dargan shouted, already turning to grab one end of a heavy wooden table.

      “Help me!” the dwarf demanded. Connor couldn’t refuse and grabbed the other end of the heavy table. The pair flipped the table onto its side and pushed it toward the window, the tabletop facing the glass.

      The glass suddenly shattered, raining down on them as a Goblin smashed the window, attempting to push its way past the barricade and into the room.

      
        	Connor takes 2 Health points damage from Glass Shards.

      

      Connor ducked, scrambling backward into the room as the other unbarricaded window exploded open. Two more Goblins had hurled themselves through it. The monsters were small and fierce with twin blades in their hands and mismatched, rusted armor plates covering their bodies.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Berserker

        Level: 3

        Size: Small

        Health: 30 / 30

        Vitality: 33 / 33

        Agility: 13

        Charisma: 3

        Intelligence: 3

        Stamina: 11

        Strength: 8

        Wisdom: 3

      

      

      If they were anything like in other games, the Goblin Berserkers were designed to cause as much damage as possible before they died.

      True to form, the closest Berserker lurched toward Connor, swinging a sword at his head. Connor dove forward, rolling across the floor and narrowly avoiding the Goblin’s attempt to decapitate him.

      
        	Goblin Berserker attacks Connor with Shortsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor pulled his ax free from the loop on his belt as he completed his roll and turned to face the monster.

      The Goblin Berserker was fast, though, and was already spinning around to slice with their second blade straight at him. Connor raised his hand ax to block, but the Goblin’s blade bit into his arm.

      
        	Goblin Berserker attacks Connor with Shortsword causing 9 Health points of damage.

        	Goblin Blade laced with Night Oil poison.

        	Effect: Poison causes 6 Health points of damage every hour until healed.

      

      “What? Come on!” Connor hissed as he felt the pain tear up his forearm from the strike.

      The Goblin was spinning once again, turning in another pirouette as it raised its swords, preparing for a two-handed strike with both blades.

      With a snarl, Connor lashed out with his hand ax, and, although the Goblin was faster than he was, it didn’t appear committed to defending itself at all. They were simply filled with a crazed, homicidal bloodlust.

      Connor’s ax struck home, and the Goblin was thrown back with a snarl of anger.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Berserker with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Berserk rage reduces defense, increasing damage done by 50%.

        	Total damage done: 12 Health points.

      

      Connor had a moment to breathe as his opponent regrouped for another attack, apparently oblivious to the damage done by the ax. Out of the corner of his eye, Connor could see that other adventurers were attempting to surround the other Berserker in the room. There was already one body on the floor of the tavern, though, and the rest of the group was less than eager to exchange blows, knowing that their deaths were now permanent.

      How do you think I feel?! Connor complained.

      The Goblin Berserker he was fighting one-on-one darted toward him again, sword flashing through the air, and he threw himself to the side to avoid the blade.

      
        	Goblin Berserker attacks Connor with Shortsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      This time, Connor kept his balance, already knowing that the Goblin was going to fast-attack with the other blade this time too.

      He pulled up his ax blade just in time, and the second sword clanged into it, sending a jolt of pain down his arm as he parried the slashing blade.

      
        	Goblin Berserker attacks Connor with Shortsword. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      Connor was backing away, but his legs unexpectedly banged into something just below the knees. He started to topple backward over a stray bench as the Goblin struck out once more.

      The half-elf allowed himself to fall backward as the Berserker’s blade sailed harmlessly before his eyes where his head had been a moment ago. At the same time, he kicked out hard with his foot and caught the Berserker in the knee.

      
        	Goblin Berserker attacks Connor with Shortsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Berserker with Foot for 6 Health points damage.

      

      “Ssst!” The Goblin hissed, starting to topple to one side.

      Connor took the momentary advantage to strike out with his small ax.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Berserker with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Berserk rage reduces defense, increasing damage done by 50%.

        	Total damage done: 12 Health points.

      

      
        	Goblin Berserker has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 300 Experience Points for slaying Goblin Berserker.

      

      

      “Dargan? Dargan!” Connor was pushing himself back to his feet as the other Berserker had finally fallen to the group of timid adventurers. He could also see that Dargan had finished the third Goblin that had tried to scramble through the window they had barricaded with the table. The dwarf was already lifting another table to block the other open window.

      “We can hold them! We’re good and defensible in here!” Dargan shouted at the crowd of adventurers, some of whom were rushing chairs and benches to the main door of the Lucky Dragon Inn to copy what Dargan was doing.

      But not all of the adventurers in there were as brave as the dwarf. Almost half, Connor saw, were pressing themselves against the walls, terrified of being struck.

      “They’re going to kill us! I don’t want to die in here!” one of the largest and meanest looking of the fighters bellowed.

      “I said we can hold!” Dargan turned to roar at them. “We’re fighters, Warriors, Clerics, Wizards . . . adventurers, damn it! We can hold off a Goblin horde any day of the week!”

      Connor was impressed at the dwarf’s guts. He wasn’t sure if this was madness or bravery, but he was impressed. With that said, he was more inclined to agree with the others here who wanted to save their own skins.

      “Just what do you think is going to happen?” Dargan continued to roar as the sound of ghoulish chittering and shrieking outside only increased.

      “That they’re just going to forget about us and leave? This is what is before us! This is how we survive!” Dargan demanded of them. To his surprise, Connor saw hope kindle in the eyes of several of the adventurers. He even felt his own heart stir at the speech. The dwarf was good at leadership, Connor thought.

      
        
        You have been instilled with Courage by Dargan IronHammer.

        Effect: 25% increase in attack damage.

      

      

      Damn, he really is good at this leadership stuff, Connor thought, knowing that Dargan probably had a Charisma that was a whole lot higher than his own.

      At once, all sounds outside the room went quiet. Completely quiet.

      “What—what are they doing?” asked one of the nervier adventurers. The woman had a shock of golden blonde hair and gripped her shortsword tightly.

      “Shh!” Dargan urged everyone, creeping back to the barricaded tables and chairs between them and the Goblin horde.

      There was another moment of complete quiet as the entire room seemed to hold its breath.

      And then there was a snicker of Goblin laughter from outside.

      “What are they doing?” another one of the adventurer’s hissed, this time a burly man with dark brown hair and the look of a merchant about him.

      “Quiet. I can’t hear!” Dargan pressed his ear to the flat wood of the table. “I hear ’em sneaking around out there.”

      No sooner had the dwarf said that than Connor’s nose twitched. An inn was normally a place with a rich ecosystem of smells—stale ale, roasting meats, smoke from the fireplace, unwashed patrons—but this was different. It was smoke, but not from a fireplace or cookfire.

      Connor’s sharp half-elven eyes spotted a wisp of gray-white escaping in the gap between table and window top, and then another a little ways from the first.

      “Fire!” he gasped, turning to look at the door. There was now an acrid, bitter taste to the air too. Something that smelled like chemicals, even a little like how Tokyo smelled all the time.

      “The half-elf’s right. Look—over there!” the burly, merchant-looking adventurer exclaimed, pointing to the door, where there was now a thickened gauze of smoke spilling into the room.

      Connor suddenly realized just what that smell was too. It was pitch, wasn’t it? Pitch or tar or lamp oil.

      “They’re trying to smoke us out!” Dargan snarled in horror and rage as a sudden sheet of flame erupted over the top of the table, between that and the window.

      “No, they’re not,” Connor growled. “They’re trying to burn us alive!”

      There was a sudden caterwauling of joyous, savage cries from outside as another tongue of flame joined the first and then another, until the entire front room window barricades were a blazing inferno.

      “Water!?” Dargan was calling in panic.

      “Water’s not going to stop all that, friend,” Connor said. He grabbed the dwarf’s shoulder, pulling him back from the blaze. He turned around to look at the back of the bar, where there were other adventurers already having the same idea as he was.

      “This way! The back of the inn. There’s got to be another way out!” the burly merchant-looking adventurer said, leading the way as he ran past the bar with most of the crowd of adventurers already pushing and shoving in their effort to follow him.

      “Dargan!” Connor said as the dwarf turned to follow the others.

      “They’re right. We can’t wait here,” Dargan was growling.

      “Wait!” the half-elf said. “Think about it. They’ve set fire to the front of the inn. What else is going to happen?” Connor followed Dargan as they hurried down the passageway at the back of the inn. The press of adventurous bodies was ahead of them, clambering over barrels and sacks of grain as they attempted to force their way through the door at the back.

      Connor watched as the back door of the tavern burst open, revealing their path to freedom. He heard the victorious cries of freedom from the burly merchant lookalike. And then he heard the first scream, followed by ghoulish Goblin laughter.

      “It’s a trap!” Dargan breathed.

      “Of course, it is. The Goblins were forcing us out, but they’re waiting for us out there too!” Connor said, his heart pounding.

      “How do we get out, then?! That way is on fire, and that way has a Goblin welcome party!” Dargan was hissing.

      He was answered by the panicked squeal of a voice from beside the bar—the halfling innkeep.

      “This way, you lumbering idiots! Down into the root cellar! I got a tunnel that leads out to the water well!” The halfling was already heaving aside the bench that sat behind the bar, revealing a trapdoor with a great iron ring.

      “Help me!” the halfling hissed, and Connor and Dargan grabbed the iron ring. They heaved it up, and the trapdoor groaned in protest, creaking as it was slowly pulled open.

      “Hurry! Follow me!” The halfling barkeep jumped down into the darkness. Dargan and Connor quickly followed, pulling the trapdoor closed behind them. They found themselves in a dank and quite musty cellar with brick arches supporting the ceiling.

      “Here, this way, this way!” The halfling hurried them onward, one hand drawing forth a small magical torch—a metal box with a glowing blue gem inside—while the other clutched at a bag of coins he had rescued from the bar.

      “No sense in letting the green skins take ’em, is there?” the halfling hissed back. He led the way to the back of the root cellar where a small wooden door was partly obscured by sacks. Connor could hear distant thumps and whoops of vicious joy from above them as they moved the bags, then flung open the door to reveal a long stretch of corridor leading both right and left.

      “That way leads you to the well. It’s the quickest way out.” The halfling pointed left, then turned right.

      “Hey, wait,” Connor said. “Where are you going?”

      “This way comes out on the other side of the village. I’ve got a cousin there, and I’m not fleeing without him. You do what you want, but I’m going!” the halfling said, kicking the door shut as he turned and scampered down the right-hand passageway, taking the only lamp they had with him.

      Connor looked at Dargan, who had nodded toward the same conclusion.

      “We need to rest up, regroup, and figure out what is going on.” Dargan echoed Connor’s thoughts exactly. They were not prepared to throw themselves into another battle right away.

      They hurried down the passageway to the left, the dwarf leading the way using his racial ability to see in the dark.
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            Bulletin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        URGENT RELEASE: All Broadcast Media

        Global Reporting Bulletin:

      

      

      In an alarming turn of events surrounding the “Legends Lock-In” case, a shocking twenty-six players went into a vegetative state Saturday at approximately 7:30 p.m. EST.

      Although none of the players appeared to know each other, all occurred in the same time zone, indicating that they were playing in the same area of the game.

      It is assumed that these twenty-six casualties were involved in a single in-game event such as a battle, raid, or similar event.

      So far, there is no known fix for the Legends Lock-In disaster and attempts to unplug players result in similarly devastating effects to the individual. At present, approximately one thousand players globally are now considered “consciously deceased,” although efforts continue to restore brain function.

      The programmers of Tir’Nan’Og, the super server responsible for Legends of the Six Realms, continue to work with authorities to rescue the victims and devise a solution.

      

      [END OF MESSAGE]
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      “Up ahead, I see light,” Dargan whispered as Connor stumbled once more on the uneven rocks and splashed in the rivulets of water underfoot. It was pitch black, but Connor wasn’t surprised that as a dwarf, Dargan could at least see in the dark.

      “I should have chosen dwarf,” he groaned, earning a dry, sad chuckle from the shorter figure ahead of him, whom he clutched at his shoulder.

      “Everyone should choose dwarf. We’re always the best,” he said pridefully.

      “Right now, I would accept even being a halfling if it meant that I was somewhere safe,” Connor groaned as yet another wave of queasiness rolled through him.

      “Oh!” The half-elf let out a slight murmur of surprise as he stumbled to the side, slapping his hand on the wet stone as he dropped to a knee as he sucked in ragged breaths.

      “Hey! Are you alright? I told you only to move when I did!” Dargan stopped and turned back.

      Connor felt the dwarf’s hands on his shoulders, attempting to haul him up to his feet.

      “I’m alright, just a little weak in the knees . . .” Connor said, his voice sounding vague and thin. His legs suddenly gave way underneath him, and he slid to the tunnel floor in a slump.

      “Is it me, or is this tunnel a heck of a lot longer than I thought it was supposed to be?” Connor groaned as he started to feel woozy.

      “This isn’t right. Something is wrong here,” Dargan muttered as he crouched before the half-elf, his hands patting down Connor’s side.

      “Ow! Hey, ask a fella before you poke around!” Connor twitched from his wounded arm.

      “You’re injured! Why didn’t you tell me?” Dargan asked.

      “Well, I think I was more concerned with not dying . . .” Connor started to mutter, but the dwarf butted in.

      “What was it, that Goblin Berserker? They have poison blades!”

      Night Oil, the half-elf remembered. “Oh crap, you’re right.”

      A quick self-analysis told Connor that he was indeed in bad shape.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 2 (900/1000)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 11 / 40

      

      

      His Health attribute was highlighted in red which Connor immediately knew was a bad sign.

      
        
        You have been poisoned by Night Oil.

      

      

      
        	Night Oil Poison will do 6 Health points of damage per hour until cured.

      

      “The poison has drained my health dangerously low,” Connor grumbled, feeling dizzy. Strange, he thought for a moment. He had never felt mental fatigue due to injury in any other game. He would always be fairly clear-headed, no matter how low his health had dropped. Legends was clearly a different story though, as if the ability to trap them in the game wasn’t evidence enough.

      A real-time, real-threat experience, he remembered the words from in his updated guidebook. The half-elf started chuckling to himself—a bit hysterically, he had to note. Apparently, that meant that when he got poisoned in the game, he really was poisoned!

      Yay. Lucky me.

      “Here. I’ve still got one left, but it’s my last one.” Dargan took out one of the small glowing Health Potions that every character had started with and forced Connor to glug it in coughing, desperate swallows. He felt his Health returned to normal, but he wasn’t in the clear yet.

      
        
        You have been healed but are still suffering the effects of Night Oil Poison. You will continue to lose 6 Health points per hour until cured by a Cure Spell or Herbal Potion.

      

      

      “This is bad, Dargan,” Connor coughed. He felt a lot better, for the moment, but that wasn’t permanent based on the previous message.

      “What?”

      “I’m better, but I need to get to an actual Healer. Or a Wizard, to stop the poison.” A chill shook Connor, gripping him with a very real fear. “I don’t suppose you know about herbs in this place?”

      “Herbs!? I’m a dwarf!” Dargan insisted. “What do I know about herbs?”

      Then Connor remembered that he did know about a Healer, didn’t he?

      “Wait, Gustav mentioned one. When he gave me that quest, he said he had a Healer friend who lived out by Black Birch Forest,” Connor said, remembering that he even had a map.

      Had a map. Connor groaned. He’d lost that when the Ring of Tantor had respawned him.

      However, it seemed that Connor was, for once, amazingly in luck.

      “I passed something on the way up through the Black Birch,” Dargan said. “There was a cottage like a little wooden hut on the edge of the woods. I didn’t go in, but it sure looked pretty witchy to me.”

      “That has to be it,” Connor said as his panic started to rise. “But can we get there in time?”

      He recalled the effects of the Night Oil poison: six Health points lost per hour. “I’ve got forty Health points now,” he whispered to himself. “That’s like, six hours. Can we make it there in that time?”

      “It was a ways into the forest.” Dargan nodded thoughtfully. “But couldn’t be more than six hours, though, I don’t think.”

      “Great,” Connor mumbled. “Just so long as we don’t run into any more Goblin trouble on the way through.”

      The pair wasted no more time as they hurried toward the gray patch of light that grew lighter and lighter, becoming a patch of silvery moonlight falling down a bricked well shaft. Connor saw the iron bars of an old ladder climbing up toward the light of a Woodville night as they approached.

      They could hear the sound of whooping and joyous shouting up there, but it appeared far away and muffled. Connor took a deep breath and looked at Dargan, who nodded.

      “We can do this,” the dwarf whispered, clapping him supportively on the shoulder.

      “More like we have no choice,” Connor grunted and started to climb.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Connor cautiously pulled himself over the edge of the well and quietly lowered himself to the ground. The night air of Woodville was filled with the shrieks of Goblins enjoying what Goblins enjoyed most: pillage and slaughter of civilized races.

      “Stay down, ah, maybe . . .” Connor was starting to say to the dwarf as the figure followed him up, over the well head, and thumped to the dirt of the nighttime market center.

      “What?” Dargan glared at him.

      “Nothing,” Connor breathed, turning to observe the Goblin revelry taking place down the street from them. He saw bonfires in the street outside the Lucky Dragon—not so lucky now, the half-elf thought. Small, prancing forms were dancing about the fires or lifting sacks of wine to their lips as they cackled. Still other Goblins, in twos or threes, were busy going into the nearby houses, whooping and hollering as they looted.

      “Oh, for a broadsword and a higher level,” Connor breathed. This was just the sort of situation that he normally enjoyed. Indeed, he would have thrown himself into it—but not anymore.

      How do I get out of this mess? And what about the Ring of Tantor?! The confusion struck him physically, like a wave of nausea in his belly, but he pushed it down. There was no point thinking about it just then. It was even more pointless to consider Mr. Grey and the job he had given him.

      All that mattered was surviving.

      “That way,” Connor whispered, pointing up the street behind them that led back to the trail into Black Birch Forest.

      “After me,” he whispered, waiting for a moment when it seemed like the revelry was at its loudest pitch. The half-elf activated Sneak then ran.

      
        	Sneak reduces the chance of being detected by 50%.

      

      Connor made it to the other side of the street with ease, turning at the wall to beckon to the dwarf to follow suit.

      “One, two, and . . .”

      Dwarfs, however, are not known for their sneaking ability. They are, in fact, much better known for their charging-into-places-with-large-objects, screaming-war-chant ability.

      Dargan got almost all the way across the open street before he tripped on his own metal boots and thumped into the ground with a loud curse.

      Hell! Connor also cursed, starting forward to grab at the dwarf’s arms to haul him up.

      “What’s that over there!” Connor heard the spine-chilling cry of a Goblin as Dargan growled in annoyance, stumbling and falling back into the shadow of the building.

      “I saw something, I told you! There’s still some living back there!”

      They could hear the drunken shouts of the Goblin behind them, followed by another whoop of a savage war cry.

      “Hunt! Hunt! Hunt!”

      Connor looked at Dargan.

      “Run!”
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        * * *

      

      Connor and Dargan tore through what remained of the Woodville night, the cries and shouts of the Goblin hunting party at their heels.

      They made it to the end of the first street, where Connor saw, on their right, a sudden gap between the houses. “That way!” he hissed, shoving Dargan ahead of him.

      
        
        You have thrown caution to the wind as you Flee. You will lose 1 point of Vitality every 10 seconds as you Flee. When your Vitality reaches 0, you will collapse from exhaustion.

      

      

      Connor was already exhausted, with his lungs burning and his legs cramping, but even though he was faster than the dwarf, it was clear that Dargan had more Stamina—and thus higher Vitality—than he did.

      “Dargan! Hurry up!” the half-elf hissed as he vaulted another barrel in the small alleyway between the houses, scaring up a collection of farmyard chickens in the process.

      Dargan had only just made it into the alleyway, and Connor turned back to wait for him.

      Too late.

      There was a sudden shriek from ahead of them at the exit of the short passage between houses. A Goblin skidded to a halt in front of them, spear lowered, panting with exertion from the chase.

      “You gonna die now, scum!” the Goblin sneered, blocking their escape route.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Warrior

        Level: 2

        Size: Small

        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 18 / 18

        Agility: 11

        Charisma: 3

        Intelligence: 5

        Stamina: 9

        Strength: 7

        Wisdom: 5

      

      

      Connor snarled, feeling a feral fury erupt in his chest. He was not going to die here, and he certainly wasn’t going to let some Goblin kill him. With a roar, the half-elf darted forward, and Dargan did the same behind him.

      The Goblin Warrior lunged, but Connor was quicker, stepping to one side as Dargan did the same on the other.

      
        	Goblin Warrior attacks Connor with spear. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor lashed out with his hand ax, striking down at the Goblin’s short spear

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Warrior with Hand Ax. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      The Goblin blocked the attack but its spear instantly splintered from the force of the attack. The monster let out a shrill yell, but then it was Dargan’s turn, lunging forward to deliver an overhead blow. The Goblin tried to parry the blow, but half of the short spear was gone, and the creature was finished with one powerful smash of Dargan’s war hammer to the head.

      
        	Goblin Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Goblin Warrior.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      Connor smiled broadly when the next message appeared.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 3. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose.

      

      

      “Sweet, I just leveled up,” Connor breathed. “And that extra ten Health points also buys me an extra hour free from that poison . . .”

      He was eager to allocate his attribute and skill level increases, but Dargan was already tapping him on the shoulder, nodding back to where the sound of the hunting party behind them was suddenly a lot closer.

      “We’re not out danger yet, half-elf,” Dargan urged him on, and Connor could only agree. They broke into a run, heading for the woods just ahead of them.
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      “They’re close,” Dargan panted and huffed from behind Connor as the unlikely pair scrambled over boulders and smashed through thickets. They had charged into the Black Birch Forest and were following a trail—sort of—but it was a trail that didn’t look big enough for a goat, let alone a fully grown half-elf or dwarf. It was still sometime before dawn, and the sounds of the Goblin horde whooping and cheering was too close to slow down.

      “We can make it . . .” Connor winced as pain once again surged through his chest—the now familiar feeling of the Night Oil poison stealing more health points.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 3 (1000/2500)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 24 / 60

      

      

      He’d already lost over half of his new Health points due to the Night Oil poison, and, in keeping with his fast-diminishing stats, he felt a tightness creeping across his chest. He was out of breath, and his limbs burned.

      And the Goblin horde wasn’t very far away at all. Connor spared a look over his shoulder and saw that, despite how far they had come, there were still glimmering, moving shapes behind and below them. They were coming through the trees, climbing the wooded slope to get at them.

      “You sure that this is right?” Connor wheezed, catching the trunk of one of the silver birches for support as the dwarf caught up.

      “Don’t stop!” Dargan said, his thick hand catching at his elbow as the stocky figure ran past, half pulling, half dragging the half-elf forward.

      “Believe me,” Connor groaned. “I have no intention of stopping.”

      There was another shriek of callous joy from behind them, and this time, it was accompanied by a thunk as a small, barbed arrow struck one of the trees nearest Connor.

      “They’re not close, they’re here!” Connor snarled, pulling his small ax from his belt.

      “It’s right up ahead! It’s not far!” Dargan insisted. There was another savage cry, and another bolt struck the ground at their feet. Connor looked up and thought he could see a lighter shade through the trees ahead. Was that the Healer’s hut? What if it wasn’t? Would they even be safe, if it was or would they all—half-elf, dwarf, and Healer too—get slaughtered by the Goblins?

      “Scum!”

      There was a sudden shriek from behind followed by the sound of breaking branches—

      Connor cried out as pain exploded in his side like a bolt of lightning.

      
        	Goblin Warrior attacks Connor with Spear for 9 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 18 Health points.

      

      The half-elf was flung forward, landing hard on the leaf covered ground, his health nearly gone.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Health: 6 / 60

      

      

      “Half-elven scum!” The Goblin Warrior skittered to a stop, turning around with a hiss to level their cruelly barbed spear at Connor once more. As the half-elf pushed himself to his hands and knees, he could see blood dripping from the point of the Goblin’s spear—his blood.

      “Connor!” he heard Dargan roar, unable to help as he was attacked by another Goblin.

      “Meat tonight!” the Goblin snarled joyously, diving forward to spear Connor once more.

      
        	Goblin Warrior attacks Connor with spear. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      The Goblin had made no attempt to conceal his attack, and even in his depleted state, Connor was able to spin on his knees. The spear shot past his chest and into the ground.

      Rage and desperation surged through Connor as he swung the hand ax with as much force as he could, up at the body of the Goblin Warrior standing over him.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Warrior with Hand Ax for 7 Health points damage.

      

      The Goblin gasped at the solid strike and stumbled back, but Connor reached out with adrenaline fueled quickness. He grabbed the shaft of the Goblin’s spear.

      “Le’go!” The Goblin tried to seize its weapon to run him through again, but Connor, his face caught in a rictus grin of fear and fury, refused to let go. He was fighting for his life, both in this world and the real world. With one violent heave, he pulled the spear and the attached Goblin toward him as he brought down his hand ax once more.

      
        	Connor attacks Goblin Warrior with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Hand Ax scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 24 Health points.

      

      Connor’s ax sunk into the Goblin’s head, and both fighters fell backward onto the leaf covered ground with a thump.

      
        	Goblin Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Goblin Warrior.

      

      

      But the fight was far from over, the sounds of the monster horde all around them. Connor pushed himself up to his feet, swaying unsteadily as he saw forms leaping between the trees, blades and points bared.

      “Don’t just stand there, you lanky elvish idiot!” Dargan’s voice roared. His hands seized Connor around the waist and quite literally dragged him off his feet, stumbling and flailing backward into a sudden clearing. Connor saw a patch of green grass, a low stone wall, and a wooden hut with a steeply peaked roof, the predawn glimmer catching the sparkles of hanging pendants and bits of crystal.

      But the Goblins were upon them as Dargan and Connor stumbled onto the grass. The half-elf turned to see first one green body and then the next and the next leaping from between the trees. Their faces were snarling, cruel, and full of pointed teeth as they raised bows and drew back wiry limbs, ready to throw spears.

      “Back! Fiends of the UnderWorld!” There was a bang of a door, and a woman’s voice shouting behind them. It was Connor’s turn to gasp.

      Connor could feel a wave of power radiating out from behind him like a palpable gale but laced with that same electric feeling that he had felt in the top room of the Aviatrix Tower.

      Magic.

      With the shout came a dazzling light that flared from behind them, and in that moment, Connor saw fingers of light reaching forward, snaking through the blades of grass toward the Goblin horde.

      “By Light you are vanquished, and with Light you shall be cast back!” the woman’s voice behind them shouted. Suddenly the glowing lances of light intensified, surged, and Connor squeezed his eyes shut, unable to stand the overwhelming brightness.

      The night was suddenly filled with goblin screams, the air sizzling and burning before the light suddenly went out. Connor heard scampering, and desperate cries for mercy.

      When he opened his eyes, he saw the remains of the Goblin horde of Heartbreak Ridge fleeing through the trees.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Connor and Dargan turned to see that there appeared to be a single woman standing behind them. Her dark-and-silver hair was stacked and wrapped atop her head and bedecked with many small beads and crystals. The woman’s eyes appeared to be more luminous than a regular human’s, but Connor could put it down to the first rays of the dawn that was rising through the trees.

      “What was that magic? Sorcery?” Connor groaned, shaking his head to blink away the still-brilliant shine that her spell had cast.

      “A Radiance spell,” the woman said with a small smile, gesturing toward the breaking rays of the dawn. “It helps that I am aided by the sun, of course, but Goblins are creatures of the UnderWorld, and their natural enemy is light.”

      “Hmm. Wish I’d known that earlier.” Connor made to stand up, but another wave of pain and exhaustion rolled through him. He gasped, barely clinging to consciousness as he fell to the grass.

      “My friend, he’s hurt! Please, can you help him?” Dargan cried out in alarm, his eyes beseeching the woman—the Healer, presumably—to answer him.

      Connor heard the dwarf’s words, but as the Night Oil poison raced through his veins, the words barely registered. Everything was going dark, and he was hissing for air between his teeth . . .

      “Get him inside! On the table!” the woman said as Connor faded in and out of consciousness. He felt the rough, strong hands of Dargan on him and then smelled the strange scents of incense and herbs as he was taken into a darker place.

      “Yes, I can cure him. But hold him still! Open his mouth!”

      Connor groaned, unsure what was going on. The half-elf was suddenly looking upward at the wooden eaves of the peaked roof, past the hanging bushels of herbs and crystals. He noted that there were small carved caricatures up there in the eaves, the little figures appearing to look down on him.

      “Here. Open wide.” The face of the Healer appeared over the half elf, again with those luminous eyes, a touch of wrinkles in her face, and a peppering of silver to her hair. She lifted a crystal vial to Connor’s lips before tipping the contents into his open mouth.

      “Gah!” Connor choked. The liquid tasted utterly foul, but in the aftermath, left a cooling, soothing feeling.

      
        
        You have consumed Silverweed Potion.

      

      

      
        	Night Oil Poison has been cured.

        	Health points have been restored to maximum.

      

      Connor coughed and spluttered, before pushing himself up from the table to see that he was inside the Healer’s hut, which was much larger than he had first envisioned it. There was the long table that he was currently sitting on and numerous benches nearby most holding glass vials and wooden bowls filled with an arrangement of liquids, concoctions, and dried herbs. There was another round table, too, next to a large stove made out of iron. The other half of the room was given over to comfortable wickerwork chairs laden with woven blankets.

      There were also fleeces and animal skins hung up to dry near an open firepit, as well as bunches of herbs and grasses, a small station for woodworking tools and implements, and a wide variety of bowls. Large rows of shelves seemed to contain every conceivable color and shape of herbs, crushed minerals, and rocks in glass bottles.

      Everywhere that Connor looked, he could see the evidence of the healer’s simple life in the wilds.

      “I take it you’re the Healer of Black Birch, then,” Connor finally said.

      “Very perceptive.” The woman frowned a little, moving to the stove to lift a small black iron pot steaming with something.

      “What’s that? What will it do?” Dargan asked, clearly in awe of her powers.

      “Tea. It’ll make your mouth taste like you’ve just drunken tea,” the woman said a little acerbically before answering Connor’s question.

      “I am the Witch of Black Birch, not any old Healer. A Sister of the Rooted Council, senior for my area,” she said, pouring out three steaming cups in delicate teacups before handing them over to the half-elf, dwarf, and herself.

      “You can call me Hebspeth,” she said a little more warmly, taking a sip of her tea before continuing.

      “Despite the fact that so many half-wits think we are evil and burn us out of our homes, it is the job of the Rooted Council to keep the wilds clean of the terrors and depravities of the UnderWorld.” She couldn’t keep a touch of bitterness from her voice.

      “That is what I did out there.” She nodded to the front door and her small glen beyond it.

      “Those Goblins will likely scamper back to Heartbreak Ridge at nightfall and hopefully think twice before they come this way again!”

      “They attacked Woodville,” Dargan whispered. “It was overrun. There were many casualties . . .”

      Casualties who couldn’t log out, Connor thought as the Witch nodded, her tone terse.

      “I will call my sisters, and we will go to the village. I know the Ranger Marshal. If he survived, he will welcome our aid,” Hebspeth said.

      “What about Annwn?” Connor said, his thoughts turning to larger problems. Like the mysterious proclamation left on the tavern board and the change to the manual.

      We’re all trapped in here now. There’s no way out. Not without dying . . .

      Unless we get to the to the Sixth Realm, the proclamation had said.

      “Hst!” The Witch Hebspeth suddenly reacted like a cat, hissing with sudden alarm. The dawn light in the window outside suddenly flickered.

      “Don’t speak that name. How could people like you, who haven’t delved the mysteries, even know of it?” the Witch was suddenly transformed, her voice grim and her face so pale that Connor and Dargan quailed, feeling once again that surge of power hidden in the slight woman.

      “You know of it?” Connor heard himself say. “It seems to be the reason that many have died.”

      There was a moment of silence in which the woman appeared to wrestle with some internal dilemma, but with a resigned sigh, her inner debate seemed settled.

      “We never even knew of its existence until recently,” the Witch said severely.

      “Rumors have been shared among those of my kind that there is another world, one that is even far older than our own, and that its name is Annwn.”

      As the Sister of the Rooted Council spoke, the light outside the window once again appeared to dim, as if shadows grew near at the very sound.

      “It is rumored to be the realm of the Fey,” Hebspeth said.

      “Elves?” Dargan murmured.

      “Related perhaps, but no.” The Witch shook her head once. “The Fey have long had designs on any other world their realm can attach itself to, inspiring madness, illusions. The old myths tell of them stealing babes and youngsters and locking them away to be their servants, completing bizarre tasks for the amusement of the Fey alone.”

      Locked away? Connor thought. Like the way that the players are trapped in the game?

      “Let me tell you a little of the Six Realms. Then you may understand . . .” Hebspeth continued.

      
        
        Back in the depths of time, all of the worlds were one.

        There was no division between the realms of fantasy and dreams, magic and matter.

        All of the worlds mingled and nourished each other.

        That was until the Rose War, when the elves in their realm of trees and plants waged a war against the mortals, and in so doing, enslaved and killed many thousands.

        But every war is a crucible and a mother, and in its fires, it gives birth to children capable of changing and surviving. One such was the Aviatrix, the most powerful human Sorcerer to ever live. In a great act of magic, he cast a protective circle around what he loved and banished that which he did not—but the effects were far larger than any could have foreseen.

        The worlds were riven, split from each other, and cast apart.

        There is still evidence of this tear in the form of the Lack, the great gulf that runs through the First—and other—worlds.

        The Elves of the Rose Empire were cast back into the Third Realm, and every foul thing that walked and scuttled was cast back into the Second Realm—that which is called the UnderWorld, a realm of underground tunnels and caverns and the nightmares of foul monsters.

        There are three other worlds on top of these too—but much has been forgotten about them. All that is known for certain is that this great act of magic created a Gate between each world, First to Second, Second to Third, and so on . . .

        Every Gate has a lock and thus needs a key. So, in every world, there is a powerful magical item that unlocks each Gate. It is said that if anyone should ever get to the Sixth, they will be given the opportunity to unify all of the worlds once more and bring wholeness to the lands.

        

      

      “Why on Earth would you want to unify the UnderWorld with everyone else?” Dargan blurted out.

      “Because the UnderWorld is also the home of your kind, young dwarf,” Hebspeth said candidly, earning a shamed “oh” from Dargan.

      “And Annwn . . . ?” Connor prompted, “this other realm?”

      “A predator realm,” the Witch said darkly. “From what my sisters believe in the Rooted Council, it has been reaching out to steal every realm and world that it can get its hands on. And now, it appears it has claimed the First . . .”

      “But not without a fight,” Dargan said, thumping the haft of his hammer on the floor of the simple cottage.

      “Either way,” Connor said, his head full of foreboding and questions, memories of the Elvish Cleric in SkyBridge claiming “They’re here! They are here!” Or even Dar’Thuk the Demon Lord in BattleWorlds! as he had glitched and started claiming, “We’re coming. We’re here!”

      Could it possibly be real? Could it somehow be possible that this Fey realm was out there and had found a way to reach through the game world of Legends to claim them?

      “Either way,” he repeated, “the proclamation said that the Sixth Realm is our route to freedom. If we get to it, we can go back home . . .”

      “Hmm,” Dargan grumbled. “In that case, if you’re suggesting that we have to make it all the way to the end of the Sixth Realm, then we’re going to need to level up. A lot.”

      The pair looked at each other dismally.

      “Luckily,” Hebspeth said, “I may be able to help you with that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            The Caravan of Boudazz

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure that this is a good idea?” Dargan asked suspiciously as the sound of large, rattling, and creaking wagons approached them from around the bend of the road.

      “This is what Hebspeth offered us, and I don’t see any better way to earn some easy experience,” Connor grumbled.

      A day had passed since the events at the Witch’s hut, during which time Connor and Dargan had trained and prepared and discussed what they were going to do next. Eventually, they decided to follow Hebspeth’s tip that there was a caravan of folks that passed by the Southern Road every full moon. It just so happened that they usually hired guards for the journey rather than strike out through the wilds unguarded.

      “We need quests, and we need experience,” Connor argued. “And I suggest we keep on doing that until we’re at least Level 6. And then we go for the First Gate.”

      “How do you know that will be enough to win the First Gate?” Dargan had grumbled for Connor to shrug.

      “Just a guess.” He didn’t let on what he knew that there were Fey Warriors attempting to claim—or already holding—the Ring of Tantor, and that they would need to at least be a Level 6 or more to defeat them.

      Either way, getting a lot more experience and not being gutted by the first Orc they ran into sounded like a good idea.

      Hebspeth had agreed to help them and given them a grimoire containing three simple spells—ones that she insisted that anyone could learn.

      
        
        Grimoire of Hebspeth

      

      

      
        
        Spell: Light

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a glowing ball of light.

      

      
        
        Cost: 2 Vitality points

      

      

      

      
        
        Spell: Heal

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Restores Health points.

      

      
        
        Cost: 1 Vitality point per Health point healed

      

      

      

      
        
        Spell: Lesser Radiance

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a zone of protection.

        	Damages any creatures or servants of the UnderWorld.

      

      
        
        Cost: 10 Vitality points

      

      

      

      Connor had also taken time to allocate his skill and attribute increases from advancing to Level 3. He expected to be doing a lot of fighting, so he increased his Strength and Agility attributes. The agility also helped with the skill that would help him avoid fights he couldn’t win: Sneak.

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 3 (1200/2500)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 60 / 60

        Vitality: 30 / 30

        Agility: 13

        Charisma: 6

        Intelligence: 10

        Stamina: 10

        Strength: 11

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      After allocating his attribute points, Connor chose to advance his Sneak skill.

      Discretion is the better part of valor, after all! the half elf thought with a smile.

      
        
        Sneak:

        The ability to hide oneself from others. Advancing levels in this skill increases the ability to hide and unlocks special abilities. Minimum Agility and Charisma attributes must be met to advance levels.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – No bonuses or modifiers.

        	Novice Level – Reduce the chance of being detected while using ability by 50%. Minimum Agility of 10.

        	Advanced Level – Reduce the chance of being detected while using ability by 75%. Minimum Agility of 10.

      

      “You’re really going to have to start upping your abilities,” Dargan muttered as they listened to the slow-moving caravan draw closer and closer to them. “If we’re in this for the long haul, then I think we need to start thinking about our specialties.”

      “What do you mean?” Connor frowned. He had never really thought about it this early.

      “Well, we’re too new to get a Profession, right, but I’m seriously thinking about tanking it up. That is what I originally came in here for anyway. So, I need to practice my weapon skills, upgrade my armor, learn how to use that two-handed battle hammer that I’ve been thinking about.”

      “You should learn leadership magic,” Connor said impulsively, remembering how the dwarf had inspired others during the siege of the Lucky Dragon.

      “What? Magic?”

      “Uh huh,” Connor nodded. “You’re a natural. I bet that if you get a chance to learn how to cast fear or inspire, then you’d be unstoppable on the battlefield . . .”

      “Well, as soon as we find a general willing to teach me,” Dargan said gruffly, but Connor could tell that the dwarf liked the idea.

      The Caravan of Boudazz slowed as it finally approached them. The caravan turned out to be three wagons—each one the size of a two-story building, riding on six giant wheels, and pulled by creatures that looked like bulls, only twice the size.

      As Connor stood up, waving to the diminutive driver who sat up front, he wondered what his own specialty should be. He had never really planned on doing anything much more than what he was doing now: bits of fighting, bits of sneaking, stealing . . .

      Should he start using magic? Learning spells?

      “Hey, here’s an idea,” Dargan grumbled. “You’re at least a bit of elf. You should learn to shoot or throw something. I bet you’d be a natural.”

      The giant bull-type creatures finally plodded to a ground-shaking halt. The small figure on the driver’s bench turned out to be a man in a fine white shirt with suspenders, oiled black hair, and a handlebar moustache that made him look, in Connor’s eyes, a little like a 1940s cowboy villain.

      “What do we have here? You fleeing or you fighting?” the little man asked, his accent heavy and nasal. “We got refugees from Woodville out back. It’s a free ride to SkyBridge if you can do the dishes.”

      “We’re fighting!” Connor offered instead. “Definitely fighting! We heard you were in need of caravan guards?”

      The little man above laughed and clapped a hand on his thigh.

      “That we are. Even half-elves are welcome if they can keep us from being attacked in our beds! Hop on board, come on!”

      
        
        Quest: The Caravan of Boudazz

      

        

      
        Protect the Caravan on its route to SkyBridge Outpost.

      

        

      
        Accept: Yes / No
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        * * *

      

      “Well, things are looking up for Boudazz, that’s for sure!” The small man in the handlebar moustache, the demonstrative Boudazz, gloated to Connor and Dargan a few hours later as the great caravan slowed for the night.

      They traveled slow, despite the size of the “Therion Cows” as Boudazz called the twelve-foot-high oxen that pulled them. None of the beasts picked up their hooves faster than a slow pace before setting them down again, and the size of both the beasts and the two-story, round-arched wagons dictated that they had to choose only the widest and most secure of routes.

      Which means the Southern Road, Connor thought with a sigh, recognizing the direction they were taking as the longer, looping road that he hadn’t taken the first time he had tried to get to SkyBridge.

      It was going to be a long trip, the half-elf realized. He instead tried to settle himself into getting to know the caravan owner as well as he could.

      “Up? What do you mean!” Dargan blurted out on the other side of Connor, both of them sitting on the same high wooden bench of the first wagon with Boudazz. “Didn’t you hear about the Goblin horde in Woodville?”

      “Or the trouble at the Lack?” Connor murmured, remembering what the Ranger Marshal had said. He didn’t mention the appearance of the other realm, Annwn, yet—that still felt too chilling and too strange to talk about with strangers.

      “That is exactly what I mean!” the small man laughed, flicking the reins a little as he guided the Therion Cows toward a stony field tucked under the brow of woods. This was to be their camp for the night, it appeared.

      “Trouble always brings folks to Boudazz!” the self-referencing owner said gleefully. “It’s times of peace that I worry about!”

      Connor frowned at the sentiment, but he could see that it was true. Their caravan was made up of three wagons, with the last one the busiest, given over to refugees and surrounded by walkers fleeing the horde or the elvish incursions. When Connor glanced around, he saw the looks of tired faces behind, and all manners of ages and creeds, from young to old, halfling to dwarf.

      “When people are happy, what need do they have to travel? To leave their homes?” Boudazz said, before turning to whistle in high, piping tones to the beasts below, bringing them to a halt. There was a great creaking and shuddering from behind them as the giant wagon settled and shifted in place. Already, there were shouts and cries from the rest of their group, and people hopped down to start tying off the wagons, pulling out tarpaulins, and preparing for the night.

      “And my new martial allies!” Boudazz said with a touch of a showman’s dazzle. “What need do people have of stories, of escape, if they are too happy drowsing safe by their fires?”

      It was soon after this that Connor and Dargan realized that the Caravan of Boudazz wasn’t just a vehicle for protecting weary travelers. The core members of Boudazz’ crew were also a troupe of traveling players.

      “I won’t deprive you the entertainment, but I expect you to keep watch at the same time!” the small caravan leader reminded them before he, too, climbed down off the high seat and got to work raising his company.

      “Well,” Connor looked at Dargan. “I guess it’s time for us to do our work, then!”
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        * * *

      

      Connor Halfelven’s eyes were sharp and lively as he once again turned slowly around, peering back up and down the road as far as he could see.

      Even as good as his eyesight was, there wasn’t an awful lot to notice apart from rocks, trees, and more rocks.

      Hmph. He huffed, idly swung his hand ax forward and back a bit before returning it once again to its belt loop.

      Guard work is BORING! He turned back toward the standing iron brazier that he had hammered into the ground, along with several others, marking the edge of their perimeter. He was supposed to keep watch over the southern and eastern end of the camp, while Dargan was busy doing the same for the northern and western.

      In the camp, past the warming light of the brazier’s flame, Connor could make out snippets of Boudazz’s performers. One entire side of the caravan had been opened, revealing that it contained a full stage. He saw that there were streamers of colored material strung to the stage floor, representing bands of colored light or flames, he didn’t know, and the troupe of humans were busy enacting a scene where a . . . Wife? Queen? Priestess? . . . was trying to creep past the pillars of light, while a host of courtiers dressed in devilish red robes were warning her of something.

      “The King holds the key to my prison! The chalice and the grail! He shall give me my heart’s desire, or he shall release me from my prison!” the rather baritone-sounding woman declared. There was a clash of cymbals off stage, which Connor presumed meant thunder or earthquakes.

      Creak.

      There was another sound amidst the stage directions which struck Connor’s half-pointed ears strangely.

      Was that a creak of wood? Connor thought. It wasn’t windy, and there were trees nearby—so why should he be worrying?

      “Urk!”

      This time, there was another sound from the darkness around the hulking wagons, a distinct murmur of surprise—or pain.

      And it was coming from the same direction that Dargan was supposed to be patrolling.

      Connor broke into a run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            What Could the Dead Want from the Living?

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dargan? Dargan! Where are you?” Connor hissed as he ran between wagons two and three, the ones that formed the outer wall of their camp.

      He scanned the darkness but saw nothing.

      It was too dark. Connor hissed in frustration and then remembered the spellbook the Witch had given them. He hadn’t memorized any of the spells in the Grimoire of Hebspeth, but that didn’t stop him from reading the words.

      The half-elf pulled out the book and flipped to the Light Spell.

      Connor muttered the strange words written in the script. To his surprise, he saw the same letters flare into existence before his eyes in the night, burning a bright blue before swirling faster and faster, coalescing into a brilliant blue-white ball that illuminated his surroundings.

      He jumped in surprise as he saw the hunched body of the dwarf on the ground, and the thing that crouched over him, trying to drag his heavy form back into the dark . . .

      “Hsst!” The creature looked up and snarled in the sudden brilliance, and Connor let out an involuntary shout. The creature that was crouching over his friend wore ragged, moth-eaten scraps of clothes with a patchwork of a rusted chain shirt over their chest.

      But it was their snarling head that made Connor startle. It was the emaciated, dried, and withered face that was more bone than flesh. It was a Skeleton.

      “Back, fiend!” Connor gasped, leaping forward and snatching his hand ax as he did so.

      
        
        Name: Skeleton Warrior

        Level: 2

        Size: Medium

        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 16 / 16

        Agility: 10

        Charisma: 0

        Intelligence: 6

        Stamina: 8

        Strength: 10

        Wisdom: 6

      

      

      Connor had the advantage, and he leaped forward to defend his friend. The Skeleton hadn’t even grabbed its rusty lump hammer yet when the half-elf leaped forward swinging his ax.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 16 Health points.

      

      The blow connected with the creature’s skull, and terror and horror lent a desperate force to Connor’s strike. He saw the monster’s head snap backward as the Skeleton was knocked back into the shadows.

      “Dargan! Dargan, can you hear me?” Connor gasped, skidding to a halt and looking down at the dwarf.

      Dargan was silent beneath him, and now Connor could see that there was a patch of darker wetness on the side of his head.

      “Hsst!”

      With a snarl like grating bones, the Skeleton flung itself forward at Connor as the half-elf was looking at his friend. Too fast to parry . . .

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Hammer for 6 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 12 Health points.

      

      “Ach!” Connor staggered backward, his upper arm suddenly in agony from the hammer blow. He felt the Skeleton’s other hand grabbing at the throat of his tunic, pulling him close. The Skeleton’s visage was suddenly right in front of the half-elf’s face. It was horribly twisted, and one part of its head had been almost entirely caved in by his ax blow—but it was still attacking!

      He saw and felt bone fingers with but a scrap of desiccated flesh on them, grabbing a hold of his neck as the Skeleton drew back his hammer for another overhead blow.

      Connor struggled to break free, but the Skeleton Warrior was possessed by a preternatural strength that had nothing to do with muscle or sinew. Some eldritch force that knitted and held it together meant that it was not going to let go of the half-elf’s larynx. The bone fingers tightened.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with hand causing 2 Health points damage

      

      And then the Skeleton brought down the hammer, literally.

      Connor squirmed, letting one knee go as he threw himself to one side—but at this range, the Skeleton couldn’t miss, but hit his shoulder instead.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Hammer for 6 Health points damage

        	Hammer scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 18 Health points.

      

      “Argh!” Connor yelled once again, his head rocking backward pain exploded on the left side of his head, dazing him.

      Before the half-elf knew what was happening, the hammer slammed into the other side of his head, nearly knocking him unconscious.

      Connor felt his knees start to give out as he desperately tried to clear his head so he could fight back. Adrenaline flooded his body, bringing him back to his present, imperiled situation.

      The Skeleton was pulling their hand back for another blow—one that couldn’t possibly miss at this range. Connor felt desperation fill him. His felt the hand ax was still gripped tightly in his hand, and he brought it up in a fast chop. At this range, he couldn’t miss either.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Hand Ax for 7 Health points damage.

        	Hand Ax scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 21 Health points.

      

      His blow slammed into the already partially destroyed skull of the bone walker, and the Skeleton suddenly shuddered and stepped back, dropping the hammer as its arms flailed for a moment.

      “Back to the grave!” Connor snarled, kicking the creature in the chest and sending it flying backward to land on the ground with a series of pops and cracks as it fell apart.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

      

      “That was too close. Too close,” Connor gasped, his ears already registering that there were other screams from the camp behind him. He knew there must be more of these fiends already attacking the refugees and actors.

      He staggered to Dargan’s side, kneeling down quickly to see how bad it was.

      “Dargan, Dargan, are you . . . ?” he muttered, just as there was a sudden snort and an awful groan from the dwarf below.

      He wasn’t dead, but he was badly injured. Connor growled, reaching for his pouch before realizing that he didn’t have any healing potions and neither did Dargan.

      But I do have the Grimoire!

      Connor quickly flipped to the page for the Heal Spell.

      Connor was glad for the magic, but he still didn’t like his choices. He had only ten Health points left himself, and he didn’t have the First Aid skill to measure how much Dargan had left.

      On top of that, he only had twenty-eight Vitality points left.

      “But what can I do?” he thought. He had to try and save Dargan’s life somehow. Although there was a natural regeneration of Health points when resting, the half-elf didn’t think that any of them would be getting much rest any time soon.

      “Nothing for it,” he muttered and started reciting the words of the spell. Once again, they appeared in front of him, this time a glowing, vivid green over his hands as he held them over Dargan’s head.

      The green words diffused into a gentle green glow that settled onto the dwarf’s form, who started to stir and groan.

      
        
        Heal Spell restores 10 Health points at a cost of 10 Vitality points.

      

      

      “Skeletons . . . Boneys . . .” Dargan sputtered and coughed.

      Connor repeated the procedure on himself.

      Only eight Vitality left. I’ll be fine, right? he was thinking, deciding to bet that he would probably need the ten Health more than he did the Vitality, especially since Vitality regenerated much faster.

      “Ugh . . . I feel like warmed-up Goblin’s wee.” The dwarf turned over, huffing and panting.

      “You look like it too,” Connor said, his chest tightening with fatigue. He felt exhausted already!

      “Boneys!” The dwarf pushed himself to sitting position, and Connor noticed that although the patch of dried blood was still there, the cut was entirely healed.

      “I know. I almost had my throat crushed getting rid of the one attacking you!” Connor said, steeling himself before pushing himself to his feet and offering Dargan a hand to do the same.

      “We haven’t got much time,” Connor said, nodding behind them to where the screams were still ongoing. There was the clash of metals, and Connor saw figures using burning torches as cudgels.

      “And I’m not sure we have the energy either,” Connor added. His health was at twenty. He could trade a few blows, perhaps, but that would be it.

      “What are you saying, we run?” Dargan had retrieved his war hammer and was looking at Connor incredulously. The very idea of fleeing certain death didn’t appear to register in the dwarf’s thought process. Connor was going to remind his friend of the finer points of being stuck inside the game, but as the sounds of fighting got suddenly closer, he thought better of it.

      “Look, there must be someone on these wagons who has healing potions right?” Connor said, already gesturing to lead Dargan away from the battle. “Boudazz must have some. He’s the leader!” he hissed before adding,

      “And we’re still doing our job if we go rescue Boudazz himself and distribute his healing supplies.”

      “Wagon one,” Dargan said, nodding across the back of the camp toward the lead wagon that they had ridden in on.

      Their steps took them past wagon two and three and to the edge of where the Therion Cows were pastured. Or at least, where they should be pastured. Instead, ahead of them, they found the herd of six giant cattle on their feet, uttering deep booming sounds as they pulled at the thick ropes that ran from their nose rings to stakes on the ground.

      Wham! One started stamping the ground, and Connor felt the shock wave run through the earth at his feet.

      “Hells! Now I wish I’d decided to become a Druid!” the dwarf said. Both half-elf and dwarf leapt back from the creatures as they started to panic.

      “Flee! Abandon camp!” the voices of the terrified actors were shouting—and Connor could well agree with the sentiment.

      “We have to get the healing potions!” Connor said, pointing to a gap that had opened up between wagons and cattle. He saw the dwarf cast a worried glance at the cattle before glaring at the way ahead and making a run for it.

      Wham!

      They were about halfway to Boudazz’ caravan, the storm of monstrous cattle around them a symphony of thunder and terror.

      Wham!

      Wham!

      And then, before they reached the other side—the rope holding the first Therion Cow wrenched the iron spike from the ground as the beast broke free—and the spike sliced through the air toward them.

      “Down!”

      Connor threw himself onto the ground in a roll as the iron spike screamed through the air where his head had been. He was suddenly very happy he’d allocated plenty of points to Agility.

      The sounds of stampeding cattle were suddenly everywhere and Connor was forced to continue dodging one giant hoof after another that came crashing down all around him.

      “Get up!” Dargan’s hands were on his shoulder, pulling him up and throwing him forward into the darkness behind the giant wheels of Boudazz’s lead wagon.

      The Therion Cows broke and stampeded, trampling bonfires and tarpaulin tents. Connor caught a glimpse of one entire collection of barrels smashed into splinters by the beast’s anguished feet.

      And then they were gone, charging much faster than Connor had ever thought they were capable of, back up the road that they had just marched down.

      The ground still shook with the memory of their feet—or maybe it was their bodies that shook involuntarily—as both Connor and Dargan huddled in the dark, panting with exertion.

      Until they realized how quiet it suddenly was.

      “Dwarf?” Connor whispered, his voice sounding uncertain.

      “I know. Where’s all the screaming and dying?” Dargan muttered. They both crept toward the wheel edge to look out at what had been left of the camp.

      Well, it wasn’t much of a camp anymore. One of the wagons was now on fire, and there were multiple smaller flames from trampled bonfires or cookfires greedily eating up what remained of their stores or other tents. The earth had a trampled, muddied look, churned up with water and blood.

      Broken bodies were strewn around in the dark.

      The bodies were not of the actors and refugees, though, but instead of skeletons, which the caravanners had successfully destroyed.

      “Where is everyone else? Did they flee?” Dargan whispered.

      “Must have . . .” Connor was starting to say before he noticed movement at the far side of the destruction.

      There were shapes moving at the edge of the firelight, a group of people who Connor recognized as the actors and refugees. They appeared terrified—and rightfully so—but were rising to stand as other disjointed figures surrounded them.

      “There’s too many!” Dargan growled.

      The dwarf was right. The Skeletons had somehow surrounded a contingent of the living, fifteen or so, and had their weapons leveled against them.

      “I can’t watch.” Connor felt sick. There had to be something they could do, he thought, but he didn’t know what.

      But strangely, it seemed as though the Skeletons weren’t interested in killing their captives. Instead, they were making hissing noises with clacking jaws and indicating that the living start marching into the dark woods while the undead warband closed ranks around them.

      “They’re . . . They’re taking them prisoner,” Dargan breathed. “Why? What could the dead possibly want from the living?”

      “Their lives,” Connor muttered grimly.
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      As it turned out, it was remarkably easy to follow a bunch of shambling, creaking Undead through a dark forest at night. The combination of the creaking trees, the low murmurs and terrified moans of the captured caravanners, and the fact that most of the Skeleton Warriors apparently didn’t have any eyeballs allowed them to follow without being detected.

      Connor thanked that small amount of luck as he ducked behind the latest gnarled oak on one side of the trail. Dargan did the same on the other side.

      Both the adventurers felt tired but a whole lot better after quickly ransacking the only surviving wagon to find, as they had expected, some healing potions that Boudazz had stashed away. Nothing as powerful as what Hebspeth had used on them, but good enough for now.

      “Ugh . . .” he heard Dargan whisper. Connor looked over to see the dwarf nodding to something on the ground. It was a foot—luckily not from one of the living. It was clearly skeletal, but it was still gross, all the same.

      “They’re literally falling apart,” the dwarf said grimly, making a sign across his breast which Connor guessed was warding off evil.

      “Well, they can hurry up and decompose right now, as far as I am concerned.” Connor groaned, looking down the path to where the last of the group appeared to be descending into a natural bowl in the forest. He could see some sort of ruins ahead.

      “What are they going to do with them?” the dwarf hissed. They broke cover, staying low, and crept forward.

      “Whatever they were going to do with you, it looks like,” Connor grumbled, and another thought struck him.

      “Of course, we have yet to figure out what we are going to do when we get there,” Connor worried.

      In fact, he thought to himself. What am I even doing here? The treacherous thought flashed across his mind in a moment before he firmly pushed it aside.

      He had already fixed his mind on getting to the First Gate and somehow getting out of this hellish game.

      Unfortunately, that means experience. As much experience as I can get, Connor reminded himself. This had become a sort of personal mantra that he had been repeating to himself ever since the Lucky Dragon.

      But there was something else, he had to admit. The business of adventuring. Of knowing that a whole group of people—some of them possibly players just like him—were being rounded up and taken off to some hellish who knows what, right in front of him.

      Even Connor would feel pretty terrible about himself if he left them to die like that. So, with no other option available, he creeped toward the opening in the forest where the Skeletons and their prisoners had disappeared.

      “Here we go,” the half-elf grumbled, crouching by the final boulder and looking into the clearing to see that the ruins below them were simple. There were three walls of blue-black stone and at their heart was a dark opening that led into the hillside itself, into which the Skeletons were pushing the last of their captured mortals.

      “Why, oh, why isn’t there like, a simple farming level or something that hands out experience?” Connor muttered out loud. The dwarf across from him, it appeared, had sharp ears because Dargan abruptly started sniggering.

      “What, you’d rather be playing Cozy Ranch right now?” Dargan chuckled, referring to a particularly young, kawaii-color game popular among preteens.

      Connor took one look at the open tunnel ahead of them and nodded. “Yes. I absolutely would right now!”

      The last of the people had disappeared, leaving just one Skeleton to stand guard outside. Connor was very aware that the dwarf was looking at him.

      “Okay,” the half-elf groaned. “I guess we’d better go be heroes then, right?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Connor snuck as close as he could to the Skeleton guard using his recently leveled-up Sneak skill to its full advantage.

      “Pssst!”

      Dargan’s hiss rang clearly through the night-lit ruins, causing the Skeleton standing guard to turn in place and glance to the left.

      Amazing it can hear without ears, Connor thought, tensing before doing his part in the plan. He slipped out from behind the broken and ruined stone wall where he had been hiding and whistled on the Skeleton’s right.

      “Stttss!” The Skeleton swung back around to the sudden interloper. Connor was already striding forward and raising his ax. The Skeleton Warrior took a lunging step forward, baring its mace—and Dargan sprang from the ruined wall where he’d been hiding and brought his hammer down on the Skeleton’s back.

      “Rarrgh!” Dargan roared.

      There was a splintering sound as the Skeleton staggered forward, spilling ribs around it, one arm hanging uselessly at its side.

      Easy, Connor snarled, swiping up the hand ax and neatly bringing it down on the Skeleton Warrior’s exposed, bony skull.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Hand Ax for 7 Health points damage.

        	Hand Ax scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 21 Health points.

      

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      “Well, that was a whole lot simpler than I thought it was going to be!” Dargan chuckled before gesturing to the Skeleton’s fallen mace.

      “You should use that. Blunt weapons seem to break apart these Boneys better than anything!” the dwarf said.

      “Ugh.” Connor winced, not really wanting to heft the stolen single-handed war mace that had so recently been clutched by a corpse. But then again, he was about to go to battle with a whole lot of Undead.

      “I’d do it if I were you,” said a sudden voice, one that had come from neither the dwarf nor the half-elf.

      Connor spun around to see a figure walking toward them through the ruins with long white hair, delicate skin, and eyes that caught the starlight.

      “Elf!” Dargan growled, lowering his hammer.

      The dwarf was right. The figure striding toward them was indeed an elf, with the same moon-white hair as the Fey Warriors of Annwn. Instead of the black leathers, this elf wore deep green-and-blue clothes, tight tunic, and jerkin.

      The elf was clearly female, and in her hand, she held a shortbow already nocked with an arrow but pointed at the ground.

      “Stand where you are, pointy!” Dargan growled. “We know your kind is attacking mortals up and down the length of Mourn!”

      Hey, I’m a pointy too, Dargan! Conner winced a little. Or a half-pointy, anyway.

      “I’m a mortal, too, shortstop.” The elf woman merely sighed dramatically, her shoulders shrugging in a gesture that Connor instantly recognized somehow.

      “All elves are. All that crap about us living forever is just propaganda from the Elvish World,” she said, nodding once again to the mace at Connor’s feet. “And you really should pick that up, Con,” she said. “Blunt weapons do double damage to skeletons.”

      “Hmm,” Connor nodded. At least she knew her stuff—

      Hey, how did she know my name?!

      Connor froze, looking at the elf woman standing before him. He studied the way she held herself, the way she was dismissively looking around her, at the Skeleton, and then cinching her clothing a little tighter, preparing to head into the dark right alongside them.

      He knew that nonchalance. He knew that pragmatism and that complete and total self-confidence.

      “Ari?” he murmured.

      “Olanna Stormbow, if you please,” his friend Ari said with a shrug, already stepping toward the tunnel. “Are we going to wait all night to rescue these poor schmucks down there or what?”

      “Ari!?” Connor said once again, totally unable to believe what he was seeing.

      “Wait, you two know each other?” Dargan grumbled.

      “Unfortunately,” Arianna—Olanna—said.

      “What the hell are you doing in here? In Legends!?” Connor burst out. “Do you know that—”

      “That everyone inside is now locked in and being fed by a tube?” she said. “That just yesterday, I managed to get your address to the Tokyo Game Treatment Center, and now you, Connor Breen, are being taken care of alongside some four hundred others in an ex-military warehouse?” she pointed out. “Yeah, I guess you could say I did know all that.”

      “But . . . But . . . But why are you . . .” Connor spluttered, earning one of Olanna’s characteristic shrugs.

      “Because you’re an idiot, and I got your message and figured you must have found a contract for the game.” she rolled her eyes. “So, I’ve got my BodyBox and an automatic alert that’ll go to my nearest Treatment Center in New York when it runs out of food . . . And I figured that you were going to need my help to stay alive until all this gets figured out.”

      “You came in here for me?” Connor said, feeling suddenly very small.

      Olanna said nothing, so the dwarf did instead.

      “Your friend’s brave. Bat crazy, but brave,” he muttered as the trio looked at each other.

      “Yes, she is.” Connor shook his head and chuckled. “Dargan, meet Ari—I mean Olanna. Olanna, meet Dargan.”

      “Sorry about the pointy comment.” Dargan didn’t seem that worried. “Call it professional rivalry. You know, dwarves and elves and what have you . . .”

      To Connor’s surprise—he had seen his friend eviscerate people for less, either with her words or in other game worlds—Olanna merely started laughing.

      “You’re alright. Apology accepted. Now, are we going to go and earn a butt load of experience or what?”

      Connor still felt dumbfounded as he looked from the elf to the dwarf, his oldest friend and his newest. They immediately stepped forward, muttering strategies and other games they’d played which might help. The two seemed to hit it off immediately, leaving Connor behind them, feeling oddly embarrassed for some reason.

      He picked up the Skeleton’s war mace and hurried after them into the dark.
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            Chanting Is Never a Good Sign

          

        

      

    

    
      The tunnel was wide and quickly went downward into the hill. The party of three were presented with an almost immediate T-junction, but it was clear which route they needed to take. There was a low humming sound coming from the left.

      “That’s not humming,” Olanna said. “That’s chanting.”

      “Never a good sign if you start hearing chanting when underground,” Dargan whispered, earning an amused snort from Olanna at his side.

      Olanna had an arrow at the ready and sighted down the tunnel over the dwarf’s head. Connor was relegated to the back of the group, clutching his stolen war mace in one hand and his hand ax in the other. He was still in a state of shock that his old friend had followed him into the game. Perhaps he was even more shocked when he realized that she was still annoyed with him and was now appearing to form a strong bond with the dwarf while ignoring him!

      “Just my luck,” Connor groaned. Here he was, a world-class game hacker, relegated to the back of the party. He might as well just become the damned Healer of the group.

      “Wait!” Dargan hissed.

      The tunnel ended in an abrupt right-hand opening out of which spilled a flickering light. The chanting was louder now, but Connor didn’t think that it was coming from the room next to them. The group waited anxiously as Dargan crouched at the tunnel opening and cautiously looked inside nodded to Olanna, as if they had already planned this move in advance.

      Wait, they’re choreographing now?! he thought jealously as Olanna smoothly stepped into the opening and released her bow.

      “Three!” his friend hissed. Both she and Dargan charged forward with Connor following a close third.

      The chamber here was circular and had block walls with another opening at the far side. Twin metal sconces on the walls flickered, casting a baleful ruddy light into the room around them. The candlelight illuminated the suddenly snarling three Skeleton Warriors turning toward them. Guards, Connor thought immediately. Set here to protect whatever foul horror was happening deeper inside.

      Thock! A second of Olanna’s arrows lodged into the ribcage of one of the Skeletons as Dargan closed with the second. Connor skidded around the corner and set his eyes on the third, forcing his stride to lengthen as the creature was about to bring down its rusted blade on Dargan’s head.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Dargan with Scimitar. Attack blocked by Connor; no damage done.

      

      Clang! There was a spark and a sudden chip of the Skeleton’s blade flinging away as Connor caught the blow and brought down his war mace at the same time.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      Connor thought it should have been an easy blow. But somehow, the effort of pushing back with the ax pushed the Skeleton’s scimitar directly into the path of his hammer, making another clang but not doing any damage.

      
        
        At Novice Level, you are not proficient in the use of two weapons. Your attack damage is reduced by 50%.

      

      

      “Dammit!” he hissed as the Skeleton clacked its jaws and swiped at him.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Scimitar. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      “Use the mace—forget the ax!” Dargan roared, barreling into his own Skeleton and literally shoving it backward across the floor.

      “I’m good with my ax!” Connor managed to gasp. The Skeleton he was facing took another slice—and this time, he had to throw himself to one side to avoid getting sliced by the rusty blade.

      There was a yelp from across the room, and Connor saw out of the corner of his eye that Olanna was getting pushed back by her own Skeleton. The undead warrior had three arrows sticking out of it, but apparently, they weren’t doing much damage.

      “No!” With a snarl of fear and anger for his closest friend, Connor abandoned the ax, deciding in a snap judgment to throw it straight at his own Skeleton.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Damage reduced by 50% from throwing.

        	Total damage: 4 Health points.

      

      His hand ax spun through the air once before smashing into the ribcage of the Skeleton before him and getting stuck. The Skeleton flailed for a second . . .

      Connor dove forward, switching the mace to his right hand as he spun and brought the new weapon down on the struggling Skeleton.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace for 9 Health points damage.

        	Blunt-edge weapon increases damage by 100% against Skeleton.

        	Total damage: 18 Health points.

      

      Connor was suddenly free as the Skeleton before him tumbled to the floor in a pile of moldering bones.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

      

      He turned instantly toward where Olanna was backed against the wall, using her short bow to parry the skeleton’s savage blows . . .

      “Sckkr!”

      He was already halfway across the room toward her when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. Another Skeleton was entering the room and heading straight for him, its sword held high overhead, ready to strike.

      Connor tried to spin as he ran, but he was too slow, and the Skeleton’s blade sliced into his upper shoulder as he was about to pass it.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Shortsword for 9 Health points damage.

      

      The half-elf growled in pain, finally bringing up his mace to bat aside the second swipe from the slashing undead monster.

      “Connor!” he heard Olanna scream as the skeleton tried another sweep at him. This time, he dodged much more easily.

      Acting with desperation, he struck out in a backhanded blow with the war mace.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace for 8 Health points damage.

        	Blunt-edge weapon increases damage by 100% against Skeleton.

        	Mace scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 32 Health points.

      

      Connor’s backhanded blow had been much more powerful than he could have anticipated, hammering into the side of the Skeleton’s head and lifting it clean from its boney neck. The half-elf completed his strike and continued to spin toward the next Skeleton.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

      

      The half-elf turned toward Olanna and her Skeleton just as Dargan finished it off, after already having destroyed his own.

      “Two down!” he called.

      “Same!” Connor grinned.

      “Alright boys,” Olanna said to them. “Save some for me next time!”

      Neither Connor nor Dargan were in much of a mood to continue their humor, but Connor knew that they needed the banter anyway, if only to lessen the tremors in their stomachs about what they might have to face next.

      Their presence hadn’t been noticed so far, but the chanting was only getting louder, forming a constant drone that made Connor’s teeth ache.

      “No wait, that’s magic,” he grimaced, explaining the electric feeling he’d experienced the last time he was around magic. Olanna and Dargan nodded, but the half-elf wasn’t sure if it was in agreement or understanding.

      Moving as one, they hurried down the final passageway and skidded to a sudden stop, appalled at what they saw.

      Past the archway was a wide tunnel, still sloping downward before opening into a vast, pillared room. The captured caravanners were there, huddled in a mass on the floor with three Skeleton guards watching them.

      And there, at the back of the chamber, was Boudazz, apparently praying to a large stone sarcophagus.
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            The Crypt of the Sleeper King

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hear me, Sleeper King! Hear your humble servant Boudazz and listen to my appeal!”

      Connor, Olanna, and Dargan listened to the caravan owner shout his insane cries before the giant stone sarcophagus. Each of them shivered in disgust.

      “It was him all along?” Dargan whispered. “He did this to his own people?”

      “Necromancy is a growth business,” Olanna added scornfully.

      “But why?” The dwarf shook his head in confusion, and it wasn’t too much longer until he got his answer in the fevered ramblings of the man himself.

      “I can hear the whispers of Annwn!” Boudazz cried out.

      Annwn? Connor frowned, looked at the others. What did they have to do with all this?

      “They told me to bring you rich sacrifices! Enough souls to raise you into this world from the UnderWorld! And all those who have fallen getting here will be raised once more in your glorious army! For the glory of Annwn, all things are possible!” Boudazz nearly shrieked. Connor exchanged a look with the others.

      Boudazz was trying to summon something . . . or someone. The Sleeper King—the very same creature he had written his mad and terrible play about.

      And somehow, Annwn was behind all this, Connor thought.

      “And he’s going to use their lives to do it!” Olanna said, already raising her bow. “One shot should end this.”

      Boudazz had already started to mumble again. His hands waved in the air before the sarcophagus, and he made strange hand gestures and provocations.

      “But if it doesn’t . . .” Connor was nodding to Skeleton Guards. “We’re outnumbered.”

      “He’s the Necromancer!” Olanna pointed out. “If he’s the one controlling them, then it should stop his foul enchantments too!”

      “Are you sure about that!?” Connor asked. “Just because that’s the way it works in other fantasy games doesn’t mean it will work here.”

      Olanna shrugged then released her arrow.

      The half-elf was about to say something about being a party and making decisions together, but the elf’s arrow was already sailing toward its destination, racing through the cavern—

      It hammered into nothing but solid air behind Boudazz’ back, stopping there, levitating several feet off the ground.

      Connor gave her a look that said, What did I just say?!

      “What!?” Olanna snarled, already nocking another arrow.

      “Fools!” Boudazz cried out. His voice was taking on a deeper tone, one born from an actor’s ability to project. He slowly stood up and turned around. Connor saw one of his hands was already bloodied and clutching something at his throat—an amulet, it appeared, with a giant blood-red ruby now smeared with more crimson. Boudazz’ other hand made a small gesture in the air and the floating arrow fell to the ground.

      “Did you really believe that I would try any of this without first getting a bit of magical protection?” Boudazz cried out, glaring at them.

      “My army! For the Sleeper King!” he called out, lifting his free hand as shapes started to clamber from the very walls, stumbling forward.

      “More Skeletons!” Dargan called out in horror. Connor suddenly realized just what it was he was looking at. The entire cave was a crypt, a place of burial—and the walls were filled with alcoves where collections of the dead had been made.

      “The amulet!” Connor called out, immediately certain. “It’s the amulet that gives him the power! Get that amulet!”

      “Save the others!” Dargan snapped, breaking into a charge straight toward Boudazz. Connor exchanged glances with Olanna, who was drawing her shortsword, then they both broke into a run toward the Skeletons guarding the captives.

      Four skeletons. Two of us. Four Skeletons, two of . . . Connor’s thoughts were racing as his boots hit the stone cavern floor, taking one stride, then another and then—

      “Skrrargh!”

      He was suddenly among them. One Skeleton Warrior on his right and one on his left. He was quicker than they were, his half-elvish reflexes easily outpacing the dead and dried ligaments of the cadavers no matter what strange magic possessed them. That meant that he got the first strike in, a fast sweep with all his strength against the first Skeleton.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      But Connor’s move was telegraphed and easy to spot. The Skeleton raised its scimitar and easily blocked the attack.

      The blow from the half-elf’s stolen mace nearly knocked the sword from the monster’s hand, though, and it was unable to block the half-elf’s second attack.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace for 7 Health points damage.

        	Blunt-edge weapon increases damage by 100% against Skeleton.

        	Total damage: 14 Health points.

      

      The Skeleton was knocked to one side by the violent force of Connor’s strike, but that didn’t stop the other undead monster from attacking him from behind.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Spear for 10 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 20 Health points.

      

      Connor’s side exploded with pain as the spear tip tore through his jerkin and the flesh underneath it

      The half-elf turned and reached down to grab the spear with one hand.

      “No!” Connor growled, sweeping out with one desperate flail of his stolen war mace at the first Skeleton. He kept that one at bay while he was involved in a tug-of-war with the second. His blow missed, and Connor wondered if this was going to be the end . . .

      Beside him, Olanna had fared little better, moving with blistering speed as she crouched and struck out at one Skeleton with her shortsword and then stamp-kicking the other away. Her sheer savagery was all that was keeping her from being surrounded like Connor was.

      Dargan was caught up in his own troubles.

      “Don’t. Play. With. Dead. Things!” the dwarf roared, striking with his war hammer at Boudazz, but every time he hit, there was a flare of green energy, as if he was hitting a forcefield.

      Connor could see that the strikes were working to some extent, though. They were forcing the actor turned Necromancer back toward the edge of the crypt itself. But the half-elf didn’t know how strong the field was or how strong Dargan would have to be to break it.

      “Connor—behind you!” he heard the fast-moving Olanna cry out, forcing his attention back to his own troubles. He saw a shadow in the corner of his eye as another Skeleton shamble toward them, bits of dust and grave dirt falling from the animated corpse. He saw a flash of steel in its raised bone hands . . .

      The half-elf grunted and jumped to one side as his free hand pulled the end of the spear held by the second Skeleton, pulling the creature around as the third Skeleton slashed downward.

      The steel blade smashed down on the Skeleton holding the other end of the spear. Connor saw the creature’s exposed shoulder bone fracture and the arm break away. The half-elf looked down in surprise to see that he was now the only one holding the spear giving him two weapons.

      Finish this! he demanded of himself, pulling every ounce of experience he’d had previously, remembering how to fight in groups. His extensive game hacking experience had taught him that the best way to prevail against superior numbers was to keep moving. Use the enemies numbers against themselves.

      Don’t try and fight three at once! No one can do that. Only fight one . . . He gritted his teeth, wincing as his spear-wound in his side flared with pain.

      He kept moving, though, dancing around the attacks coming at him fast and furious.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Scimitar. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      His technique was starting to work. He kept on dodging and parrying, and almost entirely gave up on any idea of attacking. He danced around the three Skeletons, letting their slower, awkward movements tangle each other up.

      Until he saw his chance to strike.

      Now!

      The first Skeleton he had faced was in front of him, the other two stalking around to get a shot. This one was already injured. It was the easiest target to take out.

      He lashed out, ducking at the same time so that he struck the Skeleton’s thigh with his mace.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace for 7 Health points damage.

        	Blunt-edge weapon increases damage by 100% against Skeleton.

        	Total damage: 14 Health points.

      

      Bones shattered and the Skeleton toppled to the ground in a heap of unmoving bones.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

      

      Two more . . .

      Connor skittered back as the other two undead creatures lurched toward him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Olanna had already taken out one of her own and was faster than the second.

      She’ll take it out. She knows what to do, he assured himself.

      The two Skeleton Warriors he was facing lurched forward, leaving the mass of captured caravanners behind them in their single-minded bloodlust.

      “Go! Run!” Connor shouted to the captives, seeing their hollow eyes and pale faces stare at him for a moment. His words shocked them into action and they jump to their feet, grabbing their friends and fellows as they made a dash for the way out.

      “Just keep ’em occupied!” Connor shouted, dodging an attack.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior attacks Connor with Shortsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      “I’m trying!” Connor heard Olanna shouting, trading blows with one Skeleton as another newly resurrected monster joined the battle against the elf.

      And there were still more coming, too, Connor saw. At least four or five more were climbing out of the alcoves in the wall, carrying the rusted weapons that they had been buried with.

      “There’s too many!” Olanna hissed, and Connor knew that she was right. Most of the caravanners were out now, with just the last couple hesitantly making a dash behind the Undead that attacked Connor.

      “Dargan!?” he called, trading another parry.

      “Holy. Damn. Wizards!” He heard the dwarf’s grunt as he hammered the magical shell that protected Boudazz, striking so as to not give him a chance to get up from where he was sprawled against the crypt.

      “Any moment now!” the dwarf shouted.

      Connor saw an opening and struck out at the Skeleton that had lost a limb to the other Skeleton.

      
        	Connor attacks Skeleton Warrior with Mace for 8 Health points damage.

        	Blunt-edge weapon increases damage by 100% against Skeleton.

        	Total damage: 16 Health points.

      

      
        	Skeleton Warrior has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Skeleton Warrior.

      

      

      The Skeleton crumbled, but there was already another lurching toward the half-elf. He had already been pushed back as far as he could, away from Olanna and at the other side of the room from Dargan.

      We’re gonna die in here, Connor was thinking. We should never have attempted this without a spellcaster . . .

      “Oh, wait . . .” He suddenly remembered that he was a spellcaster. Sort of.

      Connor pulled out the Grimoire of Hebspeth and flipped to the Lesser Radiance spell.

      
        
        Spell: Lesser Radiance

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a zone of protection.

        	Damages any creatures or servants of the UnderWorld.

      

      
        
        Cost: 10 Vitality points

      

      

      “Are these servants of the UnderWorld!?” Connor gasped, jumping back to one side to avoid a strike from one of the Skeletons doing their best to kill him. Fortunately, it was fairly easy to keep out of their way since they were far slower than he was.

      “I don’t know. They crawled out of holes underground!” Dargan yelled before there was a sudden, greenish flash from between him and the Necromancer.

      Dargan was thrown backward, his stocky barrel form smashing through the legs of one of the newly raised Skeletons as he skidded across the floor.

      “Dargan!” Both Connor and Olanna yelled, jumping back from their opponents as they looked toward the source of the explosion.

      They saw Boudazz, blood running down his head, pushing himself up from the crypt.

      “I still have some magic in me yet, shorty!” the would-be Necromancer crowed . . . before making a suddenly pained face, lifting his hand to his head, and looking at the red. The Necromancer set his bloody hand down on the crypt behind them.

      Connor shuddered as he saw the blood flash then sink into the stone crypt of this Sleeper King without leaving a trace.

      Now, Connor, now! Connor reprimanded himself. He chanted the words in Hebspeth’s Grimoire, wishing the spell was as powerful as the spell they had seen the Witch cast against the horde of Goblins. It was all he had, though, so it would have to suffice.

      Before his eyes, the words of the spell coalesced in shimmering orange and gold, swirling together ever faster as they came together and melded into one brilliant ball of light.

      “Now, Dargan!” Connor shouted. The dwarf was already pushing himself up on his war hammer and looked toward Boudazz.

      The magical ball of light was not as bright or as dazzling as the one that the Witch of Mourn had cast, but when it exploded, it shed a golden-laced, white Radiance out in a circle, blasting over the Skeletons before Connor, Olanna, and even reaching as far as Boudazz.

      There were scratchy hisses and shrieks from the Skeletons whom the spell touched. Although it didn’t burn and scorch as Hebspeth’s spell had, it flung them back like a powerful hand, buffeting all foul creatures, leaving Connor, Dargan, and Olanna clear of any attackers.

      
        	Skeleton Warrior receives 15 points of damage.

        	Skeleton Warrior receives 13 points of damage.

        	Skeleton Warrior receives 11 points of damage.

        	Skeleton Warrior receives 9 points of damage.

        	Boudazz receives 7 points of damage.

      

      When the light struck Boudazz, there was a green flash, and he was slammed onto the crypt with a heavy thump—not strong enough to break bones but enough to keep him occupied for a moment.

      “Rargh!” Dargan roared as he leaped forward, covering the space cleared by the Lesser Radiance spell in a moment. The dwarf brought his war hammer down in a mighty overhead blow to finish the Necromancer—and crack the crypt that he lay on.

      There was a green flash of light as the amulet shattered, and the Skeletons around them stopped and began to shake as if they were marionettes and their strings had been cut. The one closest to Connor took a step and then collapsed to the floor . . . and then the one beside it, and the next, and the next . . .

      “Dargan! You beautiful diminutive warrior! You did it!” Connor said as exhaustion rapidly flooded through his body.

      It was over.

      “We did it, you mean,” Dargan said, staggering back toward Connor and Olanna with a wide grin on his face—even if he was now missing a tooth after his battle with the Necromancer.

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 3000 Experience Points for slaying Boudazz.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      The end of battle experience message was followed by one that was even better.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 4. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose.

      

      

      “Hey, I just leveled up.” Connor breathed, suddenly wheezing as he noticed the effects of that Lesser Radiance spell.

      “True.” Dargan wearily fist-punched the air.

      “Same here,” Olanna said with a grin. “Two levels, in fact, since I was starting from Level 1.”

      “I know we’re locked in here and everything, but who says this has to be hard, right?” Connor said cockily, knowing that he was badly injured and almost ready to collapse but still unable to contain his enthusiasm.

      An ominous creak cut through their mirth. They looked around, puzzled because none of their enemies were standing up anymore.

      “Uh, guys?” Dargan whispered.

      “Excuse me?” Olanna grumbled. “I’m an elf, not a ‘guy’ . . .”

      A sound of hissing followed by the scrape of stone on stone sounded once again, and this time, all of the adventurers turned as one to face the source.

      The crypt of the Sleeper King.

      “People?” Connor said as his feet started to shuffle backward of their own accord.

      The body of Boudazz tumbled from the crypt, landing in a withered heap. The body of the Necromancer suddenly appeared a hundred years older, emaciated, and wrinkled—like every ounce of moisture had been sucked out of him.

      “He’s been sucked dry,” Dargan, the nearest, was saying in horrified awe.

      No blood, Connor thought, remembering the way the blood from the Necromancer’s hand had been sucked into the crypt. “Just like he was going to give the captured blood to his spell,” he murmured.

      Hssss . . . There was another sound of hissing and the scraping of stone on stone.

      “The Sleeper King he was raving about?” Olanna said, her voice sounding worried.

      Thump.

      Suddenly, the two cracked pieces of the crypt top fell to either side, crashing on the floor. Bandage-wrapped hands reached out to grab the edge of the sarcophagus.

      A huge figure pulled itself upright. The creature was wrapped in strips of cloth and was easily eight feet tall. The giant Mummy glared at them, hate radiating from glowing red eyes.

      “Hells!” Dargan burst out, jumping backward.

      Connor and Olanna froze.

      The Mummy opened its mouth in a silent scream, revealing cracked and rotten teeth. The stench of centuries of decay wafted toward them in an almost palpable wave. In horror, Connor noticed that there was movement around them. The creatures on the ground, the previously inanimate Skeletons, were starting to revive and push themselves up again—even the ones that Connor and Olanna had smashed to pieces. In less than a minute, they would be surrounded by an undead horde easily numbering fifteen, twenty, or more, not to mention the Sleeper King himself.

      “Guys?” Dargan whispered, and this time, Olanna didn’t correct him.

      “Run!”
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      “Are they still coming?” Connor gasped as the party finally collapsed, weary, exhausted, and aching at the top of a wooded ridge somewhere in Black Birch Forest. The early grays of dawn were lighting the previously austere and forbidding forest. The spider-black fingers of the trees now seeming less threatening as the day’s colors returned.

      “Not up that slope, they’re not,” Olanna said from where she perched on the rocky outcrop, looking back the way they had come. A little way off, Dargan was lying face up on the top of the ridge, groaning into the sky.

      It had been Olanna’s idea to come this way, avoiding the wider path that led back to the destroyed wagon camp and the main Southern Road. Instead, they would strike out into the mountains of Black Birch, in a climb that was almost vertical at times.

      “Tell me again just why you thought three wounded souls needed a bit of mountaineering?” Connor heard the dwarf groan.

      “You’re a dwarf. I thought the mountain air would do you some good,” she grumbled sarcastically, earning a tired chuckle from Dargan a little way off.

      “Ugh. Maybe you’re right. On the upside, I’ve almost cleared that grave stench from my nose,” the dwarf growled. He pushed himself to seated position and looked back the way they had come.

      “Anyway, I figured they’re a horde. They’re going to want to go forth and pillage, right?” Olanna said with a shrug. “And Skeletons aren’t renowned mountain climbers.”

      She had a point, Connor thought, and although he did share the dwarf’s exhaustion, he thought there was some sense to Olanna’s plan.

      “We’re probably safer up here anyway,” Connor groaned, pushing himself to his feet and swaying unsteadily. He knew that his Vitality had to be dangerously low, which would mean collapsing if he didn’t get some rest soon.

      “There’s a shortcut around here somewhere that runs to SkyBridge Outpost straight through this way. It cuts out most of the southern bend,” he said, looking around to see if he could make out the earlier trail that he had taken.

      The air was cold in the mountains, and Connor was thankful for the Ranger Marshal’s thick cloak as searched for the trail he had followed on his first journey to SkyBridge. Unfortunately, he couldn’t see any sign of the trail he’d followed before. Just the rise they were on, deeply wooded vales on either side, and then the ground rose up once more in rugged waves before the ominous Mountains of Mourn themselves.

      “How do you know that?” Olanna shot him a sharp look. “I got into the game just a day or so after you,” she considered. “All you should have been doing so far was chasing Rats or Goblins to grind experience points.”

      “Well, I ah . . .” Connor shrugged, suddenly self-conscious that he hadn’t told them about the rather ill-fated—indeed fatal—adventure he’d had in Legends.

      “What can I say?” Connor said quickly, aware that Dargan was sharing Olanna’s concerned look. “Call it professional skill. This is what I do, after all.”

      “It’s what I do too. That doesn’t mean I know what the heck is going on,” Olanna pointed out. Connor could feel her eyes boring into the back of his head for a long moment before she sucked her teeth and seemed to dismiss it.

      “Well, if you say there’s a trail, then the easiest line would be there, following the gentler side of that hill and sloping down to the west,” she indicated, stalking past them to the other edge of the ridge and climbing up onto the boulders.

      “Ha! Look at that. Am I good or what?” she said triumphantly, beckoning them to climb up onto the rock and see what she was looking at.

      There, right in the distance on the horizon, they could make out a graying mass, standing shapes like buildings, and the sky dotted with other, rounded shapes far too big to be birds.

      “Airships,” Connor said. “That’s SkyBridge Outpost, alright.”

      There was a moment of silence from Connor’s two companions before Dargan said evenly, “She’s right. You sure do know a lot about Legends, don’t ya?”

      Connor remained silent for a moment, suddenly unwilling to tell them that he had been hired to play the game and that he had gotten stuck inside along with the rest of them because of it. As large as the game hack community was, he had no idea if Dargan was a purist and thought that his kind were leeches and chancers.

      “That’s where we’re going,” Connor said with a nod. “SkyBridge gets us to Union City, and in Union City, we can find the First Gate.”

      And in the Aviatrix’s Tower is the Ring of Tantor, the key to unlocking that Gate, he added silently. Or at least it used to be there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They pushed on for most of the morning before the waves of exhaustion and tiredness forced all of them to collapse. This time, they camped beside a small waterfall that marked the end of the ridge they were following and the start of that gentler hillside where Olanna guessed they would find their shortcut. The waterfall was beautiful, spraying a halo of water mist into the air before plunging to a small pool below, and the banks decorated with bright yellow celandine and white crocus. From the treetops above them came the high, piping voices of birds.

      This was a better place than most to stop, so the company threw themselves onto the grass. Olanna had displayed considerable skill showing them how to catch the pool’s fish, not to mention how to make a comfortable bed of flowers and leaves.

      “Ah,” Connor grinned at her over the first food they’d prepared over a small cook fire. “You always did like being a Ranger, didn’t you?”

      “I’m not Level 5 and haven’t got a Tutor, so I don’t know yet.” Olanna stiffened a little, and Connor got the sense that she was still annoyed with him for coming into the game and for being a hacker in the first place.

      “Maybe I’ll be a Druid. Or an Assassin.” She shrugged, but Connor wasn’t fooled. He’d spent too many hours gaming with her. He knew that she preferred being a Ranger, Outrider, Explorer, or some such outdoors class more than any other.

      After their meal, they settled down to rest, and Connor busied himself with assigning his Attribute points and Skill increase from the last level up.

      I’m going to need that extra Health and Vitality, Connor acknowledged as he considered what to do with the additional two Attribute points.

      A few things occurred to him. His Agility was pretty good—better than either a Goblin or a Skeleton, anyway—but he was also taking too long to kill the fairly low-level enemies he’d faced so far. That problem was only going to get worse as they encountered higher level monsters.

      That means more Strength, right?

      But then, there was also the fact that his Charisma was only barely better than a half-rotten Skeleton Warrior.

      “I guess that means Strength and Charisma,” he muttered to himself before adding, “Maybe Olanna will start being nicer to me with more Charisma.”

      
        
        Name: Connor Halfelven

        Profession: None

        Race: Half-elf

        Level: 4 (3300/5000)

        Size: Medium

        Health: 50 / 80

        Vitality: 15 / 40

        Agility: 13

        Charisma: 7

        Intelligence: 10

        Stamina: 10

        Strength: 12

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      After allocating his Attribute points, the half-elf reviewed his skills. He had learned several new skills since the last time he’d checked, including one called Hide which he thought would be useful when they came up against some of the higher level monsters they were sure to face sooner or later.

      Connor considered increasing either his Combat Ax skill or the newly learned Mace skill, but he wasn’t sure if either would be his long-term weapon of choice. Hiding, on the other hand, was something he would definitely need to do from time to time, so he chose to advance that skill.

      
        
        Skills

      

      

      
        	Combat Ax: Novice Level

        	Hide: Novice Level

        	Mace: Basic Level

        	Magical Instruments: Basic Level

        	Shadow: Basic Level

        	Sneak: Advanced Level

        	Throwing Weapons: Basic Level

      

      Not bad, he thought with a pleased sigh, especially when he saw how his Skills were turning out. He had gathered an impressive assortment of stealth related skills already. Perhaps he had been right in the first place and should become some kind of Rogue?

      That was a decision for another time, though.
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        * * *

      

      Connor . . .

      Connor!

      “Connor, wake up!”

      The half-elf’s head snapped up, and he spluttered the tail end of a snore as he looked up, disoriented, to see Olanna crouching over him. For a moment, he couldn’t remember where he was and wondered if he was back in Tokyo, or further back still, in New York, and Arianna was telling him he’d fallen asleep in class again.

      But the Arianna peering down at him had large, star-lit eyes and pointed ears, and the sounds and smells of a forest wafted around him. Connor looked past her to the blue sky overhead, and it all came back to him. He was still in Legends. And he realized he must have slept all through the afternoon.

      “Sorry I slept so long,” he started to say, pulling himself up before Olanna suddenly put her hand over his mouth and hushed him to silence.

      “Hmm?” Connor’s question was muffled by the elf’s hand. Then he saw that Olanna was looking past him to where a new radiance was filling their small hideaway.

      There were lights shimmering in the pool of water. Tiny specks of brilliant starlight like fireflies but rising and dancing under the already churning waters as if they were some type of fantastic fish.

      “Look. This is like the chanting thing, right?” Dargan whispered suspiciously from where he, too, was crouched on the grass. “Should have known better. You stop somewhere in the wilds, and weird crap starts happening. It’s never going to be good.”

      “Shhh!” Olanna said. Connor could see how her whole body was tensed, her eyes darting as they followed the lights.

      “I’m—I’m not feeling any sort of threat . . .” he heard her whisper, and Connor had to agree that he, too, felt the same. He didn’t have the same electric jaw ache that he got in the presence of powerful magic. Instead, it was even vaguely peaceful.

      The party watched as the lights darted up and down in the churning pool, as if daring themselves to break the surface.

      “Hmph . . .” The dwarf appeared entirely unentranced by whatever was happening, and Connor saw his gloved hands close over the haft of his war hammer.

      “Better safe than sorry,” the dwarf fighter grumbled—just as the lights broke the surface.

      They remained just as mysterious in the air as they had been under the water, Connor thought. Although if he squinted, he was sure that he could see that there were tiny, fast-moving wings akin to a shining butterfly or bee. The three adventurers watched as the first escapees from the pool hovered and darted before them for a long moment, waiting for the last of their sisterhood to make the journey from the wet to the dry, dusk-lit air.

      Connor felt himself gasp at the ephemeral beauty of it. He felt like he was privileged to be watching something incredibly rare, but he didn’t know just what it was. The light of the flying, flitting creatures sparkled and danced in the water’s reflection below them, glinting off the glossy leaves of the overhanging tree branches.

      “They’re dancing,” he heard Olanna whisper and realized that she was right. The cloud of—whatever they were—were engaged in some kind of dance, moving delicately toward and away from each other in what at first seemed like chaos. But after a moment, Connor saw it was actually following a much more complicated pattern. When they had completed their pattern for the third time, they started to move, gently floating over their heads and between the branches of the trees.

      “We should . . .” Olanna said. Even without finishing her sentence, Connor knew that he agreed with her.

      “Follow,” the half-elf breathed. Olanna slowly withdrew her hand and the pair, then the dwarf too, got to their feet and started to follow the bright creatures through the woods. This time, transfixed by the shimmering forms, not even Dargan the dwarf was hesitant, as everyone was overcome with their beauty.

      The flying creatures—if creatures they were—moved erratically but purposefully between the dark trees as the larger people behind them stumbled and followed. After a space of time that did not appear so short nor so long either, Connor heard Olanna exhale loudly ahead of him.

      “There! They’re heading to that clearing!” she said. Their steps slowed as they neared the destination to see the water-born lights entering the clearing. They were soon joined by a few others, then many more, from the far side too.

      Two different “clouds” of the lights had entered the clearing. As soon as all the creatures of light had done so, they started to dance around each other in that same delicate, but now even more complicated dance.

      “There have to be a hundred or more!” Olanna whispered.

      “More.” It was Dargan’s turn to whisper as all three adventurers crouched in the dark at the edge of the clearing, peering in silently, feeling that if they so much as breathed, they would disturb something wondrous.

      The three clouds swirled and joined, now completely impossible to tell apart, forming one vast, moving ring of glittering lights that illuminated the ground, the tree trunks, the leaves . . .

      And the faun who sat at the base of a tree.

      Connor started, blinking. “I . . . I know him!” he whispered.

      “So do I,” Dargan said.

      “And I . . .” Olanna agreed—but their recognition did not disrupt the dance. One fluttering light appeared to break free from the ring and delicately dance its way to the seated goat-man who had greeted Connor and the others when they had first spawned in the game.

      They watched as the light appeared to dart a little toward the faun then back away, hesitant at first, until the goat-legged creature held out a hand for the light to gracefully, tenderly, touch his fingertip.

      And then, almost as quickly as they had arrived, the fluttering light beings lifted off. Some invisible signal went through the crowd, and the three groups split up once again, darting back into their family groups and fluttering between the trees, back to whatever stream or other haven had birthed them.

      Connor, Olanna, and Dargan remained standing for what felt like an age, watching as the radiance faded from the clearing and returned to the steady and now dulled luminescence of distant moon and stars.

      There was a murmur as the rich voice of the faun broke the spell of silence.

      “Once, my homeland was filled with such wonders,” the creature said, looking up and catching the three adventurers with a sharp look. They realized that he had known that they were there the whole time.

      “Aye, you can step out now. The Pirry Dancers have gone, and I fear I’ll never see their like again,” the half-man, half-goat said mournfully.

      “The . . . the Pirry Dancers?” Olanna stepped forward first, bowing her head toward the faun gracefully. “I have never heard of them.”

      “No?” Connor saw the creature’s face twist into a sudden, self-deprecating smile as if this was all a terrible joke. “I’m not surprised. They mostly disappeared from your world.”

      Our world? Connor felt a little queasy at that. It gave him the same sense of unease that he had felt before, when Hebspeth the Witch had been telling them about the different realms . . .

      And this was the guy who freaked me out, Connor was thinking to himself, recalling how the faun had been the first one to warn him of being trapped. Had he known then what was happening?

      “They are from your homeland? Which world is it?” Olanna appeared to ignore any signs of distress from Connor. She stepped into the clearing, still looking between the trees to see if she could track where they had gone.

      “Aye, these are.” The faun sighed and stood up, looking at them all very gravely.

      “But it is not a world of this game. Not a place made of numbers and clever thinking machines. It is and always has been. It is Annwn.”

      The words hung in the air between the party of friends and the mythical creature from another world.

      “You’re saying that you’re from the, uh, the UnderWorld?” Dargan was the first to break the uneasy silence between them all.

      At this, the faun made a face, first of scorn, then disgust, then it broke into laughter.

      “Ha! The UnderWorld!? Really?” He tittered, scratching behind one of his horns as if this were a great joke.

      “I suppose Lord Pwyll has let the place go since the old days . . . but really, comparing Annwn to the UnderWorld is like comparing a volcano to a bog!” the goat-man said. His mirth lasted another moment before suddenly appearing to fall flat, and a look of intense sadness filled his face.

      “Were you not listening to me, Mr. Dwarf? I said that Annwn is not of these worlds. Your UnderWorld is the Second Realm of this place,” the faun said, looking around with an appraising look at the clearing that surrounded them.

      “And yes, there are similarities, but Annwn is something else entirely. It is another realm, another place that is beyond the worlds of your game. And the very fact that the Pirry Dancers have managed to make it into this place is proof that Annwn has almost completed joining with these worlds.”

      “Joining with these worlds?” Connor had no idea what the faun was referring to, but he shared a heavy nod with Dargan, who had also been there when Hebspeth had called Annwn a predator realm.

      “What are you talking about?” Connor demanded, stepping forward with a growl. He really didn’t like these mysteries anymore. At first, he had been thinking that Tir’Nan’Og, the megaserver that had created Legends, had some terrible sort of critical fault. A part of him even considered the idea that there was a rogue programmer who had created some sort of lock-in feature.

      But there was something about the way the creature spoke that was getting under Connor’s skin. It made his heart flutter and made him want to scream, No-no-no! This isn’t happening!

      “Mortals.” The faun looked at them all gravely, his eyes deep and bright with the reflected sparkle of the stars above.

      “You are at the mercy of another realm, one that has lain in hiding at the borders of your existence for as long as mortals could dream . . .”

      “What nonsense is this . . .” Connor started to hiss, but Olanna stepped on his foot abruptly.

      “Your ‘game’ is on the borderlands of another place, dear mortals.” The words of the creature resonated in their souls. “A place that is hidden between the bits and dots and particles. A place of nightmares. A place of dreams. The place where, occasionally, in your deepest sleep, you can venture into other realms . . .”

      Connor felt his body tremble. His heart knew the truth of the words, even if his brain wouldn’t accept it.

      “Once, the realm of Annwn was much closer to your world—your real world, that is. It was from Annwn that there came stories of sprites and devils, monsters and ghosts and things that snatched you from the deep woods.”

      No-no-no-no.

      “You know that I speak true. And you know that this ‘game’ of yours has been a terrible mistake. It has opened a door which you cannot close. Somehow, in the creating of places where the minds of mortals were free to dream, your clever men with their thinking machines got much more than they bargained for . . . And now, Annwn has a foothold into your world, into your minds, your souls.”

      “It will merge and completely take over, because that is what it is designed to do,” the faun continued forlornly. “The joining is nearly complete already. That is why the Pirry Dancers can travel here now, how I can be here,” the half-man said, his voice infinitely sad.

      The worlds are joining? Connor felt panic clutch at his heart. He couldn’t deny the truth of what the faun was saying, but his conscious mind did not accept it. Would not accept it.

      There was a moment of silence as the adventurers digested this. None of them looked at each other, as if fearful of seeing the truth reflected in their friends’ eyes.

      “But . . . but what does this Annwn want?” Connor heard Olanna—Arianna—whisper.

      “Pfft!” The faun snorted, a very uncharacteristic, human gesture, Connor thought.

      “What does any tyrant want?” The creature shrugged. “In ages past, Annwn used to be the place of dreams. It joined with the dreams of mortals and created a realm of adventure, of play. Or at least, that was its original intent . . .”

      The faun’s face fell. “But then, it began to feed off the fears and nightmares of mortals, and Annwn turned into a devouring, ever-hungry realm. That is why such monsters are spawning in this world now. Undead, Trolls, and worse. Lord Pwyll is the master of all such dark things, and his influence is like a poison, calling dark magics and darker beasts into existence. I fear that it will not stop until it has eaten everything. Until everywhere becomes Annwn, these worlds, your own, and beyond . . .”

      Is he talking about . . . home? Connor struggled to understand.

      “How can it be stopped?” Olanna said, her voice grave.

      The faun looked at her, confused. “It can’t,” the creature said simply before turning to stalk toward the dark of the trees. He took a few steps then suddenly stopped, as if remembering something.

      “There are others like myself and the Pirry Dancers who have chosen to flee into these new realms before Annwn has completely taken over. There is hope in that, at least. Flee before Annwn devours it all. Keep running. Keep moving.” The faun looked over his shoulder at the party of three, suddenly suspicious.

      “Strange that the Pirry Dancers should bring you to me,” the half-man, half-goat mused. “Perhaps your dreams are sweeter than most.”

      Connor shivered. He didn’t like having his dreams talked about as if they were confectionery.

      “My name was Finbar in my own land. That was what I was called before Lord Pwyll set me as the greeter for lost souls, anyway,” the faun said, giving them a careful nod. “I can give you that much, at least, because the Pirry Dancers seem to favor you.”

      “What of the First Gate!?” Connor asked, pleaded. “What of the Ring of Tantor? Can we get out of all this if we make it through the Six Realms? The proclamation said that was the only way out now . . .” His face felt hot, and he was suddenly tired of all the fantasy riddles.

      Finbar considered him with chin low, looking from under heavy, lidded eyes for a long moment.

      “Lord Pwyll is very fond of his challenges. Perhaps, if you make it all the way through the Six Realms, you will find the path that leads you back to your own realm.” The faun nodded once, although to Connor’s eyes, he did not look very convinced at all.

      “But Lord Pwyll cannot find the Ring of Tantor. Not even the great Fey Lord knows where it is!” Finbar murmured. “So how can you?”

      What? Connor thought. The Fey Warriors were right there at the Aviatrix’s Tower. They killed me for that ring! How could they not have it?

      The faun lifted his head to sniff at the night air for a moment.

      “But that is a long way off, and right now, you have far closer dangers,” Finbar said. His rich brown eyes cast a haunted look behind them, back the way they had walked.

      “What do you mean?” Dargan whispered.

      “The dead,” the half-man said. “They are following you.”

      Finbar turned and sprang into the dark between the trees. Connor rushed after him, but the faun had vanished as surely as the glimmering light creatures just a little while before.
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      The party of three was on their second day of traveling when they started to see the plumes of black smoke rising behind them and to the south.

      “Olanna, you’ve got better eyes than any of us. What is it?” Connor asked, pausing on the trail that led through the Black Birch Forest toward their destination of SkyBridge. The elf had been right about their path. After the encounter with Finbar, the next day had seen them find the same route that Connor had trod. It was a narrow but easy path that wound down through the wooded foothills of the Mourn Mountains toward the promontory where the airship port was located.

      They were only a day out, at most, Connor had been thinking, when they started to see the smoke rise behind them.

      “Carrion,” Olanna said, squinting at the gusts of black shapes that dotted the air behind them.

      “I beg your pardon?” Connor frowned.

      “Carrion birds. Crows, ravens maybe, vultures . . .” She nodded to the specks that were swarming and breaking, swirling near the plumes of smoke.

      “They feast on the dead,” the elf pointed out, and her assumption on what was happening back there was obvious.

      The smoke was rising behind them, roughly where they had come from, but Olanna’s keen elvish eyes also saw two more plumes along the route they had traveled.

      “They’re following the road. Probably towns or way points,” Olanna guessed.

      “The dead,” Dargan coughed gruffly. “Like Finbar said.”

      The Sleeper King, Connor thought as an icy apprehension clutched at his heart.

      “He’s out of his crypt,” the dwarf continued. “We failed to stop Boudazz from waking him, and now he’s on a rampage.”

      “And everyone felled in battle will only add to his army,” Olanna said, shivering to herself as she made a disgusted, hissing noise.

      “Well, I haven’t seen any evidence that the dead can fly, and you said yourself that they can’t travel fast through the wilderness.” Connor started forward. “As soon as we’re across the Lack, we’ll be safe.”

      “But the dead never tire,” Dargan pointed out as he caught up with Connor, nodding to the nearest plume of smoke. “I don’t know if they rest during the day, but they can march all through the night. If we don’t hurry, they just might get to SkyBridge before us!”

      “No chance!” Olanna said bravely. Although Connor, who knew her the best, detected the slightest quaver of uncertainty in her voice.

      “Nothing can match the speed of an elf in the wilds, right? Even if she is slowed down by a half-elf and a dwarf.”

      “Hey, we’re speedier than you think, pointy!” Dargan said, and although his tone was harsh, there was humor to it too.

      At that, Olanna turned and set a punishing pace for her companions. Her claims about elves in the woods was more than mere bravado. She half-marched, half jogged on light feet down the descending path, deftly hopping over tree roots and between rocks as her companions struggled to follow. They did not waste time by stopping for rations or rest, and Olanna used her Basic Plant Lore to indicate what fruits, nuts, or leaves they could pick along the way instead of hunting.

      Dargan, in particular, was rather aggrieved at this lack of anything substantial to eat, but the dwarf remained true to his word, too, and did not appear to suffer the same exhaustion and weariness that Connor did.

      I was definitely made for towns and cities. Connor was once again considering his skills. What’s the use of being a Rogue in a forest? It’s not like there’s anything to steal!

      However, despite their fast pace, by the third hour of their trek, it became clear that something strange was happening behind them.

      “Look, can you see that?” Connor called out when a bend in their road suddenly revealed the patchwork of wooded hills behind them.

      There was an ominous, dark cloud gathering, a rising storm, but one that wasn’t racing ahead on winds. Instead, it was floating over the southern road and creeping over the wooded hillsides. When Connor tried to squint at the black morass, the storm just appeared to get darker and darker like a patch of twilight hugging the land.

      None of the companions liked what they saw at all. Although it could have been some strange storm of the Mourn Mountains, each one of them knew, in their soul, that it was cover for the Sleeper King’s advance.

      Connor’s teeth ached with the feel of magic.

      “Do you think they’re spells of the Sleeper King? As a way to hide his army?” The half-elf asked with a shudder.

      “Maybe it’s a way to keep marching through the day?” Dargan muttered.

      The sight behind them only lent speed to their steps as Olanna forced them to move faster than before. By the time that the trees started to thin, and they felt the rising, fresher winds of the Lack buffeting the hills, their legs and feet ached, and Connor’s chest burned with exhaustion.

      But they had made it, stumbling out of the woods as night gathered to see their destination ahead of them. Just as before, the collection of buildings formed a cramped town perched on the side of a rocky plateau projecting out from the foothills. A wall of tall birch trunks stretched around the edges of the town, but the main gate was open to the southern road. Fat-bellied airships, their magical rings glowing an unsettling blue, eldritch light floated lazily through the air, bobbing in the constant gales of this place.

      They had arrived at SkyBridge Outpost.
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        * * *

      

      “Clear! Keep the avenue clear!” the red-cloaked guards barked at the trudging line of people that was clogging the main gate to SkyBridge.

      “It’s busier than it was before,” Connor muttered as they tried to make their way through the crowd of weary pedestrians, wagons, carts, and riders.

      “Stand aside! We’re the Downshaven Watch! We need to get past!” One particular man and his complement of riders was trying to force others out of the way. They wore soiled and dirty pot helmets and ring mail and looked as though they had ridden hard to get here.

      Bullies. Connor glared at them, seeing how the captain was using his horse to push aside the families of human villages between him and the gate. Connor had never liked over-confident, bullying men. Maybe it came from of having a weaker frame back in the real world. His pollution-triggered asthma meant that he had grown up being a ripe target for bullies like this.

      “Leave them be. Everyone’s trying to get in, same as you!” he heard himself shout out before suddenly regretting it. He was tired and exhausted—that was the reason for his short temper, he realized—but it was already too late to blend back into the crowd. The captain wheeled his horse to squint at the man who had called him out.

      “And what business is it of yours!?” the captain of the Downshaven Watch started to snarl before suddenly stopping when he saw who was scowling up at them.

      Connor saw a start of recognition from the glaring captain and then a cruel little half smile played over his features.

      “And look what we have here? A half-elf, a dwarf, and a full elf!?” The captain sounded surprised, his voice taking on a mocking, showman quality. The riders around him, fellow guardsmen (and women) of the Downshaven Watch, it appeared, started to show an interest.

      “What a strange group to be traveling together!” the captain bawled. “Villages up and down the Mourn are being attacked by Goblins or Undead or worse, with the elves of the Third Realm making incursions every day. And now they want to get into one of our towns! A human town like SkyBridge!”

      The captain’s voice continued to rise as he spoke, stirring up the crowd. He ended his rant by pointing at them accusatorily.

      There was a mutter of voices and shuffled feet from the refugee family ahead, and Connor felt the burn of eyes fall on them.

      “No one wants to listen to you, guardsman,” Olanna called out. “We’re all just wanting a dry bed and warm food. Not your bleating.”

      “Oh, I know full well what an elf wants! I remember the last elf-human wars! I saw what your kind will do when given the chance.” The captain suddenly spurred his horse toward Olanna, and she let out a gasp as she stumbled out of the way.

      Connor growled, his hands moving to the ax hilt at his belt.

      “Calm yourself.” Dargan was at his side, his voice low and warning. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea right now,” he grumbled, indicating the complement of almost ten guards around them.

      Connor knew that his friend spoke truth, that getting into a fight out here would probably only leave them barred from the SkyBridge, and that would mean unable to cross to Union City—and unable to find the First Gate.

      “Or is that why you’re here at all!? There’s war and monsters and worse spilling out of the Mourn. Maybe you’ve got something to do with it?” the captain growled down at Olanna, who was glaring back defiantly.

      “Maybe you thought you could sneak into another good and true human town to do your devil work? Is that it? Take advantage of our misfortune?!”

      “You sound insane, watchman,” Connor growled, taking a step forward to stand beside Olanna. “We’ve got a right to be here, same as you. We’re on the run from that hell storm, just like everyone else.”

      “Likely story!” the watch man growled as three others of the guard rode up beside him, their hands on the pommels of their swords.

      “In times like these, there ain’t no space for charity for a bunch of deceitful, dark-spawn elvish!” the watch captain said, his voice growing cold and certain—the sort of tone that someone has before they decide to draw a weapon, Connor knew from experience.

      “SkyBridge is for humans. Union City is for humans and humans alone!” The watch captain’s face twitched, and his arm suddenly moved. With a ringing sound, he slid his saber from his scabbard.

      Phht!

      Something flashed through the air, followed by a sudden, audible thump on the ground in front of the watch captain of Downshaven. The captain’s horse reared, kicking at the air.

      And there, on the ground between them, was a black-fletched quarrel from a crossbow.

      “SkyBridge and Union City both have always welcomed everyone as far as I recall, Watch Captain!” shouted a voice. Another rider pushed their way past the refugees, holding a crossbow.

      Connor, Olanna, and Dargan looked up and saw that the figure who had come to their aid wore rugged brown-and-green leathers, heavy cloaks, and his steed was loaded with blankets and saddlebags as if for a long ride.

      It was Ranger Marshal Gustav Fenwalker.

      “Ranger Marshal!” Dargan burst out, a smile growing on his face.

      “Marshal,” the watch captain growled, suddenly looking very uncertain of himself. Connor wasn’t sure of the relationship between the two men, but it appeared that the Ranger Marshal had some sort of superiority here. Or at least notoriety.

      “These are hard times,” the watch captain said. “Downshaven itself was attacked by Undead.”

      “Then we need every fighter we can get our hands on, don’t we?” the Ranger Marshal said, spurring his horse forward to the side of Connor and Olanna and Dargan. “Come on,” he said with a nod. The waiting line of refugees parted as the Ranger Marshal led them straight toward the gates itself.

      Connor heard a disgruntled snort from the bigoted watch behind them. His ears burned with the embarrassment of skipping the line, but he had to admit that he was relieved to be away from the confrontation.

      “Don’t look back. You’ll only give them a reason to remember your faces,” Gustav growled at them. He led the way at the head of the line where the red-cloaked guards of SkyBridge were looking skeptically at a wagon, halfway in and halfway out of the gate.

      “Sergeant, I’m the Ranger Marshal on urgent business to Union City. I have news of the undead horde,” Gustav called out before nodding to the others with him. “These are my companions,” he said, which seemed to cheer Dargan up to no end but irked Connor a little.

      Maybe it’s because I’m set on becoming a Thief, he thought wryly to himself. And the fact that the last few times he’d encountered the Ranger Marshal, the man appeared to know that Connor had ulterior motives.

      Like stealing the Ring of Tantor.

      “Straight through, Marshal,” said the sergeant—a gray-haired, salty sort of man with a scar that ran from temple to cheek. “Any news from the road?”

      Gustav gave a groan. “First the Goblin horde, now the Undead. A company almost two hundred strong came out of the forests just a few days ago led by some kind of Lich. They’ve brought down a darkness over themselves and seem intent on heading this way.”

      “They won’t break the SkyBridge, sir,” the sergeant said dourly, at which the Ranger Marshal merely nodded. “Not if we get reinforcements from Union City, no,” he said and spurred his horse.

      Connor, Dargan, and Olanna followed the Ranger Marshal through the gate and into the streets of the SkyBridge Outpost.
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        * * *

      

      It was just as busy in the city as it was outside. The same worried, tense air radiated from the crowd and was visible on the faces that filled the cramped outpost town, just as on the outside.

      “People are scared. Haven’t seen this much chaos and trouble since the Elf Wars,” Gustav said easily. Connor did not get any sense that the Ranger Marshal meant any ill to either himself or Olanna.

      “Look! My kin!” Dargan pointed out the group of dwarvish traders singing some sort of dirge as they marched through the streets, hauling small casks on their backs. The dwarves wore dark mail and helmets and did not raise their eyes at Dargan as the dwarf tried to attract their attention.

      “That’ll be the Ironshod Clan of Mourn,” Gustav intoned. “They’ve kept themselves to themselves up in the mountains for a long time now, only coming out to trade here and a few other places.” The Ranger Marshal’s eyes narrowed, nodding to himself as if making a note of something.

      “Come, I know a good establishment. If Pettigrew’s is still running, she’ll be able to give us safe bed and board until morning.”

      “And then?” Dargan asked, eager to have the Ranger Marshal join them in their company—which was definitely not a part of Connor’s plan at all.

      “Then we take Pettigrew’s tub over the Lack to Union City where I present my findings to the council,” the Ranger Marshal said.

      “And us?” Dargan said. “We know about the Sleeper King! We were there. We saw him rise!” Connor hissed at him to stay out of it, but the dwarf appeared not to heed the warning.

      “The Sleeper King, you say?” Gustav flicked a glance over their group appraisingly. “And I thought that was an old legend. Some Lord of the UnderWorld trapped in the First Realm and set to sleep by a powerful enchantress.” They saw the Ranger Marshal’s brow furrow. “If the old stories are all true, then he’s going to want to bring the terrors of the Second Realm to this one. He won’t stop until he’s put down.”

      “We can help!” Dargan insisted, his eyes shining.

      “Dargan!” Connor hissed. “We’re only Level 4, remember?”

      “And this sort of quest will take us all the way to Level 10, I bet!” Dargan hissed and gave the half-elf a conspiratorial look.

      Gustav led the way through the streets, past the entertainers and soothsayers, the beggars and crowds of leery or wary looking men and women outside the various inns and hotels. There appeared to be more people here than there had been the last time, and Connor got the sense that there had to be entire rivers of people attempting to make the crossing to Union City ahead of the Sleeper King’s horde.

      You can have your Sleeper King, Connor thought with a sigh, his eyes rising to look between a gap in the buildings to the distant piers and black storm clouds of the Lack.

      I’m heading back to Aviatrix Tower. I’m going to the First Gate, and I’m going to get the hell out of this place.

      “You can present your tale to the council,” Gustav announced. “I’ll vouch for you, although whether they’ll listen to a bunch of people who haven’t even chosen a Guild yet, it’s hard to say.”

      He turned down a side street where there were fewer crowds, but the shops were smaller and even more cramped than before, if that was possible. Almost all of them were locked for the night with iron bars over glass, but through their windows, Connor caught sight of musical instruments, bolts of cloth, toys, and countless other mundane items.

      “Sir.” Olanna cleared her throat as they walked, the first time that the elf had talked since they had entered SkyBridge. “If I may, I’d like to say thank you for your aid back there.” Connor saw that she had pulled up the hood of her cloak to cover her fine elven features, all but covering her white hair.

      “Don’t mention it,” the Ranger Marshal said. “Mourn has always been a wild sort of place, but it was never a mean one. Admittedly, elves in this part of the world have always had a tough time of it, but a watch captain should act better.”

      Connor heard Olanna thanking Gustav, but internally, he was wondering if both of his friends had lost their minds in regard to the Ranger Marshal.

      We’re adventurers! he was screaming inside. We’ve been trapped inside this game—and did no one hear what Finbar said just last night!? We’re stuck in here until we get out. There’s some evil murderous Realm of Annwn out to get us all. Now is not the time to play hero!

      To him, it seemed almost like madness. What were they doing if they weren’t trying to find a way out?

      “Ranger, sir,” Olanna finished, and Connor realized that he had missed part of their exchange. He looked up to see that Gustav had stopped and was looking down at her studiously for a moment before nodding.

      “Well, my job is a little different than what you’re looking for, perhaps. I’m more of a roads and byways sheriff. I look after the provinces and regions, keep an eye on the threats between the villages . . .” he was saying in a measured tone, but he nodded all the same.

      “It’s not too different from what you have in mind, though. There are many types of rangers, after all. Some are hunters, others are scouts for the armies or explorers for the airship merchants.” He shrugged.

      “But we all have the same mission in the end: be curious. Explore. Keep out the UnderWorld.”

      Connor saw that Olanna’s eyes were shining bright with enthusiasm.

      “I’ll take you on, Olanna, teach you what I know. That’s the way I was taught and the best way to learn. I can’t teach you much until you get better at your tracking, herb lore, and whatnot, but I’m sure I can show you a thing or two.”

      “Yes!” Olanna sounded uncharacteristically elf-like and characteristically Arianna-ish for a moment as she punched the air.

      She’s just been accepted as a Ranger? Connor thought, feeling a compounding sense of jealousy behind his anger. Sure, she wasn’t at Level 5 yet as far as he knew, so he doubted that Gustav was going to be of much use to her, but it still felt a bit like a betrayal to the half-elf.

      Aren’t we supposed to choose together? he thought a little bitterly. In his mind, they were a party. Or at least, Olanna and he always had been before. They had made their decisions together, working out ways to maximize their effectiveness.

      And now it seemed that she was about to run off with the Ranger Marshal just a few days after he’d found her.

      And she’d said that she came in here to save me or some such nonsense, Connor thought, knowing that he sounded petulant but not particularly caring.

      Why were they all so eager to settle down in a game no one had given them a choice about?!

      “And you, master dwarf?” Gustav turned to Dargan. “I take it you want to be a Soldier or Knight?”

      “Giant Killer,” Dargan said with a laugh as they restarted their steps down the SkyBridge street.

      “I’m going to be the most famous dwarven warrior that this world or any other has ever known!” Dargan insisted proudly.

      “Ha!” Gustav laughed at Dargan’s audacity. “Well, it’s good to dream big, I suppose. I can’t help you with that, but I know the Warden of the Fighter’s Guild in Union City. I can put in a good word for you.”

      And finally, the moment that Connor had been dreading, as the Ranger Marshal’s sharp eyes fell on him. They held his for a moment, and Connor remembered how they had looked skeptically at him the first time they had talked, when Connor had been eager to steal for the mysterious Mr. Grey.

      “And how about yourself, Connor?” The Ranger Marshal’s tone was light as they walked through the night. The sounds of the busy outpost were all around them, but they were muted now since they had traveled off the beaten track.

      What am I supposed to say? Connor wondered, suddenly realizing that he was the odd one out here and feeling the difference keenly. Both of his friends were being showered with opportunities in the game world, it seemed to him, and he was apparently the only one who wanted out of it.

      Am I just being jealous? he considered.

      “Con?” Olanna’s voice nudged him.

      How am I supposed to say to the lawman here that the only way I see of winning in this game is to steal what you can and run fast! Connor thought to himself. He would do what he could to help those in need, he knew, but he didn’t want to get ordered around and thrown into life-threatening situations just for the glory of being killed—especially if it really was his life that he was laying on the line!

      “I’ll make my own way,” Connor heard himself say gruffly, pulling up the collar of his cloak against the cold.

      “Connor!” Olanna reprimanded him, but one sharp glance from him made her hold her tongue.

      “I know a lot of people in Union City, lad,” Gustav said

      Suddenly, Connor couldn’t stand how self-important the Ranger Marshal sounded to his half-pointed ears.

      “I can help—”

      “I said no thanks,” Connor said, hunkering into his shoulders a little.

      A low whistle sounded from behind them, too pointed to not be directed at them.

      The party turned toward the sound as a figure, previously unnoticed amongst the crowd, stepped out of the nearest alley and threw something onto the ground in their midst.

      There was a brilliant flash of light and a bang as smoke filled the space.

      Gustav’s horse shrieked in panic, tearing forward, knocking Olanna to the side. Connor could hear Dargan coughing but couldn’t see the dwarf through then thick white smoke that was now everywhere.

      Dark forms leaped toward them.
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      “Connor!”

      He heard Olanna shout as the white smoke billowed out of the contraption that had been thrown. The half-elf coughed and staggered backward, reaching for his ax, struggling to pull it free of his belt hoop.

      He couldn’t even see the buildings that he knew were on either side of them. He could see vague shapes but didn’t know if they were Olanna or Dargan—how could he strike?!

      
        	Unseen Assailant attacks Connor for 12 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 24 Health points.

      

      Connor felt pain explode against the back of his head as he was thrown forward, dropping his ax, his knees going weak. Someone had hit him. Someone behind him.

      Down!

      He allowed his knees to buckle but curled his arm as he went down. When he hit the ground, he went into a fast roll, and skidded to a crouch on the other side of the street they had been traveling.

      “Olanna!” he hissed, hearing the sharp and thick sounds of shrieks and smacks. Was one of the pained voices hers? Dargan’s? He could certainly hear the clatter of horse’s hooves, and the shouting of the Ranger Marshal as he was engaged in his own battle—but where were his friends?

      There was a snarl as a shape coalesced out of the shadows, coming right for him. Connor saw a figure clad in dark pants, tunic, and jerkin, a little hat like a bowler on their head, and in their hand, a short, stubby weapon. A studded club.

      I see you now! Connor thought. But he had no weapon. He had dropped his ax!

      The half-elf jumped to his feet before jumping backward as the brigand darted forward to swipe at him with his blackjack.

      
        	Footpad attacks Connor with Blackjack. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor was fast. Faster than his opponent, which made the half-elf grin, but he knew that he still wouldn’t last long without a weapon. And that could well be the end of him.

      So, in the interests of self-preservation, he tried diplomacy. Sort of.

      “We haven’t got anything, you idiot!” he hissed, dodging to one side in the fog as the man swing at him once more with his club. There were sounds of battle around him, now, and Connor saw fast-moving shapes—but who were they? Who was winning?

      The thug before him laughed cruelly, and what he said next completely surprised Connor.

      “You have the Ring of Tantor, half-elf?”

      “What!?” Connor blinked, completely confused.

      His attacker took advantage of his confusion. He jumped forward first to make a feint with the metal rod, and then, in a twist of movement that Connor hadn’t seen coming, reversed it. The weapon slammed down on one of Connor’s up-stretched, would-be parrying arms.

      
        	Footpad attacks Connor with Blackjack for 10 Health points damage.

      

      “Ach!” Connor howled as he heard an audible crack from his free arm, the unmistakable sound of his arm being broken!

      “Son of a . . . !” Connor’s eyes watered as the pain shot up his arm to his shoulder. He’d suffered worse wounds than this, he’d thought—but he’d never dreamed in a million years that this “real-time, real-threat” simulation would give him the experience of having an arm broken!

      Connor stumbled, staggering back from his attacker . . .

      As Connor stumbled, there was a hiss of air. He saw a sudden movement from behind him just as something struck the back of his knees. He tried to jump out of the way, but he couldn’t. The half-elf slammed onto the street, his knees cracking painfully on the cobbles.

      
        	Unseen Assailant attacks Connor for 6 Health points damage

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 12 Health points.

      

      “Gah!” He hissed in pain, struggling to push himself back up—but then there was a weight on his back, and he heard the unmistakable hiss of steel releasing itself from a scabbard.

      “I wouldn’t, Mr. Breen,” said a voice. A woman’s voice, and he felt the point of something sharp and deadly cold touch his cheek.

      His attacker made a brief flicking gesture. Connor felt a sharp slice of pain as his new attacker gave him a cut across the cheek—not serious enough to be of danger to him but enough to send him a very physical warning.

      “How . . . how do you know my name?” Connor whispered, his voice muffled against the ground. His arm ached dully, and his ears were ringing with the throb of his own blood and the hammer of his heart.

      “Shut up.” The boot on his back only grew heavier as the woman put her weight against it. “I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Breen. Or should I say Connor? Or do you prefer GhostEffect?”

      She knows my name! She knows who I am—who I really am! Connor started freaking out. How was this even possible? How had they known who he was?

      “The Ring of Tantor. I want it. Where is it?” the woman said.

      “I thought you didn’t want me to speak?” Connor mumbled, before—

      “Ms. Mae-tsu?” said the other Footpad, the man in the bowler hat.

      There was a grunt and then—

      
        	Footpad attacks Connor with Boot for 5 Health points damage.

      

      “Agh!” Connor coughed in pain as the man kicked him in the ribs.

      “Watch your mouth,” his unseen assailant said. The steel of the blade was once again returned to his sight, this time hovering just over his eye.

      “Did Mr. Grey send you?” Connor mumbled, trying to buy himself time. This was a busy town. Surely someone was going to notice what was going on.

      “Very perceptive, Mr. Breen,” the woman with the sharp, catlike voice said. “Mr. Grey has, rather unfortunately, lost his position in our family, given his complete failure to do what he was told.”

      Position. Family . . . Connor’s mind raced, thinking backward to what had brought him here in the first place and what world he had come from.

      I was hired on very spurious grounds to steal one of the most powerful items in the First Realm. I failed.

      But who had Mr. Grey been working for? It wasn’t just game hackers and players who swarmed into new game worlds as soon as they opened. There were companies, criminal gangs, any number of private outfits looking for profits, one way or another.

      “So, my family sent me into this godsforsaken world to do what Mr. Grey couldn’t. And that has led me here to you, Mr. Breen.” The woman’s voice dropped, low and deadly.

      “And I am sure you are aware that I have absolutely no desire to be stuck in a BodyBox for the rest of my life. But here we are. So, you will tell me what you did with the Ring of Tantor and where it is before I decide to start taking eyeballs!”

      Connor freaked. She was an associate of Mr. Grey’s. Perhaps a part of some crime family . . . the Mafia? Triads? Even the Yakuza? And they had muscled into Legends, despite the fact that a global lock-in was happening through the game!

      How insane are these people!?

      Very, he realized. Which made them even more dangerous.

      “I . . . I never got it,” Connor insisted. “I grabbed it, but—but I died at the tower. It should have just respawned at Aviatrix Tower?”

      “Liar!” his captor hissed. “We know who you are in the game now, Connor Breen! Do you really think that you or any of your associates will ever be safe again!? Tell us, or we will make sure that everyone you ever met and loved in this game dies. Every player that helps you will die!” she hissed. A shadow fell over Connor as the other Footpad in the bowler hat stepped forward . . .

      
        	Footpad attacks Connor with Boot for 5 Health points damage.

      

      Connor groaned as he was kicked once more. He tasted blood where he bit the corner of his tongue.

      “Honestly, I—” the half-elf started but was cut off by a sudden boom and a bloom of light.

      “Get off him!” A loud shout came from the end of the street, and Connor heard a clatter of horse’s hooves. It was Gustav, the Ranger Marshal, and before him a sudden flare of blue-laced light illuminated the street, casting out the lingering smoke.

      The Ranger Marshal had apparently rallied, dispatching what other members of the criminal gang had attacked him, and he was charging back down the street, firing his crossbow.

      “Ack!”

      The bolt slammed into the bowler-hatted man’s shoulder.

      The one standing on Connor’s back—Mae-tsu, Connor remembered the other had called her—hissed again, jumping free from him as the Ranger Marshal clattered forward.

      “Fight someone who can see you, if you’re brave enough!” Gustav shouted as he swung the crossbow on its cord around his back and drew his longsword.

      “This won’t save you, Connor!” the woman named Mae-tsu hissed, as she turned to flee. “This won’t save any of you!”

      Gustav charged, but the Footpads were quick. They appeared to have no wish to tangle with an enraged Ranger Marshal, a figure who, if Connor had to guess from his speed and accuracy, was well over Level 10.

      The Footpads disappeared into the alleys as Gustav Fenwalker expertly pulled his horse to a halt in the center of the fray. The horse danced around the slumped bodies of Connor, Dargan, or Olanna as the Ranger Marshal wheeled around, menacing the shadows with his sword.

      “Friends? How bad is it! Can you walk?” Gustav asked gruffly, still looking about for more attackers.

      Dargan and Olanna groaned, and pushed themselves off the ground, sporting a few cuts and bruises.

      “Ugh. They punked me, but I can walk.” Dargan rubbed the back of his head.

      Olanna coughed as she gingerly stood up but nodded that she would be alright.

      “SkyBridge is getting almost worse than Union City!” the Ranger Marshal snapped darkly. “I’ll be telling the council of this!”

      “Connor?” Olanna’s voice was quiet, worried, but with an edge to it as she helped Connor to his feet who hissed, wincing over his broken arm.

      “They almost got me, Ari . . .” he murmured, feeling suddenly weak.

      “Olanna,” she corrected, her tone changing, becoming stiff. “We have to play the game now,” she whispered under her breath as she took his weight, letting him lean against her.

      “Pettigrew’s is this way. Come quick!” the Ranger Marshal urged, leading them onward once more.

      “The game . . .” Connor sighed wearily, hissing in pain.

      “Connor?” Olanna whispered, her eyes finding his in the dark. They were full and worried, and Connor could tell that there was more that she wanted to say.

      “I heard,” she muttered softly under her breath, using the fact that they were clasping each other tight to keep her voice low and unheard by the others.

      “I heard them use your name, Connor,” his friend the elf said. “They called you Breen.”

      His friend’s eyes were questioning, but at that point, Gustav shouted as they approached a compact building with a lantern hanging over the porch. The sign, swaying in the midnight air, read Pettigrew’s Lodgings. Olanna didn’t ask him anything else. Connor was grateful she didn’t, but he knew this wasn’t the last of it.
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      They knew. Connor woke up to the same thought that had chased him into his sleep. The only consolation to his mood being that Gustav Fenwalker had seen him to bed with a brace of healing potions that had fixed his arm.

      Pettigrew’s Lodgings was a quiet, subdued establishment, overseen by the large and plump form of Mrs. Pettigrew who had shown them to their small, wood-paneled drawing rooms. They had not seen Mr. Pettigrew, but it appeared that the Ranger Marshal was a well-known acquaintance here.

      The lodge was already half full of other taciturn, wary sorts of folk—all of whom wore hard leathers and covered armor. Connor got the impression Pettigrew’s was the choice for those in the know—guards, mercenaries, and rangers—who preferred quieter talk and no one noticing their business, as opposed to the rowdier establishments scattered around the outpost.

      The sounds of airship bells filled the evening air along with the occasional window rattle from the magical tugs and yachts that lowered overhead, heading to the nearby piers.

      The party had been exhausted by their ordeal—both their long trek through Black Birch and the recent encounter with the Footpads. Talk rose in the common room when Gustav had told their tale of attack, but Connor had taken his healing potions to his bed early to think on what had happened. Also to brood and escape Olanna’s accusing stares.

      Not that his evasion helped. When he awoke the next morning, the first thing he saw was the elf sitting on his window ledge, already waiting for him.

      “They knew your name, Con,” she greeted him, before nodding to the small bedside table. “There’s bread, cheese, and porridge there, too, all courtesy of Fenwalker.”

      “Ugh,” Connor growled, lying in the narrow bed and staring at the ceiling for a moment, wondering how he was going to get out of this one. He knew that he wasn’t. Arianna—Olanna—had always been able to see through his lies.

      “And what does our glorious Ranger Marshal want in return for his generosity? Did you ask yourself what we are going to end up owing him?” he grumbled then pushed himself up to sitting position. For all of his contempt, he greedily dug into breakfast.

      “He’s nice, Connor,” Olanna said in exasperation. “He’s a good man trying to save his people. Why do you have to think that everyone is on the take?”

      “Maybe everyone is,” Connor couldn’t stop himself from saying, instantly regretting it as he heard Olanna suck in a breath scornfully.

      “Same goes for me and Dargan, huh? We’re only out to cheat you, is that right?” Olanna pointed out before sighing. “Dargan’s a good kid. Did you know he’s from Illinois? Barely fourteen in the real world. He’s paralyzed from the waist down, so his family bought him a lifetime subscription to Legends to give him the life he always wanted. Does that sound like someone trying to screw you over?”

      “Well, now he’s stuck in here, just like you, me, and everyone else!” Connor said bitterly, feeling hot and annoyed by all the questions.

      “Sheesh, Connor!” Olanna snapped, stabbing at the windowsill with the dagger she’d been playing with. “He’s a kid! He’s probably just as scared as you are—”

      “I’m not scared,” Connor lied.

      Olanna ignored him.

      “But at least Dargan is putting on a brave face. After you crept off to bed, I had a chance to chat with him. About his real life, about what he wants. It’s what we’re supposed to do for our friends.”

      “When the pair of you weren’t busy cozying up to the Ranger Marshal?” Connor said accusatorily. There was a thunk as Olanna stabbed the dagger at the window ledge, this time leaving the blade reverberating in the wood.

      “What is wrong with you, Connor?” his friend in a different body turned on him, her large eyes sparking with fury. No matter what skin she wore, Connor knew that look. It was the sort of look that could face down Minotaurs, Demon Princes, and New York gangbangers.

      “Connor. You’re right. We are stuck in here, for good or ill. Now I have no idea what all this Annwn business is . . .”

      As soon as she said the word, the light outside the window appeared to flicker, as if the darkness could hear its master’s call.

      “—whether it’s some feature of the game or some monumental glitch, I don’t know. I’ve never seen a game act like this, and it’s scaring me. It’s scaring Dargan, and I bet it’s scaring you too. All I know is that we’re in this until Tir’Nan’Og and the World Health Organization or whoever get their act together and find a way to get us out. So, that means we have to play the game. We have to find a way to survive—which is exactly what Dargan and I are doing!” Olanna turned from her perch and stalked over to him.

      “It’s you who seems as though you’re just willing to die. You’re not playing the game. You’re making dumb choices, annoying people, turning down the Ranger Marshal’s help. I’m doing my best to get us somewhere safe with enough backing around us. I don’t care if that’s the Ranger Marshal or the Ranger’s Guild or Union City soldiers or whatever as long as it’s enough to keep us alive until all this mess is sorted out!”

      Connor glowered, his cheeks going bright red. How could she think that he wasn’t doing the same? he thought.

      “And you think I’m not? I think I know a way to get out of this game. That’s what I’m focusing on. I’m one of the best game hackers in the world, don’t forget, Olanna. Probably the best in this game right now! And I’m not hanging around wasting my time,” he burst out.

      His words sounded petty, even in his own ears, childish even, as if he couldn’t stand the fact that Olanna and Dargan were getting somewhere, and all he had was a wild plan.

      All of his great game hacking experience had gotten him precisely nowhere. It hurt that Olanna had so accurately called him out. That she had correctly diagnosed the fact that he felt completely helpless, not knowing what he had to do or how to do it in order to win. He’d never seen a game act like this either, and none of his hacking experience appeared to be very helpful.

      “Go ahead, then.” Olanna folded her hands over her chest. “Tell me your amazing plan.”

      Connor opened his mouth, then closed it. How could he tell her that he knew how to get through the First Gate? That he even knew a way to open it? Without also telling her about Mr. Grey and the fact that, as last night’s events made apparent, he had thrown them all into danger?

      Before he could speak, Olanna, her anger far from sated, jumped down his throat.

      “You can start by explaining how those thugs last night knew your name. Your real name and your hacker name!” Olanna looked at him sharply.

      “And what is this Ring of Tantor business? Just what was it that brought you into Legends? If it has anything to do with the mess we’re in . . .”

      “It doesn’t! How could you think that?!” Connor burst out. At least, he didn’t think that his activities had anything to do with this Annwn business.

      “Speak up, Connor, or so help me . . .” Olanna said, and Connor knew that there was absolutely nothing he could do to change her mind. Not if he still wanted her as a friend, that was.

      Connor stuttered for a second, took a deep breath, then told her.

      “I think I know how to get us out. But it means making it through the Six Realms. You remember what Finbar said? That this entire game is a challenge? Every world has a Gate, right? The way to beat the game is to make it through the final Gate. I think that’s the best chance we have to return to our bodies.”

      “And what if you’re wrong? How would we even go about finding this First Gate and getting through it?” Olanna wasn’t impressed.

      Connor ground his teeth before acquiescing. “I was hired to steal the item that unlocks the First Gate,” he began, then told her about Mr. Grey which was why he was in the game in the first place.

      As he spoke, he saw Olanna’s mood darken when she realized that, despite the fact that she had given him an easy way out of his illegal life before all of this, he had still gone ahead and signed up for another contract. And this time with someone that he hadn’t even vetted at all. When he told her about the message and getting the map to the Aviatrix’s Tower, Olanna finally burst out.

      “And you didn’t stop to think that maybe, just maybe, your employer was a dangerous man? That there were going to be consequences for messing around with the game like that?”

      “Dealing with people like that is what I do. It’s what I’m good at!” Connor insisted.

      “Not that good at it, apparently,” Olanna pointed out.

      Her eyes narrowed as she glared daggers at him. “So, you’re telling me that there’s a bunch of other players in the game, this Mr. Grey’s employers who probably killed him, and now, they’re coming for us?”

      “For me,” Connor corrected.

      “Us,” Olanna said heavily.

      Connor looked at the floor for a long moment as he waited for her judgment.

      “What annoys me the most about all of this, Connor, is the fact that you should have told me as soon as you had the chance. If you’d just asked for my help, told me about the Ring of Tantor . . .” her voice trailed off. Even she realized that there wasn’t much that could be said about a situation no one could have ever envisioned. Neither of them knew if this was indeed the best way to get out of the game and back to their bodies. Neither of them knew what all of this business with Annwn meant.

      “We wait,” Olanna decided firmly. “We get to Union City, and we start leveling up as quick as possible, alright? It sounds like this Aviatrix Tower is big business, and we’re going to need a lot more than just levels. We need to gather all the items, equipment, and whatever else it takes to make it through the next world before we go through the gate.”

      Connor blinked. “You mean—you mean that you’re in? You agree with my plan?”

      “I agree that you’re a pigheaded idiot,” Olanna retorted, stalking back to reclaim her dagger from the windowsill before sighing heavily.

      “And I know that you need my help. I’ll talk to Dargan.”

      “You can’t tell the Ranger Marshal,” Connor pointed out. “He’s a lawman. He’ll never agree to theft.”

      He saw Olanna’s jaw tighten at that. No matter how fierce and deadly a character that he’d seen her play over the years, there were always a few things that held true about her. She didn’t like lying to people. She didn’t like having to skulk and hide.

      “We wait,” Olanna repeated, saying the word with great finality.

      The sudden sound of ringing bells from outside interrupted them.

      It seemed that the world outside wasn’t going to wait for anyone.
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      “What is it? What’s going on?!” Dargan emerged from his own room at Pettigrew’s in a panic, tugging on his cloak with one hand, the other clutching his war hammer.

      BRRRAAR!

      The windows and walls shook from the aggressive braying of some kind of horn, followed by a myriad of bells. To Connor and Olanna’s ears, it sounded as if the entire outpost was in an uproar. They rushed to grab their things, then get out of the room and down the corridor of Pettigrew’s.

      “That’s the alarm! The outpost is under attack!” they heard a shout from the stairs. The Ranger Marshal was already entering the common room, his longsword bared in hand.

      “What!? Who?” Connor burst out, but realized that he already knew the answer.

      “Get your weapons! Get out there!” Gustav was calling to the other residents of the lodging house, as Connor, Olanna and Dargan finally made it down the stairs. There was a bang from one of the side doors, and Mrs. Pettigrew herself emerged through the space between common room and kitchen, holding a large, tubular contraption—a blunderbuss!

      “We had a runner from the front gate—it’s the dead! They’ve rounded the road and are making for SkyBridge!” she snarled, dropping the blunderbuss on the counter of the common room. A horn of gunpowder and a wooden tray full of broken and bent bits of rusted metals appeared a moment later.

      “Blunts, ma’am,” Connor saw the Ranger Marshal say. “Maces and clubs and hammers are the best defense against—”

      “I’ve yet to meet any creature that is happy about getting a chest full of shot, Ranger Marshal,” the apron-wearing, robust Mrs. Pettigrew cut him off. “Now, if you please, you do your job, and I’ll do mine!”

      “Our job?” Connor whispered, his eyes wide as he hissed at Olanna. “When did any of us sign up to—”

      Either no one in the room heard him or they ignored him. The Ranger Marshal was leading the way out of the lodge, directing them along with the others up the street to the main drag.

      “Where do you need us, sir?” Dargan growled, hefting his war hammer.

      “Let the soldiers do what they do best. We’re going to be ready just in case . . . We have to make sure the dead don’t make it to the piers. Otherwise, no one will be getting out of SkyBridge today,” the Ranger Marshal said, already breaking into a run as Connor glared at Olanna.

      “We need to get out of here!” he hissed.

      Nevertheless, they all ran forward under ringing bells and alarms and a sky that was deepening with a strange shadow and dark. As Connor ran, he looked and saw streamers of dark clouds racing ahead over the buildings, and he remembered the strange clouds that had seemed to shroud the Sleeper King’s army.

      The main drag of SkyBridge Outpost was itself a mass of crying, shouting people. For a moment, it was hard to even see what was going on, as there were so many people hurriedly rushing into the town—but then Connor saw a gap in the crowds of hurrying humans—and saw that the front gates were still open.

      “The front gates! The gates are still open!” he called, pointing.

      “What!?” Gustav snarled. “We have to get the gates closed!”

      It was clear why the gates were open, as all through the night, the tide people fleeing the undead horde had come streaming into SkyBridge. Gustav was already running toward the gates, as was Dargan and Olanna.

      “Hells!” Connor took one look at his friends disappearing ahead of him, cursed, and broke into a run after them.

      “What did you say about keeping safe?” Connor called out, pushing past hurrying and terrified village folk.

      “We will be!” Olanna shouted over her shoulder. “We’ve still got time. The dead are a ways off still!”

      “A ways off . . . !” Connor grumbled. He saw the crowd part to see that there were still wagons and people clustered at the gate, pushing and falling over each other to get through. Beyond them, the clouds were darker still, a thick mass of ground-hugging fog. It was as dark as if the night itself had descended and was coming for SkyBridge.

      And there were howls and shrieks in the wind.

      “That doesn’t look a ways off to me,” Connor growled as he got to the gate, seeing the teams of the red-cloaked SkyBridge Guards already holding the ropes that would pull the two large wooden doors closed. Others were doing their best to shepherd the last of the people inside.

      “The wagon’s down! It broke an axle!” someone was shouting, pointing back to the farthest wagon out. A crowd of people sat atop it, panicked but refusing to leave their belongings behind.

      “Leave it!” Dargan shouted at them. The darkness behind them was gathering, spilling up the roadway toward them. The strange clouds were moving fast, and they had mere minutes until they were overtaken.

      Gustav broke into a run, straight out of the gate and toward the stilled wagon, and Connor saw—Hells!—that Dargan was running out after him.

      “What are you doing!?” the half-elf hissed when he saw Olanna start forward. Dargan had gotten to the gate, jumping out of the way for people to pass, and Olanna continued toward him.

      “He’s only a kid,” the elf shot at him, and after that, there was really nothing else to say. Olanna broke free from the gate to run after Dargan. Cursing even more profoundly, Connor raced after her.

      Stay alive, she said. Protect ourselves, she said! he was snarling inwardly as his boots pounded the rough rock of the roadway, leaving the not-very-safe confines of the outpost behind him.

      “We can’t leave it! It’s our entire life’s savings!” one of the villagers was saying, pleading with the Ranger and the dwarf as they pointed at the sacks and crates of belongings still strapped to the wagon.

      Connor nervously looked past them to where the dark fog was racing upward, broiling over the roadway. He skidded to a halt.

      “Tell ’em they can either have their stuff or they can have their lives!” the half-elf blurted out, ignoring the shocked expressions from the small group of villagers trying to right the wagon.

      “He’s right,” Olanna said, stepping forward to split one of the ropes with a swing of her shortsword and causing a small avalanche of belongings.

      “There. Take what you can carry and get to the outpost!” she hissed at them, her white hair flaring around her as the wind started to pick up, carrying with it whispers and foul, eerie shouts. The wind brought a stench, too, and one that Connor recognized—it was the stench of the graveyard.

      “Ranger!” Dargan shouted as the villagers were grabbing things in their hands before starting to travel toward the outpost as fast as their feet could carry them.

      Connor looked up at Dargan’s warning shout—just in time to see a deeper shadow break from the fog and come racing out toward them.

      It was a horse and rider.

      A dead horse and rider.

      “Olanna!” Connor called. He drew his hand ax and wished that he’d kept the stolen mace from earlier instead of casting aside. “Bow!”

      The rider and steed had great and ragged tears in their flesh, exposing the bone within, but the man at least still wore scraps of armor and a tattered cloak. One that Connor recognized as belonging to the same unit as the Downshaven Watch. In his hand was a long sword, and the man’s ruined face snarled as he bore down on them.

      
        
        Name: Undead Horseman

        Level: 4

        Size: Medium

        Health: 40 / 40

        Vitality: 48 / 48

        Agility: 11

        Charisma: 5

        Intelligence: 6

        Stamina: 12

        Strength: 13

        Wisdom: 0

      

      

      Phht!

      One of Olanna’s arrows shot through the air, striking the steed in its breast, causing it to lurch a little to one side—but not stopping it. It was coming fast, and suddenly Connor realized that he was the one standing before it, his hand ax braced defensively.

      Connor flung himself out of the way just in time as the sword slashed down, catching the hem of his cloak and tearing through it with an angry noise.

      
        	Undead Horseman attacks Connor with Sword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      The half-elf hit the dirt and rolled, the stones banging and hurting his shoulder and side as he skidded to the broken wheel of the wagon. He pulled himself to his feet as the rider wheeled around the wagon.

      Phht!

      Another of Olanna’s arrows slammed into the steed’s chest, this time behind the front leg and precisely where the creature’s heart should have been. Once again, the undead horse reacted, rearing up on its back two legs before stamping down on the ground, but it didn’t halt.

      And it was stomping right in front of the elf.

      “Olanna!” Connor roared, jumping up onto the downed wagon with one spring. He took two quick steps then launched himself forward through the air, toward the undead horseman.

      The undead rider hissed, but there was nothing he could do to avoid the leaping half-elf.

      
        	Connor attacks Undead Horseman with Hand Ax for 9 Health points damage.

        	Jumping attack increases damage by 50%.

        	Total damage: 14 Health points.

      

      The monster was knocked from the saddle of the dead horse by the weight of the half-elf. Both went crashing to the ground with the Undead underneath.

      There was a terrible, grotesque crackle of broken bones as they hit the ground, and Connor rolled free, coughing and gasping as he snatched up his dropped hand ax.

      The undead horseman was still attacking, though! The creature had flipped over to one side, even with its legs that seemed irreparably broken, and slashed at Connor’s leg with the longsword he clutched in ruined hands.

      
        	Undead Horseman attacks Connor with Sword for 14 Health points damage.

      

      Connor howled in pain as his blood sprayed from the wound in his lower calf, bringing him back down to the ground with a heavy thump. He hissed through clenched teeth at the pain, trying to pull himself away, but the claws of the monster grabbed his legs and clutched at him, as the Undead Horseman pulled itself upward over his body.

      “Olanna!” Connor shouted in panic, trying to bring his hand ax down against his opponent—but also not wanting to impale himself in the process. He scored a glancing blow against the Undead’s shoulder.

      
        	Connor attacks Undead Horseman with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

      

      But it didn’t even flinch. The Undead Horseman kept crawling hand over hand up Connor’s body and was too close for Connor to get a clean blow.

      “Olanna!” Connor tried screaming again. He saw the clawed hand of the Undead rise over his face to plunge and pluck out his eyes . . .

      “Ragh!” With a roar, the Undead Horseman was seized by powerful hands and thrown backward.

      Connor looked up at the gasping form of the Ranger Marshal standing over him, having just saved his life.

      The undead creature hit the ground on useless legs behind the Ranger Marshal just as Dargan struck it in a whirlwind roundhouse blow with his war hammer.

      
        	Undead Horseman has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 600 Experience Points for slaying Undead Horseman.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      “Here, friend,” Gustav said, offering Connor a hand as he hauled him to his feet.

      “Your leg is pretty bad. Can you walk?” The Ranger Marshal was looking at him with those large, worried eyes of his—before Connor saw the human’s face wince, and he blinked in confusion.

      A thin trickle of blood spilled from the Ranger Marshal’s mouth. Both the half-elf and the Ranger Marshal looked down to see the tip of a blade pointing through his chest.

      Connor gasped as the Ranger Marshal staggered, then stumbled.

      Gustav suddenly snarled and whirled around, swinging his own sword into the Undead Soldier who had run him through.

      The blow was clean and powerful, and the death frenzy gave it a final strength that saw the Undead Soldier lose its head and fall to the ground in one smooth motion.

      “Fenwalker!” Connor heard himself cry out, horrified as the Ranger Marshal, who had only ever tried to show him kindness, took one staggering step toward the wagon and collapsed against it.

      “Half-elf . . .” The Ranger Marshal had dropped his own longsword and was fumbling at his chest, drawing out a bauble on a thin silver chain. “For . . . for Olanna,” he whispered.

      “Keep them safe!” Gustav sputtered through gritted teeth before his eyes closed, and he collapsed to the dirt, stilled and silent.

      “Gustav!” Dargan shouted in despair.

      Olanna glanced at the fallen Ranger, and Connor could see tears streaming down her face, but she never stopped loosing arrows at the creatures shambling toward them out of the dark. There was no time for grief and no time for the half-elf to give Olanna the Ranger Marshal’s trinket.

      The army of the Sleeper King was nearly upon them.
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      “Back!” Connor shouted. “Back to the outpost!”

      The three friends were clustered around the body of the recently deceased Ranger Marshal of Mourn as the undead shambled out of the eerie darkness of the unnatural fog.

      It seemed that the Sleeper King had added a lot of minions to his numbers on the march along the Southern Road, and of a much richer, better equipped variety than the long-dead Skeleton Warriors.

      Connor saw that many in the front line were men and women in the dark cloaks of the Downshaven Watch, while still others had ring or even chain mail shirts, helmets, and spears.

      “It’s an army. A real army!” Connor gasped, realizing that up until now, he had been expecting a horde, not an actual army . . .

      Not that the forces lurching toward them moved like an army. Instead, they scattered as they moved forward, free from each other and their fellows, each creature more terrible and disgusting than the last. Connor saw soldiers and watchmen, as well as villagers, herders, and others, all of them now reanimated by the baleful will of the Sleeper King himself.

      “We can’t hold ’em! They’ll overrun us in minutes!” Dargan shouted. Connor gasped as he limped backward on his wounded leg, and Olanna threw one arm over his shoulder.

      “Come on! Pick up your feet, damn it!” she hissed as the next of the undead lurched toward them.

      
        
        Name: Undead Soldier

        Level: 4

        Size: Medium

        Health: 40 / 40

        Vitality: 48 / 48

        Agility: 11

        Charisma: 5

        Intelligence: 6

        Stamina: 12

        Strength: 13

        Wisdom: 0

      

      

      “Watch out!” Connor hissed, as the longsword of the Undead skittered forward and the soldier tried to do to him what the other had done to Fenwalker. Olanna pulled him to one side, but only just in time.

      
        	Undead Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      In return, Connor lashed out with his hand ax, catching the Skeleton a glancing blow along its arm.

      
        	Connor attacks Undead Soldier with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

      

      Olanna stepped forward, swinging her shortsword in a low strike.

      With a practiced sweep that spoke of mastery of blades when they had been alive, their undead opponent smoothly flashed its blade in an arc that caught Olanna’s wrist a glancing blow.

      “Ack!”

      Connor felt his friend shudder and fall backward, her hand clutching onto his shoulder as now she sought his support too.

      The half-elf bared his teeth, feinting forward with his hand ax before striking down, aiming for the Undead Soldier’s wrist in response.

      
        	Connor attacks Undead Soldier with Hand Ax for 9 Health points damage.

      

      It was enough to smash the creature’s hand, but it merely let go of its sword and fought one-handed instead.

      “Hey!” Next to him, Olanna shouted, darting forward with her bare hand raised in a fist.

      Olanna, no! the thought flashed through Connor’s mind, until he suddenly understood what his friend was doing. The Undead Soldier, not the brightest since its brain was starting to rot, reacted as if she were holding a weapon. It turned and raised its blade as if to parry.

      But Olanna had no intention of ever striking him. She darted back, leaving Connor with a clear strike at the Skeleton, straight under its guard. The half-elf roared, twisting his ax in his hand as he slammed it into the undead creature with a powerful blow fueled by anger, grief, and desperation.

      
        	Connor attacks Undead Soldier with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

        	Hand Ax scores critical hit increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 24 Health points.

      

      
        	Undead Soldier has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 600 Experience Points for slaying Undead Horseman.

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      “Yes!” Connor gasped raggedly, part turning and part hopping as Olanna clutched at his shoulder and dragged him back toward the outpost walls.

      The closing outpost gate, Connor saw.

      They hobbled as fast as they could, as Dargan covered their retreat, faring far better than they were with his war hammer. Connor saw that the small dwarf—the teenager, he had to remind himself—was heaving and sweeping his war hammer to the right and left as if he were made for it. Almost every blow looked as though it could be a critical, and undead creatures fell back from his powerful strikes.

      “All those Strength bonuses must be good for something!” Connor heard the dwarf growl, and suddenly they were clear, and the outpost gates were right in front of them.

      Only they were now closed.

      “What the hell are they doing!?” Connor gasped as he struggled as fast as he could limp, with Olanna’s help. Dargan was only a few paces behind them, his war hammer at the ready, keeping an eye on the lurching, rambling forces of the Undead. Already, the main body of the horde was reaching the downed wagon, and Connor saw them pausing for just a moment, snarling and skulking around it, as if searching for any remaining living meat.

      “Open up! For heaven’s sake, open up!” Olanna yelled beside him. They reached the long double gate that had been dragged across the main entry avenue, made of multiple stout but thin wooden trunks and banded in iron.

      “It’s her!” Connor heard a shout and craned his neck up to see that there were heads and shoulders at the top of the gate—guards and soldiers who must be standing atop wagons and carts behind. He saw the shouter. It was the Downshaven watch captain, already waving a sword down at them. It seemed that at least half of the numbers up there were made up of the dark-cloaked watchmen and women. The red-cloaked guards of SkyBridge had apparently enlisted any that could hold blades or bows.

      “Let us in! The Ranger Marshal is down!” Olanna shouted up, her voice cracking in grief as she waved her hand back at the wagon, now surrounded by the lurching, stumbling Undead . . .

      “So you can allow in your undead allies!? You probably summoned them!” the watch captain shouted angrily, earning a snarl of hatred and disgust from Olanna.

      “Don’t be a fool!” Connor called. There was a commotion from above. Some of the red cloaks of SkyBridge appeared to be arguing with the Downshaven Watch.

      “She probably led the Ranger Marshal to his death! She bewitched him!” the watch captain shouted, and Connor heard bigotry and panic in his voice. The man was panicking, and in his ignorance, was searching for someone easy to blame.

      “Connor, Olanna!” Dargan’s voice was a warning, his tone rising behind them. They shot glances over their shoulder, seeing that the undead horde had resumed their march toward SkyBridge. They were moving more slowly now that the gates were closed, but were still marching solidly, slowly, and implacably.

      “We’re out of time,” the dwarf shouted.

      “Anyone who opens that gate will feel my blade!” the watch captain shouted in argument with the red cloaks.

      “Connor!” Olanna whispered, her voice now devoid of anger as he heard the desperation and fear of their predicament settle in. This was it. They were going to die right there at the gates of the SkyBridge Outpost without ever getting to Union City, much less escaping the First Realm of Legends.

      “Ahoy! Raise your eyes!”

      There was a thin shout from above, accompanied by a sudden blaring horn as a shadow fell over them all.

      What?!

      Connor, Olanna, and Dargan all looked up as a shape eclipsed the gates, low and heavy and large enough to crush them all.

      It was an airship, round-bellied and squat, wider along the middle than the hull was high, with round portholes along its side. The boat had side sails partly opened, and two full central sails that were catching the wind rising over the city. Connor and the others gasped, watching in astonishment as it swung low over the front gates, scattering the Downshaven watch and SkyBridge guards alike.

      “What is it doing!?” Connor heard Dargan shout—as a form appeared at the side, flinging down a rope ladder.

      “Don’t wait around! The Marshal said to see you safe, and by the stars above, I’m not going to break an oath!” said the doughy, squat, middle-aged woman above them.

      It was Mrs. Pettigrew, the woman from the lodgings.

      Connor looked at Olanna in disbelief, but the rope ladder with affixed wooden rungs was slapping down on the cold dust of the ground before them and dragging with the movement of the airship.

      Connor blinked, then suddenly pushed Olanna forward, “Go!” he shouted, urging her toward the ladder and shouting to the dwarf too.

      “Up! Dargan—move it!” he was shouting as the tide of the Undead before them convulsed. The enemy saw that their closest prey was about to make their escape. Quickly, they were running forward, stumbling on broken and misshapen feet, waving swords, spears, and scimitars and other makeshift weapons in thwarted fury.

      Olanna was the first to jump up and catch the ladder, moving as easily as a cat as she scrambled up the rungs. Mrs. Pettigrew and one other seized her under the arms and hauled her over the side.

      “Dargan, now!” Connor shouted, running, lurching to catch at one end of the ladder as it dragged across the dirt with the dwarf right beside him.

      “Con! Us dwarves—we’re not great at . . .” the dwarf started to protest.

      He’s only a kid. The words hammered home in Connor’s mind as he saw through the gruff, dwarvish exterior and saw the frightened, wide-eyed stare of the player behind it.

      “You can do it, Dargan,” Connor said, feeling his own feet start to skid as the ladder was pulled aside. The wails and the shrieks of the Skeletons and other undead creatures were getting closer; they would be upon them any moment!

      “Connor . . . !” Dargan muttered, grabbing one of the wooden slates.

      “Trust me! I’ve got you—just climb. Don’t look down, just climb!” Connor shouted, grabbing the dwarf under the arm and heaving him upwards as mightily as he could.

      Dargan started to climb, and Connor took one more glance at the undead horde.

      The closest undead soldier was right there, already swinging its sword.

      Connor spun around, letting go of both the ladder and the dwarf as he dodged out of the way of the slashing blade.

      
        	Undead Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      He saw the ladder, the dwarf holding on tightly, dragging away from him, across the ground.

      Connor had bigger problems, though and just barely managed to flick his hand ax up, just in time to bat down the Undead Soldier’s second attack.

      
        	Undead Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      Over his shoulder, he could see the approaching shapes of the more undead creatures—both Soldiers and Skeletons. They almost had him surrounded, and with every heartbeat, the airship ladder was being dragged  further and further away from him.

      “Connor!” he heard Olanna shouting above them, while Dargan was only halfway up and clinging for dear dwarvish life with every ounce of his strength.

      “Skrrr!” There was a croaky hiss from vocal cords that were tired, dry, and dead, and the Undead Warrior slashed at him again.

      
        	Undead Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      He was only saved by the fact that his calf was still lacerated, and when he tried to dodge to one side, pain and weakness lanced up his left leg, and he stumbled far more quickly and erratically than he had intended.

      The Undead’s sword sliced through the air past his shoulder as Connor slashed out wildly with his hand ax and took another lurching step.

      The rope ladder was suddenly before him, a lucky gust of wind throwing it in his direction.

      “Connor!” he heard Olanna’s shriek once again and a loud thunk as an arrow hammered the Undead Soldier behind him. He didn’t turn or wait to see if the arrow had taken his adversary out—or even slowed it down. He desperately threw himself forward, one step and then another and then leaping, throwing out his arms in a wild attempt to grasp the ladder that was once again being pulled away from him.

      One of his arms punched through the gap in the rungs and clutched wooden steps to his chest as the other hand dropped his hand ax and grabbed at the rope. He caught it, but the rope burned his hands as they slipped, and his injured leg was ablaze in agony as it dragged across the ground.

      “Lift! Lift the rudders!” he heard Mrs. Pettigrew shouting. He looked straight ahead through the rungs in the ladder to where he was about to crash straight into the front line of the undead horde. All of his effort was about to see him delivered to the enemy . . .

      “Lift, you slubs!” He heard Mrs. Pettigrew’s impressive roar, and suddenly the airship above was climbing, soaring upward into the sky as it lifted its prow, and the dangling rope ladder followed suit.

      Connor was lifted from the ground, his arms screaming with the effort, his legs dangling in the air as he was carried over the sweeping blades, grasping hands, and upturned heads of the undead. Suddenly, he was free, swinging high over the mass of deceased monsters as the airship turned, and the rope ladder that he and Dargan were clinging to was hauled up by strong arms.

      “We’ve got you. Didn’t think we’d make it, but we did,” he heard Mrs. Pettigrew sighing and gasping, her strong forearms hauling first Dargan and then himself over the railings.

      “We got you, son, thank the Ranger Marshal. We’ll see you safe,” he heard as he collapsed against wooden boards of the deck, thankful that he still had his skin.

      Connor lay there for a moment, gasping for breath, immensely thankful to be high above the undead army of the Sleeper King. When he finally pushed himself to his feet, grasping the side of the airship for support, their rescuer stood there with an intense, but pleased look on her face.

      “Welcome aboard the Pettigrew Express,” the doughty proprietor—and Captain—of the small tug announced as the ship wheeled around over the outpost. There was little time for introductions, however, and Olanna, Connor, and Dargan were herded out of the way of the other airship sailors who crouched at the edge of the railings, holding onto the wood and the guide ropes as the others worked.

      The outpost of SkyBridge below them wheeled, and the three slammed against the railings, clinging on lest they fall overboard as they looked straight down at the horror of what lay behind them.

      The Undead had reached the walls of the outpost, and Connor and the others saw that their bodies were a large, dark tide pushed against the wood. There were hundreds of writhing bodies, far more than should have been possible in such a short time. In fact, there could easily have been a thousand by Connor’s reckoning. Behind the walls, the Downshaven Watch and the SkyBridge guard were doing their best to fight them off with spears and swords, their bows useless against the enemy. The tide of Undead scattered like the ocean hitting a rock and spread out from the gate. All along the wall, undead creatures started to clamber up the walls, already cresting the top in places and falling over the far side to the rooftops and cobbled streets inside.

      “Ugh!” Connor heard Dargan call in disgust as bodies of the Undead slammed against the hard ground, and Outpost guards ran toward them, their weapons drawn. But where the fall would have killed any mortal soldier, for the Undead and the Skeletons, they merely slammed into the ground, then started to push themselves up again on limbs that might be broken but did not slow them down.

      Already, a fire had broken out at the gate, although Connor didn’t see who had started it, whether the armies of the Sleeper King or the many various people trapped in the outpost itself.

      They could see that the streets of the outpost below were still jam-packed with those attempting to flee. There were crowds of civilians as well as adventurers and merchants, all moving as a morass toward the piers—where airships of all shapes and sizes were trying to rise. The half-elf saw lines cast from the sides of the ships and other lines cut and gangplanks thrown overboard as people were already weighing down the different boats, ships, tugs, yachts, and schooners. Small forms of people leapt from the piers to the surfaces of the airships already rising. In horror, Connor saw that not everybody made it, but instead fell, flailing into the deep chasm of the Lack.

      “Brace the main sail! Get the full of it and turn toward Union City!” Pettigrew shouted as the Express rocked and surged to one side before catching the wind with her sails and shooting forward into the clouds over the Lack. Her giant metal ring at the back of the ship flared a brilliant purple and blue, leaving a fading trail of eldritch light behind them as they moved, fleeing the devastation soon to be visited on SkyBridge.

      “We made it. We made it . . .” Dargan was whispering, clutching at his cloak beside Connor, who gave him a weak grunt. He was looking at Olanna, huddled beside one of the tied down barrels next to him. Her eyes were narrow and fierce as she looked back at the vanishing, smoking SkyBridge Outpost. In his pocket, Connor could feel the chain and the emblem of the Ranger Marshal, and the half-elf suddenly felt ashamed at not being able to save him.

      This game had gotten even more serious than ever before. In fact, it had gotten deadly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          

      

    

    







            The Lack and Union City

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor waited on deck with the others, still too wired to get any real sleep as the Pettigrew Express soared over the gulf of the Lack.

      Below them, whenever Connor dared himself to look, he saw layers and more layers of clouds, some white, some gray, some vaguely blue—all of them stacked on top of each other, looking like the impossible contours of some strange, new land.

      The one thing he didn’t see was land, no matter how far down he dared himself to peer.

      The half-elf reflected on what they had just survived, thinking about the monsters they’d had to battle and the countless more ahead of and behind them. Even with the new experience—taking Connor a decent way to the five thousand experience points he needed to get to Level 5—he couldn’t find much joy in the achievement.

      They had come so close to dying, and there was every possibility that the entire outpost behind them had been overrun and thrown into the Lack itself by the Sleeper King.

      Around them the ragtag crew of the Pettigrew Express worked flying the ship, though none of them wore a sailor’s uniform, and not a man or woman among them appeared to want to talk to each other. As he studied them, Connor realized that many of them were in fact clients staying at Mrs. Pettigrew’s lodgings. Among them was a small, gnome-like man with blonde hair now gone a dirty white and tied back in a ponytail appeared to be the eponymous Mr. Pettigrew. Connor watched the husband of the boisterous innkeeper idly, interested in the silent partner who appeared to have great respect from the others but little recognition from his wife.

      “Mr. Pettigrew, you sure this rust barrel will get us there?!” his stout and hardy wife shouted for all to hear across the decks.

      “She’s never failed us yet, my heart,” the old man said with a shadow of a smile, and Connor realized that this accusation and jibing was simply a part of their relationship—neither of them taking any of it personally.

      “Don’t you worry, lads and ladies, the Express will see us safe and sound,” the husband said to the party of three, approaching them under the guise of tightening and resecuring the ropes.

      “I’ve sailed her for more than thirty years while my wife ran the Lodge. We’ve been in worse scrapes than this, let me tell you!” The man’s voice was jovial, but his tone was quiet and reserved. Connor was surprised at how different the pair were.

      “Sir?” Olanna, who had been silent for most of the journey, suddenly looked up. “The council? Fenwalker, he said . . .” she started to say before her words failed her.

      Connor watched as the man paused his work and was silent for a moment, waiting for Olanna to regain her composure. He put a hand on her shoulder lightly, tenderly.

      “We all admired the Ranger Marshal. Hero of TrollKeep. That one damn near saved SkyBridge Outpost singlehandedly back in the Elf Wars too.” Mr. Pettigrew spoke quietly, but then his soft eyes lifted, and he looked a little harder at the party.

      “He must have seen something in you three to put his life on the line for you like that.”

      “I have no idea why,” Connor muttered, his voice so low and so full of shame that no one else appeared to notice.

      “We failed him,” Olanna said in a harsh whisper. “He saved us but was cut down just as easily as . . .”

      “Ah,” Mr. Pettigrew made a small sound of agreement, and he picked his words carefully.

      “Fenwalker knew just what he was getting into. Always did. He isn’t the only one to pay the ultimate price, either. These times . . .” The man shook his head sadly. “I’ve never seen the like of it, all happening at once. The Heartbreak Goblins and the Trolls of Mourn, all coming down at once—at the same time that the Sleeper King rises. And then there’s word of elvish attacks up and down the Lack.” Connor saw Pettigrew wince, as if wondering whether to say something.

      “Might as well, husband! They’re clearly in it now, whatever it is!” said the strong and strident voice of Mrs. Pettigrew who was stomping across the deck.

      She moved to her husband’s side, standing firm for a moment as she looked at them all.

      “Fenwalker had been hearing things. That’s what he told me in my own common room last night. Things about some new realm, one called Annwn.” The strong woman fixed them all with a hard stare.

      “That name mean anything to you?”

      Connor felt himself blanch, and he shared a worried look with Olanna and Dargan. What do we tell them? the half-elf thought.

      Should they tell them about the strange faun in the woods that had said that Annwn was a magical realm ruled over by some evil Fey King who had decided to destroy all of the Six Realms? That they had heard Boudazz the Necromancer himself say that Annwn had somehow empowered him to raise the Sleeper King?

      Hell, given how crazy everything else is in this place, maybe it makes sense . . . Connor thought, nodding abruptly.

      “The Necromancer who raised the Sleeper King,” Connor finally said. “We heard him mention Annwn and then . . .” He looked at Dargan, who nodded.

      “Hebspeth,” the dwarf said.

      “Heb . . .  who?” Mrs. Pettigrew asked in confusion, but then a look of comprehension suddenly crossed her features. “The Witch of Mourn?”

      “She’s a member of the Rooted Coven.” Connor nodded. “She told us about Annwn—that it was some evil realm, a nightmare place ruled over by the Fey, and that it was trying to take over.”

      He didn’t go into the fact that, as far as he could tell from the manual and actual game proclamation back at Woodville, this nightmare realm of Annwn had already successfully taken over. It had taken over at some intrinsic level, one that wound through the entire fabric of the game, changing even the rules of how it was played.

      “Hmm.” Mrs. Pettigrew nodded at her husband and seemed to take it all in stride. Connor considered that since this entire reality was already split into six worlds by some magical catastrophe, then maybe the idea of a new nightmare realm popping up was fairly easy to understand!

      “Fenwalker said that he’d been hearing rumors and fragments about that place,” Mrs. Pettigrew said. “A place that spawned monsters, out of which creatures could seep into our world. That maybe all of these ills like the Sleeper King and the Goblins are brought about by this one greater evil.” She nodded thoughtfully before continuing. “The way I understand it, there’s lots of realms out there. Some full worlds like ours, others far away and barely there at all. It was only the luck or the will of the gods that kept us from coming to the attention of one or another of them before now. Or maybe the way that our realm is already split into six by magic draws the others to it like a wolf to dinner.”

      The woman shook her head, clearly not a fan of philosophizing. “All I know is that Fenwalker was on the trail of it, and there ain’t no mystery nor beast that the Ranger Marshal couldn’t track down. And it seemed that he must have figured that you three were caught up in it, too, somehow. You were there at the raising of the Sleeper King, so you saw the connection with Annwn. Maybe that’s why he sought to help you.”

      “Us?” Connor said weakly as another burst of panic rose through him. Of course, he knew that he was involved in some sense—he had angered the Fey Warriors by stealing the Ring of Tantor—and now the ring itself appeared to have gone missing instead of respawning. Did that mean that all of this mayhem and chaos had something to do with him!?

      “You are very involved in all of this.” Mrs. Pettigrew nodded. “So, I’m going to take you to the Council of Union City myself if I have to, and you can tell them everything you know. Everything about the Sleeper King and Annwn and anything else . . .”

      “Honestly, we really don’t know anything,” Connor protested, but Olanna shot her hand out and laid it on his wrist, restraining him.

      “If we can help, we will,” she said firmly.

      But what about the First Gate?! Connor was thinking.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Pettigrew was as good as his word, and the Pettigrew Express handled the sudden gales and currents of wind a lot better than the Merry Piper had on Connor’s last trip to Union City. By the time the distant sun had traversed the sky and was once again setting, the boat was descending through the clouds toward the glow of the large city, its tall guard towers ablaze with magical bonfires.

      “It’s . . . It’s unbelievable,” Dargan was whispering as he leaned on the rail to stare at the large city whose walls ended with many waterfalls and the permanent glimmers of mist.

      “You get used to it,” Connor groaned, fully expecting the same arrival as last time, but found that this airship crew, each of them ex-adventurers or Rangers, appeared to be much surer pilots and navigators. They skipped the Express over the violent currents and docked gracefully at one of the far towers, settling without even a bump.

      “I know the owner of the King’s Head,” Mrs. Pettigrew said as they got ready to disembark, handing Olanna a scrap of parchment. “Give this to her, and she’ll give you board for the night. I’ll come and take you to the Union Council tomorrow morning, where you can tell them your story.” She nodded, hurrying them off her deck.

      “Thank you.” Olanna thanked the woman profusely, but Connor felt a shadow of his old resentment.

      “We need to be getting to the Aviatrix’s Tower and the First Gate!” he hissed to her as the party clattered down the stairs and into the streets of Union City itself.

      “You heard what Finbar said,” he reminded her. “Going through all six worlds is our best shot at getting out of this game.”

      “Enough, Connor!” Olanna hissed at him, grabbing onto his wrist tightly. “There is something bigger than us here right now, something to do with this Annwn business. This might be the way that we keep ourselves safe in the game!”

      “Yeah, like that is clearly working out,” Connor grumbled but said no more as they joined the river of people at the bottom of the battlement stairs, and Olanna took out the scrap of parchment with the directions to the King’s Head.

      “Crow’s Comb Avenue, off the Plaza of Heroes,” Olanna was repeating the directions when there was a deafening peal of thunder from behind them, and the Union night sky suddenly lit up.

      “What the . . .?!”

      Dargan, Connor, and Olanna all turned around on their heels in terror and saw a giant ball of flame erupting from the top of the battlements behind them.

      It was the Pettigrew Express.

      Someone had blown it up.
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            Alone in the Big, Bad City

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the . . .” Olanna was shouting as she grabbed Connor’s arm and dragged him to one side of the street that was now filled with screaming, terrified people. Dargan hurried after them.

      Connor had received healing for his calf during their journey, but the ministrations of the crew of the (now defunct) Pettigrew Express were nothing compared to Hebspeth’s potions. His calf still ached as he stumbled gasping against the stone walls of the nearest building—the guard house, it appeared.

      Already, there were red-cloaked Union City guards pouring out of the building, shouting at the crowd and blowing whistles to try and calm them as they raced for the stairs, trying to get up to the burning pier and the inferno that had been the Pettigrew Express.

      “Everyone back! Get back!” the guard captains and sergeants shouted, and the crowd needed no further encouragement. They were only too eager to flee the sounds and sight of destruction.

      “What—what happened? Why would anyone . . . ?” Dargan was sputtering as Olanna pushed the dwarf into the crowd before the guards decided to physically move the gawkers and onlookers.

      Above them, Connor looked up to see that the entire top of the Express was now a burning pyre of crimson-and-orange flames. It looked as though the entire boat had gone up. Charred cinders, ash, and burnt wood was scattered across the cobbled streets at the base of the wall.

      “Someone blew her up. She was sabotaged . . .” Dargan was still muttering, panicked—as the Union City wall guards approached.

      “I said get back! Clear the area, now!” one guard shouted, raising his wooden baton menacingly.

      “We’re going, we’re going!” Olanna stepped forward, her arms pleading.

      Oh no, Connor saw the look of fear, then suspicion and hatred, cross the guard’s features before Olanna did.

      “Elf!” the Union City guard shouted. “There’s an elf here—and a half-elf too! They must have had something—”

      Connor didn’t wait for the guard to finish the accusation. He grabbed Olanna’s outstretched arm and turning for the crowd. “Dargan, run!” he shouted, and he did his stumbling, lurching best to get them clear.

      “Elves!” he heard the guard shouting behind him. “It was an elvish attack!”

      Dammit! Connor swore as he pushed through and around the crowd, dodging the sudden glances and terrified exclamations from the other fleeing Union City citizens who turned to see what the commotion was all about.

      The cries of “Elf! ELVES!” followed them as they ran, barging into people and almost tripping over merchants and terrified citizens.

      “We have to get off the street!” Connor snapped, his pained legs skidding to a halt just in time for him to see what he was looking for—an alleyway between two shops.

      “This way!” he hissed.

      “Connor—we don’t know where . . .” Olanna gasped, but Connor yanked on her wrist, giving her no choice but to follow. He dragged her behind him as he bounded between empty rain barrels and down alleyways that were clogged with bags of garbage, old wood pallets, and all manner of refuse.

      Behind them, the whistles of the guards were getting closer as they came to the end of the alley. There was a small yard in front of them, edged by a brick wall.

      “Up! Over the wall!” Connor hissed, hitting the edge of the stone wall before lifting Olanna up to snatch and grab at the top of the wall. He heaved her up as fast as he could and she scrabbled up and disappeared over the edge, then turned to do the same for Dargan.

      The dwarf, for all that he lacked in height, was far heavier than the elf, and it took a lot more grunting and cursing.

      “Get up there, damn you!” Connor resorted to swearing, shoving, and pushing the dwarf until he scrambled and scratched and finally got his hands onto the top of the stone wall and heaved himself up.

      “Watch out below!” Connor heard the dwarf cry out just before he disappeared over the top.

      There was a shout as a guard, a young human guard, appeared at the entrance to the brick yard, batton in his hand but sword still strapped to his side. “Halt right there!”

      Connor was cornered at the base of the wall as the young human guard advancing on him.

      “You’ve got the wrong man.” Connor held up his hands. He had a dagger, but he hadn’t even replaced his hand ax after dropping it when he had escaped SkyBridge. He had nothing in his hands apart from his fists.

      He saw the human’s face twist savagely. “That was an act of sabotage. And you ain’t no man . . . half-elf!” The guard snarled, raising his wooden baton and lunging forward.

      Connor saw the attack coming easily, and countless hours of playing games, fighting monsters far more dangerous than a young, green soldier, kicked in. Even if his character was only a Level 4 in this game, he was in a fully-immersive environment where his brain knew far more than his character skills did—and his body reacted accordingly.

      He stepped forward, forcing himself to step inside the reach of the guard, and threw a blocking arm up.

      
        	Union City Soldier attacks Connor with Baton. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      His hand hit the forearm of the soldier, knocking it to one side and up, so that the wooden baton didn’t even reach his head.

      “Ahhh!!” And then, with a roar, he pushed outwards—his hands slapping the soldier hard in the chest, pushing him away as far and as strong as he could manage.

      
        	Connor attacks Union City Soldier with Hands for 6 Health points damage.

      

      The human soldier stumbled back from the savage strike—his arms pinwheeling as his feet slid back . . .

      And tripped over one of the bits of wood that was piled there.

      Connor saw the younger man let out a surprised grunt as he lost balance, falling backward, all his weight sending him tumbling back.

      Wham!

      His head to hit the dirty cobblestones on the ground with a sickening crack.

      
        	Union City Soldier falls and hits head causing 10 Health points of damage.

        	Fall causes critical hit to head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 30 Health points.

      

      The poor, stupid human guard didn’t even have his metal helmet on. The thought flashed through Connor’s mind that maybe he had been too stupid or too rushed to wear it. Perhaps, given the sudden explosion of the Pettigrew Express, the young man didn’t have time to grab the equipment he needed. Maybe their guard captain had sent the guards out unprepared, untrained . . .

      All of these thoughts flashed through Connor’s mind as he realized that whatever the answer was—he was now looking at a very dead human guard, and he had been the cause.

      
        	Union City Soldier has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Union City Soldier.

      

      

      No! Connor looked down in horror at the lifeless form of the guard.

      “I killed him. A guard of Union City,” Connor thought as he looked at the young man. “I . . . I didn’t mean to . . .” he whispered—just as he heard the approaching sound of guard whistles and shouting voices.

      “They must’ve gone down there! The elves!”

      “Hells!” Connor swore, taking one more look at the figure on the ground, then turned toward the brick wall. He took two hobbling steps then leaping up, his hands grabbing the top of the bricks. He quickly hauled himself up and over to the other side.

      They might not have been responsible for the destruction of the Pettigrew Express, but who was going to believe them now?
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            The Temple of the Wave

          

        

      

    

    
      “Connor! Thank the stars, you’re alive!” Dargan said as soon as Connor landed on the far side of the wall to find they were in what could only be described as a park full of green grass and manicured trees. In the distance, there twinkled the magical blue-green lights of lanterns.

      “We thought they got you—the soldiers?” It was Olanna, returning from where she had taken a few more steps ahead to the eaves of the trees.

      Connor remembered the dead man on the other side of the wall, and his face blanched in panic. Olanna, his friend, ever sharper than he was, registered that something terrible had happened. She looked at him with recognition in her eyes. But the sounds of whistles and rising voices behind them as soldiers spilled into the brickyard threw aside any questions.

      “We have to move,” she hissed, nodding forward. “This is some kind of temple. Hopefully, the priests here will take kindly to us.”

      “They think we’re terrorists,” Connor pointed out. And murderers, he could’ve added—but didn’t. There was, after all, no thinking about it. He was a murderer.

      “Well, we’re not. But whoever is had the Pettigrew Express already on their hit list,” Olanna was whispering fiercely. “That was a planned attack, and I don’t think a bunch of bigots with clubs are going to believe that we didn’t do it.” Olanna was already reaching for Connor and pulled him forward as they set off between the trees.

      “We’ll sort all this out in the morning. The Pettigrews will straighten this out . . .”

      “If they survived,” Connor muttered to himself as they heard the shouts of the soldiers behind, clearly having found the dead soldier where Connor had abandoned him.

      They ran between the trees, pushing themselves onwards as the sounds of whistles and alarm bells sprang up all over Union City. The sky was obscured with the shadowed forms of the trees, but between them, Connor saw the magical lanterns decorating distant spires and towers of Union City. They left the tree cover to find themselves running across a grassy patch where the statue of a figure in long robes appeared to be gesturing toward the skies as if summoning the stars.

      There was a building at the edge of the grassy parkland—a large stone building with peaked wooden eaves and a wooden boardwalk running around it. Its style, from its sharp arched windows and doors, vaguely reminded Connor of the Tokyo dojos or Shinto temples.

      There were lights over the main double doors—more of the magical blue-green lanterns—and Connor saw that one of the doors was open. There was a figure already standing on the porch, holding what appeared to be nothing more than a broom.

      “Oh, crap!” Connor hissed. “He’s seen us.”

      “He might be able to help—and we need to hide!” Olanna urged, already guiding Connor and Dargan toward the man, her hand waving in the air.

      The figure on the porch with the broom didn’t greet them but stood with hands folded across the top of the broom and looked down at them skeptically. Connor saw that he was bald with long baggy robes that were dark as the night. Two long scars crossed his head, reaching all the way from the top of his bald scalp to his temples.

      “Can you help us!?” Olanna asked, stumbling to a halt on the gravel path around the building. In the distance behind them, Connor could hear the sounds of whistles and grunting voices as the soldiers of Union City clearly knew where they had gone.

      “That depends.” The monk, for that was what he clearly appeared to be, didn’t budge. “That depends on whether those gentlemen over there have a reason to want to talk to you.”

      “I . . .” Connor stuttered, but Olanna was quicker.

      “No! Our airship was blown up, and they’re blaming us—just because we’re elves! Please, you have to listen to us,” Olanna was saying. “We’re on an important mission.”

      Are we? Connor thought to himself.

      “Elves have been attacking towns and settlements up and down the Lack. Everyone knows that.” The monk refused to budge, but he nodded directly at Olanna. “They even look exactly like you. White hair, sometimes pale, sometimes dark skin.”

      Fey, Connor thought, remembering the warriors he had faced in the Aviatrix Tower. The servants of Lord Pwyll.

      “Well, it’s not me, nor any of us! We’re here from SkyBridge. We’re supposed to bring word from Ranger Marshal Fenwalker. He wanted the council to hear our testimony regarding the Sleeper King and Annwn,” Olanna insisted.

      “Annwn? You have heard of this?” the monk asked seriously.

      Behind them, Connor heard the thumps of the human soldiers of Union City dropping to the temple grounds.

      “Fan out! They must have gone this way!” he distantly heard.

      “Yes,” Olanna nodded. “Fenwalker was investigating Annwn, and we . . .” Her voice broke as grief threatened to choke her. “We know a little of it, too. But—but Gustav died,” Olanna whispered. “We were his companions . . .”

      We were? Connor thought with another jolt of shame. Maybe Olanna was. Connor had always thought that the Ranger Marshal hadn’t approved of him, had even sensed that Connor was a no-good rogue.

      “Ranger Marshal Fenwalker is dead?” the monk asked gravely, finally moving from his stance to offer Olanna a hand, ushering them up to the boardwalk before the door.

      “Yes sir, at the gates of SkyBridge. He saved us,” Olanna said bitterly, and Connor suddenly remembered the Ranger Marshal’s chain in his pocket.

      “I almost forgot about this.” Connor fished it out, revealing the gold chain glinting in the light with the small feather shape of blue crystal at its end. “He wanted you to have this, Olanna,” Connor urged. “He said it was yours . . .”

      He also said to keep you  safe . . . Connor was thinking as Olanna took the pendant and held it up before them.

      The sounds of soldiers behind were getting louder. They were getting closer, spreading out through the trees. When Connor turned, he thought he could even see the distant glint of light against the metal of their helmets.

      “The Balance,” the monk whispered, reaching out to touch the blue jewel feather on the golden chain that Olanna held.

      “It was what Fenwalker served, as do we,” the monk said quickly. “And he would never give up such a thing lightly.” The monk appeared to have come to a decision. He stepped aside to let the dwarf, elf, and half-elf into the temple itself.

      “Get inside and hide. I’ll be with you shortly.”

      Olanna led the way through the arched doors, finding that they went past a set of storerooms to a small internal square in the middle, open to the sky. The entire building was built like a square around this small garden, where tiny shrub trees stood in gravel baskets next to a trickling fountain. There were doors and windows on every side, but Connor and the others selected the darkest corner of the garden in between flowering shrubs to hunker down. They could hear the soldiers approaching outside.

      “We should keep going,” Connor hissed to the others as he heard the muffled sound of angered voices outside. He couldn’t make out what the soldiers were saying, but he was sure that when this monk—no matter how well he thought of the Ranger Marshal—heard about the dead body outside his temple grounds, he would give them up.

      “We stay! The monk knew Fenwalker! They’ll help us!” Olanna insisted.

      I’m not so sure about that, Connor thought but didn’t verbalize. The voices grew louder outside, bursts of anger and exasperation, then there was a thunk on the wooden boards followed by silence.

      Connor, Dargan, and Olanna held their breath, but a moment later, the monk returned, casually sweeping the ground in front of him before carefully closing the door behind and setting the latch closed.

      “It’s alright. You can come out now,” the monk whispered into the night-lit garden. “They’re gone now, continuing their search for the terrorists.”

      Connor was the last to leave his hiding place, but he joined his friends as they stepped forward before the monk. Connor was aware of the man’s eyes on him. Did they linger a little longer than on the others?

      “First. I believe you,” the monk said sagely, nodding at Olanna. “Your grief is clear, and for that reason alone, I believe what you said about Fenwalker, that you were friends and that he chose you as his companions.”

      Did he? Connor was thinking.

      “Second, I have met a great many types of people in my time, from humans to dwarves to elves and more,” the monk said. “I do not believe that any should be persecuted just for the points of their ears.”

      “I questioned the soldiers, who said that you destroyed your own airship after leaving it.” The monk made a face. “That fails to make any sense. Why would you do such a thing?”

      “We didn’t!” Dargan burst out, throwing his hands in the air in exasperation. “Finally, someone believes us!”

      “You were intending to come to Union City with the Ranger Marshal’s information about Annwn, but it appears others have already been working against you,” the monk said.

      “There have been threats and rumors of this Annwn place, and mysterious attacks happening throughout the First Realm,” the monk continued. “Do you know of any moving against you? Other elves, perhaps, on your trail?”

      “We were attacked in SkyBridge,” Dargan pointed out. “The muggers, before we got to the lodgings.”

      Mae-tsu! Connor realized with a start. Of course. It all made sense now, didn’t it? She had come into the game after him, after the Ring of Tantor—and she had promised that no one that he knew would survive and that they would kill everyone involved with Connor.

      With a sudden certainty, Connor knew that he was right. He looked up to see Olanna’s eyes already upon him. Connor nodded, and Olanna’s face fell.

      “Well, it seems that you have your culprit, whomever they may be,” the monk said out loud.

      “Union City is on high alert at the moment, and there has been talk of expelling all elves from the city. The entire council is in uproar about these attacks,” the monk went on. “I can give you sanctuary for the night, but I fear that you will have to find a way to convince the council of your innocence before they will listen to you.”

      “Why would they believe us?” Dargan muttered, eyes downcast.

      “I will speak on your behalf,” the monk said simply. “It has been a long time since the Temple of the Wave has spoken at the city council. Perhaps that will count for something.”

      “Temple of the Wave?” Olanna asked.

      “Yes,” the monk gave a brief smile. “I am Brother Yuri, and here at the temple, we strive to understand the way of the Balance, just as your Ranger Marshal did in his own way. Here, we do that through the art of the mind and the body, seeking the equilibrium that allows us to ride the storms of life. I believe that the Ranger Marshal found a similar grace in his wanderings and studying of the outside world, the ways of beasts and trees . . .”

      Olanna nodded. “It is the Ranger’s way,” she whispered. “That is why Gustav must have been so worried about word of this Annwn. It appears to upset everything.”

      “It could completely undo the Balance of the Six Worlds,” Brother Yuri said heavily, “especially if it has the power to raise Lich Kings and Undead.” A cold breeze passed over the garden, and Connor instinctively pulled his cloak tighter.

      “But enough of this dark talk! Rest here the night.” The monk spread his arms then extended an arm toward a door on the wall opposite where they had entered. “There is a guest hall through that door. In the morning, we will discuss what happens next.”

      You mean the council throwing us in jail? Connor thought darkly. He let Olanna and Dargan lead the way through the gravel paths to where a wooden door slid open, revealing a small wood-paneled hall with blankets and mats arranged at one end. Connor hadn’t realized how exhausted he was until he nearly collapsed onto the mat and fell into a fitful sleep full of shouting voices and dead faces.
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      “It was Mae-tsu. It has to be,” Connor whispered to Olanna in the early predawn grays that filtered through the windows of the Temple of the Wave.

      Beside him, the elf’s eyes narrowed as he saw a spasm of anger and pain cross her features. She nodded just once. The pair had gotten up and moved to crouch at the open door to the inner courtyard garden. Dargan was still snoring heavily under his blankets.

      “She said she would get me. Get us,” Connor nodded. He looked out over the dark plants just starting to blush with green and purple as the sun began to rise. Elsewhere, the sounds of the city were starting to wake up, with the peal of bells and the barks of dogs. Connor couldn’t help but feel that there was something muted about the city air, as if the terrible events of last night had left an indelible mark.

      “Fenwalker said that he was trying to get the City Council to listen about Annwn,” Olanna whispered.

      “These people don’t care about Annwn. I’m not sure that anyone but us even knows about it.” Connor shook his head. “You saw the soldiers last night. They all think that it’s the elves behind everything.”

      “Then we make them listen!” Olanna pointed out. “We present our evidence.”

      “What evidence, Ari?” Connor burst out, before lowering his voice as a light came on across the other side of the courtyard. Some of the Brothers of the Wave were apparently waking now.

      “All we have is the proclamation in the inn and the words of that the faun—Finbar,” Connor pointed out. “Who’s going to believe that?”

      There was a moment of silence, and their eyes moved out across the garden to see that more lights were coming on. The robed brothers were starting their daily chores, which consisted of a lot of sweeping from what Connor could see.

      “The other players,” Olanna hazarded. “They’ll have heard of Annwn. They’ll have seen the proclamation.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Connor shook his head. “You remember what both Finbar and the proclamation said. We need to go through the Six Realms if we are to find our way out. I think we should go straight for the Aviatrix’s Tower, today.”

      Olanna winced. “Experience, Connor! We need experience for a quest like that. And that means finding a Guild, getting a profession, kill-and-fetch quests, leveling up . . .”

      Connor’s tone was heavy. “And just who is going to employ us now, when half the city thinks that we’re in league with the elvish empire?”

      “There must be someone!” Olanna said desperately. He saw her open and close her mouth, trying to find a way to make this situation work—but Connor already knew that there wasn’t. He saw the realization settle over her face at the hopelessness of their situation.

      “Maybe we could go into hiding,” Olanna breathed, but Connor could tell that even she didn’t really believe that would work.

      “I fear that the young half-elf is right,” said a voice, surprising them both. Stepping toward them through the garden, not making any sound on the gravel path, came Brother Yuri. He wore a large dark jacket over his more traditional russet-and-ochre robes, and it looked as though he had been busy already.

      “Brother Yuri!” Olanna said, surprised, as she and Connor stood up.

      There was a sudden commotion behind them. “What? What? What is it!?” Dargan grumbled and coughed, rolling over with a thump as he woke up.

      “The half-elf is right,” Brother Yuri said once again, leaning against the stone wall that led out from the hall and into the garden.

      “I have spent the night talking to friends across the city, and I fear that the worst is already coming to pass—or nearly so.”

      “What do you mean?” Olanna asked.

      “Here.” The monk presented a scrap of parchment, a poster with what appeared to be their own likenesses inked in on the cover.

      
        
        WANTED

        

        AGENTS OF THE ELVISH EMPIRE

        

        LED ATTACKS AGAINST THE CITY LAST NIGHT

        

      

      “But—we didn’t lead anything!” Dargan snatched at the poster and held it up to morning’s thin light, squinting. “And that doesn’t even look like me, look—this fella’s frothing at the mouth!”

      “You should see yourself eat,” Connor mumbled, earning a sarcastic snort of laughter from the dwarf.

      “There have been attacks up and down the Lack and here, in this city, by elvish warriors looking like you,” Brother Yuri said, nodding at Connor and Olanna.

      “Those are the Fey,” Connor insisted, remembering the pair that he had met. “They’re in service to this Lord Pwyll of Annwn. They’re not the elves, and they’re not us.”

      “Whoever they are, the council has not heard of Annwn and is blaming it on the elves. I fear that you three will have to leave the city, at least until I can make the council see sense.”

      Connor looked across at Olanna and Dargan. They already knew what he was going to say.

      The half-elf raised his eyebrows. “The First Gate,” he offered.

      “The First Gate?” Brother Yuri frowned. “You mean to go through the First Gate.” He was already shaking his head.

      Connor felt the eyes of his companions on him, and he knew that it was now or never.

      “It won’t do us any good to hide out here in this city or anywhere else on this world,” Connor addressed his companions.

      “You remember what Finbar said. That Annwn was taking over. Was merging with this place—that it was already taking over. That there were more of his kind like the Pirry Dancers and the Fey arriving all the time as the realms joined. Things like this . . .” Connor nodded to the poster.

      “. . . are just going to get worse as more of the Fey arrive. And we—us elvish types—are just going to get blamed. Maybe that is what this Lord Pwyll wants: chaos and confusion, sowing war and discord, making it easier for his forces to take over.”

      He heard Olanna gulp. “It all makes sense now. The confusion, the attacks. It’s classic divide and conquer, isn’t it?”

      “Half-elf,” Brother Yuri said the words heavily. “Are you telling me that we are at war? That all this . . .” He gestured at the poster and at the city around him. “All of this is really a war between our realm and another?”

      Connor stood up and looked at the temple brother. “Yes. I am,” he said.

      “The Necromancer we defeated said that it was Annwn that helped him raise the Sleeper King.” Connor then thought of Finbar. “We know from another, a refugee from this Annwn, that they are here and they mean to take over the Six Worlds.”

      The half-elf paused and looked at his companions and Brother Yuri. “If we run or hide or wait and cower, then all of this will just keep on happening. It is my belief that we have to press on through the First Gate. That it is our only chance.”

      The temple brother was silent for a moment then nodded.

      “I knew that there was something about you,” he said, his eyes catching and holding Connor’s own.

      “Hold out your arm, half-elf,” the temple brother said.

      Connor blinked. “Why? What are you going to do?”

      The monk was already approaching, making a slow, circling motion through the air with one hand. Connor saw blue, spectral light flare into existence behind, glittering and shimmering like the waves that the order was named after.

      “Your arm, half-elf,” Yuri repeated.

      Confused but curious, Connor extended his arm. The monk held his wrist with one hand—the one that wasn’t spilling magic—as the other hovered over his bare forearm and started to lower toward it.

      “What are you doing?” Connor tried to pull away, but the monk’s grip was suddenly as strong as iron, far stronger than he would have given the man credit for.

      The temple monk’s glowing hand circled once more as if smoothing an invisible material—and Connor saw ripples of brilliant blue light around his hand. Connor’s teeth ached at the sudden presence of magic.

      And then the blue light seemed to fall, gently and without any sensation, over his skin.

      In response, his skin started to shine.

      “What?!” Connor’s arm jerked back once again—or tried to—but just like last time, the monk held it firm.

      It wasn’t all of Connor’s arm that was shining, it appeared. It was only one band, high on his forearm, near his elbow. He could now see a shining, brilliant gold, white, and silver ring.

      Or half-ring, Connor corrected. One that was rising into sharp relief around his arm—just like the object that he had once stolen from Aviatrix Tower.

      
        
        Ring of Tantor

      

      

      
        	Crafted by the Aviatrix himself, the Ring of Tantor is the key to the lock that is the First Gate. Created from rare moon steel and laced with magic that the Aviatrix alone knew, it brings together the Great Working that separated the Six Realms and opens the first portal.

        	The wielder of this item is empowered to open the First Gate.

      

      “The Ring of Tantor,” Brother Yuri said. “I could detect it on you as soon as I saw you, half-elf. There is no other magic like it in this world.”

      “Connor?!” Dargan said incredulously. “Have you been keeping something from us? Because now is the time to tell!”

      Connor whispered, “Sorry,” and looked at Olanna, whose eyes were wide with worry. He had told her about his first adventure here in this realm, but he had no idea that he still possessed the Ring of Tantor.

      “It rebirthed me back in the game, before . . .” Connor said softly to Olanna and Dargan as the monk appeared to not understand.

      “The Fey killed me, but this—this ring—reincarnated me, back at the start.”

      “Lucky for you it did,” Olanna whispered. “Otherwise, given the lock-in . . .”

      Connor nodded. Lucky for him indeed. He would likely be dead right now if this artifact hadn’t saved his life.

      “But I had no idea I still had it!” Connor insisted. “It didn’t show in my inventory.”

      “You have its mark. Its aftereffect is imprinted on your soul,” Brother Yuri intoned, releasing Connor’s arm with an air of seriousness and annoyance.

      “It means that you have opened the First Gate already,” the monk said.

      “The First Gate is open already?” Olanna said. “What do you mean?”

      “The Aviatrix designed it like a key,” Yuri explained, pointing to the band of shimmering light on Connor’s forearm. “Once it was claimed, it opened the Gate between the First Realm and the Second. The way is open, and perhaps this is the real reason why the Union Council is in panic.”

      “Then—the UnderWorld . . . ?” Dargan whispered.

      “Indeed,” the temple brother nodded. “Creatures from that realm can come here, just as we can step through to their world. I do not think many know the First Gate is open, yet. Perhaps that ignorance is all that has saved us so far.”

      Connor saw the other faces looking at him, a mixture of horror and fear and astonishment.

      In his mind, there was really only one thing to say. “Then the way is open for us. What are we waiting for?”

      There was silence across the assembled faces until Brother Yuri said,

      “You must prepare yourself before you go through the gate! Spend the day here with me and the Brothers of the Wave. We will train you for your journey.”
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      The following morning and afternoon were given over to physical training in the Temple of the Wave. Brother Yuri had disappeared, but a series of reserved, similarly clad monks and nuns appeared throughout the day, guiding them through basic unarmed fighting techniques, or what they called “stilling.”

      “This allows you to quiet your mind, center yourself, recover . . . and even learn spells,” one of the nuns, or Sisters of the Wave, told them. She had led them to the center of the courtyard garden and instructed them to sit, close their eyes, and meditate (something Connor saw as a colossal waste of their time). He heard the buzzing of the insects, he smelled the sweet jasmine of the bushes, and he was aware that his clothes itched terribly.

      “This helps me do what?” the half-elf asked after an interminably long time, earning an exasperated sigh from the sister followed by a small gesture allowing them to get up.

      “It is time for lunch anyway, and then Brother Jekan has you for more sparring. After that, you will return to me before you sleep,” the sister announced.

      “Brother Yuri?” Olanna asked. “Where is he today?”

      The sister paused and frowned slightly before inclining her head, as if she deemed that it was a reasonable question.

      “Brother Yuri is out in the city today. There is much alarm and chaos with gangs roaming, looking for elves. There is also talk of war in the council. Yuri is seeing what he can learn and also attempting to ease the tensions,” she said before dismissing them.

      Ease the tensions, Connor thought as he picked himself up. Part of him felt like this was all nothing more than a game.

      But played with real people, he reminded himself. One where you could die for real.

      How strange it was for a made-up character like Brother Yuri to take it on himself to be a peace ambassador. The revelation left Connor feeling vaguely ashamed somehow.

      Is all this chaos because of me? he wondered.

      The rest of their afternoon went quickly and resulted in a fresh batch of bruises, but also some successes, before the sister had them for their “focusing” once more.

      This time, as night descended over the gardens and the sounds of the city about them appeared to be far away, Connor felt something a little different. His head lightened and his heart cleared a little. Like his mind was a clear stream of refreshing mountain water.

      He had learned a new skill.

      
        
        Focus:

        The ability to harness mental power and apply it the task at hand, making it faster, more powerful, and / or more effective.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Reduce time to learn spells by 25%. Increase strength of spells by 25%.

      

      “Hmm, cool!” Connor thought before returning with the others to the sleeping hall and collapsing on the mats under home-spun blankets.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Up!”

      Connor awoke to a bang and a fierce whisper. For a moment, he struggled to remember where he was, who he was. He wasn’t in his Tokyo apartment and wasn’t surrounded by the litter of a single-room bachelor apartment—he wasn’t in Tokyo, at all.

      And he could breathe, Connor realized as he took in a deep gasp. His breathing was clear. No wheezing from the debilitating asthma that he had been affected by before.

      Back in the real world, he immediately thought, but his mind rebelled. He could breathe the soft night air here, laden with the scent of jasmine, wood oils, maybe something bitter like a cook fire. Here, he could feel the scratchy blanket covering him. The hardness of the boards underneath. How is this in any way not real?

      “Friends, you need to get going!” the voice hissed once more, and Connor blinked away his sleepy thoughts as Dargan groaned. Connor, Dargan and Olanna pushed themselves up and saw the shadowed figure of Brother Yuri, crouching by the screen door. Beyond his shoulder, the temple grounds were silvery gray with predawn light.

      “What is it?” growled the dwarf, earning a sharp hiss from Yuri.

      Not his usually peaceful demeanor, Connor thought, noting how the brother turned back around to look over his shoulder, listening intently for a moment.

      “Do you smell that?” whispered another shadow in the dark, surprising Connor. It was Olanna, who had managed to wake up, get out of her bed roll, and get dressed in her canvas and leathers. She held a long knife in her hand.

      “What?” Connor asked instinctively before he noticed what she was talking about. Yes, there was a scent to the air beyond the flowers of the brothers’ garden. The smell of smoke.

      Whump! Suddenly, there was a distant bang from outside their compound, deep in the city somewhere. Connor strained his eyes to look, and he thought he could see the dark sky lighten a little.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” Connor whispered, rolling out of bed, hurriedly grabbing his clothes. For a moment, he was intently conscious that he was only in his tunic and small clothes in front of Olanna, but the elf did not appear to notice. She was more concerned with what was going on outside. He grabbed his things, his weapons, and slid his toughened jerkin on over his chest.

      “There is evil at work in the city tonight,” Brother Yuri whispered. “Can you not feel it?” He murmured the last, his eyes scanning the tiled rooftops of the Temple of the Wave.

      “No, I can’t,” Dargan muttered, but Connor wasn’t so sure. Maybe he was more aware of the tension in this room and the threat emanating from Brother Yuri himself than any psychic sense that he might have, but he wasn’t going to argue with the monk either.

      Thud.

      Brother Yuri’s form twitched a little and then went deadly quiet as he peered intently at the rooftop opposite.

      “There!” he whispered as Connor and the others scrambled to look.

      At first, all Connor could make out was the slightly lighter darkness of the tiles on the roof, the protrusion of chimney pots, and then—

      Crunch-crackle . . .

      The sound focused their attention on a dark shape that emerged, moving from the far side of the roof toward them. It moved—scampering?—along the roof ridge quickly. For a split-second, the shape was silhouetted against the lighter night sky, and Connor saw a form that wasn’t quite human and not quite . . . anything else he recognized.

      Fear clutched at his heart. The figure was vaguely humanoid but dressed in dark leathers or furs. It moved in quick, furtive bursts but had now stopped to raise its head and sniff at the sky.

      The creature had a snout like a dog or a fox or a . . . rat?

      Connor shuddered. “What is that!?”

      “Shh!” Brother Yuri murmured, but it was already too late. The creature on the roof opposite them had already turned toward where they stood and appeared to be looking directly at them.

      “Beastlings!” Brother Yuri spat.

      Connor saw the creature spring into action, sliding down the tiled roof toward the central courtyard in a flash, moving so fast that his eyes could not keep up.

      “Whatlings?” he heard himself say, but already Brother Yuri was up and springing forward. The half-elf could have sworn that he saw a blue light beginning to curl from his fists as he moved.

      “Get up! Move!” Dargan shouted, always the first be ready for a fight. The dwarf bounded after the monk, and Connor and Olanna joined them soon after.

      Beastlings? Connor’s mind was racing. He had never heard of them but didn’t have time to wonder more as he crashed through the sweet-scented flowers and delicate gardens of the Brothers of the Wave, following the swift steps of Brother Yuri in front. The dark shape of the building around them rose on all sides, and the ornamental trees and bushes obscured their view until—

      Phooom!

      There was a sudden blossom of bright orange-and-green energy as something exploded. Brightness filled Connor’s eyes, and he was thrown backward as flames tore apart the bushes.

      
        	Beastling attacks Connor with FlamePot for 20 Health points damage.

      

      Connor screamed in agony as he was thrown to the ground. He thrashed and rolled, spluttering, coughing, and burning. There were gobbets of glowing, green ichor sticking to his shoulders and arms, burning his skin and clothes. He panicked, swiping his arm across the floor—but the flames remained.

      
        	Fire from FlamePot continues burning, causing 7 Health points of damage.

      

      Connor opened his mouth scream, but it filled with super-heated, acrid smoke. Instead of yelling for help, he started hacking and coughing instead.

      “Connor! I’m with you.” Someone was suddenly at his side, grabbing him and pulling him backward.

      
        	Fire from FlamePot continues burning, causing 7 Health points of damage.

      

      Connor half fell, was half shoved into a pool of water he half remembered seeing as they traversed the temple’s inner courtyard.

      “Ugh?” He spluttered and flailed as surer hands dunked him fully into the water then pulled him back. Something was wrapped around his arm and shoulder—a cloak, he realized—and then the pain was suddenly gone.

      “Now fight!” his savior said, and Connor realized that it was Olanna who had rescued him. The sounds of the battle returned.

      “Back, fiends!” shouted a clear voice, which Connor realized was Brother Yuri. There was a sudden flash of blue light from between the bushes and a shriek as a smaller, dark shape was lifted up and thrown through the nearest set of temple doors. Brother Yuri followed, leaping after the beast.

      “There’s more of them coming. Get up and fight!” Olanna shouted, already turning and racing across the garden to snatch up her short bow.

      “Sckrrrargh!” A creature burst through the undergrowth, snarling and baring teeth as well as two long, serrated daggers. The creature was barely as tall as Connor’s shoulder, and it was hunched over as well, making it appear smaller. It wore a close-fitting dark, almost black leather cuirass and leggings, but from its claws, neck, and across its face, mottled, stubbled fur was visible. The Beastling had a face that looked like a cross between a dog and a rat, with sharp eyes and animal ears at the back of its head and a long snout that was filled with long, yellowing teeth.

      Olanna had already snatched up her bow, but a Beastling darted forward, swiping a hand through the air. One of its daggers flashed through the air, striking Olanna before she could lose an arrow.

      The elf screamed in pain, falling backward, and Connor could see the sudden spurt of blood.

      No!

      Connor realized he hadn’t even retrieved his weapons yet from where he had fallen, but launched himself at the Beastling, nonetheless.

      
        
        Name: Beastling

        Level: 2

        Size: Medium

        Health: 20 / 20

        Vitality: 18/22

        Agility: 15

        Charisma: 2

        Intelligence: 8

        Stamina: 11

        Strength: 8

        Wisdom: 5

      

      

      Anger filled the half-elf, and he grabbed at the monster, seeking to grab its wrists, but the creature was fast, dodging and ducking backward in a flash of movement that Connor could barely follow.

      I should have spent more time training! The thought came to the half-elf unbidden and nearly unnerved him.

      There was a sudden flash of steel as the blade moved between them.

      
        	Beastling attacks Connor with Dagger for 12 Health points damage.

      

      Connor hissed as he felt the pain explode across his ribs in a white line of fire. He didn’t look down. He didn’t want to look down. How could he have ever thought this was just a game?

      As his life flashed before his eyes, time itself seemed to slow. He saw the Beastling drawing its blade back, the creature’s maw opened in a victorious screech.

      Now!

      Connor moved, not fleeing or dodging—but forward, and slammed the bare palm of his hand into the creature’s snout.

      
        	Connor attacks Beastling with Hand causing 5 Health points damage.

        	Hit to snout stuns Beastling.

      

      It was a lucky strike more than any skill in hand-to-hand combat. Maybe it was the fact that the Beastling hadn’t expected him to simply press forward with his attack or the fact that the creature’s nose was its most sensitive part. Whatever the reason was, the Beastling dropped its knife as it whimpered and staggered backward, clutching at its snout.

      Connor saw his chance and scooped up the Beastling’s knife then leaped forward.

      
        	Connor attacks Beastling with Knife for 6 Health points damage.

        	Knife delivers critical hit to heart increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 18 Health points.

      

      Connor plunged the knife into the Beastling’s chest and leapt back, out of the way of the swiping claws, as it collapsed backward.

      
        	Beastling has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Beastling.

      

      

      “Skreeeargh!” There was a screech from Connor’s right as another of the Beastlings burst through from the undergrowth toward him, two knives raised.

      Thock!

      Before Connor could even get a chance to react, one of Olanna’s arrows had embedded itself in the creature’s neck. The beast fell to the ground at the half-elf’s feet, Connor looking down in surprise—and relief.

      There was another final-sounding thump not far away, and then the small temple courtyard descended into a wary silence.

      “Is it over?” he asked, turning slowly around.

      Olanna shrugged, likewise searching the area for more enemies.

      “Friends.” A low voice startled them as Brother Yuri appeared, striding toward them with Dargan right behind him. They both had blood on their clothes, but Connor’s eyes were focused on the blue glow around Brother Yuri’s fists and, unnervingly, in his eyes. The spectral glow was fading, though, and as it dissipated, the monk looked smaller and somehow far more fragile than before.

      “It is done,” the brother said. “The Beastlings have been defeated.” He paused in the small clearing as he stood over the two bodies that Connor and Olanna had felled. Connor saw the brother’s eyes were grim.

      “If these creatures are out, then the news could be dire indeed,” he said.

      When he was met by questioning faces, Yuri sighed. “There are very few Beastlings in our world. Almost none, in fact, but occasionally, a small party manages to break through the Gate between the UnderWorld—the Second Realm—and our world. At least, that’s always how it has been before . . .”

      “The Gate?” Connor breathed. “You mean . . . these Beastlings have come through the Gate?”

      Yuri nodded. “Yes. Usually, they are only roaming bands led by a Beastling shaman, one powerful enough to break the wards and seals between the realms, but . . .” The monk held his head up as if sniffing the air.

      “This is different, and I don’t like it,” the monk said abruptly. “Just yesterday, we discovered that the First Gate had been opened . . .” His eyes slid to Connor and where the invisible Ring of Tantor was still encircled around his forearm.

      “And now, the creatures of the UnderWorld are finding their way through,” Brother Yuri finished. “If we’re lucky, this was just a singular scouting party and none will return to let others know the gate is open.”

      “And if we are not lucky?” Dargan muttered.

      Brother Yuri’s eyes were dark.

      “Then I fear that this is just the start of a realm-to-realm war.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the following day finally dawned, they were met with grim news. Union City appeared to be descending into chaos. Word reached the Temple of the Wave of Beastling attacks dotted across the city—as well as another explosion and fire—this time at the adventurers’ tavern called the King’s Head.

      “Where we were supposed to be staying,” Connor said quietly to Olanna, confirming what he had suspected—that Mae-tsu and her criminal gang were behind both the attack on the Pettigrew Express and the tavern. There were also more reports of “elvish” attacks against parties of adventurers outside of the city—bands of white-haired and black-clad assassins who killed without mercy and who appeared to be ransacking caravans and groups of travelers.

      “And that will be the Fey,” Olanna nodded. “Also looking for us.” Her eyes darted to Connor. “Looking for your arm, that is.”

      Connor grimaced, and even though the shining gold band had faded, he laced up his cuffs a little tighter. They were still holed up in the Temple of the Wave, while the rest of the city was quickly falling to paranoia and despair at word of the various attacks—and word of the Sleeper King, who had nearly destroyed SkyBridge Outpost.

      An air of fear and expectant horror was settling over Union City, and Connor knew that it wouldn’t be long until it broke.

      Annwn is coming, he kept on thinking, recalling Finbar’s words. Annwn is coming to take over, and they’re already here . . .

      Not that Connor, Olanna, and Dargan had much time to spend worrying, as once again they were hit, struck, and generally beaten by the monks of the temple—all in the name of training.

      “Ow! Hey!” Connor said as another open palm slapped his face. Brother Yuri himself stepped back with a grin on his face.

      “Keep your mind on your exercises, then! Stop thinking about rumors and panic and start blocking!” the Brother of the Wave said, once again darting forward with nothing in his hands but open air.

      
        	Brother Yuri attacks Connor with Hand. Block failed; no damage done.

      

      Slap!

      There was another sharp, ringing sound as the brother’s hand met the other side of his face this time, after feinting to one side and then appearing on the other to deliver a stinging clap. Connor had tried to use his hands to parry, but it appeared as though all he could do was paddle at the air while Brother Yuri slapped ten bales out of him.

      The only bright side was that the attacks, while painful, didn’t cause any measurable damage.

      Slap!

      “Use your forearms and the crook of your wrist! Remember your blocks!” Brother Yuri said, lightly stepping back to perform another quick demonstration for his benefit.

      “Here. Up and out, see?” Brother Yuri moved his hands and arms with precise, deliberate movements. He did the same gesture on the other side of his body with his other arm, then mirrored the gesture downward, down and away from his chest on one side, and down and away on the other side as well.

      “You know, I am much better with an ax,” Connor said as he ran through the exercises, feeling vaguely ridiculous.

      “Again! Faster!” Brother Yuri demanded of him and of all of them. Dargan and Olanna stood with Connor in the small courtyard garden, each with their own trainer performing the same moves again and again, fast as they were able.

      “I’m sure that you are a better axman, half-elf. However, there may yet come a time when you have to face your opponents without your weapons. Or a time when you want to capture, not kill.” Brother Yuri flickered a sharp glance at him, and Connor looked away.

      Did he know about the young Union soldier?

      Yuri clapped his hands and shouted a series of unintelligible words then stepped back. The other monks did the same.

      There was a sudden shimmer in the air in front of the elf, half-elf, and dwarf, and a form coalesced in front of each of them, made of ripples of white-and-blue racing wind.

      “Zephyrs,” Yuri said. “Our elemental friends and servants, here to see if any of you prove worthy to follow the Path of Balance. Now fight!”

      What?! Connor’s mind screamed. The creature of light and wind—one that he could barely see—suddenly darted forward, extending a blue-and white, gleaming arm.

      
        	Zephyr attacks Connor for 3 Health points damage.

      

      “Ow!” Connor grunted. Around him Olanna and Dargan were similarly blasted by the attacks of the summoned Zephyrs, each blow like a savage storm gust of stinging wind. Attacks that did real damage!

      “Parry then! Practice what you were taught!” he heard Brother Yuri calling as the Zephyr suddenly darted forward once again.

      Okay, arm up—and—out! Connor remembered, throwing up his forearm and locking his wrist at the same time.

      For it to slam through the racing arm of the Zephyr, scattering it to, well, the winds!

      “I’m not hurting it!” Connor heard Olanna say.

      “Remember your blocks—there are more ways than one to injure an opponent!” Yuri laughed as Connor had to dodge out of the way of the next flying, wind-laced arm and instead bounced back, pushing down and out with his arm to catch the next attack.

      
        	You have struck Zephyr for 10 Vitality.

      

      This time, Connor caught the Zephyr’s second arm and smashed through the solidified air with ease, scattering their arm for a moment before it recombined.

      The Zephyr spun around in place, dizzying Connor for a moment before it feinted, then struck out as Connor leaned away.

      
        	Zephyr attacks Connor for 2 Health points damage.

      

      It gets weaker, Connor suddenly thought, as the creature seemed to get weaker every time that he blocked one of its attacks.

      With this knowledge, Connor threw himself forward, forgetting the training to just use his blocks. Instead, he threw a roundhouse punch of his own.

      That was followed by another of the Temple Brother’s blocks on the next attack, both times, his fists went through the Zephyr’s insubstantial body. On the second, the Zephyr dissipated into nothing but eddying gusts of air.

      
        
        Zephyr has been defeated.

      

        

      
        Hand-to-Hand Combat Skill has increased to Novice Level.

      

      

      Nearby, it seemed that Olanna had already finished—and apparently had done far better than he had. She grinned and gave him a high five right as their attention was drawn to a crash and a groan from the dwarf.

      “Dwarves are not built for kung fu,” he grumbled, pushing himself back to his feet and dusting himself off.

      “Well, perhaps not.” Brother Yuri appeared once more. “And that, sadly, is the best I can teach you in such a short time. Your skills, Master Dwarf, are going to be better served with this in your hands, I fear.”

      The temple brother brought forth bundles of blankets and canvas packs, along with their belongings. The first was Dargan’s, with his familiar war hammer atop it, as well as his belt knife and a coil of rope.

      “The city council keeps the First Gate locked away, but you can reach it using the water tunnels that run through the rocks beneath us. We need to depart immediately before the council realizes that the gate is open.”

      Olanna and Connor agreed, accepting their packs and looking inside.

      
        
        Backpack

      

      

      
        	Climbing harness

        	Candles (x3)

        	Flint and strike

        	Basic Rations (x3)

        	Healing Potions (x2)

        	Spare blanket

      

      And, last but not least, were their weapons. Olanna was gifted a shortbow and a regular longsword as well as her belt knife. Connor received a belt knife, a set of three small throwing blades, plus a new hand ax. It was still single-bladed, but the metal and wood were of a much better quality than either of his previous weapons—he really needed to stop losing weapons—and when he bounced it in his hand, he found that it was perfectly balanced.

      “That is the best I can give you if you for traveling to the Second Realm and the UnderWorld,” Brother Yuri said.

      With a solemn nod, the monk grabbed his own overcoat and lead the way out of the Temple of the Wave.
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            Below the City

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late morning by the time the party neared their destination, moving through the busy city, trying to appear as inconspicuous as possible.

      “Keep moving and keep your weapons hidden!” Brother Yuri said, head down to avoid attention.

      There were Union City guards everywhere, patrolling the streets in groups of three or more, stopping often to harass any that they deemed suspicious. Connor, Olanna, Dargan, and Brother Yuri wore the large, baggy red-and-ochre robes of the Temple of the Wave over their own clothes, their cloaks pulled up and hoods down as far as possible to cover their faces.

      Still, Connor flinched when he saw soldiers standing outside the inns and taverns that they passed, stopping any from entering. From inside came the sounds of yelling, smashing glass, and grunts of pain.

      “Get the elves out of here!” A passerby, a street merchant called, and Connor peered from under his hood to see a soldier doing just that.

      “What are the fools doing!?” Dargan muttered angrily.

      They saw people being dragged from the inns, soldiers roughly expelling them out onto the cobbled streets.

      He saw elves, some like Olanna with white hair, others wearing green-and-russet robes—all apparently picked out by the Union soldiers as “enemies of the state.”

      “Get out of the city before sundown. You’re not welcome in Union City anymore!” one soldier yelled, stopping just short of actual violence against the family of elven descent he’d just herded out of an inn. Instead throwing their belongings after them as they cowered, confusion clearly evident on their faces.

      “You and your Beastling allies!” the soldier snarled after them.

      “Well, that is really going to help matters, isn’t it?” Olanna hissed under her breath. Connor and Yuri closed ranks around her, trying to keep her in their midst and furthest away from sight.

      “The entrance isn’t far, through the old Shrine of Manilaes,” Yuri was whispering as the group saw that it wasn’t just elves who were getting the same xenophobic treatment.

      “You ’n’ all, shorty!” A gang of Union City toughs had apparently taken it upon themselves to drive out a complement of dwarves in the local market, and the soldiers weren’t doing anything to stop them.

      Dargan started to growl at Connor’s side, as did Olanna.

      “This is going too far,” he heard her hiss, but Connor was adamant.

      “We make for the First Gate! That’s what this is all about!” he whispered fiercely. Yuri pointed across the busy, rowdy marketplace to a small white-stone building that looked like a chapel. An iron gate was closed in front of a narrow doorway. A statue of a robed figure, some kind of water hero, sat atop the building.

      “That is the Shrine of Manilaes. That leads to the water tunnels that wind under the city and will take us to the First—”

      The Brother of the Wave hadn’t even managed to finish his sentence when another voice burst out near them. It was one of the leery Union City toughs, raising his eyes from the three dwarvish merchants that they were threatening and turning to look at the supposed monks.

      “There’s another one! They’re even being priests now!” the tough called out, and Connor saw all eyes—the toughs and the three persecuted dwarvish merchants—turn to register Dargan.

      “Monks, not priests, you idiot!” Dargan shouted back, and Connor saw the dwarf’s hand moving to the handle of his concealed war hammer inside his cloak.

      “Dargan, no . . .” Connor hissed, but it was already too late. The youngest tough was striding toward them, reaching up to snatch at Dargan’s hood.

      “What good is a dwarvish priest, huh? Who wants to hear their rock-loving sermons?” the tough laughed, his meaty hand just about to pluck at the coarse material.

      “Not today, cow-hand,” Olanna snarled, stepping forward and smoothly grabbing the wrist of the tough before it could touch Dargan.

      “Step back, and no one gets hurt,” she hissed at their would-be attacker. Connor looked on in horror.

      No! he thought as he saw the tough’s eyes widen in shock and horror at the face inside the hood.

      “Elf!” The young thug shouted as Olanna stepped forward and casually slammed her hand into his throat.

      “Ugh!” The tough fell back, but his cry had been heard by the others—and across the marketplace itself.

      “Elf! There’s a witch elf over here!” the other thugs started shouting, their anger and outrage being joined by some of the stallholders, who were reaching for clubs and weapons.

      “Dammit! You fools!” Connor roared, jumping forward to grab the edge of the nearest market table.

      With a growl, he pushed the tabletop laden with strange, brightly colored fruit over. It fell between Olanna and her about-to-be-attackers, and Connor sprang back and seized Olanna’s arm.

      “Come on! To the shrine!” Connor yelled. “Dargan, let’s go!” He could see that the dwarf was hanging back, already drawing his war hammer as the three other merchant dwarves started to growl and draw their weapons.

      “We can’t leave them!” Dargan shouted as more thugs and soldiers started to arrive.

      “Let them go! We’re only making it worse!” Connor called, pushing Olanna toward the shrine as he turned back.

      For Yuri to jump forward at his side. Both of them confronted the charging merchants and thugs.

      Connor leapt forward, purposely not drawing his hand ax but instead, using just his hands to parry the first meaty forearm of the stallholder. He delivered a punch to the man’s nose in return. There was a sharp smack and the sound of cracking bone as the man fell back. Beside him, the monk Yuri’s hands were a whisper of blows, striking out fast and quick, catching a fist and turning it before delivering his own barrage of blows.

      “Run!” Dargan shouted at the three dwarvish merchants, who, hearing the whistles and seeing the rushing soldiers reach the edge of the courtyard, could clearly see which side their fortune favored. They broke apart, heading for the other side of the marketplace as Connor and Dargan fell back.

      But not Yuri.

      “Brother Yuri!” Connor shouted. He saw the monk kick one of the thugs who dropped immediately, stumbling backward into cloth wall of a stall. There were already two more unconscious bodies around the monk, and now a tide of soldiers rushed through the crowds toward him.

      “Go! This is in the service of the Balance!” the Brother of the Wave shouted, casually spinning to trip up another stallholder who rushed at him with a club upraised. Yuri turned to face the soldiers, his hands up and not even breaking a sweat.

      “I’ll hold them. Now go! Get to the Gate!” the monk called again, turning to face the soldiers.

      Connor noted that his savage grin did not appear to be keeping with a peaceful way of life of a monk. But who was he to argue? The half-elf pushed Dargan ahead of him as he ran, catching up to where Olanna was already kicking open the black iron gate. The trio barged into the dark space beyond, finding a set of stairs leading downwards into the dark.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Connor pulled out the Grimoire of Hebspeth and flipped through it, the pages glowing slightly so he could read the words well enough to recite the spell.

      
        
        Spell: Light

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a glowing ball of light.

      

      
        
        Cost: 2 Vitality points

      

      

      A ball of blue-white light appeared, flaring into life before them, illuminating the small room where the stairs stopped. Each wall contained a brick arch, their lower halves covered in dark mold and moss, and in the center of the tunnel floor was a channel where a stream of dirty looking water flowed.

      “This must carry the river’s overflow,” Dargan whispered, looking first one way and then the next. “How do we know which way it is to the First Gate?”

      Connor started to shake his head, but then a thought struck him. He quickly unlaced the cuff of his forearm, holding it out in front of himself and moved it one direction then the next like a divining rod. The band where the Ring of Tantor had been began to glow a little when he pointed his arm toward the right archway.

      “I still don’t even understand it,” Dargan whispered, nodding at Connor’s arm.

      The half-elf had already told his friends of his earlier adventure and the reason why he had come into Legends in the first place. That included an explanation of who Mae-tsu was and why she was after him. The dwarf hadn’t been as offended or as scornful as Connor had been afraid that he might be—or as much as Olanna had been. Instead, he had merely nodded seriously.

      “I think the Ring of Tantor . . . changes the game. Or the player,” Olanna offered. She eyed Connor’s glowing forearm. “It must add something to them, some sort of permanent effect or ability.”

      “You don’t say,” Connor was grumbling as he shook his arm a little. The glow remained the same.

      There was sound from above them, a scrabble of boots on the stairs.

      “They’ve gone into the water tunnels! Tell the guard captains!” Connor heard voices shouting.

      “Come on. No time to lose!” Connor said, leading the group into the tunnel his arm appeared to be directing them toward.
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        * * *

      

      After the third intersection, there was no need for Hebspeth’s magical light since the half-ring around Connor’s forearm was glowing stronger and stronger. The glowing arm band didn’t hurt, thankfully, it just cast a golden glow upon the tunnel before them.

      “Have we lost them?” Connor gasped as he leaned against the wall, panting heavily and feeling the stitch in his side.

      
        
        Connor Halfelven

        Vitality: 25 / 40

      

      

      The half-elf groaned, feeling his heart thumping hard in his chest. His Vitality was barely half full after all of the running and fighting that he had done since daybreak. He hadn’t given his body a chance to replenish it fully. If he stopped to think about it, then it seemed as though every muscle in his body was aching. Around them, the arched tunnel was lit up by the eerie, golden glow of his own arm, and every time he moved, he threw strange and lurid shapes of their silhouettes around them, like ghouls.

      “Wait . . .” Dargan breathed, pausing for a moment before he lowered himself to a crouch and set an ear to the stone.

      “Dargan, what are you doing?” Connor asked in disbelief. The dwarf shushed him with an angry wave and then appear to rest his head on the ground for a moment longer.

      “Huh,” he heard the dwarf say after a moment. “I always wondered what that ability was like!”

      Connor and Olanna shared a puzzled look.

      “Dwarves get StoneSpeak. It means we can hear messages through the rocks when underground,” Dargan said proudly.

      “Well?” Olanna was impatient. “Just what did you hear?”

      “There were sounds of running boots, but they were far, far behind us,” he said. “I couldn’t say how I knew, just that I did. I could somehow feel what was going on.” His face darkened. “There were others, though, another group moving through other tunnels somewhere above us,” he said warily.

      “Could you tell how many?” Olanna asked, a concerned look on her face.

      “No . . . and that wasn’t all,” Dargan said, turning to nod in the direction ahead. “There was something else. A noise I can’t describe, like a thrumming, from ahead. It didn’t feel like rock noise, if that makes sense? It didn’t feel right.”

      “Rock noise?” Connor considered that he was way out of his depth. “What do you mean? A machine ahead of us, maybe?”

      Dargan beetled his eyebrows. “I have no idea.” He shook his head. “All I can say is that the rocks didn’t feel right.”

      “Didn’t feel right,” Connor murmured. He was lost when it came to dwarvish ways, but he figured they’d find out what Dargan meant soon enough.

      Their steps led them deeper into the maze of tunnels, as first one archway opened off to one side and then another. The shining Ring of Tantor on Connor’s arm led the way.

      “The walls are changing.” Dargan was the first to notice, nodding to where they had passed out of brickwork to more naturally flowing “flutes” of rock.

      “We must be deep under the city,” the dwarf whispered. Even the water gully beside them had disappeared, instead replaced with smooth, slightly silvered rock.

      “Hmm,” Dargan murmured. They passed what appeared to be an arch built into the rock, made of cut stone and supporting the roof.

      Connor noted that the stonework was nothing short of marvelous. It was smooth on the outside, but every block appeared to be a different size, from thin slivers to larger, rounded, or oblong shapes. Their joins were so finely put together that Connor didn’t think he could even get a fingernail between them.

      “This is dwarfish work; I’m sure of it,” Dargan murmured, inspecting the stone before grunting appreciatively to himself.

      “Old dwarvish settlement under the city?” Olanna asked, earning a puzzled grunt from Dargan and Connor both.

      “Didn’t Fenwalker say that the dwarves came from the UnderWorld originally?” Connor remembered, his eyes on the arch and the rocks ahead of them. The architecture was so graceful, complementing the natural shapes and flow of the tunnel itself.

      “Then we must be getting closer to the First Gate.” Olanna nodded, looking at Connor’s fiercely glowing arm before they turned to step forward.

      Olanna was a few steps ahead and stumbled as a wave of something washed over them. Dargan let out a low moan, and Connor clutched at his heart. The half-elf felt petrified, as if all of his blood had suddenly run cold.

      “What was that!?” Connor hissed, steadying himself by placing a hand on the wall before another wave hit him.

      
        
        You have been struck by Fear.

        Effect: 20% decrease in attack damage and defense ability for duration of attack.

      

      

      What the . . . Connor gasped, feeling his knees actually shake as he almost slid to the floor in a heap.

      No. Keep it together, Connor. Keep it together! The half-elf demanded of himself, breathing through the wave as it finally started to subside.

      “Unnhh . . .” He heard a groan, looking up to see that both Olanna and Dargan’s faces had gone a pale white, and Olanna was hunched over with her hands on her knees.

      “The rocks don’t feel right, you said?” Connor heard her quip, gasping. “Is it the Gate itself? Some kind of enchantment?”

      “Curse, more like.” Connor straightened up, taking a deep breath. “Feels more like a warning. But we can’t let that stop us!”

      He took another step, and Olanna and Dargan did too. The half-elf almost started to believe that it was going to be a one-off attack when it suddenly struck him again, stronger and more powerfully than before.

      Connor staggered as the wave of fear and terror ran over him, making his body tremble. He broke out in a cold sweat.

      I can’t do this. This is too much . . . His mind was hammering. How could he ever have thought that he could make it through the entirety of the Six Realms without dying? He was just a nobody who lived in a cheap-ass Tokyo apartment.

      Come to think . . . How long have I been in the game? Is my body starving? Am I going to die right now!?

      Doubts and fears slammed into not just Connor Halfelven, but Connor Breen, the man.

      There was a tortured groan as Olanna managed to move one leg forward before she coughed, hunkering down as if under a heavy storm.

      There’s no way that we can make it out alive, Connor thought. No way. This was too much, even for him. And if everything that Finbar had said was true—that it wasn’t just a rogue game that they were up against an entire nightmare realm as well?

      I can’t do it!

      Another wave of the fear rolled over him, and this time he hadn’t even moved. Connor quailed.

      
        
        You have been struck by Fear.

        Effect: 40% decrease in attack damage and defense ability for duration of attack.

      

      

      His stats were plunging, and if anyone were to attack them now, there was little chance they would prevail.

      Who was he to think that he could win this game? What hubris, he cursed himself, shaking his head in despair.

      And he had once thought himself to be one of the best game hackers in the entire world.

      “Connor! Olanna!” There was a strangulated cry, and Connor managed to blink back the tears of frustration to see that Dargan was actually managing to move, one sliding step after another.

      But Connor could also see just how much each sliding step cost the dwarf as he heaved great sighs and gritted his teeth. “We have to move! We can’t let this trap win!” He breathed, shoving a resisting boot forward once more, the simple act looking as if it was the hardest thing in the world.

      A trap. It’s a trap. The thought hit Connor. Of course it was. How could he have forgotten it?

      “Focus!” Olanna hissed through her teeth. She narrowed her eyes and forced herself to crab forward as now successive waves of terror and fear battered them.

      
        
        You have been struck by Fear.

        Effect: 50% decrease in attack damage and defense ability for duration of attack.

      

      

      The waves were getting stronger, the instilled fear greater. Connor knew that soon, he would be as weak as a babe and probably unable to move at all.

      But it’s only a trap, he the half-elf reminded himself.

      He had to focus.

      All at once, a thought occurred to him. “Focus!” he croaked, remembering the skill that he had recently acquired at the Temple of the Wave.

      Focusing could be used as a way to heal . . . and a way to center and ground oneself. The Sister of the Wave had said that it helped to clear the mind.

      And I really need my mind clear, Connor thought. He struggled to recall just what the woman had said.

      “Breathe. Breathe deep . . .” he murmured as around him the elf and the dwarf struggled to advance.

      Connor tried to take a deep breathe, but it was hard when his jaw was clamping tight with fear. He skipped that part and moved onto the next, counting his breath. She had said something about relaxing, hadn’t she? Relaxing the muscles in the body, allowing them to return to a state of oneness.

      At that moment, Connor felt very much at one with his state of sheer panic. It was a miracle that he hadn’t turned and fled. That any of them hadn’t, actually.

      Breathe, one, two, three . . .

      The half-elf tried to focus. He tried to count the breaths in and out. He tried to allow his mind to settle just as the Sister of the Wave had shown them.

      
        
        You have been struck by Fear.

        Effect: 20% decrease in attack damage and defense ability for duration of attack.

      

      

      A new wave of fear washed over Connor, and he knew that he should have been disheartened by that fact, but he realized it was improving. He was still shaking with fear, barely able to breath, let alone move, but the effect was definitely less severe than it had been a moment before.

      Breathe in, breathe out. Let your mind focus, he recalled the sister’s words—and shoved a foot forward. And then the next.

      “Raaargh!” There was a sudden cry of triumph as Dargan, a few yards ahead of him, threw himself forward and fell to the floor, gasping.

      “I made it! Right here—the trap ends!” Dargan gasped, and Connor extended a shaking hand toward Olanna.

      “Olanna! Focus! Take my hand!” he urged through pursed lips. Connor could see the elf’s fearful eyes glance at him, catch his own . . . and then her closest hand reached out to grasp his. Just the touch of her warm hand sent a wave of courage into Connor, and in return, back to Olanna too.

      “We’re going to make it,” he hissed, dragging his feet forward a little more. Olanna did the same beside him.

      “We can make it!” Connor insisted, pushing once again as the hand in his own tightened.

      “Friends, you can do it!” They were close enough now for Dargan to strain forward in a swipe, catching at Connor’s out-stretched arm. The dwarf fell backward, pulling them both out of the enchantment.

      Both Connor and Olanna burst from the curse trap and collapse on the stone floor of the tunnel, gasping and panting as their heartbeats slowly went from thunderous to a more normal beat.

      “That was . . . intense,” Olanna groaned when a several minutes had passed. There was a chorus of agreements and grumbles from the other two. They all pushed themselves to their feet and scrambled down the tunnel and away from the terrible trap.

      “I guess it was put there to stop people from getting to the First Gate,” Connor said in a voice that still wasn’t entirely steady.

      “Not Level 4 people, anyway,” Olanna agreed glumly. She nodded to where Dargan was already leading the way ahead of them.

      “How did you get across so fast?” she asked.

      In response, their friend merely turned back to regard them once, solemnly.

      “Back in the real world, our own world, I guess I should call it,” he said, “I have a spinal condition. It means that I can barely walk, dress myself, wash, cook, you name it. I have to rely on caretakers and family.”

      The dwarf’s words were stark and echoed in the cramped tunnels.

      “While I know that all this business with Annwn is terrible and that we’re stuck in Legends of the Six Realms now . . .” Dargan cleared his throat.

      “I reckon that I already face far worse fears than that every day of my normal life. And while I don’t want to die down here, that helps me put all this in perspective, I guess,” he said with a shrug, then turned and set forth into the darkness.

      Connor looked at Olanna. Although they didn’t speak a word, they were both thinking exactly the same thing.

      That they had never heard anything so brave before in their lives.
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            Final Boss?

          

        

      

    

    
      The three companions fell into silence as they moved forward into the darkness beneath the city. They were surrounded on all sides by the same fluted, natural rock with the subtle, dwarven-built arches at tunnel entrances and exits. The current tunnel appeared to widen out a little as it approached a larger opening into a cavern ahead.

      “Look!” Dargan, his dwarven sight helping him to see the inscriptions in the rock—runes, and geometric dots and lines—every few yards.

      “What does it say?” Connor asked.

      The dwarf squinted, and Connor held his glowing arm closer to the wall.

      “Greetings from the Joint Human-Dwarvish Outpost of Welcome, established between the two worlds,” Dargan said with an appraising nod. “I guess we’re in the right place, then?”

      “We can’t be far,” Olanna whispered, nodding not only to the dwarfish script on the walls but also to the golden glow emanating from Connor’s arm.

      “If that is getting stronger the nearer we get—” the dwarf started to say.

      “Halt!”

      There was a shout from up ahead and a sudden crack against the stone walls as something flew toward them.

      “Freeze!”

      Looking ahead in horror, the party saw that, in the large chamber they were about to enter, there were two passages—and Union City guards streamed through one of them with crossbows cocked and pointed at them.

      “You’re under arrest for the destruction of the Pettigrew Express and murder of all aboard, the destruction of the King’s Head and murder of seven, the murder of four city guards going about their peaceful work two nights ago . . .” the Union City soldier intoned, waving the other soldiers forward.

      “Wait!” Olanna said, holding her hands up. “None of that was us—none of it!”

      “You will come with us now, elf, or we will be forced to treat you as unfriendly,” the Union City soldier growled, clearly ready to shoot first and ask questions never.

      “Oh, I’ll show you unfriendly, alright,” Dargan snarled in a promise, hefting the war hammer up a little higher.

      The Union City soldier sneered at the dwarf. Connor reached for his hand ax—

      “Urk!”

      The talking soldier giving orders coughed, staggering forward as he held his hand up to his throat, where the barb of a crossbow was poking out. The party of three watched in shock as the man who was obviously the captain took one staggering step forward and then fell to the cavern floor, dead.

      “We’ll take it from here, boys,” said a cruel voice. A tall figure clad in dark leather stepped from the second entrance to the chamber—a human woman with a bob of bright hair cut short, and a sinister black crossbow in her hand.

      The woman wasn’t alone, either. Clustered about her was her gang of similarly clad and armed criminals.

      “Mae-tsu!” Connor gasped, just before all hell broke loose.

      “Fire! Get them!” One of the remaining soldiers shouted and suddenly crossbow bolts were flying in every direction as the two groups attacked each other.

      “Get down!” Connor hissed, ducking and darting to one side of the cavern as a stray crossbow bolt hammered into the rock wall near his head. “We have to get past them!”

      The soldiers and Mae-tsu’s gang crashed into each other, drawing swords and clubs as they fought for who would capture the party of three.

      “Which way!?” Olanna crouched at the tunnel mouth with Dargan just behind her. There were sounds of Union soldiers coming from behind them, now, as well.

      “Past the soldiers.” Connor checked his arm, ducking to one side. “Right-hand tunnel!”

      “Don’t let them get away!” Mae-tsu snarled as Connor made a run for it, drawing his hand ax in one stride as a Union City soldier suddenly darted toward him.

      
        	Union City Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor swerved to one side as the soldier’s longsword swiped through the air near his ear. He flung his own hand out, reversing the blade of the ax as he swung.

      Thwack!

      
        	Connor attacks Union City Soldier with Hand Ax for 8 Health points damage.

      

      There was a crack from the soldier’s wrist where Connor had struck it, and the soldier screamed in pain, dropping his sword as Connor raced by—pressing on instead of further engaging the soldier. Dargan and Olanna broke from their cover to follow him.

      “Urgh!”

      There was another of the soldiers directly in front of Connor, but before he could engage him, there was a sudden gurgle of agony behind him. The half-elf glanced over his shoulder just in time to see that the soldier whom he had just attacked—and whom he had only broken the wrist of—was falling forward, Mae-tsu’s blade springing from his back.

      
        	Union City Soldier has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Union City Soldier

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      I didn’t want that experience! Connor thought.

      Mae-tsu kicked the body she had just killed aside and sprang forward. She was coming for him!

      Hells! Connor swore, as now he was between two enemies—the soldier ahead, the criminal killer behind.

      The soldier ahead hadn’t seen Mae-tsu behind Connor but took advantage of the momentary distraction and rushed forward, intending to run the half-elf through with his sword.

      The half-elf turned his body and stepped to the side, at the same time swinging his hand ax around into the charging soldiers back, sending him stumbling past.

      
        	Union City Soldier attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      
        	Connor attacks Union City Soldier with Hand Ax for 9 Health points damage.

      

      Connor continued to push past the soldier, flinging himself to the wall of the cave and out of reach. The tunnel out of the chamber was just ahead, and most of the soldiers were already engaged in fighting Mae-tsu’s killers. They just might get out of this mess!

      “Ahk!” Connor’s attention was drawn back to the fighting by another very close shout of pain as Mae-tsu darted forward, skewering the Union City soldier’s neck with the tip of her sword. Connor saw the man’s death almost in slow motion as he stumbled forward, gasping and struggling for air, spilling blood all the way.

      
        	Union City Soldier has been killed.

      

      
        
        Your group has been awarded 200 Experience Points for slaying Union City Soldier

      

        

      
        Experience points will be divided among all participants.

      

      

      Leave me alone, woman! Connor thought, disgusted that he was gaining experience from her murders as he was glanced toward the tunnel to freedom.

      At the same time, he saw that Dargan and Olanna had a clear shot at it.

      “Go! RUN!” Connor yelled, stopping himself from running ahead. How could he if that meant sealing his friends’ fate?

      He turned on his heels as Olanna and Dargan raced toward the tunnel.

      Mae-tsu strode toward him.

      “Connor!” the killer hissed, circling around him, blocking off his chance at escape. Her blade flicked toward his face, almost taking out his eye, but the half-elf threw himself backward just in time.

      “I see you were lying about the ring.” Mae-tsu’s eyes glanced to his shining arm. “But then again, what else can you expect from a low-grade Thief?” the woman said sharply, darting the tip of her blade forward at him again.

      
        	Mae-tsu attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor jumped backward again, painfully aware that every step was taking him further and further from his escape route and the others. This must have been Mae-tsu’s plan, he realized, as she raised her sword once more.

      “Perhaps the best thing for me to do is simply to cut off your arm and take that.” Mae-tsu raised her longsword.

      Connor cried out, knowing that he was barely a match for her, but that he had to try, somehow. He threw his hand ax upwards to block the blow.

      
        	Mae-tsu attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      He felt the jolt of pain in his arm as he blocked the woman’s larger weapon with his own, pushing it aside with a snarl before turning to sweep his blade down at her.

      
        	Connor attacks Mae-tsu with Hand Ax. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      “Ha!” She laughed as she danced lightly out of the way.

      “And here I was thinking that you were one of the best gamers in the world.” Mae-tsu moved lightly on the balls of her feet in front of him, grinning. “All of those hours of experience. I thought that you would somehow be good at this.”

      Connor snarled, striking out with his hand ax once more.

      
        	Connor attacks Mae-tsu with Hand Ax. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      Another silvered laugh sounded as her blade flashed upward, easily slapping Connor’s hand ax to one side, opening his guard wide. Her sword flashed forward into the half-elf’s unprotected torso.

      
        	Mae-tsu attacks Connor with Longsword for 16 Health points damage.

      

      “Argh!” Connor roared in pain as the sword lanced into his chest and tore itself out again. It wasn’t a deep cut, but the pain was unbearable. The half-elf stumbled backward, his feet almost slipping on the floor as the killer advanced.

      “This is just too easy, Mr. Breen,” Mae-tsu taunted. “Did you really believe that you were a match for the might of the Yakuza?”

      “The Yakuza!?” Connor gasped, dodging to one side as once again, Mae-tsu’s blade flashed toward him. He still had his hand ax, but he didn’t even bother to try to parry this time. It was easier to just dodge, and it kept him further away from Mae-tsu longer weapon.

      “Or did your late employer, Mr. Grey, forget to tell you?” Mae-tsu asked calmly, almost charmingly. Behind him, Connor could hear the grunts and cries of the other Union City soldiers fighting and dying. The sounds of battle were diminishing, and he didn’t think that it would be long now before the Yakuza controlled the cavern.

      “Of course, you’re probably dumb enough to think that you can steal from the Yakuza, aren’t you?” Mae-tsu darted forward once again, and this time, Connor spun to one side as the blade sliced in front of his face. Behind it, he could see the woman’s large smile and the shine of her teeth.

      “I’m going to take your arm and use it to get through the First Gate,” the Yakuza killer promised. “Mr. Grey was wrong to trust a lowly gamer like you with this. It takes a warrior to win this game—and that is what I will do! No one will stop us from laying waste to everyone in our path!”

      For a moment, Connor truly believed what she said. She had already managed to track him down, more than once, and had damn near started a civil war inside Union City. How much more damage would she do? How many innocent lives would she take?

      “You’re just as new to this game as I am. You’re not unstoppable,” Connor snarled back as Mae-tsu casually flicked the half-elf’s blood from the tip of her blade. It spattered against the rocks of the walls.

      “Well, what can I say? While you were out chasing Goblins and undead Liches—me and my men were out plundering villages.” Mae-tsu smiled cruelly. “They hardly put up a fight, you know. But, oh, they gave us so many experience points.”

      “You—you have no idea what you’re messing with,” Connor burst out as Mae-tsu menaced him with her blade. The tunnel opening appeared to be a long way on the other side of her now. “Annwn. This other realm—it’s something bigger than all of us. Bigger than you and me and even the game itself,” Connor tried to tell her. “Something bad is going on here . . .”

      “Don’t give me that garbage!” Mae-tsu laughed cruelly. “There is a glitch in the game, that’s all. All of this talk of Annwn is just some scare story—”

      With her victory a foregone conclusion, Mae-tsu turned a condescending gaze on the half-elf to gloat for just a moment before taking his arm—and his life.

      Connor instantly recognized his opening—probably the only one he would get—and threw himself at her with all of the skills that he had learned from Brother Yuri plus all of the skills that he had learned from every other game he had ever played.

      Mae-tsu had been right about one thing, at least: that no matter how you started in the game or where you had gotten to so far, your previous experience also mattered. Just as the Yakuza knew a lot about fighting and killing people in the real world, Connor knew an awful lot about battling in game worlds.

      He flung his hand ax up toward her, at the same time sliding a foot forward so that he could turn on his hip.

      Mae-tsu brought her sword up to casually block the attack, but Connor turned his body at the last moment, pulling his hand ax back then quickly changing directions as he spun and brought the ax around from a different angle.

      “Ach!”

      
        	Connor attacks Mae-tsu with Hand Ax for 9 Health points damage.

        	Hand Ax scores critical hit to chest increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 27 Health points.

      

      Mae-tsu gasped, staggering back from the blow as the half-elf saw his chance and leaped over her and started to run toward the exit tunnel—

      Pain and white light suddenly exploded in Connor’s head.

      
        	Yakuza Footpad attacks Connor with Metal Club for 12 Health points damage.

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Metal Club scores critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 48 Health points.

      

      Connor crumbled to the floor clutching his head. He rolled over, groaning in pain to see the bowler hat-wearing Yakuza Footpad glaring down at him, a large metal club in one hand.

      “Got him for you, boss.” The Footpad was panting for breath. As Connor’s senses returned, he realized the cavern was eerily silent. A quick look around showed him that all of the Union City soldiers were on the floor, dead, as were most of the Yakuza. That left just him—barely alive himself—Mae-tsu and the Footpad, both of whom were also injured.

      “I reckon one more blow will do it, ma’am,” the Footpad said, raising his club to finish off the half-elf.

      “No! He’s mine!” Mae-tsu growled, struggling to her feet with one hand clutched to her bloodied chest. She staggered to her feet and leveled her blade at Connor on the floor.

      “I’ll give you this much. You play a good game, Connor Breen,” she panted, looking down at the bloody hand clutched to the wound in her chest.

      “It’s almost a shame that you chose that side and didn’t throw yourselves at our mercy soon enough,” she growled, nodding to her second who quickly kicked out.

      
        	Footpad attacks Connor with Boot for 5 Health points damage.

      

      “Hss!” Connor hissed in pain as the man’s boot connected with his wrist, skidding his hand ax out of the way and across the floor. He was defenseless and at their mercy. His Health was down to single digits and the next blow, in whatever form it came, would likely end his life.

      “Keep his arm free,” Mae-tsu growled. Connor felt the sudden, painful pressure as the footpad grabbed his wrist with one hand and pulled up his shirtsleeve, exposing his forearm and the shining half-ring that glowed in the darkness.

      “Yeah, perhaps we could have used someone with your skills here.” Mae-tsu took a breath as she tested the weight of her longsword, readying her strike.

      “And really, that’s what your problem has been, hasn’t it?” Mae-tsu gloated. “You’re a Thief. A hacker. A Rogue and a criminal like us. You’ve been thinking that you’re the hero of this story, when really, you’re just another villain.”

      Mae-tsu lifted her blade.

      “Stop!” Connor cried out. “This . . . this won’t help you! Annwn is bigger than both of us. We need to figure out a way to defeat it,” he gasped.

      “Stop it, Mr. Breen. Don’t give me your fanciful stories. All I see is a man before me begging for his life. This is a game, Mr. Breen, and it is one that I intend to win.”

      Connor saw her heft her longsword for a heavy, powerful stroke, one that would doubtless take his arm and kill him in the process too.

      In a desperate move, Connor began chanting. He was no mage, but he had cast the Light Spell from Grimoire of Hebspeth several times and was pretty sure he remembered the words.

      Connor threw his free hand open as he finished the short spell and a ball of summoned light flew forward into Mae-tsu’s face in a blinding display of dazzling brilliance.

      “Ah!” The Yakuza captain cried out, falling backward as she was blinded.

      Connor rolled, grabbing ahold of the Yakuza Footpad’s ankle and pulled, sending the man to a sudden, backward fall and a terrible thump!

      
        	Yakuza Footpad falls and hits head causing 10 Health points of damage.

        	Fall causes critical hit to head increasing damage by 200%.

        	Total damage: 30 Health points.

      

      
        	Yakuza Footpad has been killed.

      

      
        
        You have been awarded 300 Experience Points for slaying Yakuza Footpad.

      

      

      There was, once again, a terrible crack as something vital in the Yakuza was broken. But Connor wasn’t stopping to think about it as he scrambled to his feet, pausing only to shove Mae-tsu backward where she was attempting to blink back the tears.

      Suddenly, he was free, jumping over the bodies and running toward the tunnel, as his forearm started to flare brighter and brighter . . .
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            The First Gate

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor ran as fast as his severely injured body would allow, and he was sure that the only thing that was keeping his body alive was sheer panic. Pain burned through him, his breathing was ragged, and his vision was dotted with stars as waves of dizziness threatened to drop him to the ground.

      Behind him, he could hear the snarl of Mae-tsu as she cried out for his blood—and yet there was no one left to listen to her. All of the Yakuza who had entered Legends with her had died in the fight, either with the Ranger Marshal or against the Union City guards.

      You’re going to make it, Connor demanded of himself. You have to . . .

      There was no turning back now, either, he knew. The only way through was to finish, as Finbar had said. Now, that was a lot more than just the mystical ramblings of some strange creature—there was literally no way for Connor and the others to return to Union City now. A city that was tearing itself apart with race wars and who now wanted them all as murderers.

      The tunnel at his feet was still dwarfish carved with its naturally flowing and smoothed rock. As Connor ran, he started to see etchings on its surface, strange glyphs and runes scratched into the stone in long, curving script like the enchantments that Connor spoke from the Grimoire.

      At the same time, Connor’s forearm was now a blazing light as he stumbled and ran, gasping for air. He swore that he could taste the magic in the back of his throat, a metallic flavor that was thick in the air. He imagined that he could almost see the waves of magic flowing through the air, heavy against his skin.

      “Connor! You’ll die for this!” The shouts of Mae-tsu were following behind him as tiredness finally started to take a toll on his steps, slowing him down, causing him to stumble into the walls.

      
        
        Health: 7 / 80

      

      

      My health is still going down! He gasped as he leaned against the wall of the tunnel, seeing a light ahead of him. It must be the effort of fleeing—or maybe he losing too much blood?

      The health potions! Connor remembered—and then remembered that he had lost his backpack in the fight against the Yakuza, back there. He had lost his hand ax too. In fact, he had lost everything. If he wanted to survive, he had to hope that Dargan and Olanna were still ahead of him, still alive, and still had their own health potions.

      “You cannot escape me! It’s a dead end!” Mae-tsu was shrieking behind him, her voice panting and desperate, and somehow, because it was so feral, so savage, Connor was even more afraid of her now, not less.

      What’s worse than picking a fight with a tiger? he remembered an old Tokyo proverb:

      Picking a fight with an injured tiger.

      Connor hissed in pain, sucking in the thick taste of magic through his teeth with each haggard breath.

      Pushing through the pain and exhaustion, the half-elf pushed himself forward into the light of a cavern ahead.

      “Ah. And here he is at last,” said a cultured voice greeted Connor, and he nearly stumbled to the ground. large cavern before him.

      Connor blinked, looking around the large cavern.

      He saw the First Gate. And Olanna and Dargan. And a cohort of Fey Warriors with their swords drawn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The First Gate looked like the Ring of Tantor, just much larger, Connor saw. The enormous, shining, golden half-ring was fatter at the top and thinner at its points, where its glowing stone barely touched the floor. Even through its glow, the half-elf could see that its surface appeared to be moving, and he realized it wasn’t bronze or gold or any other metal. It was a constant flow of squiggling lines, runes, and designs that shone with a purplish light and couldn’t appear to keep still.

      The air in the cavern felt thick and heavy like before a thunderstorm, and Connor could feel waves of the magic emanating from the large ring, flowing over all of them. When he squinted, he could see the hair on Olanna and Dargan’s head fluttering in the invisible winds.

      He only spared a glance at his friends as his attention was drawn to the Fey Warriors. There were five of them, that he could see. Two, a man and woman, were standing before the kneeling Olanna and Dargan, and Connor remembered from the Aviatrix’s Tower.

      All of the Fey had the same moon-white hair, some long and free, others tied back or cropped short. Their skin had a waxy, almost shining appearance.

      They do look a lot like elves and like Olanna. Connor observed. It was easy to see why the mortals of the First Realm had believed them to be elves at first glance.

      But there was something different about them as well, Connor realized. Something in their bone structure that was different from that of any elf, and also in the way that they turned, moved their heads. Something was at the same time more graceful and more angular, as if their bodies were mere expressions of poetry, whereas for everyone else in Legends, they were heavy vehicles.

      “There he is, the one who stole the key,” the Fey man said, lifting his sword from where it had been held against Olanna’s neck and pointing it at Connor.

      “You mean this?” There was no point in denying it, Connor thought. His forearm was shining bright, almost as bright as the First Gate was itself, and he could feel the throb of the magic inside his arm synchronizing with the waves that flooded out from the Gate.

      “You’ve proven quite the problem for us, boy!” the Fey Warrior, dressed in black leathers and silks, started to laugh. “That ring imprinted on you is the last key, and with it, we will open the door to Annwn!”

      “What?” Connor gasped, his chest burning from his run and from his injuries as he wobbled where he stood. He could hear stumbling footsteps echoing down the passageway behind him. It was Mae-tsu, coming closer.

      “No,” Connor said disbelievingly. “This ring opens the Gate to the UnderWorld, the Second Realm.”

      “Pff!” the Fey Warrior scoffed then signaled to two of his brethren with his sword, who hurriedly sheathed their weapons. The two Fey started to remove strange implements from their belt purses. Once again, Connor felt the wave of turgid magic seeping from them. He saw they were holding what appeared to be bits of bone, crystals, complicated arrangements of bronze and metal, and they started approaching the First Gate.

      “Perhaps your Ring of Tantor,” the Fey Warrior was casually walking toward Connor, “is designed to open the way to the Second Realm of this . . .” Connor saw him gesture with his sword at the walls, the ceiling, “this ‘game’ as you call it. But with our magic used as well, we can force it to open not just this Gate, as it was meant to do—but a direct Gate to the Realm of Annwn itself! Which, let me tell you . . .”

      The Fey Warrior made a face of disdain as he looked at their surrounds, at the cavern, and the entire construct of the Six Realms itself.

      “. . . is much preferable to this little distraction you have built for yourselves. Now hand it over so the portal to Annwn will be complete.”

      Connor started to stumble to one side, wary of what was in front of him as well as who was coming behind.

      “Portal to Annwn . . . ?” Connor whispered, trying to buy some time, to find something, anything that would help him and his friends.

      But the cavern of the First Gate seemed bare. There was only one way in or out, it appeared—two if you counted through the First Gate itself. Already, the two Fey had settled to either side of the First Gate and had started to make gestures in the air, sweeping and—he hated to say it—graceful movements that somehow added to that heavy sense of magic in the room.

      They want to open a portal to Annwn itself using the Ring of Tantor and their own magic. Connor’s mind was racing. Could that mean . . . ?

      Could that mean that it was difficult for the Fey Warriors—and for this Lord Pwyll—to get in and out of this realm?

      Connor’s mind raced. What if the situation here was exactly like it was for the Six Realms game itself? That it was hard to break from world to world unless you had experience or magical items?

      Are the Fey trapped here too? Connor trembled and staggered against the side of the cavern wall as the Fey Warrior before him casually walked closer at a leisurely pace. The half-elf’s body was aching and in pain. He knew he didn’t have much life left in him after the fight with Mae-tsu.

      “Oh, come now, do you still think you can escape? Really?” The Fey Warrior made no move to stop Connor’s stumbling walk. Instead, he turned to laugh with his fellow Fey Warriors. “It really is quite charming, in a rather pathetic sort of way, isn’t it? I can see why Lord Pwyll wants these souls—even at the end, they still believe that they have a chance to prevail! What utter arrogance!”

      “It’s not arrogance, it’s courage!” Olanna suddenly shouted, even while she was under the point of a sword of one of the guards. “Something which I am sure you know nothing about!”

      “Tsk!” The Fey Captain shot her a dark look, and in response to some invisible command, the guard standing behind her savagely kicked her in the back. Olanna—Arianna, Connor’s heart leaped—let out a little cry and sprawled forward.

      “Leave her alone!” Dargan managed to roar before the sword resting at his shoulder flicked closer, pressing against his neck.

      “Olanna!?” Connor called out, and got an answering cough of pain in reply as the elf struggled back to a seated position.

      “Leave my friends alone,” Connor growled at the Fey Captain, who had turned back to regard the half-elf with bright, catlike intent. Connor saw a half smile play across his features.

      “Yes, I do see now the attraction of your kind,” the Fey Captain said in a tone that made Connor’s skin crawl.

      “You have such faith in your own ability to choose, don’t you? Such staunch freewill.”

      “Go to hell,” Connor snarled back, staggering from one side of the cavern to another. He wasn’t even sure where he was going any more. All he knew was that he had to buy time somehow.

      “Perhaps that is what makes your souls so sweet to the Lord Pwyll. To take something that believes so deeply in its own freedom and to break it, to put it into service. I wonder how long your soul will take to break? Until you become just another slave to Annwn?”

      “Does—does that way lead out?” Connor gasped, saying the first thing that sprang into his head as he pointed his arm at the First Gate. When he did so, he swore that he felt a tug of power between his arm and the Gate itself. He could also see that the two Fey witches or magicians or sorcerers, were now making more sweeping movements with their arms, holding aloft their strange artifacts. Their arms were leaving brilliant blue trails in their wake, forming ghostly designs in the air.

      “Out of the game?” the half-elf asked. I have to stop them, somehow.

      “Oh, my dear mortal,” the Fey Captain appraised him, his humorous smile evaporating into a flat, serious line. “Perhaps it is not stubbornness and freedom that infects you so but sheer stupidity. Did you not pay attention to what I just told you?”

      I did, I did, Connor nodded. His eyes flickered to the movements of the Fey Sorcerers. The glittering designs they were making in the air appeared to be staying for longer, nearly meeting together in the middle, now. I don’t have long, he thought.

      “Soon, there will be no other worlds of your game,” the Fey Captain said. “As soon as you give us the ring and we open the Gate, this all ends.”

      “Then why should I open the Gate for you!?” Connor gasped.

      The Fey Warrior considered this question for a moment before bursting out laughing. “Well, you can either die in here as we take over this game of yours . . . Or you can open the First Gate and start your service in our world.”

      “Your service . . .” Connor muttered. That didn’t sound like something he wanted to do.

      “Connor! Don’t give it to them!” Olanna pleaded, her voice bursting out.

      “Well, if it’s either that or die . . .” Connor pointed out.

      The half-elf looked the Fey Captain in the eyes. “I’ll offer you a trade instead.”

      Connor continued edging his way closer to the First Gate and the Fey Sorcerers.

      “A trade?” The Fey Captain merely smirked. “And just what do you think you have that I cannot take?”

      “Call it a challenge, then,” Connor smirked. He wondered how many steps it was from where he stood to the first sorcerer and if he could kill them with just the belt knife at his side.

      Will it even do anything to stop the portal to Annwn? The half-elf had to consider, knowing that it wasn’t particularly a great plan. But it was a plan . . .

      “Continue,” the Fey Captain said.

      Connor breathed. “Back in my world, I was considered one of the best of our heroes—”

      “What?” Olanna whispered.

      “I was someone who could go into any realm, or game, and I could win. I know how to win. Rich and powerful people would seek my services from near and afar,” Connor said, trying to mimic the style of the Fey. Use language that they would understand.

      “You were a sort of champion, then?” the Fey Captain said appraisingly. “That would explain how you were able to obtain the ring, then.”

      “I was a champion,” Connor agreed. “I was GhostEffect!”

      The Fey Captain shrugged, but Connor could tell that his words held the being’s interest. “And your challenge?”

      “I challenge you to a duel!” Connor said before he had even really had a chance to think about it.

      “Connor—no!” Olanna gasped.

      “A duel. A champion of my realm versus one from yours,” Connor said, drawing himself up as his hand moved to his belt knife and slowly slid it from its sheath. He did this obviously and slowly so that the Fey Captain wouldn’t instantly order Olanna and Dargan to be killed.

      “A duel. With that?” the Fey Captain said, looking from his considerably longer longsword and the barely four-inch belt knife in Connor’s hand.

      “A little presumptuous, don’t you think?” The Fey Captain scoffed. “And just what under the stars could be the terms for this little challenge of yours?”

      “You free my friends,” Connor said without a second of hesitation. “If I score first blood, then you free my friends.”

      “If you score first blood,” Connor continued, then shrugged. “Then I will open this Gate for you, and we all become slaves to your uppity Lord Who-Now or whatever his name is.”

      A frown flickered over the long face of the Fey Captain at Connor’s insult, but it was replaced by a thin, flat line.

      “Enough of these antics,” the Fey Captain said, taking a stride forward and raising his sword as he did so.

      “Give me the ring or I will hack it from your dead body!”

      Before the Fey Captain could make good on his promise, there was a gasp from the tunnel and an angered shriek.

      “What is going on here?!” It was Mae-tsu, clearly driven half mad by pain as she stumbled forward, her longsword dropping to the floor. She snarled at the Fey Warriors, who turned startled glances toward the new person in their midst.

      “Now, Olanna, Dargan!” Connor shouted, turning on his heel and throwing the knife he held at the nearest of the Fey Sorcerers.

      Through luck or skill—most likely luck—the blade flew true.

      
        	Connor attacks Fey Sorcerer with Knife for 6 Health points damage.

        	Surprise attack increases damage by 100%.

        	Total damage: 12 Health points.

      

      The Fey Sorcerer staggered, his hands flying to his side where Connor’s knife had imbedded itself. The attack was far from fatal, but the glittering, blue arcs and twists of light between the Sorcerers winked out in a silent explosion of light, throwing both of them backward, away from the gate. The feeling of heavy, muggy magic in the room seemed to lighten a little.

      “Grrr!” The Fey Captain was snarling now, and Connor just barely managed to turn and dive out of the way as the captain’s longsword sliced through the space where he had been standing.

      “Connor!” There was a shout, but Connor had no time to see who it was or what was going on. He was too busy diving out of the way of the next sweep of the Fey Captain’s long blade. The sounds of snarls and shouts filled the room as Mae-tsu, Dargan, Olanna, and the remaining Fey Warriors did battle.

      “Little rat!” the Fey Captain hissed as he drew back the sword once again.

      Connor’s hand lashed out, striking the Fey Captain in the face before his opponent got the chance to strike.

      
        	Connor attacks Fey Captain with Hand for 5 Health points damage.

      

      “Hnngh!” The Fey snorted in surprise and stumbled backward.

      Hey, maybe I can win this . . . The (very) hopeful thought flashed through the half-elf’s mind as he pressed forward, closing the gap between them.

      “Hsss!” The Fey Captain hissed like a cat, flinging his sword forward in a wild sweep.

      
        	Fey Captain attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack dodged; no damage done.

      

      Connor managed to duck, his legs sliding before him as he threw himself into an uncontrolled roll across the floor. There was a snarl and a clang behind him as the Fey Captain leaped forward and struck the floor.

      Pain speared down Connor’s side and back from his earlier injuries, but he threw himself forward into a scrabbling roll, out of the way. The waves of magic from the First Gate buffeted him, pulling at his mind. The glittering blue arcs and circles were gone now, and the half-elf was sure that meant the gate would not open to Realm of Annwn now.

      “Connor!” There was a gasp, and he looked up as Olanna rolled clear of the fight she and Dargan were waging against the Fey Warriors and Mae-tsu. He saw that one of the Fey Warriors was already down, after succumbing to Dargan’s blows, but more importantly a longsword was sliding across the floor to him, having been kicked his way by Olanna.

      It’s not my ax, but it will have to do. Connor thought as he snatched the blade and turned, rolling on his side and bringing his blade up just in time.

      Thwack!

      
        	Fey Captain attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      His arm shook, making it scream in protest as sparks flew. Above him, the Fey Captain snarled and raised his sword for another strike.

      Connor kicked out with his feet desperately, striking the Fey Captain by the side of the knee.

      
        	Connor attacks Fey Captain with Boot for 7 Health points damage.

      

      The captain staggered to one side, hopping out of the way as Connor struggled to get up, gasping for air. Behind him, the half-elf could hear the grunts and snarls of yet more fighting as his friends battled for their lives.

      “What have you done! You little worm!” the Fey Captain snarled at him, flicking his longsword forward toward Connor, who hastily brought up his own in the desperate clang of a parry.

      “You have no idea how bad it is going to be for you, your friends, your family . . . for everyone whom you have ever known!” the Fey Captain hissed, once again flicking his longsword forward in a swipe that would have taken off Connor’s head if he hadn’t dodged out of the way at the last moment.

      Connor stumbled backward, not daring to take his eyes from the angry Fey before him, hoping that he didn’t trip or fall over.

      “You’re going to lose!” Connor returned, making a small swipe of his own that was easily brushed aside by the Fey Warrior.

      “And just how can you say that?” the captain snarled. “You can barely hold your own sword. Do you really believe that you can defeat me!?” The Fey Warrior darted forward, and Connor jumped backward—but it was just a feint. The Fey Warrior didn’t even attack this time, and Connor realized that it was only an excuse to prove how inexperienced Connor was.

      “You see? You called yourself a great champion! All I see before me is a child in an imaginary body!” The Fey Captain laughed.

      Well, that’s not very nice, Connor thought to himself before the Fey Captain suddenly lunged forward once again, lightning fast.

      
        	Fey Captain attacks Connor with Longsword. Attack blocked; no damage done.

      

      Connor had no idea how he blocked the attack, and pain shot down Connor’s arm from the effort. The Fey Captain didn’t give him any time to pause or breathe as he struck again.

      Thwack!

      Connor parried this one, too, although his arm was quickly starting to tire. He abruptly realized that he was no duelist. He wasn’t even a Warrior or a Knight, but had focused on developing the skills of a Rogue instead. How long could a glorified Thief like him, only Level 4, holdout against a Fey noble?

      Thwack!

      “We will take over this world and all of the others of your little . . . game!” the Fey Captain shouted, all of his ethereal grace and composure ruined by hate and rage.

      “And then—”

      Thwack!

      “—when we have enough of your souls enslaved . . .”

      Thwack!

      “We will once again march out of this realm to your own. Your entire, puny—”

      Thwack!

      “—miserable . . .”

      Thwack!

      “MORTAL realm will feel the full force of what we can do! We will rule over your bodies and we will rule over your minds! No mortal will be left this time! None of you will ever doubt us again! You will all quiver before the might of ANNWN—”

      Thwack!

      The Fey Captain’s last blow was a mighty, overhand blow, and this time was too much for Connor to withstand. His wrist twisted, and the stolen Fey blade was flung from his grasp and clattered against the cavern floor with a brilliant, sharp note and skitter away. Too far for Connor to reach before the captain would skewer him.

      “Con—?” There was a startled call from the others as Connor jumped backward from the murderous Fey before him. A quick glance to his side confirmed his worst fears.

      The others were almost broken too. Dargan was down on one knee, still holding his war hammer in one hand as he snarled up at the advancing Fey. Olanna was beside him, her long knives in both hands, but there was a bloody gash across the top of her temple. At their feet, one more of the Fey Warriors had fallen, but they were still being menaced by two more. The only positive was that Mae-tsu had her back up against a wall with one of the Fey Warriors looking set to finish her off too.

      Connor didn’t care for Mae-tsu, one way or the other, but she had served as a useful distraction. It hadn’t been enough, though, clearly.

      “And now, it is time for you to die, little mortal,” the Fey Captain said, stepping forward, keeping his blade low, ready to run Connor through.

      The half-elf, wannabe Rogue, was out of tricks. He was out of cunning words, and he was only a lowly Level 4. He was tired, and his health was dangerously low.

      This is it, he thought. I’m going to die in a game.

      With a feral snarl, the Fey Captain leaped forward suddenly, and instinctively, Connor stepped back.

      “Ahh!” The half-elf stumbled over the body of a fallen Fey Warrior behind him, falling backward. He hit the ground with a thump and was momentarily stunned—but saw the bright glitter of the Fey Captain’s sword stab the air above, where his heart had been.

      In that moment, the world slowed, and Connor took in everything in an instant. He knew he was going to die there. His friends were going to die. He almost longed for his life to flash in front of his eyes, as they say happens in the moment before your death, but instead, all he saw was the Witch Hebspeth handing him a small, leatherbound book.

      “Die!” the Fey Captain roared, as the world came back to full speed, continuing his attack with a downward swing.

      Connor scrambled away, trying to make sense of the message, his mind taking its sweet time deciphering what still might be his final vision. Suddenly, his mind grasped the meaning, and he quickly began chanting, somehow remembering with exact clarity the words of the spell in the Grimoire of Hebspeth.

      The half-elf had no idea whether it would do anything against the Fey Warriors as they weren’t creatures of the UnderWorld, but he had to give it a try, and it was his only weapon left.

      
        
        Spell: Lesser Radiance

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a zone of protection.

        	Damages any creatures or servants of the UnderWorld.

      

      
        
        Cost: 10 Vitality points

      

      

      He finished the incantation just before the Fey Captain’s blade fell and felt the kick to his Vitality as a wave of exhaustion flowed over him—and the air exploded around him.

      A bubble of brilliant blue-white light shot out from the half-elf, striking upward to hit the Fey Captain in the chest and completely engulf him in the white fire.

      “Aii!” There was a high-pitched scream as the Fey Captain was thrown backward, and the bubble of Radiance kept growing, flowing over the forms of Dargan and Olanna without so much as rustling their hair, at the same time striking the Fey Warriors as if they were in a blizzard.

      
        	Fey Captain struck for 22 points of damage . . .

        	Fey Sorcerer struck for 15 points of damage . . .

        	Fey Warrior struck for 11 points of damage . . .

        	Fey Warrior struck for 11 points of damage . . .

        	Fey Warrior struck for 8 points of damage . . .

      

      The Fey of Annwn were pushed back off their feet, thrown to one side like bowling pins as the invisible barrier slammed into the walls of the cavern and burst like a wave. For a second, Connor couldn’t see anything as the afterimages of the Lesser Radiance spell still burned in his eyes.

      But then he heard coughing and groaning.

      “Olanna? Dargan?” he gasped, rolling off the body of the dead Fey underneath him and looking across the room.

      He saw his friends, already shaking the gleam from their eyes and struggling to their feet as the Fey Warriors all around them started to move as well. The Lesser Radiance spell was powerful in close proximity, but it wasn’t enough to kill an enemy, Connor knew. They had only seconds before the Fey were back on their feet . . .

      Connor snatched up the longsword dropped by the captain and rushed forward.

      “Up! Up!” he called out, rushing toward his friends and throwing out his arms to catch Olanna and Dargan as they got to their feet. And he kept running, pulling his friends along—

      Straight for the First Gate.

      It doesn’t lead to Annwn. It doesn’t lead to Annwn, Connor’s mind repeated desperately.

      “Get them!” He heard the Fey Captain shout as the Fey struggled to their feet, but Connor’s desperate steps were powered by his fear and wild hope. He couldn’t just give up. He couldn’t abandon his friends. He would not lie down and die.

      He flung out his forearm toward the First Gate, which began to glow in response to the shining golden light coming from the Ring of Tantor.

      Connor had no idea if it was going to work. If anything was going to work, or where, even, the Gate was going to go, but there were no other options.

      There was a flash of light, brighter than anything he had ever experienced in the game or outside of it, and immediately, Connor, holding the hand of Olanna who was holding the hand of the dwarf Dargan—were falling through time and space. They saw magic. They felt the enormity of galaxies and the impossibility of subatomic particles coming together to form . . . everything.

      And they fell into endless blackness.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






THROUGH THE GATE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Ring of Tantor has activated!

      

      

      There was silence and blackness, but Connor still felt like he was falling—he just didn’t know where he was falling to. He realized that he felt no heat and no cold, just this blackness all around him.

      What if I created a game glitch? Connor suddenly thought, terrified as he looked down—and saw nothing, not even his own body.

      Where am I! Where are the others?! The half-elf tried to yell, but there was nothing. No sound.

      For a wild, terrible moment, he wondered if he had broken the game and whether he and the others were now going to be stuck in some between space in the Legends of the Six Realms. Some realm of nothingness between worlds, or between Annwn and the game, or even in the depths of his own mind. Or maybe he and his friends were now just ghosts inside the server of Tir’Nan’Og, doomed to forever be trapped, never find a way out?

      He would go mad; he was sure of it. He couldn’t last another second.

      
        
        Congratulations, Adventurers!

      

      

      All at once, there was a glimmer of light as words coalesced out of the darkness.

      
        
        Connor Halfelven, Olanna Stormbow, Dargan IronHammer,

        You are the first adventurers to make it through the First Gate!

      

      

      This was followed by a burst of colored lights and falling gold pieces like it was an award at the end of the game.

      
        
        Prepare yourself for Adventure in the Second Realm!

        Glory Awaits You!

        WELCOME TO THE UNDERWORLD!

      

      

      The words slowly faded back into the darkness, and the darkness itself started to lift. Connor saw a shadowy shape start to take form underneath him and realized that he was looking at his own body. There was his torso, there were his legs, there was his right arm—and there was his left, ending in his left hand, holding firmly onto Olanna’s.

      “You, we—we made it!” Connor whispered, noticing that now it was bright enough to see that they were standing in a dark tunnel, lighter at the far end, with an eerie mist filling the corridor to about knee level—higher on Dargan.

      “Thanks to that,” Olanna said, nodding to where the Ring of Tantor still glowed on Connor’s right arm. It appeared to be leading them forward, lighting their way.

      
        
        Congratulations! You successfully made it through the First Realm.

      

        

      
        You have been awarded 1000 Experience Points.

      

      

      “Awesome, I leveled up!” Connor heard Dargan say at his side. Although a part of him felt exactly the same way, he couldn’t bring himself to share the same enthusiasm as the dwarf did.

      Because we’re still stuck here in the game, aren’t we? Connor thought as he began walking toward the light end of the tunnel, noticing just how exhausted he felt. It was a mental exhaustion more than a physical one because he noticed that even though his clothes were still rent and ruined, his body was not.

      “Looks like going through the Gate results in a full healing,” Connor murmured out loud. Olanna and Dargan suddenly marveled that their own Health and Vitality bars were soaring up toward their maximum.

      Small mercies, Connor thought dryly.

      They reached the end of the tunnel and stepped out to find themselves on the bank of a wide and deep river.

      “I thought this place was supposed to be the UnderWorld?” Connor mumbled, looking around.

      There was a wide river ahead of them, and they were standing on a large patch of fine, short grass. It was clearly nighttime, as everything was steeped in shadow, and behind them, they had just walked out of a tunnel in a massive cliff.

      Really massive, Connor thought, as he strained to see how high it stretched and realized that he couldn’t see the top.

      “What do you mean?” Olanna asked Connor.

      The half-elf pointedly looked upward, where there appeared to be tiny glimmers of brilliance in the sky.

      “Stars,” Connor said. “I thought everyone back there in the First Realm said that the Second was all underground?”

      “It is,” said a new voice, startling them. The group turned to see the faun, Finbar, walking toward them along the bank of the river at the base of the cliff. He wore the same green leather tunic, and he had the same horns and curly hair and the same deep, luminous eyes.

      “What you see above you aren’t stars, my friends, but the lights of the distant forges of this realm. In fact, this entire place, everything you see here, is underground.”

      “You!” Connor said, breaking his grip with Olanna. “If you could travel here so easily, then why didn’t you just bring us here? If you knew another way through—”

      The faun held up a finger, and the calmness of this gesture and the seriousness on his face was enough to halt any more questions from Connor.

      “I can travel between the realms because of what I am. I am not beholden to the rules of the game as you are,” he said with a tinge of something that could have been sadness in his voice. “But you are here now. It is my job as the Greeter of Souls to be the first to meet you, and so here I am.” Finbar bowed low before them, but when he rose back, his face still held that sad expression.

      “Why the long face? We survived! We made it!” Dargan said excitedly.

      “Yes, and your courage and bravery have been extraordinary,” Finbar said, before his eyes flickered to the tunnel opening in the cliff behind them.

      “But now, the way is truly open between the First and Second Realms. Soon, more will come.” Finbar’s eyes moved to the light in Connor’s arm, which was starting to fade but still glowed faintly.

      “The warriors and creatures of Lord Pwyll will be after you. They will be after not just what you already have on your arm, but also the key to the Second Gate—as the Ring of Tantor was the key to the First—which is hidden somewhere in the World of the UnderWorld.”

      “You mean they’re going to try again? To use these rings and their magic to open a portal to Annwn?” Connor asked.

      Finbar nodded, gesturing down the riverbank to a point where the river curved. When Connor squinted, he could see the distant shadows of low buildings and a short pier that struck out over the immense river.

      “That is the crossing. There you will find a guide to take you across,” Finbar said.

      “I thought you were supposed to be our guide,” Olanna said a tad distrustfully.

      “Ah, the guides of the UnderWorld can do things that I cannot.” A weary smile ghosted across Finbar’s lips before it vanished just as quickly as it had appeared.

      “You should know this, adventurers. Lord Pwyll will not stop trying, although you have certainly set his plans back a bit. If you wish to leave these worlds, then you must find the key to the Second Gate and then the Third and so on.” Finbar was quiet for a moment as he gestured them forward.

      “Over the water is the entrance to the rest of the UnderWorld. I fear that you have a long journey ahead of you,” the faun said. Then he looked up at them suddenly with a grin spreading across his face, a true grin.

      “But, you have surprised me. You have achieved what I thought was impossible and shown that the Lord Pwyll is not invincible. Not yet, anyway.” The faun took a deep breath before appearing to shiver.

      “And now, if you will excuse me, I must be going. There are still many souls to greet, you see, and I am needed elsewhere.”

      “Wait!” Connor said, raising a hand as he stepped forward to try and stop the enigmatic creature, but the faun had already turned and lightly bounded around an outcropping of rock . . . and disappeared.

      “He’s gone,” Connor said, dumbfounded when he attempted to follow Finbar.

      “Stupid arcane mumbo jumbo,” Dargan grumbled. There was a pause, and then Olanna burst into a musical laugh.

      “After everything we’ve been through, a simple teleportation is the thing that freaks you two out?” she said, which was a fair point, Connor had to concede. In a moment, they were all grinning at the ridiculousness of their situation—three people trapped in another world, surrounded by wonders, and still questioning magic.

      “I guess we did it, didn’t we?” Connor muttered.

      There was a murmur of agreement from the others as the Rogue’s eyes wandered to the dark horizon ahead of them.

      We are in the Second Realm now, he thought to himself. Who knows what horrors await us yet?

      But still, as they stood under the strange star forges of this vast, magical realm, Connor had to admit, at least to himself, that they had done it. They had beaten the First Realm.

      And I couldn’t have done it without my friends at my side. He took in the still hesitant faces of Olanna and Dargan, standing there with him.

      “Maybe we are heroes after all,” he murmured, as a grin returned across their ranks.

      They had arrived, strangely and suddenly, in the UnderWorld . . . where their next adventure was about to begin.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        See what adventures await Connor, Dargan, and Olanna in Scourge of the UnderWorld.

        amazon.com/dp/B0BBJDS7D9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Rogue, the first book in the Legends of the Six Realms LitRPG Adventure. We really hoped you enjoyed the story because we had a lot of fun writing it and have a lot more in store for you.

      Now that Connor and his friends have made it to the Second Realm, things are gonna start getting downright wicked. Fortunately, they are all capable adventurers and have an outside chance of getting through the Second Realm. Can they defeat all six? Well, that’s a bit of a long shot, but one thing at a time, alright.

      The next book in the series is called Scourge of the UnderWorld and you can order it now on Amazon..

      
        
        Get Scourge of the UnderWorld here:

        amazon.com/dp/B0BBJDS7D9

      

      

      

      If you would like to know whenever I release a new book, be sure to sign up for my newsletter. In addition to all the new books I have planned, I have some special surprises in the works, like an exclusive short story featuring Fafnir, the blue dragon. As a newsletter subscriber, you will get that story for free when it’s ready and be the first to know about everything else I’m working on.

      

      
        
        Sign up for my LitRPG newsletter at:

        epicblade.net/newsletter

      

      

      

      To learn more about LitRPG and GameLit books, be sure to check out the GameLit Society group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG Resources

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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