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 Prologue 
 
    When the Grey came, it came all at once, rolling soundlessly over the wooden bulwarks and stilling the night. The songs of nocturnal insects ended as though snatched from the air, rubbing legs falling still and silent as life fled in pursuit of color. Cloth and leather turned to ash and fell away, and the human occupants of the wall filled the silence with shouts of terrified recognition and warning.  
 
    The Grey reached the first houses even as the guards’ shouts did, and the cries of horror spread like fire through the town, fire that followed ash. Voices rose in the familiar sounds of martial incitement—calls to arms, calls to rally—and were then outpaced by wails of loss. Parents rushing to secure and comfort children pushed through doors that fell away to dust onto cribs cradling the empty shells of new life, life that had fled and been replaced by grey. 
 
    It was common knowledge that he had taken the Tree, and that only a blackened stump remained after he had eaten his fill. The sudden gale that raked the greyed fortifications confirmed those rumors. Matter that no longer had reason to exist dissolved on contact, motes of ash floating momentarily in the squall before simply winking out of existence. Clothing and armor followed suit, and the guards rocked back on their heels at the blast. Those pieces not yet greyed fell as straps and buckles gave way. There was no help for it though, and the men and women of the guard knew well enough the stakes. It was not a time for modesty; the only chance of survival the night held was finding the source of the Grey and ending it. 
 
    They also knew theirs was not the first town to be consumed. The elves had had the best chance at resisting the Grey, but Halmilibranth was now a miles-wide ring of ash surrounding a charred and shattered trunk. The mightiest civilization in The Boundless, built around the Tree and in many ways by the Tree, had fallen to ruin in a matter of days. Halmilibranth, which had stood unassailable since the beginning. 
 
    And so they gathered together and raced against the Grey, both against its coming and against the hope their weapons would remain intact long enough to see the night’s work done. 
 
    The first of these sorties disappeared into a gloom gone beyond night, then stumbled back out to fall upon friends and family. Weapons they had hoped could resist the Grey were put to use in savagery against loved ones they’d been forged to protect. 
 
    Light began to blossom among these soldiers as the town’s seedborn reached the fray, pushing away madness and darkness both. Armor and arms were strengthened and eyes cleared, and hope filled voices that knew better but needed, regardless, to hope. 
 
    Then, with a howl, air and voice left the magi only to be followed by a broad cataclysm of earth and fire that engulfed the group: tearing, burning, consuming. Clergymen who had gathered cried out to gods that had long since abandoned them. Not since She of Plenty had met her end at His hand had they seen fit to visit the races. 
 
    Morning broke bright and clear and still, hoping to make up for the horrors of the night. Where battle normally left its mark of pain and stink and soot, that night left only emptiness: a lonely crater surrounded by clear-cut forests and fields, remnants of a settlement scoured away by the will of a single man. 
 
    He’s not a man, those that escaped would whisper. He’s not a man, and he can’t be stopped! 
 
    Luctus is coming! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    I left the house early the next morning, out under the wide sky with the frost and the sagebrush. Dad was already gone, but I needed to be away from all of them. The clamor of my brothers and sisters squabbling over breakfast would only add to the internal chaos, and if I could be alone, I could be calm. 
 
    My breath fogged the air in front of me as I made my way to the bus stop. 
 
    I stewed. My brain felt full, and empty. There was a logjam somewhere, a vacuum between my ears that echoed the void in my chest. My eyes burned from more than just the cold, dry air. So much for calm. 
 
    I’d come to dread the tack of his shoes upstairs, come to dread the tone that was now simply the way he said my name. The knot in my gut pulled tighter. Nathan! The pressure would increase, and the desire to run would metastasize—too big to face. 
 
    Running was the problem though, wasn’t it? Grades were slipping, chores were left undone. The problem was clear, but no matter how I oriented myself, I inevitably ended up at “tasks avoided.” Easier to bury myself in someone else’s reality than to look up and face my own. 
 
    Running has a price though, and my reality was getting harder and harder to face. 
 
    I reached the lonely crossroad deemed close enough to the smattering of houses to serve as a bus stop. No one else was even on their way yet. Good.
Parking myself on the split-rail fence, I rifled through my backpack. I’d have to stop by the library once I made it to school; my current novel was almost finished. I buried myself in the pages; they’d give me something to think about beside the pressure inside. Gotta have my morphine. Drip, drip. 
 
    Other kids began to arrive, with billowing breath of their own. I offered half-hearted greetings in response to theirs before cursorily returning to my book. No one bothered pushing further. They had their friends and knew I wouldn’t be good company regardless. What would we even talk about?  
 
    When the bus came, I filed on behind the crowd, fine with being the last to find a seat as long as it was a seat to myself. I plopped down on the frigid plastic, working to project a chill of my own. Slouched deep into my big coat with my knees tucked against the seatback, it was clear I wasn’t interested in conversation. Safe and sound—Ender would have been proud. 
 
    The book was standard fantasy, of course. A young person on a quest to discover or destroy… what was it this time? A ring? A sword? A dragon? Regardless, I buried myself, eager to disengage the gears grinding in my brain. These problems were easy; there was a goal, there was an enemy. The hero certainly wouldn’t be left to wonder at the point of it all. They would struggle, but it would all work out in the end. They’d come out stronger. 
 
    I’d given up on finding any magical solutions in the real world. My mom discovering the books on Wicca and Druidism I’d checked out from the library had stopped me from bringing them home, but hadn’t stopped me from searching for answers. I’d tried it all. She might have thought I was toying with satanic forces, but I’d quickly learned that I was the one being toyed with. Anyone could write a book, after all, and sounding knowledgeable and sincere had no bearing on whether what they’d written was true. On top of that, my attempts had coincided with History and Psychology classes underscoring that, when people are willing to play fast and loose with evidence, they could convince themselves of just about anything. 
 
    The bus rumbled on, having consumed its fill of hormone-ridden teens. 
 
    “Mr. Hill, would you like to participate, or do you intend to read for the whole class?” 
 
    I looked up. Normally I was better at hiding my books. Today, I wasn’t sure I cared. I stared blankly at Ms. Limbrin, weighing the possibilities. She met my gaze with an expression that couldn’t be more neutral, and nodded once I’d closed the cover. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Hill,” she said. “Come see me after class?” 
 
    I slouched low in my seat. I didn’t get in trouble very often, and it stung. Ms. Limbrin turned back to the chalkboard. “So, change over time…” she continued, and I sank lower and lower. 
 
    Ms. Limbrin busied herself at her computer until the other students had left, then fixed me again with her aggressively neutral stare. “Nathan, we both know you can do the work. What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    Stupid? Lazy? I thought to myself. Faggot? whispered another voice, deeper down. I ignored the thought, turning my attention away before I was forced to face it head-on. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mumbled. And, in truth, I didn’t. Static was what I knew: overwhelming information with no structure. 
 
    She stared a while longer before conceding my ignorance. The next period’s students were beginning to arrive. 
 
    “Well then,” she concluded, “no more books in class, for a start. And let’s get that homework in.” 
 
    I nodded, eyes fixed on the ground, and she dismissed me to go to lunch. 
 
    When I got home I walked straight down to my room, private only because I was the oldest. I slung my backpack on the bed and unzipped it. The Calculus book was sitting right there within easy reach, but so was the next novel. It wasn’t even a toss-up. Calculus could always be done later. 
 
    I sprawled on my bed and read until dinnertime, ignoring the ruckus upstairs until my mom called down that food was ready. Dad wasn’t home yet, so I looked for the earliest opportunity to retreat. I wouldn’t get out of cleaning the kitchen if he was there. Mom though... she would have her hands full with the other kids. I slipped back downstairs while she was distracted convincing the toddler to eat. 
 
    Once downstairs I woke my computer, a hand-me-down from my dad. It wasn’t anything like the VR sets I’d played with on the rare occasion I ended up at another kid’s house, but it was enough to provide a distraction. There would be one free-to-play RPG or another: clear goals, easily met—a straightforward give and take. I could bend myself to running the numbers and leveling up. So what if it wasn’t the VRMMOs—virtual reality massively multiplayer online games—others played, donning their bulky headsets and truly immersing themselves in new worlds? They might not be truly fun, but my games still did their job of distracting me. 
 
    Dad pulled in close to nine. I paused and muted my game, listening to the muffled voices upstairs. I was supposed to keep a prayer in my heart, but how could I justify praying for my dad not to notice I’d skipped out on kitchen duty? 
 
    From the first foot on the stairs, I knew what was coming. I slapped the power button on the monitor and bolted for the door, opening it before he could and attempting to push past him down the hall. 
 
    Two hours later I was in bed again, listening to the static. No matter how I turned the puzzle, there was no solution. 
 
    “You think I don’t know what you’re doing?” he’d said, catching my arm. 
 
    I tried to play dumb. “I was just going to clean the kitchen.” 
 
    “Like you were supposed to do three hours ago? Nathan, I’m not stupid.” 
 
    There it was—the way he said my name now. 
 
    Yanking my arm free, I tried to continue down the hall. He followed me. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “I’m going to clean it now.” 
 
    “Nathan, your mom has been here all day, taking care of your siblings, making dinner…” 
 
    “And where have you been?” I asked. 
 
    I knew it was a cheap shot, but if he took the bait we could make the argument about that instead. It was easier than admitting what I knew: I’d let my mom down again. I’d let everyone down again. 
 
     By morning, I’d accrued enough self-loathing to ensure the Calculus got done—at least part of it. It was easy enough once I got started, it was just rare I got that far. Numbers were easy. Numbers made sense. Computer Science made sense. English made sense. Even Psychology made sense. People were what confused me, myself foremost among them. Better to leave them be. Better to slouch down in my coat with the latest distraction. 
 
    “Oh shit! The government’s buying ADACorp!” 
 
    I looked up cautiously, interest piqued. Policy was to ignore everyone—especially the other boys—but news of ADACorp warranted attention, if not actual involvement. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “It’s got to be for The Jack. Everyone’s going apeshit about it online!” 
 
    “So what do you care? Not like you’re ever gonna get it!” 
 
    Not like I was ever going to get it, but still. ADACorp was the real deal in VR gaming. Just hearing the name flooded my mind with possibilities. 
 
    My video feed at home was full of recently watched promotional videos, as well as more than a few clips of faked gameplay from test projects. The fact that ADACorp claimed there was no way to record in-game footage hadn’t stopped me from searching. 
 
    “It’ll come down in price, you’ll see. At least it would have. Now who knows what’s going to happen?” 
 
    I knew what I wanted to happen: I wanted in, whatever the game! Books being morphine, games were my heroin. 
 
    I had casually followed the progress as every major tech company worked to make their immersive VR the first, the best, the one that justified the cost. And then it all just clicked for ADACorp, and to those that had the money, any cost was justified. After that, the whole world was paying attention. The Jack didn’t creep onto the scene with incremental upgrades, moving from low-res to high, or from laggy to stable. The first users to have it installed immediately reported that there was no discernible difference between the VR experience and reality. I assumed the primate test subjects would agree. 
 
    Those reports were followed by a flood of early adopters from the upper crust—tech entrepreneurs mostly. The first offerings were in the seven figures, though every month brought refinements to the manufacturing process and the installation surgeries, as well as new technologies to care for users’ bodies while they were “out.” Still, the costs were so far beyond what a regular seventeen-year-old could muster, there was nothing to be done but lust. As if I weren’t doing enough of that already. 
 
    The rest of the day was a blur: Bio, Calc, Psych… I gleaned what I could from the scattered conversations around me, wishing for the umpteenth time that my parents had gotten me a phone instead of another sibling. It wasn’t until Computer Science that I managed to start putting the rumors to rest with my own research. The teacher wasn’t even pretending to teach, simply waving to us from behind his monitor as we filtered into the room and barking out, “Free day today!” I wasn’t the only one racing to bury myself in parsing the news. 
 
    *** 
 
    They set the age limit at 16, and the country started tearing itself apart. Of course the “law and order“ crowd was for it. Right-wing talking heads had spent months salivating over the opportunity to “reduce crime” and “clean up the inner cities.” The Left had caught the bug too. Finally, they had their chance to plunk the government's teat into every mouth. Libertarians and the Religious Right were melting down and stockpiling weapons, convinced it was the end of the world, a government power grab, or both. My own church exhorted its followers not to “worship false gods,” referring to ADACorp’s technology obliquely through press releases. It wasn’t enough. 
 
    The idea had been born too quickly and had moved through Congress faster than anyone could have expected, backed by billions from Silicon Valley and an unheard of coalition of left- and right-leaning think tanks. It was just too attractive to too many people. 
 
    The game was called The Boundless, and people could choose to live there indefinitely. 
 
    Then came the protests, the counter-protests, and the bombings. 
 
    Every single American citizen would be welcome to give up their possessions and make the move to a virtual world. The intelligentsia were certain that the movers and shakers wouldn’t choose to be sidetracked by something as childish as a video game. Add to that the cost of admission—consigning every asset you owned over to the government—and it was the perfect system. Malcontents would remove themselves from the streets. People with no future and no desire for a future could go live in a fantasy world. Prisons would become a thing of the past. 
 
    With all that would come the secondary benefits: no more poverty, no more food scarcity, no more crimes of desperation. No more young people roaming the streets getting into trouble. No glut of unplanned and unwanted children. The pundits had a million more reasons, many of them tenuous, but once they’d been sold on the idea they ran with whatever arguments they could find. Only people who were “serious” about life would stay and participate. It was the perfect cure for the creeping lack of unskilled jobs automation had engendered. 
 
    In short, it was the perfect cure for me. 
 
    I made my decision in early November, only two weeks after the announcement and two months in advance of the beta. I held onto it like a lifeline through the holidays, through the sermons decrying temptation and the sin of rejecting God’s creation. What was one more sin though? I was already an “abomination.” 
 
    It wasn't hard to riffle through my parents’ paperwork to find what I needed. Birth Certificate, Social Security Number. They didn't even realize they'd left the keys to my freedom lying around the house. The hard part came when it was time to send the paperwork. My finger hovered over the Submit button as I grappled with what my decision might do to my mom. In the end, however, memories of my dad’s angry face—memories of the fights, and the fear, and the disappointment—won out. I only planned on staying for a year, regardless. My mom would barely have time to miss me, and, since I had no assets, I had literally nothing to lose. 
 
    I prepared to enter the game. I prepared to run. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Look at red dot. Look at red dot. Look at red dot. Complete… 
 
    Bend right arm. Extend right arm. Bend right arm. Extend right arm. Bend right arm. Extend right arm. Bend right arm. Complete. Bend left arm… 
 
    Grip post. Complete. Grip handle. Complete. Grip pommel. Complete... 
 
    Place stone in bag. Place stone in bag. Place stone in bag. Complete. Take stone from bag. Take stone from bag... 
 
    Say, “Good Morning. How are you today?” Complete. Say, “I am fine, thank you. How are you?” Complete. Say... 
 
    Focus on image of fire. Focus on image of fire. Focus on image of fire. Focus on image of fire. Focus on image of fire. Complete. Focus on image of water… 
 
    Cast Flame Jet. Cast Flame Jet. Cast Flame Jet. 
 
    Something about that... something was... 
 
    And then, with a rush, I was there, rising to meet the dream as though breaking the surface of a pool. One moment I was somewhere... outside, and the next? I had come awake inside… inside whatever it was. Impenetrable darkness surrounded me. 
 
    A lucid dream! I thought excitedly. Of all the mystical mumbo-jumbo I’d attempted, this had been the only one to actually work. No, I hadn’t met spirit guides or talked to dead relatives by coming awake within my dreams, but I had been able to manipulate those dreams. It was always a thrill to push the limits and see what you could pull off. 
 
    Looking side to side, I was immediately staggered by a wave of vertigo that sent me crashing to the ground. 
 
    Cast Flame Jet. 
 
    The white letters hung patiently in front of me, now oriented perpendicular to whatever I was laying on. I moved to get up, but my stomach lurched in protest, so I rolled onto my back and took a few deep breaths. I’d never had such a visceral experience within a dream. 
 
    Cast Flame Jet. 
 
    The letters now loomed over me, insistent. I blinked. They flickered. I closed my eyes and slowly lifted my head. No vertigo, no nausea. 
 
    Cautiously regaining my feet, I opened my eyes again, making sure to hold very still. 
 
    Cast Flame Jet. 
 
    I moved my head by degrees, noting that the text followed my gaze. The problem dawned on me; with only the text as a guide, I had no reference point for keeping my balance. And I do mean no reference point. Stretching out to either side of me was… nothing. 
 
    Stretching probably wasn’t the right word anyway, since I couldn’t sense anything about the space I was in. My voice didn’t echo, and I didn’t get a sense of close walls or a vast space. There was just… nothing. I raised my hand. It was lit as though I was standing in full sun, but there was something strange about it that I couldn’t quite place. Still, with my hand up, I felt more stable, and as I slowly, slowly looked down at the rest of myself, my brain worked to acclimate. 
 
    I was standing on nothing as well, though the “floor” felt solid. Carefully tapping my right foot on the ground produced no sound, but it did alleviate my concerns about its solidity. I bent down to look but was still unable to see a thing. It was as if the floor didn’t exist. I moved my hand close, thinking the light from my body might illuminate the surface or reflect off it. Nothing. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Shadows! That was what was wrong with my hand—it had no shadows! I looked the rest of myself over: no shadows. It was almost like… like I was being rendered. 3D objects don’t just naturally have light on them. They don’t naturally have shadows. The computers displaying them have to add “light,” and they can either do it by calculating how a programmed light source should interact with the object, or they can just have the object display with its own light that doesn’t interact with anything else around it. I didn’t have shadows because I was being rendered—and the text! Memory struck me all at once. 
 
    This was it: the day of my grand escape! 
 
    After getting off the bus at school, I had loitered in front of the building until everyone was inside, and then made my way downtown to hitch a very different ride. ADACorp had arranged for vans to pick us up, security being a real concern. We were it, after all. We were the founding citizens of this new world. What had previously been a proof of concept had been fleshed out into an entire reality, and that reality was ready to accept the outcasts of this one. 
 
    We were the first of those outcasts, twenty thousand of us from across the country, all being shuttled to a secret location in Utah. That proximity had been the deciding factor for me. I hadn’t been entirely sure upon receiving the invitation email, but news that Utah, with its already extant glut of data centers, had been chosen as the location for a beta convinced me. If I’d had to spring for air travel I never would have managed it—especially considering the requirement of a preliminary screening exam to ensure none of us would keel over. 
 
    The facility itself had been nothing more than an enormous, nondescript warehouse in an industrial park. Security through anonymity. As we filed off the van, several passengers in my group brought our attention to a similar process happening across the lot, only those passengers were disembarking from a white van labeled “Corrections.” The orange jumpsuits were hard to miss, but we’d all seen the news. 
 
    There had been an extensive orientation, with some folks needing information on exactly how a VRMMORPG worked—and even an explanation of the acronym. For a moment I’d wondered how such individuals even made it into the beta, but tuned that all out to dive through the information on building a character. As any character I made would, for all intents and purposes, be me, I had wanted to make sure I took my time. 
 
    Then would have come the surgery—though, of course, I didn’t remember it—and the installation of The Jack, the vehicle through which a delicate mesh of gold filament would be implanted, enabling a neural link. 
 
    That was what had brought me here, and that must be why my grip on the dream felt so stable. Normally a lucid dream will slip away after a few seconds, and you’ll wake up or fall back asleep within the dream. This wasn’t quite a normal dream though. I didn’t feel I could lose it at any second. Now that I was there, it felt solid. 
 
    It was clear what was happening as well. They were calibrating the neural interface for the game, so input from my brain could be processed by the company’s computers, and vice versa. 
 
    Cast Flame Jet. 
 
    The text insisted, never wavering in its demand. They were calibrating for spellcasting, I realized, and the thrill of that must have jarred me into consciousness when I should have remained asleep. 
 
    Ecstatic, I lowered myself into a sitting position. How many times had I tried this in the past? This time was something altogether different though. This hocus pocus was real! Well, virtually real. 
 
    Willing myself calm, I focused. I had read so many different ways of casting spells, I didn’t know how to start. Did I need a spellbook? I didn’t have one. Did I need to draw something? No, that would be too complex for a calibration. I held my hand out in front of me. “Flame Jet,” I said. Nothing. Standing up, I once again shoved my hand forward. “Flame Jet!” I shouted, and instinctively looked behind me, feeling sheepish even though I was alone. Still nothing. 
 
    It can’t be this hard, I thought. They’re just calibrating! 
 
    I sorted back through the previous paces they’d put me through, before I’d “come awake.” I had to assume they’d be running the calibrations in order, building on successive mappings, and that had to be the key. They’d had me looking at pictures of fire, looking at rendered fire. They must be wanting to correlate my brain’s neural pathways relating to the concept of fire with… 
 
    I held out my hand again and concentrated on fire: tongues of flame licking and snapping in a fire pit, a tiny flame growing as it slid up a piece of paper, a candle flame dancing, and a forest fire raging and roaring. All were scenes I’d been shown. Holding these images in my mind, I raised my hand again. “Flame Jet!” 
 
    The surprise as a burst of flame sprouted from my hand and disappeared into the dark stunned me into silent disbelief before being overwhelmed by exhilaration! I stared at my palm in wonder. I’d felt the heat on my fingers and across my face! How could it have… My mind traced back through the previous calibrations I had undergone unknowingly. Heat calibration. Complete. I’d stood there, in that void, feeling heat move across every part of my body. They had mapped my neural response to it, and to cold, and to pressure, and to pain. They could make me feel whatever they wanted. 
 
    And now the text read Complete. I’d cast a spell! 
 
    I’d had similar experiences before—semi-lucid dreams in which I hadn’t quite realized I was dreaming. Those would inspire similar bursts of excitement and anticipation, only to disappoint me on waking. The knowledge that this time would outlast the dream sent my excitement climbing out of control in a way I hadn’t experienced since I was a kid. 
 
    Wonder. That’s what I was feeling. Pure, unadulterated wonder. I had forgotten the emotion even existed, except as an abstract concept. 
 
    I wasn’t left long to sit with the experience, with surprise quickly reasserting itself over wonder in the form of a creature that popped into existence directly in front of me. It was small and humanoid with purple skin, and lit without shadows in the same way I was. Wary for a moment, I realized that the creature was simply standing with a rest animation, seemingly unaware of my presence. Imp? Brownie? Homunculus? Whatever it was, I welcomed the creature into the void. At the very least, having it as a reference point further eased my stomach. 
 
    Cast Bind. 
 
    The text wasn’t going to wait while I celebrated. 
 
    I considered what I knew. I’d just used a Fire spell, so there were likely to be spells based on the other standard fantasy “elements.” Bind sounded a lot like the D&D “Root” spell, and that suggested Earth. Visualizing roots digging into the ground, I held my hand out, expecting that same surge of energy as I said, “Bind!” Nothing happened. It took me three tries visualizing roots to get the spell to work. It was only when I thought back to previous calibrations that I realized the game designers wanted me to incorporate more thoughts about dirt, of all things. I felt another surge and the accompanying excitement as mounds of dirt materialized out of the dark and swiftly grew to harden around the imp-thing’s little legs, hardening with an audible rumble. The word Complete. flashed in front of me again, and the dirt faded from view. 
 
    Cast Heal. 
 
    I brushed my hands off in anticipation, immediately thinking back to previous calibrations. There had been grisly images of breached skin and gushing blood, and then 3D renderings of red blood cells flowing and platelets gathering to close CGI wounds. I held my hand out. “Heal!” 
 
    This one took me two tries; I hadn’t focused strongly enough on the imp during my first attempt. I was getting the hang of it though. Complete. 
 
    Cast Haste. 
 
    The imp disappeared, leaving me to cast the spell on myself, and leading me to realize the calibrations were moving me through every casting “type.” Spells with no target. Targeted attacks. Targeted buffs. Spells targeting myself. They needed to map the pathways. 
 
    It was then that the thought first struck me. Could I game this? Could I manipulate the calibration into accepting input that was only similar to what it was looking for? Every brain is different, after all, and if I could trick the software mapping my responses… 
 
    I held my hand up, focused on images of clocks speeding up, people running more quickly, time-lapse videos of plants sprouting. You know, fast things. Then I thought, Haste, instead of voicing it. No effect. 
 
    I thought through the neural pathways that had to be involved. Ten tries. Fifteen. I considered giving up and just saying the word out loud, but figured I only had one chance at tricking the game. 
 
    I’d lost track of my attempts by the time I hit upon the right bundle of thoughts. I had to hold the word in my mind, with all the “haste” imagery and—at the moment of casting—the word had to be on the tip of my tongue. I had to literally feel the word in my mouth. 
 
    Haste, I thought. 
 
    My hand blurred momentarily as I dropped it, but by the time it had fallen to my side the effect had faded. Complete. 
 
    I was elated for all of two seconds before the stubbornness set in. I had waited so long for something like this to happen. If I was going to be able to use spells in the game, I wanted the experience to be perfect. 
 
    Channel Life Drain. 
 
    The little imp popped back into existence to serve as a target. The text told me to “channel,” which meant I would have to keep the spell active over a certain amount of time, but what was the best way to do it? Ideally, if I wasn’t using my voice, I also wouldn’t need to use my hands or even be standing. Ideally, I could cast a spell without even moving. 
 
    I sat cross-legged on the floor and gave it a try. Focused on the imp. Compiled the images in my brain. It was less pleasant to imagine the Heal spell in reverse, but now I was getting a sense of how I had to “hold” my brain. Skin pulling apart. Blood flowing. I reached to the imp and cast. 
 
    This round lasted longer—a lot longer. In the end, I discovered I had to target both myself and the imp while imagining the degradation of its body and the healing of mine. I had to imagine a beam, anchored to my sternum, drawing energy from the imp’s body and into mine. And there was a moment. There was a moment right on the cusp of action where I had to hold my mind. A limen, I realized, remembering the arcane word from my Psychology class. A threshold between two states. It felt similar to surfing, which I had only ever tried once. It was there, right on the point of no return, that the green beam sputtered to life before immediately dying away. I tried again, but I couldn’t find the right moment. 
 
    It felt like days before I’d learned how to balance on that particular moment and focus in just the right way. Following through on the action was just my natural response. It was something akin to pausing midway during a swallow or a sneeze. I was able to hold the moment longer and longer until, suddenly, Complete. 
 
    Were the developers crazy? How could they have expected anyone to get that? Was it somehow easier when the players stayed unconscious? How would they be able to move a player through such an exercise? 
 
    Still, I had done it. I felt a rush of pride, quickly followed by doubt. Was it taking so long because I was doing something wrong? 
 
    Channel Blizzard. 
 
    The imp multiplied, becoming five identical copies of itself. It was an area of effect—AoE—spell, and channeled. This time it was easier, but not by much. Holding the target area in my mind was easy enough, as was maintaining the thoughts of ice and snow, but that damned channeling! On my first try I reached nearly three seconds of channeling the blizzard, but it took dozens of attempts before I could hit the exact right mental cue again, and dozens more to hold it long enough. Every extra moment was hard-fought, although “fought” was the wrong word. It didn’t take effort, per se, and perhaps that was the problem. In order to channel, I was required to hold myself… open, and then push, but without pushing. 
 
    At last the spell took, and the imps disappeared. I nearly collapsed, exhausted. My mind was spent. I had to be doing it wrong. 
 
    Complete. 
 
    Cast Body Double. 
 
    Exhausted, I glared at the floating letters. They were my only companions, now that the imps were gone. 
 
    Screw this spell! 
 
    My body felt fresh, but all I wanted to do was sleep. It was pure stubbornness that kept me going; there was no way I was going to let the opportunity to influence the calibration pass! I began channeling, holding the concept of “me” in my mind. Not just the image of myself from the outside, but me. I mentally checked my body, felt each piece of it, as if I were meditating. I became aware of every part of me, of my thoughts, of my mind, of my self. And then, with the words on my tongue, I stepped forward. 
 
    Like one bubble separating into two, I felt myself pushed out of the dream. A threshold had been reached, and I could no longer stay. Part of me panicked, wanting to claw its way back, but the larger part by far just couldn’t rouse itself to care. As my awareness faded and I fell back to sleep, I saw two forms, one standing in front of the other, and then they both swiftly faded from view. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    As I opened my eyes a surge of loss overwhelmed me, a surge so strong that I tucked my knees to my chest and groaned. That was the curse of the flying dream, the telekinesis dream, and the magic dream: the disappointment on waking when you realize it was all just a bunch of wild hairs your brain had tricked itself into believing. Your reality testing was back in gear, and it was time to go to school. I’d been there before. 
 
    Sighing, I pushed myself up. 
 
    Grass? I struggled to get my bearings as I brushed residual blades off my cheek. Had I fallen asleep outside? Was it a lunch break? I stood and looked around, discombobulated. 
 
    A tree I didn’t recognize. 
 
    On a low hill I didn’t know. 
 
    In a field I’d never seen. 
 
    And then, more trees, an encircling wall of deciduous giants that obscured anything that might lie beyond. Cold sweat broke out across my body. Had I been abducted? 
 
    I scanned the horizon, frantic but too bewildered to panic, and searched for anything familiar. Outside the meadow in which I stood was forest as far as the eye could see, and singularly visible above the trees was a snow-capped mountain. Only one? There should be at least… three times that many. In fact, there should have been mountains all around. I’d have to have left the state to even find a spot with no mountains in the distance! 
 
    Trying to calm myself, I sorted back through what had brought me there. The last thing I remembered was that crazy calibration dream, and before that, orientation and paperwork... I looked up. 
 
    Sunlight dappled its way through the branches above me, scattered by the shifting layers of leaves—by the shivering of each individual leaf. It can’t be, I thought. There’s too much detail. No way this isn’t real.  
 
    That’s what they had promised though, that The Boundless would be indistinguishable from real life. Even so, I had been fully prepared for something shy of that mark. Games were marketed with outsized claims all the time. And yet, this wasn’t really a game, was it? This was the life I had chosen. No more pencils, no more books, no more parents’ dirty looks. It was just so unsettling, shifting between two—no, three, including the calibration—equally real realities. 
 
    Well, if this really was The Boundless, there was one way to find out. 
 
    “Flame Jet!” I shouted into the tranquil meadow, only having the good grace to be embarrassed after having made a spectacle of myself. 
 
    I came to in a heap, arms and legs spasming autonomously. Red letters flashed angrily in the darkness clouding my vision. 
 
    You do not meet the requirements to cast this spell!
Required: Mana Seed of Fire. 
 
    Well, that pretty much solved that. At least I hadn’t been kidnapped. Hello, floating letters, I thought hazily. 
 
    It took an uncomfortably long time for the darkness to peel back from the edges of my vision, but as it did, other heads-up elements appeared. A red bar graced the top-left corner of my vision, followed by an empty bar flashing red, and a full green bar. As I focused, numbers appeared. 10/10. 0/10. 10/10. My status bars, Hit Points, Mana Points, and Stamina Points—HP, MP, and SP—were standard, and my mana bar was empty. As my head cleared, a sliver of blue appeared in the middle bar, and the flashing stopped. I had gained 1 point of mana back, and my mental faculties were recovering in step. I’d need to be more careful if I wanted to be casting spells. If overdrawing my mana incapacitated me, repeating the mistake could doom me in a fight. 
 
    Okay, so I need to pull up a character sheet, I thought. As if summoned by the thought, there it was. The opaque window materialized in the direct center of my field of view, though this user interface didn’t track with my eyes as the notification text had. Instead, it responded to my focus, repositioning as smoothly as if it were a piece of paper held in my hand. 
 
    I sized myself up. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Zenzuck (Human Inept) — Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 10/10 
  Mana Points: 2/10 
  Stamina Points: 10/10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 1 
  Dexterity: 1 
  Constitution: 1 
  Intellect: 1 
  Wisdom: 1 
  Charisma: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  XP to Next Level: 40 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was a blank slate. One point in each basic stat? I was barely alive! No wonder my mana had taken such a hit. And shouldn’t I have been able to assign additional Attribute Points? Or choose my starting class? Or my race? Or even my name? What kind of auto-generated garbage was Zenzuck?! Had I done something wrong? 
 
    Or was this a tutorial area—some type of loading-screen analog before character creation commenced? I looked around expectantly, but nothing particularly exciting seemed ready to happen. The long grass whispered in the cool breeze. 
 
    Well, waiting patiently certainly wasn’t in the cards. It was time to dive in and see what I was working with. 
 
    At a thought, the stats revealed further information. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Intellect 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your ability to understand the world. Learn faster. Be smarter. 
  +10 Mana Points (+10 to Mana Capacity/point) 
  +1% to Spell Damage (+1% spell damage/point) 
  +.01% to Experience Point gain (+.01% exp/point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Wisdom 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your ability to apply knowledge and resist external influence. 
  +1 to Mana Regeneration (+1 MP per minute/point) 
  +.1% to all Resistances (+.1% resistance to all/point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I wasn’t worried about the other stats just then. I was planning on playing as a spellcaster, and the other stats seemed in line with other RPGs I’d played: Strength would affect attack damage during hand-to-hand combat; Dexterity would affect accuracy, action speed, and potentially critical strike chance; Constitution would provide additional Hit Points; Charisma would be worthless. 
 
    After my basic stats, my priority was discovering what spells I could cast. If I was to go charging out into this brave new world, I’d need to have some idea how I would handle myself in battles. Mages who rush into battle without planning ahead don’t generally fare well, since higher Intellect and Wisdom inevitably means less Defense and fewer Hit Points. 
 
    Even if this was simply a waiting area, I wasn’t going to wait until someone here told me I could start casting. 
 
    Darkness fell around me again, but this time it was an external phenomenon. The world simply darkened, and then disappeared within the space of a breath. Disembodied, I watched as the stars glinted into view above me, still for just a moment before snapping away from their homes and swarming through the black like fireflies. 
 
    Having the entire world around me participate in accessing a UI—user interface—was not something I was prepared to handle without batting an eye, and for a long moment I simply stared up at the sky in wonder, vaguely reaching for the memory of what I had been doing. 
 
    Oh, right. Spells. In one fluid movement, but with no sense of acceleration, I screamed up toward the stars, an untethered consciousness in the night sky on a light-years-long trip that lasted only seconds. The object of my attention was a particular red pinprick that blossomed from a sparkle into an entire sun as I streaked toward it. Before long I was hovering before a bright sphere of red flame. Text floated into view in front of it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Flame Jet I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 160 MP per second 
  Range: 5 meters 
  Cast Time: 3 seconds 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Creates a torrent of fire that incinerates a target. 
  Effect: 16 Fire Damage per second. Target is Ignited. 
  Requirements: Fire V, Fireball III 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    160 mana per second! No wonder it had knocked me on my butt. I wouldn’t be casting that anytime soon! Those requirements though—maybe I’d be able to cast one of them. I thought of the spell Fireball, and my view shifted smoothly to a star that was still nothing more than a muted red dot, dark and inert. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Requirements: ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is unlearned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, I knew Flame Jet but not Fireball? 
 
    I let my attention drift away from the Fireball spell and “zoomed out” effortlessly. Now I could see that I was hovering among an entire field of occluded red stars, with only Flame Jet “lit up.” Opalescent strands of light that I had missed before led almost invisibly between them. This must be the Fire element spell tree! Zooming out farther, I could see that there were indeed differently colored stars, arranged in a rough cylinder and scattered with lit orbs of their own. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Bind I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 25 MP 
  Range: 10 meters 
  Cast Time: 1.5 seconds 
  Duration: 3 seconds 
  Description: Coax the earth to bind the legs of your enemies. 
  Effect: Target is immobilized. 
  Requirements: Earth II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Life Drain I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 55 MP per second 
  Range: Touch 
  Cast Time: 5 seconds 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Feed your life with the lives of others. 
  Effect: 2 HP per second per inflicted debuff 
  Requirements: Decay II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Blizzard I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 85 MP per second 
  Range: 15 meters, 3-meter-wide AoE 
  Cast Time: 6 seconds 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Slow and damage your opponents over a wide area. 
  Effect: +1% Slowed, 1 Ice Damage per second 
  Requirements: Chill IV, Rain III 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Haste I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 40 MP per second 
  Range: 15 meters 
  Cast Time: 3 seconds 
  Duration: 20 seconds. Stacks up to 5 times. 
  Description: The air itself aids your movements 
  Effect: -3% to Action Speed 
  Requirements: Air V, Air Shield III, Featherweight III 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Heal I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 60 MP 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast Time: 2.5 seconds 
  Duration: Instant 
  Description: Rapidly mend wounds. 
  Effect: 1 HP (1 HP per Wisdom) 
  Requirements: Slow Heal II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had practiced all of these spells during the calibration, but now each and every one of them were out of my league, mana-wise. I circled the entire column, counting six total elemental “trees” while hoping to find a spell I could cast. I was pleased to have retained the spells from the calibration, but with all of them being so pricey, I ended up just hoping to find something—anything—I could actually use. I moved to the base of the tree on which Heal resided, hoping that lower meant cheaper. There pulsed a single veiled point of light. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Requirements: Mana Seed of Light 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is unlearned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sure enough, each tree had a similar requirement. Mana Seed of Fire, Mana Seed of Earth… each basic spell required a mana seed to unlock it. Finding myself one of those would have to be a top priority. 
 
    The world brightened around me as I closed the UI, but my mood didn’t follow suit. One point of Intellect equated to 10 points of mana, so I’d need 3 points of Intellect before I could cast a single one of the spells, mana seed or no! There was literally nothing I could do. 
 
    The understanding that something was seriously wrong with my character setup began to hit home. 
 
    I checked my equipment. I had a full set of Roughspun garments, but not a single item aside from that. No weapons. No money. The clothes didn’t even provide additional defense. Somehow I looked exactly like myself, but it seemed as though I’d missed out on character creation entirely. I pulled up the main menu, ignoring the Character, Inventory, and Spells options. Skills, maybe? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    My next thought was to contact customer support, except whereas every other screen loaded in front of me at a thought, customer support remained evasive. I worked my way through, menu by menu, but the only options available referenced the game. There was no “System” menu. 
 
    The world stretched out around me, the foreign sky suddenly terrifyingly large and achingly lonely. I was at sea, and there was no help coming. Even the in-game map showed only one bright dot in an endless fog. 
 
    I stared out over the rippling grass, trying to trace back to where I might have gone wrong. The only answer had to be the calibration process. Something I had done while lucid must have short-circuited my character setup. Maybe forcing the game to accept silent spellcasting had interfered? 
 
    As if searching for something misplaced, all I could think to do was to retrace my steps and try what I had learned during calibration. 
 
    Slowing my breath, I focused on my heartbeat. I needed to be calm in order to access the limen that enabled casting. The scope of my predicament helped to focus my attention, and I quickly achieved my goal. For a moment I tottered there, unsure of what to do next. 
 
    A sudden fanfare stole my attention, and notifications began to come thick and fast, displaying in white text in the bottom-left-hand side of my view. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Class Skill: Concentration! 
  You have acquired a new Class Skill: Static Casting! 
  You have acquired a new Class Spell: Ether! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sweet relief—although now it was obvious that there was something seriously wrong with my character. My Skills page reflected the updates: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Spellcasting Novice — Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your skill with spells. 
  Spell effects and impact are increased by 1% (+1% per level) from base. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class Skills 
  Concentration (???) — Rank 1 
  Chance to resist interruption while casting is 10% (+10% per rank). Casting may still be interrupted by status effects such as Stunned and Knocked Down. 
  Static Casting (???) — Rank 1 
  Chance to successfully cast without somatic and verbal components is increased to 10% (+10% per rank). Static Casting may not be interrupted by Silenced or Paralyzed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class Spells 
  Ether I (???) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I suppose I’d gotten what I had been after. I’d been granted the ability to cast without moving or speaking, but the issues with my character creation made it clear I’d be paying for the honor. There was no way to judge the scope of that cost. 
 
    Accessing the Ether spell took me directly to the Spells UI and a new sphere of light. It was situated at the bottom tier of the spell trees, level with the basic spells for each element, but set in the very middle of the column. It seemed… wispy. Insubstantial. It wasn’t occluded like the other unlearned spells, it was just barely there: scarcely visible mist lazily swirling in, or on, an ephemeral globe. Once it was centered in my view, I read the text. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Ether I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: None 
  Range: None 
  Cast Time: None 
  Duration: Indefinite 
  Description: Open your eyes to the mana that surrounds you. 
  Effect: +.5 to Mana Regeneration per Intellect 
  Requirements: Class Spell 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So at that moment the spell would increase my Mana Regeneration by half. That could be very useful, since it scaled with my Int. It didn’t mean much at that moment though. If I had nothing to cast, I didn’t need Mana Regen! 
 
    Well, I thought, if that’s all I’ve got going for me, that’s all I’ve got going for me. 
 
    Dismissing the user interface, I activated the spell by simply intending it. Static Casting and Concentration triggered at will. 
 
    Ether. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The world lost a tiny bit of coherence and a bit of color. For a moment I didn’t realize anything had changed, the shift was so subtle. It was as if there were suddenly the barest possible fog and a subtle feeling of movement that had been layered onto the world. 
 
    Turning toward the tree behind me, I could see that tiny tendrils of misty matter were licking along its trunk, flowing sluggishly upward. Slow eddies made their way through me too, albeit a little faster, a little more chaotically. Closing my eyes to focus on the effect, I could feel, hear, and even smell the slightest thrum. The sense was weak, but I almost thought I could feel the tree in front of me. 
 
    Marvelling at the sensation, I let minutes pass, noticing as I did so that each of my Class Skills had grown again from the effort. 
 
    It wasn’t long before watching mana move through the world around me lost its novelty. A cool effect, to be sure, but a passive one. It wouldn’t win me any fights. For that I’d need an offensive spell of some sort. Maybe I could learn one the same way I had learned Ether. 
 
    I knew what was necessary. I needed to hold myself on the verge of acting, pick a target, and push. I focused on the air three feet in front of me and cast, imagining a conduit from myself into the air while purposefully eschewing Static Casting to increase the odds of the spell working. 
 
    The words twisted in my mouth and in my mind, both unpronounceable and incomprehensible as my tongue wrangled them into existence. Simultaneously, my hands lifted from my knees of their own accord and began to move erratically through the air. Shocked by their sudden independence, I snatched them to my chest. 
 
    None of that had happened during the calibration! 
 
    But of course it hadn’t, I realized. Calibration was about finding my triggers: linking to the pathways of intention in my brain to understand how I would elicit certain actions. Calibration didn’t need to include any of the “special effects” the developers wanted to include. And what was that word again? For the spell? It skittered from my mind and from my memory. A very cool effect. 
 
    Standing, I planted my feet to stabilize myself against the autonomic movement of my hands and spoke the word out loud, feeling the enigmatic phonemes twist against my tongue. My hands traced patterns in the air, trailing the same insubstantial mist as the Ether spell sphere. I was so excited to be casting and so intrigued by the spell effects, that I lost my balance on the limen almost immediately, and the mist faded. 
 
    They were really going full-bore with this magic system if casting the most basic spell took so much practice! 
 
    Settling my thoughts and steeling my determination, I found the limen and cast again, this time managing to hold steady through the entire process. 
 
     A sense of pressure built inside me and then, as if through a straw, mana moved out of me and down the imagined conduit, creating a flow. I was able to maintain the channel for three long seconds before it winked out. The eddies in the mana resumed their erratic undulation. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Class Spell: Flow! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now we were getting somewhere! 
 
    The thrum around me had shifted as I cast and now there was a perceptible current to it, a barely noticeable feeling of negative pressure and a slow pull in my direction. Looking around, I could see that the eddies of mist were flowing smoothly toward me in a three-foot radius. The misty threads really were mana, I realized, and just as the spell description said, they were everywhere! 
 
    After two minutes, my mana was full again, and the flow around me stopped. It took me a while to figure out that my Mana Regen was doled out independently by source, 1 point per minute from Wisdom and 1 point every two minutes from the Ether spell. 
 
    Time to cast Flow again. 
 
    Three rounds of successful casting brought my mana to 1, and I stared groggily out at the world, thoughts moving like molasses through my mind. Activating Ether felt a little easier by then though, and my Class Skills continued to increase, Concentration foremost among them. Through the next five minutes my thoughts sharpened once again. 
 
    I repeated the cycle, trying to hold the flow until five points of mana were spent, then casting Ether for four minutes, before realizing that losing mana in increments of three would be more efficient—one from Ether and two from Spirit. After that realization, I held the channel until I was down six mana before replenishing. I avoided letting my mana dip back down to one, wanting to avoid that sluggish feeling. 
 
    It was on my fourth cycle that I managed to maintain a channel for the full six seconds. I released it triumphantly and was in the process of sitting when white text flashed before my eyes. 
 
    +1 to Intellect. 
 
    Once seen, the message dropped away and faded. 
 
    I pulled up my Character Sheet, thrilled at the unexpected stat increase. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Intellect 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your ability to understand the world. Learn faster. Be smarter. 
  +20 Mana Points (+10 to Mana Capacity/point) 
  +2% to Spell Damage (+1% spell damage/point) 
  +.02% to Experience Point gain (+.01% exp/point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    And with that, my mana pool doubled to twenty points. What was more exciting was realizing I could level my Intellect just by practicing spells! I’d have the requisite 30 mana in no time! Then I’d just have to find one of these mana seeds and… Regardless, I needed that third point of Int! 
 
    Leaving four points of mana, that meant I could channel for sixteen seconds before having to recharge, but first I had to top out at twenty mana, which meant seven more minutes of waiting... No, the Ether spell scaled with Intellect! With +1 MP/minute from Ether and +1 MP/minute from my Wisdom, it should now only take 5 minutes to regenerate the extra 10 mana. 
 
    Settling in to regenerate mana, I was almost certain that midway through I would…  
 
    +1 to Wisdom. 
 
    Yes! That put my regen at… 3 points per minute while using Ether, taking a full minute off my recovery time. With 11 points to recharge, I sat back against the tree and waited to regenerate fully.  
 
    It also confirmed my suspicions, given the stats the attributes governed. Wisdom benefited from regenerating mana, and Intellect from the use of that mana. I would be able to grow those stats even with the lackluster spells I had. I desperately needed to practice my channeling as well. Doing so seemed to be key to increasing my Concentration skill, which would be crucial in battle once I had real spells. 
 
    I ran the numbers. It had taken 20 MP to level both stats. I had to imagine the next level would take more, probably some multiple of the previous one. 
 
    It hurt, seeing all that mana flowing away into uselessness, but truly effectual spells remained elusive. Pushing harder while casting Flow didn’t cause any change I could perceive, it just built up pressure between my eyes that grew more painful the harder I pressed. 
 
    I fell into a steady—if slow—rhythm of push with Flow, pull with Ether, push with Flow, pull with Ether, and kept an eye out for that third point of Intellect. Admittedly, the minutes-long recharge sessions were excruciating, but the excitement of reaching that next point tempered my boredom. Knowing that I’d need the mana to be able to cast my first real spell made it bearable. 
 
    Mana out, mana in. Mana out, mana in, but at a glacial pace. 
 
    I started to feel like I was getting close to advancing again, depending on the scaling of the requirements. Leveling in Wisdom was still probably a ways off, but leveling Intellect should be right around the corn— 
 
    A violent roar interrupted my calculations, sending me scrambling back against the tree. I forgot my current casting attempt and tripped over myself in my rush to get away. 
 
    There, over the grass, probably right where I had woken up, was a hole. It punctured the air about two feet off the ground and was formed from a black so true and inert it was impossible to guess at more than its outline. The air around me howled into the void, bowing the surrounding plant life, as the form of a woman materialized, coalescing within the black before being gently lowered to the ground. She was dressed in the same brown tunic I wore and was tall and light skinned. As her body settled into the grass, I noticed her ears were pointed. An elf! The portal blinked shut as quickly as it had formed, truncating the howl of the wind. 
 
    I watched silently as the woman stirred and sat up, her back to me. Her hands went to her face, her ears, her hair... and finally to her chest. Standing, she began to look and feel over her entire body in a way that made me more than a little uncomfortable, before lifting her head and letting a bright peal of laughter ring out across the meadow—laughter filled with so much joy that I couldn’t help but smile along. I recognized that joy and wonder: She had to be another player. 
 
    Stepping forward to announce my presence and introduce myself, I was interrupted by a wild yell. An enormous man, clad in Roughspun garments just like us, charged from around the tree and hurled himself at the elf woman, sword in hand. Wordlessly, I shouted a warning, but it was clear from the onset that it came too late. 
 
    The woman spun, raising a twig, of all things, between herself and her attacker. His sword sheared cleanly through the spit of wood and opened an enormous gash across the woman’s right shoulder. As she stumbled back, stunned, the man bellowed again and drove his blade straight through her chest. 
 
    The elf woman barely had time to register her surprise as she slumped to the ground, her body pulling clear of the sword. Blood spilled from her mouth and into the grass. Her killer stood above her, watching as the blood pulsing from her wounds slowed. 
 
    I stood, stunned, until the hulking man turned toward me. Through the blood that had spattered his face, I could see that he was grinning, eyes bright. When he saw me, he smirked and limbered up his sword arm. I shied away, but my back was to the tree and there was nowhere to go. My mind scrambled as it clawed for a way out, and death began slowly stepping across the grass toward me. 
 
    But there was another emotion building beneath the panic. A familiar rage at seeing injustice: a rage that always managed to get me in trouble. 
 
    My eye caught a glimpse of movement behind the stalking man: the elf woman’s finger, feebly twitching. The woman’s helpless gesture was like a spark, igniting my anger, and I pulled myself together. I had dealt with bullies. I had stood up to this before. It didn’t matter that I was destined to lose. I was not going to let this...  this asshole get away unscathed. 
 
    Leaping to the limen, I cast Ether and followed it with Flow. Seeing my sudden hand movements and the mist curling from my fingertips, the man crouched, bringing his sword between us. He glanced from side to side, searching for the effect of my actions. After several seconds he straightened, still wary, and looked me up and down. 
 
    I stood tall against his gaze, still furious, but tendrils of fear were lapping at the edges of my anger, threatening to reassert themselves. I had channeled every ounce of mana I had at him, as forcefully as I could, to absolutely no effect. I could see that it had formed a slightly condensed cluster around the man’s chest, but it simply swirled in slow eddies into the air around him. Hopefully he hadn’t noticed my use of the tree as a support when the last point of mana had left me. 
 
    He had a sword, and the woman had had her twig. I cursed the error that had deprived me of a weapon. It seemed I would be paying for trying to cheat the system sooner rather than later. 
 
    Finally seeing through my bluff, the man’s grin returned, and he stalked toward me. I searched around myself for something, anything, to help me. The only things around were the tree, the field, my inevitable death as presented by the man in front of me, and the slow, lazy curls of mana. I didn’t have time to regenerate and attempt anything else, unless I could somehow retrieve the knot of mana I’d expended in hopes of affecting my attacker. He was too close now. I could see the mana coming off him like steam, flowing wild and chaotic across his skin as he pushed through it. He grabbed me by my shirt and drew his arm back, primed to impale me. I could see the spittle between his teeth and the manic gleam in his eye. 
 
    At that moment, one point of mana returned to me. Wildly, I opened a flow, desperate to do something. I needed mana, and so as I pushed the man away, I also pulled! Mana came lancing toward me, flooding into my head in a sharp spike. I gasped in pain and surprise even as the man’s sword fell from his limp grip and he slumped after it to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    Dazed from the pain between my eyes, I staggered away around the tree, panting in fear, relief, and confusion. My head was pounding. 
 
    My mana was back to 10, and even my Mana Capacity had increased, meaning I’d leveled my Int again. Still, as soon as I had opened the channel between myself and the man, the Ether spell had fled me. Attempting to recast it sent another sharp spike of pain through my head, making my vision swim and spark. 
 
    I’d been up a creek without a paddle on arrival. Now I couldn’t even paddle with my hands. I had no equipment, and even my spells were out of reach. I had leveled my Intellect and Wisdom though, for all the good it would do me. 
 
    As my vision cleared I resolved, at the very least, to make my way to the forest surrounding the meadow. Hopefully there I could find some shelter from the madman on the other side of the tree. 
 
    He beat me to it though; as I set out toward the trees, I heard rapidly fading footsteps behind me. I moved wide of the central tree, catching a final glimpse of my aggressor's back before losing him in the woods. I hoped he was gone for good, and that he’d stay under the impression that I could knock him out whenever I wanted. 
 
    Warily, I crept back to the tree, making a cautious circuit while examining the forest on either side of the meadow. The sun was starting to pinken the western sky. At least, I assumed it was the western sky. After completing my circuit, I moved to the elf. 
 
    It was clear she was dead. Her blood had soaked into the ground, and her body still telegraphed the pain she must have felt. I ignored the vivid wounds studiously as I picked up the broken twig. To my surprise, small white text floated into view above it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Sprig Wand — 0/10 
  
     
 
      
      	  A simple wand for casting spells. 
  +1 Intellect 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s what she had been doing—she’d been trying to cast a spell of her own. I now saw she had a dagger on her belt as well, and a small pouch. Not wanting to disturb the dead, I left her belongings be, though I resolved to take them with me when I left the meadow in the morning. The items were simply too valuable. 
 
    And I would leave in the morning. Given our matching outfits, it was clear this was a spawn point, and I didn’t want to stick around and risk additional nutjobs materializing right on top of me. On the other hand, there was no way I was spending time in those woods after dark. Not only did the meadow offer a clear line-of-sight for hundreds of feet all around, but the woods in an MMO were sure to be full of nasties. Sure, they weren’t likely to be all that dangerous in a starting area, but with only my Flow spell to my name, I wasn’t going to risk it in the dark. On top of all that, “into those trees” was where the most dangerous thing I’d come across so far—the other player—had gone. 
 
    Really, I was surprised that PvP—player versus player—had been allowed in what must be a starting zone. Coming awake in this world just to be unceremoniously ganked was harsh, and there would always be bullies and griefers just waiting to pick newbies off. There would always be bullies… wasn’t that the way of it? I pushed the brooding thoughts aside. I’d just need to get to a PvE—player versus environment—area as soon as I could. In the morning I would head west. Not only would the sun be at my back, but it would take me in the exact opposite direction of my callous murderfriend. 
 
    So, that left me with one solution. I crossed the woman’s arms over her chest, secured the broken wand between them, and then began climbing the tree. Hopefully, I could find a hidden crook to wedge myself into for the night. 
 
    Hoisting myself onto a low branch, I worked my way upward through the boughs of the tree. There wouldn’t be a lot of leaves to hide behind, but the branches were thick, and the brown of my tunic and pants was actually very close to the bark in color. I would also be counting on baddies to simply not look up. After finding a confluence of branches right for the job, I wedged myself in. Luckily, I could lay back but also have a relatively clear view of the ground. 
 
    The leaves picked up a steady rustle as the night air moved in, the perfect white-noise machine. The constant ebb and flow was reminiscent of the mana I’d discovered earlier that day, permeating everything but moving in steady currents all its own. I watched the branches sway against the darkening sky and considered my situation. For the first time in a long time, I was completely alone, but the scope of my solitude was more than I had ever experienced. There was no one in this world looking for me. No one I could call. Although I knew my body wasn’t far from the home I’d just left, it truly felt like it was a world away. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Shaking, I pushed my way through half-formed dreams, the cold preventing me from truly sleeping. The night breeze had faded, but the chill in it stayed; it permeated first my body and then my dreams. Flashes of angry faces and sprays of blood. Faces filled with shock and pain. Still faces, frozen in death, and features rimed with pain. Angry voices, fear, and through it all, the aching cold of loneliness and loss. 
 
    Once the sky began to lighten, I gave in to wakefulness and began the arduous process of limbering extremities made stiff by the cold and from being stretched across branches. I peeled my tender skin away from the bark it had been pressed into for hours. Once on the ground, my teeth chattered and I hugged my arms to my chest; I definitely needed warmer clothes. For the time being, I contented myself with pacing around the tree and flexing my legs, hoping to let the sun warm me before setting out. 
 
    In my eagerness to be out of the tree and to see the sun, I’d forgotten the spawn points until they opened again. My mind worked sluggishly to comprehend what was happening, and then I was racing back to the tree to climb to safety. I paused after about a twenty-foot ascent and looked down. The elf woman had returned and, on the other side of the tree, a tall, dark-skinned woman had appeared. The latter performed the traditional stand-in-awe routine, before her eyes glazed over and she stared into space. Examining the UI, I assumed. 
 
    For her part, the elf woman had curled into the fetal position and wrapped her arms around her chest, feeling for wounds that weren’t there anymore. Her dead body lay just a few feet from her. She stayed that way, eyes shut tight and breathing hard, until she heard the footsteps of the other woman behind her. Panting, the elf scrambled to her feet, pulling the dagger from the belt of her corpse as she darted away from the other woman. Surprised, the other woman held up her hands as a show of peace, and backed away. “Easy, baby, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    The elf woman’s gaze didn’t soften, and so the other continued to retreat until she was at a safe distance. Then she shrugged, turned, and left the meadow along the same path the elf’s killer had the day before. East. 
 
    The elf watched the woman go, waiting for her to enter the trees before relaxing. The elf then made a circuit around the entire tree, scouting to make sure no other spawns were sharing the clearing. She didn’t look up. 
 
    Once she was sure she was alone, she moved to her corpse and angrily grabbed the pouch and the belt for her dagger. Finally, she took the wand, grimacing as she moved her own cold, cadaverous arms to gain access to it. Once the final item was reclaimed, the corpse simply dissolved. The woman watched until the entirety had faded. 
 
    I chose that moment to speak. “I saw what happened yesterday. I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything to help! That guy was a jerk.” The woman started and looked around, dagger in hand. 
 
    A tone trilled in my mind. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Basic Skill: Stealth! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I brushed the notification aside impatiently as the woman’s gaze sifted upward through the branches. “Good morning!” I ventured. 
 
    She didn’t agree. “It’s freezing, and I just died,” she growled. “I didn’t think they would make it hurt so much. Or feel so real. Assholes. Assholes! At least I came back. Respawn timer’s what? Six hours? Eight?” 
 
    “Probably eight," I confirmed. “You okay if I come down?” 
 
    “Not until I leave, thanks. I need to get my bearings.” 
 
    “Anything I can help with?” I offered. Even though I knew she was skittish, I found I didn’t want her to leave. 
 
    She looked at the severed branch in her hands. “Not unless you can mend a fucking wand!” She hurled it to the ground. “And now I can’t even cast my fucking spell!” I grimaced, not used to quite this much language, but it was hard to begrudge her using it. I knew the feeling. Well, not that particular feeling... 
 
    “I didn’t start with any spells either," I commiserated. “In fact, I don’t seem to have started with anything.” 
 
    She looked up, inquisitive. “What build did you choose?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before you spawned here. What build did you choose?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I responded. “I didn’t choose a build.” 
 
    “So you made a custom one? I did too. That’s what got me into this fucking mess.” She kicked the grass at her feet. “I put all my goddamn points into Wisdom. Thought with my wand…” she kicked at the grass again, “...I’d have enough mana. Gave up Intellect so I could get mana faster. Now all I’ve got is this fucking dagger, with 2 fucking Attack!” 
 
    “Hey, at least you have a dagger!” I called down. “I have literally no items.” 
 
    Her face was blank. “How?” she finally asked. 
 
    “I didn’t choose a ‘custom build.’ I didn’t choose any build!” Self-pity started to grow inside me, taking root now that it had an audience. 
 
    “So how did you design your character, then? It’s all the same process.” A note of scorn was creeping into her voice. She was starting to think I was just an idiot. 
 
    “No, I’m telling you I never got to choose anything. After the calibration I just woke up here," I insisted. 
 
    “Calibration?” she asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, when they had you do all the movements and stuff to map your brain into the game.”  
 
    “What game are you playing? I didn’t do any of that. I just went straight to the UI for my character build. And then I ended up here.” Her face darkened. “And then that asswipe broke my fucking wand. Fuck!” She stomped the broken wand a third time for good measure. 
 
    “You mean you got to choose your race? What stats did you start with? There were builds? What spells do you have?” Suddenly I was awash with questions. I had missed getting to build my character. What had happened?! 
 
    The elf held up her hands. “Take a breath there. Of course I got to choose my race—and my appearance. I could have defaulted to looking like myself, but do you think they’d just stick players into any old body? They’d have a fucking riot!” She sighed. “Why don’t you come on down? I’m getting a crick in my neck talking to you up there.” 
 
    In spite of her invitation, she backed well away from the tree as I climbed down. “Was it that bad? Dying?” I asked, sympathetically. 
 
    “I drowned in my own blood," she growled darkly and fingered the gash in her roughspun shirt, identical to that worn by her corpse. “Why don’t you give it a fucking try?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think they’d make it so bad. In most MMOs you die all the time!” 
 
    “I don’t know why they did it,“ she responded. “All I know is that it fucking hurt.” 
 
    I apologized, and she shrugged in response. 
 
    It turned out I had missed the character creation process. She suggested I open a support ticket and ask the devs to “fix” me, and on learning I didn’t have access, she graciously opened one on my behalf. 
 
    She whistled through her teeth. “The wait time’s measured in days," she announced. Of course it was. 
 
    She had started out with 5 points to distribute between her stats and had put 4 straight into Wisdom, hoping the extra Mana Regen would allow her to cast more often. She had been relying on the +1 to Int from the wand to enable her to cast her starting spell, simply called Fire, which took 15 mana to cast. I eagerly asked to see the spell info, and she figured out how to show me her UI. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Fire I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 15 MP 
  Range: Touch 
  Cast Time: 1.5 seconds 
  Duration: Instant 
  Description: Creates a small flame in the caster's hand. 
  Effect: 3 Fire Damage + 2 Fire Damage over 3 seconds if Ignited. 
  Requirements: Mana Seed of Fire 
  Additional Effects: 
  Playing with Fire: casting Fire spells causes both target and caster to become Kindled. 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “‘A small flame?’” I repeated, incredulous. “That’s it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess they didn’t want to make it too powerful right off the bat. Wish I had known that the starting area was going to be PvP!“ 
 
    She had been able to choose her appearance, name, and race as well. I showed her my Character Sheet, and then my patchwork spell tree. Fortunately we were able to share them over a distance. She looked at hers again. 
 
    “I can’t even find empty slots for those middle spells. It’s like they don’t even exist," she said. “I looked through every build and race, and I never saw an option for them. Ether, Flow… the spells sound pretty fucking useful though.” 
 
    Flow? That’s right! I scrambled to pull up my Spell UI, and there it was, on the same tree that had Ether at its root. I had been so eager to use the spell that I had forgotten to read the details! 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Flow I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 1 MP per second 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast Time: 1 second 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Creates a pathway for mana to flow into and out of objects. An object’s ability to accept mana is affected by its Wisdom (creatures), or by its Quality (items). An object’s ability to resist Flow is determined by its Intellect (creatures), or by its Quality (items). Exceeding throughput limits may cause damage to the caster and/or the target. 
  Effect: 1 mana flow per target Wisdom/sec (creatures). 
  1 mana flow per target Quality/sec (items). 
  Creature targets with more than 1 point of Intellect are immune. 
  Items of Common Quality or higher are immune. 
  Requirements: Ether, Class Spell 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I hadn’t actually tried siphoning off any of the ambient mana from objects around me! With this I could… I pushed the UI away and opened a flow targeted at the grass between me and the elf. I knew there was mana there. From what I’d seen, mana was everywhere. I readied myself and cautiously pulled. I could handle 3 mana per second, given my Wisdom, but I started at 1 and worked my way up. Channeling mana this way kept my bar full. 1 point per second, 2 points per second, 3. I focused on tightly controlling the flow and maintaining the channel, careful not to pull enough to hurt myself. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?!” the elf woman shouted. “Stop! So help me God, you’d better cut that shit out!” 
 
    Letting go my focus, I saw the woman scrambling back from a gray patch of grass, which was now probably 6 feet in diameter. I jumped back as well. It definitely didn’t look right. 
 
    “Holy crap! Sorry, I didn’t mean to... sorry!” I held my hands up impotently, shocked at what I’d done. “It hasn’t ever done that before!” Although even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t true. That must have been what had happened to Mr. Murder the day before. I must have accidentally drained his mana, probably all 10 points, and hurt myself in the process. I recalled the ache and the sharp pain the night before. I must have drained all his mana in just a second or two. I was lucky the damage hadn’t been worse! 
 
    “I swear I didn’t know that would happen," I pled, not liking the accusatory way the woman was looking at me. “Look, I don’t know why I missed the character creation screen, or why I even have these spells. I’m just trying to figure out how to play with no gear and no—” My eyes burned, and my throat tightened. I didn’t want to admit to the sudden wave of helplessness that had come over me. 
 
    She must have noted the rise of frustration in my voice, because her features softened. “Just don’t fucking surprise me like that!” She knelt and drew her dagger, touching the edge to a blade of the gray grass. In a gentle, soundless puff, the leaf turned to ash and dissipated into the air. She blew a quiet breath over the circle, and we both watched as blades of grass, stalks and stems of wildflowers, and even dirt fell apart under the slight pressure. 
 
    “Uh… yeah, let’s not make a habit of that shit until you’ve got it figured out,” she breathed. “What kind of starting spell is that?” 
 
    I talked through the events of the previous day, both preceding and following her death, sharing my suspicion as to how I’d escaped the same fate. The man hadn’t turned gray and fallen to ash, he’d just fainted. I had too, in fact, after running my mana dry on waking the day before. 
 
    Hopeful to find out more, I cast Ether and examined the dead space. It was dead in more ways than one. The misty flames that licked at the rest of the world didn’t touch the circle of dead grass. They brushed against the edges but were rebuffed, unable to penetrate the void. All except for one bright spot. 
 
    I bent down and plucked the wand out of the dead grass. Ash fell away from my fingers, but the halves of the wand itself stayed substantial, tightly packed mana still whirling around and inside. It was brighter and denser than the rest of the world, and certainly more so than the void. The mana inside looked more akin to the mana in and on me, and in and on my companion, come to think of it. She glowed misty-white almost as brightly as I did. 
 
    “That’s a cool effect," she breathed, suddenly close. While I was concentrating on her wand, she had moved around the circle to stand beside me, her face craning toward mine. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, surprised at her proximity. 
 
    “Your eyes have these little wisps of smoke coming out of them,” she said. “Are you casting Ether?” 
 
    She was sharp. And tall. And beautiful. And intimidating. I found myself stammering as I explained what I’d observed about the grass, her wand, and ourselves. Slowly, the caution and timidity she had respawned with was fading. Probably because she was realizing just how clueless I was. 
 
    “Well, you have a spell to reduce the world to ash, but no equipment. I’ve got a dagger and a whole lot of Mana Regen. Want to make our way to the city together? We’ll take this world by storm!” I swallowed nervously, then laughed. We were a sad pair, weren’t we? Still, she seemed confident, and I could use some of that. 
 
    “I’ll try to help out any way I can," I said, hoping I’d be able to follow through. 
 
    She slapped me on the back. “That’s the spirit!” she whooped. “Name’s Mac. Put ‘er there!” Grabbing my hand, she shook it enthusiastically. I was a little stunned by the sudden familiarity, but I managed a weak smile. 
 
    “Zenzuck, I guess," I replied, still a little off-kilter. 
 
    “Nice to meetcha’!” She chortled, more jocular by the second. “What do you say we get the fuck out of here?” Putting her hands on my shoulders, she began to steer me out of the clearing without even bothering to reclaim her wand. Why was she in such a rush? Weakly, I cast about to make sure I hadn’t left anything, before realizing I didn’t have anything, let alone anything to leave. Just a patch of dead grass and the memory of shivering through the night. Sighing, I began to walk under my own steam. Why was she in such a hurry anyway? 
 
    Whooshing sounds behind us answered my question. I guess neither of us were willing to risk meeting whomever might be coming through the respawn portals next, because in unspoken agreement we both bolted for the trees. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Morning light filtered through the trees as we walked under broad branches. The trees were tall and deciduous, not the pine and poplar forests I was familiar with, and for that I was glad. The visibility was much better. A dappled path led east away from the meadow, and we set ourselves to it. Early-morning birdsong filled the air, and I began to feel the thrum of satisfaction that comes with forest walks. I fell into a long stride beside my companion. 
 
    For her part, Mac was fiddling with her hair, trying to fasten it back into a ponytail. “A scrunchie, a scrunchie! My kingdom for a scrunchie!” she complained, trying to hold the hair in place with another bit of hair that kept falling out. Honestly, she didn’t seem to know what she was doing. 
 
    “Can I borrow your dagger for a sec?” I asked. Then, on catching her hesitant look, I reassured her, “Look, I could have already taken it off your corpse if I was going to run off with it.” With a decidedly unladylike snort, she assented, handing me the dagger by the blade. Nicking my tunic, I tore a foot-long strip and handed the dagger back. Then, after gesturing for her to sit on a nearby stump, I proceeded to tie her a pony. 
 
    “Just let me know if you want a French braid next time," I teased upon completion as she felt for my handiwork. She looked at me coolly, and I grinned. This was something I could handle. “Three sisters," I informed her. She snorted again and chuckled. 
 
    A snapping branch brought me out of beauty-parlor-Barbie mode and back to the fact of our vulnerability. “Should we just move off the path and let them pass?” I whispered. Mac nodded, and we quit the path, finding two large trunks to hide behind. We watched silently as a broad dwarf man and woman strode past, bantering like an old married couple, which was probably just what they were. We stayed put for a minute or so after they left and then moved back to the path. 
 
    “Damn, I wish I could do something!” Mac moaned. “I got a Stealth skill from hiding just now, but that’s going to do fuck-all for me. I don’t even have a way to make cash for getting my wand repaired!” Noticing that I had essentially taken possession of the wand since she had thrown it down and stomped on it, I sheepishly handed it back. Down one broken wand, I was back to zero possessions. Mac caught me looking glum. 
 
    “Hey, when you cast your spells earlier you didn’t move. Can I see what they look like without Static Casting?” she inquired. 
 
    I responded, hesitant, “I don’t want to mess anything up with Flow, so I’m just going to push, alright?” 
 
    She looked uncertain for a moment, then shook off the discomfort. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure.” 
 
    “If you insist," I acceded, excitement growing. 
 
    “I do," she responded, winking. 
 
    The pain from the previous night made me a little reticent to try, but it didn’t return. I accessed the limen and cast, letting my body play out the movements for the full effect. I focused on an area in front of us, invisible to Mac, of course. 
 
    Mac was practically bouncing with excitement. “That was sooo cool!” she crowed. “The way they make the words slide right out of your… Ach! I want! I want to cast my fucking spell!” She was very nearly whining. I felt sheepish, embarrassed that I was able to cast my spells when hers were tantalizingly out of reach. 
 
    I kicked at the dirt and grimaced. “Sorry." 
 
    She grabbed my shoulders and gave me a little shake. “Don’t apologize!” she growled. “You didn’t break my wand—that asshole with the sword did. And you didn’t allocate my points like a fucktard. I did that all on my own.” 
 
    I tensed. “I really don’t like that word," I muttered, wishing I could take the words back as soon as they left my mouth. 
 
    She paused and grinned, then smacked me on the back again. “There you go! Stand up for yourself! No more shrinking violet act! No more apologizing! You’re not going to change anything by apologizing for a situation you didn’t fucking create. We take what we get, and we move forward with it!” 
 
    “Now, I have an idea, although I’m probably going to regret it," she announced. Then, taking a deep breath, she exclaimed, “I want you to drain my mana!” 
 
    I looked at her, shocked. This was the woman who, not an hour ago, had been too skittish to let someone else near her, and now she wanted me to use a spell on her that had turned an idyllic field to ash? 
 
    She saw my expression. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, but hear me out. As things stand, I’m not going to get anywhere for a while. I’ve got nothing but this goddamn dagger to my name, and I’m specced for fucking Mana Regen.” She sighed. “So, the way I see it, the only progress I’m going to be able to make right now is for you to drain my mana so that I can regenerate it. At the very least I’ll be able to gain some Wisdom, if you’re right about how that works. If you fuck it up and my ass gets ashed, then I’ll just respawn.” She gave me a warning glance. “And don’t fuck it up!” 
 
    I looked at the tall, fierce woman. She might be up for the risk, but I wasn’t sure I was up for the responsibility. She seemed to see straight through my thoughts. “Look,” she said, a bit sternly. “I make the decisions about what happens to me. Not you. I know the risks as well as you do, but it’s my decision.” 
 
    Cowed, I conceded, though I was hesitant even after my talking-to. There was no time like the present though, so I cast Flow and eased the smallest trickle of mana I could away from her. I held the channel for 3 tense seconds before my concern made me lose it. 
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on with your mana," I explained. “The flow gives me back what it costs, so I can’t even tell anything’s happening.” 
 
    “I’m down… 3,” she announced. “Barely even felt it. How about I let you know when I get to 4? That should give us plenty of room for error. Then I’ll regen the 6 mana for… a minute twelve?” I nodded. “And we’ll do the whole thing over again.” 
 
    I put my mind to figuring out the best way to fill that minute and twelve seconds. During each one-minute-twelve-second interval, I would regenerate 5 to 6 mana: enough I’d have to channel the excess off every so often. The trick was to keep my mana close to full, while making sure to always be regenerating. I would use Flow for the 6 seconds required by Mac, then channel 6 or 7 of my own mana off. Giving it back to Mac would be pointless, of course. 
 
    So, we got back to walking, taking our time so as not to catch up with the dwarves. It was less than a minute before Mac announced her mana was full. She stopped, so I reached out and drained her as I came along. 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah!” she shouted, swatting at the air between us as if she were under attack by pigeons. “You cannot do that shit to me while you’re walking! I require your full attention!” 
 
    The word “sorry” died on my lips. No apologizing! Instead, I tried to reason with her. “We can’t stop every minute and a half. We’ll never get anywhere! We can move it to every five minutes if you want, but it’ll still take us forever to get where we’re going.” 
 
    “Fine," she said, sheathing the dagger that had found its way into her hand. “Fine, fine, fine. We’ll do it your way. Let’s just get going.” 
 
    And so we continued walking, me draining her when she announced her mana was full, and then siphoning off my surplus mana. I could keep Ether up while casting other spells, and so maintaining it constantly was a no-brainer. The slight definition loss it gave my vision wasn’t too much of a problem. My Concentration skill just kept climbing, and now that I was using it consistently, so did Static Casting. The skill levels noted in the UI seemed to be trying to catch up to my actual skill level, gained during calibration, and so they continued advancing unnaturally fast, for all the good that did me. 
 
    Every minute and twelve seconds the routine repeated, and we observed a strict silence during the process to ensure no interruptions. Outside of that, we took the time to get to know each other. 
 
    Introductions were an interesting experience. Both of us knew that we had given up another life to acquire this one, and so neither of us were too intent on sharing the details. Instead, we stuck to broad generalities. Age—Mac was 27—general family structure, interests, and hobbies. Mainly we discussed our past lives in video games. Mac had played a lot more than I had, and she’d certainly spent more time in MMORPGs. She had raided end-game content in multiple games, VR titles included, and had been part of guild leadership for multiple guilds. With her confident and easygoing style, I was pretty well in awe of her before long. 
 
    Compared to her, I was a bumbling idiot. Everything out of my mouth sounded so childish, so… insignificant. I spent long minutes thinking up the right things to say to her—the right questions to ask—just to be embarrassed as soon as they left my mouth. She took my bumbling in stride, and helped ease me through conversations. She wasn’t shy, of course, about setting me straight on this point or that, but she certainly wasn’t cruel. 
 
    I discovered that she had put the last point of her build into Charisma, which would allow her to be more influential interpersonally. For a moment I considered whether that was why I was garnering such a high opinion of her, but knew it couldn’t be the case. It helped ease my concerns when I read in the description that Wisdom was a counterpoint to Charisma. Higher Wisdom enabled players to see the effects Charisma might be having on them, and to resist those effects. An hour later, when my Intellect and Wisdom both leveled, and my estimation of the effects of her Charisma didn’t waver, I figured that it was purely her personality—and mine. 
 
    During lulls in the conversation, I casually crunched the numbers it had taken me to level. 20 MP for the second point, then just over 80 for the third. It was the not-quite-250 for the fourth point that made me realize things weren’t scaling geometrically. No exponents fit either—not easily at least—but the numbers were too tantalizingly round, and the pattern so close to being clear. 
 
    A few minutes more brought a surprise bump to my Ether spell. I was ecstatic as I reread the description. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  … 
  Effect: +1 to Mana Regeneration per Intellect 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That took my Mana Regen from 6 per minute up to 8 all by itself! When I mentioned it to Mac she only grunted enviously. 
 
    It was another hour before I leveled again, which brought my Wisdom to 5 and even with Mac’s. If the scaling continued along its current trajectory, each successive point gained purely by mana use and regeneration would be harder to get, though the changes to Ether would offset that a bit. As an added bonus, the calculations would be dizzying. I continuously resolved to stop trying to gauge when I would level, but whenever there was a break in the conversation, my brain would latch back onto the increasingly intractable calculations and have at them. 
 
    The fourth points of Int and Wis had taken 640 MP, almost exactly. It was clearly a factor of ten, so I set the tens aside altogether, leaving only 2, 8, 24, and 64 to consider. Mac looked on, amused, as I paused to sketch numbers into the dirt of the path. 
 
    “Is there really a point to all this number crunching?” she asked. “I mean, we’re going to level anyway…” 
 
    “I’m so close, just let me… there! Look at all those two’s.” I had factored each of the numbers. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Well, every number has more two’s. That smells like an exponent. If you take out the two’s equal to the level number…” 
 
    Mac finally looked interested. “You get the level number,” she concluded. 
 
    “Exactly! That means the mana it’s taking to level is the level number times 2 raised to the level number.” 
 
    “And?” Mac repeated. 
 
    I considered the question. “Well, now we can figure out when we’ll level.” 
 
    “And what will that change?” 
 
    I considered again, longer this time. “Well… nothing,” I admitted. I couldn’t leave the numbers alone though. 
 
    Despite her previous admonishment, I couldn’t help feeling guilty at how much success I was having compared to Mac. True, I had just reached her level Wisdom-wise, but I was reasonably sure I would reach 6 points half an hour before she would. 
 
    So, when we stopped by a stream mid-morning in order to rest, have a drink, and wash up a bit, I took the opportunity to ask Mac whether I could examine her broken wand again. She paused her ablutions and tossed it to me with a curse. For the first time, I looked at the sundered thing beyond its description. It had once consisted of a thick branch with three tapered twigs at the far end, each holding a smattering of small, spade-shaped leaves. Now the leaves were wilted, and the twigs sagged. 
 
    With Ether active, I held each piece away from me and examined them. The branch portion glowed brightly, swirling with densely packed mana. I could feel the life in it. The leafy portion barely looked any different from the ubiquitous background mana around us. The mana inside moved sluggishly and without direction. Experimentally, I pressed the two ends together and glanced at my mana bar, noting that nothing had changed. Bringing the shattered junction close, I could clearly see the problem. The mana in the branch portion flowed steadily toward the separated leafy portion, but was frustrated upon hitting the break, swirling away to become part of another flow further down the branch. The flow had been severed when the wand had. 
 
    Swiftly, I reread the description of Flow. It didn’t seem like it could help yet. The wand’s Quality was Good and my low-rank Flow spell wouldn’t be able to touch it. It didn’t seem right though. The mana was obviously already flowing, only it was blocked. It just needed to be linked back together. 
 
    The beauty of a two-tool toolbox is that it doesn’t take a long time to find a tool, if you have it. I held the two halves of the wand together in front of me and focused on the break, casting Flow to create a tiny channel between the two pieces. Astonishingly, my Mana Capacity jumped to 60 for an instant, before falling back to 50. It jittered between the two numbers as I adjusted the pieces for a tighter fit. 
 
    “Hey, Mac?” I asked. “Can I see that dagger again?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out. I’m going to use the lady’s room.” She handed me the dagger and moved away through the woods. 
 
    Hoping to surprise her once she got back, I quickly cut the rest of the way around my tunic, resulting in a nearly two-foot-long strip. I dismissed Ether so I could do the close work of edging the pieces of wand together without distraction, straightening a splinter here and shifting the fit there. Once satisfied, I bound the branch ends together tightly with the strip of cloth. I swished the wand through the air for effect, and then reactivated Ether. Nothing had changed with the wand, but by casting Flow I could now consistently get a solid connection between the halves. The wand was whole again, if only for seconds at a time. Next, I’d have to try and find some way to make the flow stick. 
 
    I looked around to see where Mac had gone, but she must not have finished with her business in the woods yet. I waved the wand around a few more times, feeling pretty tough with my little stick, but really it was useless to me. In order to have access to the increased mana pool I would have to cast Flow, spending 1 mana per second. Since my regen was orders of magnitude slower, all that would do was drain it all. So, I let my mana fill back up, and I waited. 
 
    Finally, I heard Mac’s voice approaching, but not everything was okay. Her continuous “Oh shit. Oooh shit,” wavered and wobbled as she raced across the uneven landscape. Picking up the dagger and the wand, I searched for the threat; as best I could tell she was just sprinting, pell-mell, for fun. Then, with a squeal and a snort, her pursuer burst out from the underbrush, racing after her with incredible speed. Its hooves were a blur. Focusing, I managed to see its stats. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Wild Boar — Level 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 16/16 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Level 3?! We could stab it, but Mac had been right about the dagger. We might get 3 Damage out of it per pop, if the item info was to be believed. Plus, those tusks were easily as long as our dagger anyway. I tried to cast Flow to incapacitate it, but nothing happened. The boar’s Int must have been too high. Mac was almost on top of me, and the boar was almost on top of her! Whelp, two-tool toolbox... 
 
    “Mac, catch!” I shouted, tossing the wand to her before jumping to the side. 
 
    She caught the wand and stared at it, incredulous, legs still pumping furiously. 
 
    “Zen, what the fuck?!” she cried, still sprinting. 
 
    “Find something to burn!” I yelled, and hurled a rock at the boar before waving my arms and shouting to try and pull its attention from Mac. Luckily, the elf found a low enough branch and lunged for it, kicking her legs up and away from the frothing animal. 
 
    Deprived of its initial target, the boar spun toward me, its hooves digging furrows into the forest floor as it squealed its outrage. 
 
    “Now, Mac! Fire!” I’d used Flow to activate the wand even as she reached the tree, and then a second Flow to simultaneously provide her mana. My own mana plummeted. 
 
    As the boar closed on me, my connection to the spells fled, and I jumped aside to avoid the tusks again. The boar was more maneuverable than I was though, and a tusk scored my shin as a hundred pounds of pig barreled into my legs, bowling me over. I lashed out with the dagger even as sharp hooves knocked the breath out of me. I struggled to keep the boar from reaching my face, which only seemed to cause the hooves to dig more deeply into my chest and gut. 
 
    Then there was a shower of sparks, and I yelped as I was peppered with stinging embers. The boar was off me though, and I rolled back to my feet, swiping blindly with the dagger. Mac had planted herself between the boar and me, and was fiercely swinging a large branch full of burning leaves. 
 
    “You did it!” I congratulated her. 
 
    “Yeah, I did it,” she conceded, focused on the boar. “But what are we going to do about Miss Piggy here?” The flaming branch was holding the boar at bay, but hadn’t routed it like I’d hoped. It darted left and right, trying to circumvent the fire, but Mac had so far succeeded in keeping the branch between us and it. 
 
    “Well, we have the dagger," I suggested. 
 
    Mac scoffed. “How many times would you have to stab it? Seven?” 
 
    We had wasted our chance though, and dried leaves don’t burn long. With a triumphant squeal, the boar pushed its way past the swinging branch and threw itself at Mac. Rather than allow the boar to knock her down, Mac jumped forward onto the angry squealer’s back, grabbing for its legs. With Mac so close, it suddenly became clear that the boar wasn’t actually that large. Maybe two feet tall at the shoulders, its ferocity had made it seem larger than it was. 
 
    Mac was ready to match its ferocity tit for tat though, and she and the boar fell hard to the side. 
 
    “Now, Zen!” she cried. “The heart!” 
 
    Without any time to feel queasy, I jumped forward, driving the blade straight into the center of the boar’s exposed chest. The blade stopped with a thunk that shuddered through my arm. I’d struck a thick plate of bone. 
 
    “Again! Higher up this time!” Mac commanded, trying to avoid the black-bristled head that reared and snapped, attempting to shed her. 
 
    I complied, awkwardly driving the blade in closer to the flailing front leg, but once again hitting bone. Not waiting for Mac’s command, I tried a third time, aiming right behind the joint of the front leg. The small blade sank up to the hilt, and I struck again, and again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Mac lifted her face out of the leaf litter, a little dazed. A skim of slime graced one cheek, and a twig had embedded itself in her forehead. I’d ended up on my back, with the dagger dropped beside me in relief. I propped myself up. “Surprise, I fixed your wand!” I croaked. Mac gave a dry laugh and pulled herself up onto her elbows, crowned by a halo of leaves and muck arranged throughout her hair. 
 
    “There’s a reason I wanted to be a caster, you know,” she proclaimed, addressing the dead boar between us. “We don’t have to deal with as much…” She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and looked at the result in disgust. “...effluvia.” 
 
    She cleaned her hand on the pelt of the boar before pushing up to her feet and gathering the wand, which she had thrown down in order to effectively swing the burning branch. “Wait a second,” she said, “this doesn’t look fixed. How did it...” 
 
    I looked up from dusting off detritus and cast Flow. “How about now?” I asked, expectantly. 
 
    “Ha!” she cried, unbelieving. “You did it!” 
 
    Pulling myself to my feet, I looked at the boar. Mac came to stand beside me, staring down at our conquest and combing debris out of her hair. 
 
    “Sooo... lunch?” she proposed. 
 
    In the excitement of entering the game, I had completely forgotten my belly, and now it reminded me of its presence with a vengeance. “Yes, please! Uhh...” I focused on the pig, but was unable to bring up more than a simple Character Sheet. Mac came to stand beside me and did the same, with the same result. No loot list. Normally, in this type of game, enemies would drop loot for players to pick up, but we found nothing of the sort. 
 
    “Well, I guess we have this dagger,” she announced, holding it up suggestively. 
 
    “Oh cripes," I muttered. 
 
    “Cripes?!” she scoffed. “Come on naw, don’t be a fuddy-duddy.” She knelt by the still-smoking carcass and brandished the knife. “We can figure this out. I will eat this fucking pig the way it tried to eat me. But like a lady.” She grinned. 
 
    “All I know about butchering is that you’re supposed to avoid the uh… poop sack.” That earned me another mocking side-eye. 
 
    “Okay, but do we really need to gut it?” she asked. “Can’t we just pull the skin off and take pieces? After all, what are we going to do with a fully-gutted pig?” I acquiesced, and she got to work slicing the skin off the haunches. 
 
    There was far more blood than I’d anticipated, being accustomed to supermarket cuts of meat. Still, I gritted my teeth and helped Mac slice off several thick slabs of muscle. This was going to be my life now, after all. I’d better get used to it. On the plus side, we both acquired a Butchering skill, though at Level 1 it provided little benefit. 
 
    At last we had our array of meaty morsels, all arranged on a relatively clean fallen trunk. 
 
    “So, our options for cooking this,” she deliberated, “are starting a fire and going from there, or doing it all with magic.” I opened my mouth to speak, but she cut me off. “Yeah, we don’t have enough mana for that. Old fashioned it is.” 
 
    We gathered the makings for the fire. That part was easy. I hadn’t been a hunter, but I had been a Boy Scout. Once the wood was arranged, we got down to the business of lighting it. Mac was going to cast Fire. 
 
    Like me, Mac was intent on forcing herself to learn to cast without words or gestures. The theatrics would do for later. Of course, this would have the added benefit of allowing her to keep the wand still while she cast. I wasn’t sure if I could maintain the channel with her waving it around. She knelt by the stacked wood and kindling and pointed her wand at the base. I set up the channel for her wand, and then established a flow between us, pushing her 5 mana, then 10. 
 
    I had only about 40 mana to spare as I waited for her to discover the right way to hold her mind. She’d need to figure it out quickly, so I made sure to walk her through all the steps. The envisioning, the target, the limen, the words, and the gestures. In the end, she still found it necessary to mouth the words, but it only took her about twenty seconds. She squawked indignantly. 
 
    “It’s telling me I don’t have the required Class Skill!” she complained. “Damn it, Zen, you fucking hacker! How do I get a class?” 
 
    I could only shrug. “Hey, at least you have a damage spell,” I reminded her, “and a wand now!” 
 
    “I guess so,” she agreed. “It looks cooler without Static Casting anyway. Check this out!” 
 
    Where my hands had trailed a nearly invisible mist, Mac’s wreathed themselves in fire. Flames licked up from her eyes and mouth, making her look positively demonic. She was right. It was cooler. 
 
    A small spurt of fire bloomed at the end of the wand, easily catching the kindling ablaze. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Plus one Int!” she exclaimed, hands out in disbelief. “Plus one Int! I can cast my own fucking spells!!!” And with that, she turned and hurled the wand into the fire. I raised my hand to stop her, but let it drop back to my side without comment. I supposed it really was more of a hindrance than a help, and obviously she had complicated feelings about the thing. I couldn’t help but feel the loss of my repair job though. And the strip of cloth I had used to bind it. Geez, I really had nothing to my name if my most prized possession was a hair tie. 
 
    She’d seen my outstretched hand too late and now looked chagrined. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    I congratulated her regardless, and she gave me a grateful smile, then stood and brushed the dirt from her knees. I worked to build the fire as she searched out a straight stick on which to skewer the chunks of pork. By the time the fire had burned down enough, we had fashioned a working spit. Now we just had to wait for our meal to cook. 
 
    The meat acquired a heavy layer of char before a slice to the inside revealed it was done. On the plus side though, we gained a Cooking skill. Now we were both stealthy, cooking, butchers: a dream come true. 
 
    “Ah, bacon with a hint of wand,” she proclaimed as she bit through the rind of charcoal covering the meat. “Hey, did you notice we’ve leveled? Oh, and I got an extra point of Constitution. Must be thanks to my footrace with Piggly Wiggly.” 
 
    Bringing up the HUD—heads-up display—I noticed a flashing exclamation point in the bottom-left corner. Accessing it presented a list of notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Class Skill: Dual Casting! 
  You have acquired a new Basic Skill: Small Blades! 
  You have slain a Wild Boar — Level 3 for 42 Experience Points! 
  Congratulations—you have reached Level 2! 
  You have 3 Attribute Points to distribute. 
  You have acquired a new Basic Skill: Butchering! 
  You have acquired a new Basic Skill: Cooking! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh. I guess I had been dual casting. I should have been more excited, but honestly the pile-up of notifications that were, for all intents and purposes, useless to me was salt in a wound. Gaining a level was much more exciting. 
 
    I looked at my Character Sheet. Three points available. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked. “If we add points to our Int and Wis right now, we might lose the scaling advantage on leveling them. It’ll start taking days to level them with just regen and casting.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “I guess I’ll trust you on the numbers. No, I don’t want to give that up yet. Especially not on my Int. Maybe something to make my dagger useful? I mean, you’re a fucking mana battery. Tell you what, how about I put 2 points into Strength and 1 into Dexterity? That way I can be more useful while all we have is the dagger. But in return...” she got a crafty gleam in her eye, “...you’ll need to fill my mana so I can level my Int.” 
 
    I had to laugh at the absurdity of our situation. Two baby mages alone in the woods with only a dagger between us. We were both at least reasonably knowledgeable and experienced, but circumstances had brought us to such an absurd level of impotence that there was nothing for it but to laugh. All our planning and all our scheming, and what did we have to show for it? We were a Rube Goldberg machine set up to summon a momentary puff of flame. 
 
    “Why don’t we both save our points for now?” I countered. “My Int should level in about an hour and a half, but yours should come even faster, now that you can cast. If we get into a scrape during that time, I’ll add the Strength and Dex points. You’d be more useful casting spells.” 
 
    In agreement, we doused the fire, and Mac pocketed several of the remaining briquets of meat. It wouldn’t be fine dining, but we would at least have something to eat for a while. Cautiously, we moved back to the path and fell into a routine. With my surplus mana, Mac would cast Fire, and then we would spend a minute or so regenerating before repeating. 
 
    “I’m going to have to be careful once I can cast more often," Mac commented offhandedly after an early cast. Her eyes were distant, and she waved a hand in my direction to indicate she was sharing the UI. She had accessed the tooltip of a debuff. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Kindled (5 sec) — Self 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chance to become Ignited when next Kindled is 50%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Wait. That’s from your Fire spell, right?” I gawked. “So every time you cast, you have the possibility of setting yourself on fire?” 
 
    “Pretty insane, right?” she confirmed. ”I’ma need Fire Resistance gear like cra-zy!” She sing-songed the last words, but it didn’t turn out to be much of a laughing matter. We both kept close attention each time she cast, and even so, she scored several good burns before we could swat the fires out. It was death by a thousand papercuts for her health too, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. Instead, she simply kept an eye out for the next stream we passed. 
 
    “That’s dedication," I commented—in awe or bemusement, I wasn’t sure. Mac had waded directly into the stream and was methodically dousing herself from head-to-toe. Still, she did acquire a Drenched debuff that protected her from setting herself ablaze, even as it became Soggy, and then Damp. There were plenty of streams too, so she was never dry for long. 
 
    “You’re going to get trench foot," I grumbled as I listened to her squelch beside me. 
 
    “You’re going to get a hotfoot, if you’re not careful,” she responded cheerfully. 
 
    As expected, Mac’s Int shot ahead, and before the sun indicated it was noon, her mana pool was equal to mine. 
 
    “God, this feels like cheating!” she announced as her Intellect hit 5. “That should have taken me three times as long, right? Are you sure you’re alright with this?” 
 
    I nodded the affirmative. “I’m pretty sure the mana I funnel you counts toward my Int, so it’s not like it’s any skin off my back. Plus, I spent half the morning draining your mana. Turnabout is fair play.” I didn’t add that I was pleased I could help her. Seeing her excitement as her mana pool grew was gratifying, and helped me feel useful. It wasn’t going to be sustainable though. With the exponential growth of requirements for leveling this way, getting from 5 points unaided would take more than five hours. Leveling past 6 would take almost thirteen. I didn’t expect either of us would have the patience to push too hard for those levels. Eventually we would need a goal—some actual gameplay and some actual gear. 
 
    Mentioning all this to Mac, I was shocked to hear that she at least had a goal. “Yeah, I’ve got a quest to travel to some village and meet with the mayor. “Kalsip.” The map shows we’re about halfway there. He should give us some money, too. I sure as hell hope so.” She side-eyed her dagger pointedly. “You’re saying you don’t have the quest either?” I shook my head, deflating. “Jesus," she breathed, “you really did a number on yourself, didn’t you.” 
 
    She quickly shook herself out of our shared reverie, unwilling to wallow. “Whelp, there’s nothing to do but to move forward. Just think, you’ve got two kickass spells I guarantee no one else has yet, and paired with a functioning caster you could even be a powerhouse, right?” She nodded, resolute. “Alright, then, let’s get this shit-show on the road!” 
 
    And a show it was. Mac began to spend her minutes of regeneration in a game of “find the most fun thing to burn.” I’d say countless leaves and twigs went up in flames, but to be honest, I was counting them carefully in order to mark the time. As her thirty-second victim disappeared in a cloud of black smoke, she turned to me. 
 
    “Fire II, baby!” she crowed. 
 
    Accessing her Spells interface, I saw that she was right. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Fire II 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 25 MP 
  Range: Touch 
  Cast Time: 1.5 seconds 
  Duration: Instant 
  Description: Creates a mid-sized flame in the caster's hand. 
  Effect: 5 Fire Damage + 3 Fire Damage over 3 seconds if Ignited. 
  Requirements: Fire I 
  Additional Effects: 
  Playing with Fire: Casting Fire spells causes both target and caster to become Kindled. 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Running the numbers, I quickly found the pattern. “That was 100 casts," I announced. “How much do you want to bet the next rank is 1000?” 
 
    Mac moaned in horror. “25,000 mana?! Where am I going to get such a thing?” She eyed me luridly up and down, and I put on my most prudish face, pursing my lips in disdain before we both broke down in fits of laughter. It had been a long day. 
 
    As expected, gaining a rank of Fire brought a selection of new spells, two of which were interesting enough to get details on. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Distant Flame I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 25 MP 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast Time: 1.5 seconds 
  Duration: Instant 
  Description: Creates a small flame at a distance. 
  Effect: 3 Fire Damage + 2 Fire Damage over 3 seconds if Ignited. 
  Requirements: Fire II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Hearth I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 5 MP per second 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast Time: 3 seconds 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Increase the temperature in an area. 
  Effect: 1-degree Celsius temperature gain per second to an area 1 meter in diameter. 
  Requirements: Fire II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The third spell, Thaw, seemed situational. Perhaps I could have used it that morning as I’d shaken off the chill of the night. 
 
    “Not so helpless anymore, are we?” I grinned. “We’re not quite boar fighters yet, but we could sure make one think twice about messing with us!” Recalling my previous night of shivering, I eyed the Hearth spell longingly. 
 
    “Fuck. Yes," responded Mac. “Burn us a pig. It might get so hot in here, we’ll have to take off all our clothes." 
 
    I sputtered for a response. Mac really never missed an opportunity to shock. 
 
    Noting that she’d achieved her desired response, she patted my red cheek. “Don’t worry, Zen. I wouldn’t let anyone besmirch your virtue,” she cooed, before grinning and sauntering away down the road, leaving me scrambling to catch up. My gain of a point of Intellect soon after was nowhere near as… impactful. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    We didn’t make Kalsip that day, mainly because Mac was having too much fun finding new things to light on fire. She stuck to casting her improved Fire spell for the most part, but several times there was something at a distance that was just too tantalizing and needed burnt, including several unfortunate birds and rodents. Mac claimed she was going to attempt to skin them, but I couldn’t imagine the singe marks would make the furs very valuable. It meant another level, however, and I was glad of that. We gained levels in Wisdom as well, though because of Ether’s boost to Mana Regen, I managed to gain 2 to her 1, and we gained 1 Int each, though we had paid for them with monotony. 
 
    Mac resolved to throw in the towel on leveling this way once she reached 7 points in Wisdom and Int. She wasn’t patient enough to wait the 21 hours I calculated it would require, and I for one couldn’t blame her. The day had been long, and it had gone from terrifying and exciting to dull and uninteresting. Only the beauty of the forest and Mac’s occasional pest-control efforts made it bearable. 
 
    That night we gave the push-pull routine a break. While Mac flayed the pile of carcasses she had collected, using her tongue as much as her dagger, I moved away from our camp, scouting for firewood and taking in the mana-laced forest. I hadn’t released Ether since noon, and was becoming accustomed to the double vision of viewing the world and its mana together. While I gathered, I kept an eye out for likely sticks: sturdy, not too long, etc. All in all, I gathered a couple dozen in addition to the firewood. 
 
    Back at camp, I dumped the wood next to the fire and settled between the roots of a tree with my branches. 
 
    I was going to make a wand. 
 
    Listening to the mellifluous curses coming from Mac’s charnel house, I selected the first branch and cast Flow. I was hoping to replicate what I’d seen in Mac’s wand and layer the branch with mana-rich channels. Coaxing a flow from me to the branch, I pushed. 
 
    The twig exploded like a firecracker. Mac jumped and spun around. “Jesus! Cut that shit out!” she hollered. In consternation, I read Flow’s description again. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  … 
  1 mana flow per target Quality/sec (objects) 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s right, the poor branch could probably only handle a single mana at a time. Thanking my lucky stars I couldn’t transfer more than 6 mana at a time to Mac—I didn’t want her to pop—I reached for a second branch. 
 
    As evening wore on, I worked my way through the stack of twigs, poking and tweaking with flows, trying to mimic what I’d seen and sensed in Mac’s wand, and wishing that I still had it as a template. Some of the sticks split or warped, but fortunately no more exploded. Mac prepared and ate dinner, and then strolled the perimeter of the camp, leaving me to focus on my work. 
 
    The first success was barely noticeable. Upon removing my spells from a branch, I received notice that I’d gained a Handcraft skill. Looking closer, I could see that the branch now had item info attached to it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Branch — 2/2 
  
     
 
      
      	  A branch. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I scoffed and threw the branch over to Mac, who was now warming herself by the fire and casually searching for the next best thing to burn. She guffawed at the description and tossed the item back to me. 
 
    My second successful attempt came from trying to modulate the flow of mana from me with the flow of mana within the branch, strengthening flows rather than creating them. The branch brightened, brightened, brightened, but when I removed the flow, it immediately began to dim, and the extra mana inside leaking out and away to join the ambient mana around it. Still, I received a new skill for my efforts. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Basic Skill: Enchanting! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Recalling how the mana in Mac’s wand had seemed to loop back in on itself at the edges, I once again affixed a flow and began to modulate it with the branch’s natural flow. As the branch steadily brightened, I applied several tiny flows within the branch, one after another, trying to gently train the mana to cycle within the branch, and to carve new grooves for it to flow through. After I released the flows, the branch stayed bright with mana, but I watched as the paths I’d created unraveled one after the other, and the branch returned to uniformity with the background mana. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Class Skill: Static Flow! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Static Flow (???) — Rank 1 
  The Flow spell can now create lasting flows, with a 10% initial chance of success (+10% per rank). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The sky was darkening swiftly when I went stalking out into the night to find more branches. “Don’t stay up too late!” Mac called out to me from the fire. “And don’t do anything I would do, like lead a herd of pigs through camp!” I gave what I hoped was a reassuring smile and ducked out of the circle of firelight. 
 
    Perhaps I did stay up too late that night, because I managed to gain new levels in Int and Wis—and a new rank of Ether—before I finally settled against the trunk and fell asleep. 
 
    I woke up warm. Sometime during the night, Mac had awoken and cast Hearth into the crook of roots I was nestled in, and the heat had baked into the ground around me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    When we set out on the path that morning, our lot didn’t look quite as bleak. Mac estimated that we were a two-hour walk from the village, and at that point we were warm, well-fed, and no longer too worried about running into any forest nasties, created by the game itself or otherwise. Once we reached town, Mac hoped to sell her bundle of ragged and scorched pelts and hand in her quest, and I could, well... I was sure I would figure something out. 
 
    Our technical support ticket still hadn’t been answered, but I hoped we could find more information in town. That did seem to be where most of the other players has been headed. We had avoided several more groups the day before, including a pair who had been jogging—to level their Constitution, I was sure. It was enough of a pattern that I was sure the quest Mac had received was universal. It was likely a breadcrumb quest, meant to lead players into major plotlines within the game. 
 
    On top of my hopes for getting my character situation remedied, I was optimistic about the handful of branches I held at my side. Mac kept eyeing them inquisitively, but I was feeling coy and wanted to keep her in suspense. Without my say-so their details stayed hidden from her. 
 
    Well before we reached town, the forest gave way to pasture land, and Mac and I were notified that we were finally leaving the PvP zone. Attacking other characters would not be allowed. Upon seeing the text, I could tell that a weight had been lifted from Mac’s shoulders. She and I had developed a fair rapport over the course of our day-long hike, but that didn’t mean she was overflowing with trust for me. Sure, we had relied on each other heavily during that time, but it could easily be seen as a matter of necessity on both our parts, rather than a true companionship 
 
    “Hey, Mac," I ventured, “thanks for letting me tag along with you.” 
 
    She humphed, and then sighed. “Look, running into you was a trade up from that piece-of-shit wand. We were both in a bad spot, and we helped each other out, but really you could have just looted my corpse and run off.” She winked at me and I could feel myself turning red. “You’re not half bad, kid.” 
 
    Uncertain, but gratified, I followed her down the path, which was widening as other forest paths joined it. Ours was certain not to be the only starting area, and sure enough we soon shared the path with other adventurers traveling in front of and behind us. Some talked and laughed in groups, occasionally stopping to cast starter spells or practice weapon skills. Others had a look I recognized from spending the previous day with Mac, skittish and subdued—if you could ever call Mac “subdued.” They were also more likely to be traveling alone and gave the more jocular crowds of adventurers a wide berth. 
 
    As the walls of the village came into view, players let out whoops and cheers, and a good portion of them broke into runs, excited for their adventure to truly begin. Mac and I maintained our pace and gave ourselves time to take in the sights, savoring our arrival to this beacon that meant so many things to us both. The farmer NPCs that dotted the farmland encircling the road only rarely glanced up from their work at the crowds of adventurers. I got the sense that they were a little exasperated at the traffic, but none were close enough to the road for us to really get a good idea of what demeanor they had been programmed with. 
 
    As we drew near the city’s walls, I marveled at the detail that had gone into the village’s defenses. The rough-cut stone of the wall curved away from us to either side, tracked by a road that separated the fields and pasture from the defensive structures. The gatehouse itself was considerably taller than the rest of the wall, and was echoed by smaller structures interspersed along the wall’s length, all staffed by men with conical helmets and bows, men who weren’t looking too enthusiastically over the broad assortment of uniformly dressed strangers entering their city. 
 
    And it was a city, I realized as I passed through the walls. No village could support the level of fortification on display. Mac and I were jostled through the gate by what had become a throng of players, and were thrust into a broad plaza ringed by shops, inns, and homes, packed to bursting with players. 
 
    A man in livery stood on the broad stone rim of the central fountain, calling directions to various features of the city. Anxiously, I approached. He was as realistic as anything else in-game. 
 
    “Excuse me, could you tell me where to get technical support?” I asked once he’d paused to take a breath. 
 
    “Craftsmen and technicians are located in the Guild Quarter,” he announced loudly, clearly intending to be heard by more than just myself. “Straight along the main road behind me and then south at the river!” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, confused. “But I need to contact customer support! My login got messed up and I don’t have the starter quest or spells—” 
 
    “Mage’s guilds are North Quarter. Ask for direction at the central market, just straight along the main road! Merchants aplenty can be found there for your shopping needs!” He was starting to look annoyed. 
 
    “No,” I said, flustered. “I need in-game support. I need to talk to a—” 
 
    The man bent down close to me and lowered his voice. “Move along, simpleton!” he hissed. “I’ve no time for your nattering.” 
 
    Taken aback, I instinctively complied and moved past the fountain. That was some great voice acting, but how was it even possible to program the interaction I’d just had? The crier had looked at me with real contempt. Mac grabbed my shoulder, bringing me back to the present. 
 
    “Now that was some nasty AI," she observed. “No worries. Let’s head to the central market and ask again there. I want to unload these.” She patted her pile of furs. “We’ll keep our ears open and get our feet under us, and then we’ll see what’s what.” 
 
    I nodded assent and trailed after her, shaken, as she joined the press of people moving down the broad cobblestone thoroughfare. 
 
    When we reached the market, the crowd barely slowed, though merchants still called out half-heartedly. Mac hadn’t started with any money, and I assumed no one else had either. That being the case, the players who ventured deeper into the nest of stalls and tents didn’t stay very long. The first quest had a sizeable reward attached to it, and the majority of players seemed intent on first securing said. 
 
    Mac began wending her way through the tents and stalls, looking for a likely merchant. As we passed other shopping players—distinctive by their uniform garb—I began to notice rings on several fingers. It was distinctive gear for people I’d only ever seen with a pouch, a dagger, and one additional weapon, maximum, up to that point. I also noticed these were the only players who were buying anything. 
 
    “Is that a quest reward?” I asked a passing gnome, gesturing at the ring. She grinned, and splayed her fingers to show off her find. 
 
    “Yeah, plus five to whichever stat you want!” she piped. “And a gold piece! They said there’s more shopping on the other side of the portals, but I’m waiting for a friend.” 
 
    I thanked the woman, and she trundled off to do more shopping. 
 
    “Mac, are you sure you don’t want to get your gold first?” I inquired. “We can always come back.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not in a hurry, and I thought you’d want to sell those," she said, nodding at my bundle of sticks. 
 
    “Ah, yes," I said. “Those.” 
 
    “Let’s try that shop over there. Those are wands on display, right?” When I hesitated, she once again put her hands on my shoulders and steered me over to stand in front of the merchant. 
 
    The merchant gave me a sympathetic look, which looked odd coming from a face with such prominent… features. He noticed me staring. “Too true, too right, good sir. Not many of us out this way, but I guarantee you my stock lives up to our reputation. We’ve got the finest in palliative care right here. We’ve got potions and tinctures for tending to wounds, and assorted goods for those who specialize in white magic.” He finished with a grin, smiling wide beneath his enormous green nose. “I see you’ve got some wands there. Are you looking to sell?” 
 
    Mac cut in, “We’d like to see your stock first, if we may.” I was a little shocked to hear her sound so polite, but I was grateful she was doing the talking. She was right; I had no idea of how my, uh, “twigs,” stacked up—let alone what I should sell them for. 
 
    The goblin shopkeeper waved us over to his selection and invited me to pick up a wand. Whereas my wands looked like branches I had picked up off the ground—largely because that’s exactly what they were—this wand had a smooth, carved pommel and a rounded tip. I examined its stats. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Shezzerack’s Wand of Insight — 120/120 
  
     
 
      
      	  A wand made for mending the greatest of wounds. Shezzerack’s wands are known for their durability and ease of use. 
  150 Intellect, 120 Wisdom Required 
  +10% to Healing Spells 
  +15 Intellect 
  +12 Wisdom 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt I was wasting the goblin’s time. I replaced the wand, nonplussed. “That’s an impressive wand, but I’m afraid what I have to trade isn’t quite on the same level.” Mac elbowed me in the ribs as the goblin shepherded us farther down the line of wands. Here we stopped in front of wands that looked similar to mine: an assortment of knobby branches and twigs. Picking one up, I immediately felt more comfortable. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Poplar Wand — 10/10 
  
     
 
      
      	  A simple wand for casting spells. 
  +1 Intellect 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This one was more my speed, almost identical to the wand Mac had thrown into the fire. The shopkeep quoted it at 5 silver and 8 coppers, and gave similar prices for the other more basic wands I examined. Out of curiosity, I asked the price on the first wand and learned that it cost just over 21 gold. That was fine; I wasn’t expecting anything near that for my wands. After murmuring my thanks to the shopkeeper, we moved to the desk at the front of the tent, where I laid out my wares. 
 
    I had made a total of seven wands during the night, and as I set them on the table Mac was finally able to see the stats. +1 Mana Regen. +2 Mana Regen. +10 MP. +20 MP. I saved the best for last. +1% Mana Regen. +2% Mana Regen. +3% Mana Regen. Earlier that morning I had tested to be sure, and the percentage increases to Mana Regen magnified the effects of Ether as well. I eagerly waited for the merchant to price them. 
 
    Clicking his tongue distractedly, the goblin examined each wand before making his offers. Given the pricing on the wands we had just perused, I was pleasantly surprised at how reasonable his offers were. Pleasantly surprised, at least, until he got to the percentage-wise wands. Those he priced abysmally low. When I protested, he pointed out that for the +1% wand, an owner would have to have over 100 Wisdom in order to make it equivalent to even a single point of Wisdom. That made the +3% wand barely the equivalent of the straightforward +1 Mana Regen wand for most users. I accepted his logic begrudgingly and sold all but the +2 Mana Regen wand which, not coincidentally, he had priced the highest.  
 
    The total came to an even 41 silver, on which I simply had to trust the man. A conversion rate of 37 coppers to 1 silver made the numbers impossible to do in my head, but he managed to make them come out nice and round. The friendly merchant also threw in a spare coin purse free of charge, seeing that I had nothing to carry my money in. The jingle as I walked, and the text that appeared to notify me that I had gained the Trade skill, had me feeling pretty good as we stepped back out into the sunlight. 
 
    “Hey, Mac,” I started, “I want you to have this. I know it’s been a crazy couple of days, but it’s been nice having someone to…” I trailed off, holding out the +2 Mana Regen wand. “Anyway… thanks.” 
 
    “Aw, Zen, that’s so sweet! Now I feel just terrible laughing about how that goblin just fleeced the shit out of you.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, taken aback. 
 
    “He knew you weren’t going to buy a wand! He low-balled his own wands to make you think he was giving you a great deal on yours. You probably could have sold them for twice as much!” 
 
    Turning a little green, I considered that perhaps my Trade skill should be in the negative digits. “Oh, and I presume you’re going to do so much better with your still-smoldering pile of rodent fur?” I sniped back. “Who’s going to want equipment covered with scorch marks?” 
 
    Mac giggled—giggled!—putting her arm around me and pulling me close. I fully expected her to give me a noogie. “Oh, you’re funny, Zen. You’re funny. Just you wait; everyone loves a little ‘hot couture.’” She released me and gave me a brief serious look. “No, seriously. Thanks for the wand.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Can we talk about robes for a minute? When Mac facetiously recommended that I try some on at the clothiers, I could see the diabolical sparkle in her eye. She, like me, was envisioning one of those oversized cassocks that a Franciscan monk might wear. Zenzuck as Friar Tuck. I couldn’t imagine how anyone would be able to fight or run wearing such a thing, but at the mention of robes the tailor had run off to gather a selection. Mac laughed at my consternation as I watched the man go. 
 
    An hour of being fitted and fussed over later, my opinion on robes had changed. Though he had had me try on a few long ceremonial robes, the majority of what the owner had brought back had clearly been made with movement in mind. The cut I finally landed on was about the length of a waistcoat and was meant to be worn over an undershirt and a vest. I didn’t feel goofy, I felt authoritative. The fact that Mac had stopped making snide comments let me know she didn’t see anything worth criticizing. 
 
    By the time Mac and I left the market and re-entered the main thoroughfare, I was decked out. I missed zippers—and elastic waistbands—but altogether, the clothes felt good. I had managed to procure underwear, stockings, an undershirt, a vest, breeches, new boots, and the robes—the latter two pieces costing the most by far. Aside from the purely psychological effect of having underpants again, I thought I looked downright dashing. Perhaps the 2 points of Charisma the robe provided was already taking effect. 
 
    The thoroughfare eventually opened onto another large courtyard with a fountain, this one fronted by a large and majestic building in front of which players crowded. Before we had a chance to join the crowd however, Mac’s head swung around. “Namara! Namara! Over here!” a voice called from the edge of the crowd, and Mac searched for the source, her gaze settling on a gnome man perched atop the shoulder of what I had to assume was an orc woman. 
 
    Mac threw up her hand. “Katz! Me’Almah!” she called, then turned to me. “Let’s go meet my friends!” 
 
    Immediately, my stomach dropped, but I followed her through the crowd to the outside seating area that had been roped off for patrons of the tavern. My cheeks turned red upon seeing that the tavern was graced with the name The Full Goblette, and was advertised with a very crude illustration. 
 
    Ducking under the rope, Mac embraced the woman. “Me’Almah, it’s nice to see you! Rrrh!” she growled, squeezing the woman’s very large green arm. “You are a beast!” The woman simply grinned, putting her inches-long lower tusks on full display. 
 
    Mac turned to the gnome and grinned slyly up at him. “And look who’s the little tossabout! Ready to be someone’s pocket gnome, Katz?” 
 
    The gnome’s smile was long-suffering, but he responded in kind. “No, Namara, I was hoping more women would be wearing skirts!” 
 
    Mac scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Varba and Slynx?” she inquired. 
 
    Me’Almah nodded toward the interior of the tavern. “Caught up with them yesterday," she rumbled. “They’re inside.” 
 
    “We’ve been taking shifts watching for you since yesterday," the gnome chimed in. “Took you long enough.” He tapped the enormous green shoulder he was sitting on, and after Me’Almah helped him down he headed for the tavern’s entrance. 
 
    “Well, did anyone else get ganked on the way here?” Mac responded defensively, falling in behind the gnome. I followed in their wake, unsure as to whether I should. 
 
    The gnome grimaced at Mac. “Varba talked Slynx into a duel almost as soon as they spawned, but it didn’t last long. She says he squealed like a stuck pig when she landed the first cut, but I think she feels terrible. Real pain, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Real pain," she growled. “Some fucker took a piece out of me almost as soon as I spawned. Stabbed me right through the chest. Respawn took 8 hours, but I’ll be avoiding the dying more than the time lost.” 
 
    She broke off suddenly as she remembered my role in her respawn. “Holy shit, guys! I forgot to introduce Zen! Everyone, this is Zenzuck!” I waved, blushing from the sudden attention. “We came through the forest together. He’s pretty quick on his feet.” Turning even redder at the compliment, I ducked my head and stuttered out a greeting. 
 
    “Nice threads," Katz drawled admiringly and reached up to finger the lapel of my robes before vigorously shaking my hand. “Mage, then? What element?” I looked to Mac for help. 
 
    “Zen’s character got a little fubared, but in kind of an awesome way," she clarified. “You should see his Mana Regen. Anyway, let’s get inside and sit down. There’ll be plenty of time for introductions later.” 
 
    As Katz led the way inside, Me’Almah moved close, taking my hand in her large, rough palm and squeezing. “Nice to meet you, Zen," she said simply. 
 
    Inside the tavern, there was little hope of sitting. The place was crammed full of adventurers waiting for companions, looking for groups, and many seemingly just intent on getting drunk. Me’Almah parted the crowd for us as she and Katz led us over to a table in the far corner, where a dwarf and a goblin waited. 
 
    The dwarf was taking the jostling from the crowd in stride. The goblin sat with her back to the wall, making a show of her dagger to encourage the crowd to give her space. As we approached, the dwarf man stood and engulfed Mac in a hug. “Namara, it’s good to see you! We’ve been waiting!” He gestured for her to take his chair and she sat. 
 
    The goblin woman looked across the table and bared her teeth. “Sup, Mara?” she asked, pushing her mug across the table. 
 
    Mac took a swig, and a moment to savor it. “Well?” she announced on swallowing. “Let’s get this thing started!” The five adventurers grinned and leaned in, listening to Mac’s report on what had happened since she’d joined the game. Once everyone was caught up, each friend began to explain their character setups, accompanied by jeers and jabs from the others. Realizing I had never done it before, I examined their names. Sure enough, floating over Mac’s head was the name “Namara.” Blue text filled the air around me, hovering over every head. It was embarrassing that I hadn’t looked before, but at least it helped with memorizing names.  Only the bar employees broke the pattern, with only generic descriptors spelled out in green text. I figured those must be NPCs. 
 
    There, surrounded by the cloud of inside jokes and the realization of how little I knew about Mac—no, Namara—I began to feel like a sixth wheel. It had been so easy to feel worthwhile when it was just Mac and myself on the road, struggling to get by. Now that I was surrounded by this crowd of friends that were obviously so comfortable with each other and so confident of their standing within the group, I began to feel more and more a hanger-on. As their plans moved toward concretion it became clear that their first order of business was going to be turning in the mayor’s quest. 
 
    It dawned on me as they talked that I didn’t belong there. Here was a group of confident, skilled players who knew what they were doing. They had obviously planned in advance to group up and adventure together, and they had a clear direction. I, on the other hand, was just a kid, on the run from myself as much as anything, and they weren’t going to want anything to do with me. Even hearing the others call her Namara highlighted my status as an outsider. It was obvious I wasn’t considered part of the group. 
 
    And so, as the conversation progressed, I eased myself away from the laughing friends and into the general crowd of the tavern before turning and heading for the door. It hurt to leave Mac, but it wasn’t a feeling I was unfamiliar with. Deep into my funk, I resolved to find some form of in-game support. I might not be up to par for Mac’s party, but I’d need to be able to fend for myself at some point. I began working my way with the flow of traffic toward City Hall, away from Namara and her friends. 
 
    The scene would've been hilarious if I had been in any mood to laugh. Hundreds of faces, all moving in the same direction. Every human shade of skin, interspersed with green, red, and even purple, but each one bobbing along atop the exact same outfit as the face behind and in front of it. Darkly, I envisioned them as prisoners, dissidents making a forced march from one gulag to another, but the ubiquitous smiles ruined my morose fantasy. 
 
    As I moved through the crowd, I kept my eyes peeled for anyone in the red-and-white livery the town crier at the west gate had sported. Soon enough, I spotted one, waving and pointing to direct the flow of traffic. “Here to complete The Mayor’s Request! Here to complete The Mayor’s Request!” she announced. “Make sure to have your preferred stat chosen!” 
 
    I broke out of the shuffling crowd and headed for the crier, not entirely eager to encounter the criers‘ AI again, but in a dark-enough mood that I half-welcomed the conflict. She locked eyes with me. “For all other inquiries use the east entrance! Here to complete The Mayor’s Request!” 
 
    Taking the hint, I pushed my way angrily back through the crowd and toward the east end of the building. Yet another line awaited me, shorter than that to turn in the quest, but moving much more slowly. 
 
    Inch by inch, I made it to the building and then inside, until I was standing in the vestibule of a small office with five desks at which uniformed officials helped adventurers. Most conversations seemed to end with annoyed-looking players leaving through a hallway leading back to the west and rejoining the players hoping to return the mayor’s quest. 
 
    One player, though, was having none of it, and was busy berating one of the officials. “I’m not here to play your stupid little game! I’m not here to listen to your excuses! You tell me where he is right now or so help me!” 
 
    I froze upon hearing the voice, but couldn’t believe it until the man turned in frustration and strode away down the western hallway. I knew that profile. I knew that voice— especially angry, as it was then. It was my dad. 
 
    Fear flooded into me, only serving to further stoke my anger. What was he doing here? What was he thinking? How dare he bring all his shit here into the one place I had thought I could escape him? Turning before he could see me, I pushed my way through the line behind me and back out into the square. Why couldn’t he just leave me alone? Why couldn’t everyone? Why did everything always have to be such shit?! I cast Ether and stalked through the crowd, hoping that the mist from my spell would hide the angry tears welling in my eyes. 
 
    Upon reaching the river, I turned north, not wanting anyone to be able to track me, and, since the crowds were thin, I broke into a run. Running away from my dad, running away from Mac and her stupid friends, running away from the clash of emotions tightening my chest. 
 
    After only a minute, I was panting for breath, but I pushed angrily on, my breathing turning into ragged sobs. I stumbled, and was forced to come to a stop. My stamina bar blinked red at 1 point. I kicked the side of the building I was now leaning on for support. First my character, then the quest, and now this. Why were things always so screwed up? I turned back onto the street and set off at a quick stomp, impatiently willing my stamina to return. 
 
    After several minutes, enough of it had for me to run, and so I ran again, alternating running with angry storming. 
 
    I held on tight to that anger—there seemed to be an endless supply of it anyway—and stalked all the way to the northern gate, fighting against the incoming flow of players. A small voice deep inside me was aware of how ridiculous my tantrum was, and an even smaller, sillier one hoped that I was at least making an impression with my stony face and my stormy eyes, but I let my upset push both considerations aside and continued running. Every time I felt tired, I would recall my dad’s face, or “Namara” laughing with her friends, and the anger, embarrassment, and loneliness, would flare again, sharp and hot. 
 
    Before long the forest loomed ahead of me, and text warned me that I was entering a PvP area. Not interested in running into anyone, unfriendly or otherwise, I set out through the trees at an angle from the path. I wasn’t able to sprint under the canopy, and so I finally allowed myself to walk again, anger turning cold and bitter. You know what? I thought. Screw all of them. Let him chase me! In this world I’d kick his ass. Let them laugh at me. I’d show them. I’d show all of them! 
 
    Grabbing a branch off a tree, I slammed mana into it. It immediately exploded. I let out a dark laugh and let the slivers of wood fall to the forest floor. Of course I would screw it up. The next one fared better, although the result wasn’t great. The wand I created was +1 MP. Scorning my creation, I threw it to the side and grabbed another branch along my path. I wasn’t going for quality anyway. I just needed to expend mana. 
 
    By the time I stopped to make camp, my anger had all but drained and was giving way to a desolate depression. I had made hundreds of wands, though none of them were any good. I had gained one rank of Flow, along with several ranks of Static Casting and Static Flow, and was satisfied to see that my stamina bar had increased from a maximum of 10 to a max of 50, owing to the 5 points of Constitution I now possessed from running. I figured it had been wise to delay assigning the bonus points I’d received from leveling, since it was so easy to gain points while your stats were low. I was distantly glad to see that the Stamina Regen rate turned out to be a lot faster than that of my mana. 
 
    I thought to gather wood for a fire before realizing that, without Mac around, there wouldn’t be any fire. I didn’t want to dwell on that fact though, and so I gave myself a project instead: searching for the perfect branches to make higher-quality wands. 
 
    As I wandered among the broad trunks, I began to see that there was definitely a difference between the branches. Some types of trees just seemed to have more mana flowing through them, and some individual branches on those trees had more mana flowing still. Resolving to make up for the lack of quality in my previous wands, I carefully gathered a dozen of the best branches I could find, discarding each as I found better. 
 
    Once I’d returned to camp, I settled my back against a tree and set to work. As the evening wore on, loneliness began to outweigh the rage that had filled me, and I began to feel pretty silly. My dad couldn’t make me do anything here, and it was fine for Mac’s group to do their own thing. She didn’t owe me anything. 
 
    Plus, she had all the food, as well as the means to light a fire. 
 
    Glad that I had something to focus on instead, and a warm robe rather than the roughspun clothes to wear, I worked until the sky darkened, and then I slept, twelve new wands stacked beside me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I was jolted awake by the cracking of branches and the thud of footsteps in the dark. 
 
    Instantly alert, I scrambled to my feet and searched the darkness. Ether actually helped to increase my night vision, but not at any great distance. At a certain point the swirl of mana just became an indistinct wall of static, with objects fading into the background noise. Still, I was able to see the man in the light of the torch he carried. 
 
    I sized him up quickly as the stupidity of my decisions crashed down on me, bringing a cold sweat to my skin. It didn’t much matter how he sized up though, since I was Level 3. If he decided to attack, I had one shot—just one—and that was more likely to fail than not. Flow was stronger now, but could still only drain people with 2 Intellect or below… 
 
    What sleep I’d managed, as well as the adrenaline coursing through me, finally swept away the last vestiges of my foul mood and left my head clear. How could I have left the city—left Mac!—so precipitously? My pulse raced as I backed toward the tree behind me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Human Stranger — Level 11 
  
     
 
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The man was taller than me, and the leather vest he wore drew attention to powerful arms, broad shoulders, and a well-muscled chest, with accompanying fur showing through the unlaced V. My heart became confused as to why it was pounding, and I quickly shifted my gaze away. Myriad fears warred inside me, some more familiar and more deeply rooted than even the new “mortal” fear I had to cope with here in The Boundless. His free hand was open though, deliberately held to show that he had no weapons, and so the familiar fears quickly won out over the more exotic. 
 
    “Ho, traveler!” he called, stopping about ten feet off. 
 
    “Ho!” I ventured shakily, unsure of where to look. He smiled, and even in the firelight I could tell he was handsome. Very handsome. My eyes lowered to the ground, and for a few excruciating seconds I couldn’t do much more than glance at him. He was just so…  
 
    Green text—he’s an NPC, a part of myself asserted blandly. A doll. Why should you care what he thinks of you? 
 
    New embarrassment won out over old, and I pulled myself together. It was so easy to lose track of what was real with this level of simulation and this level of AI. I put aside my self-conscious worries, though doing so left an opening for the mortal-flavored fear to return. He might not be a real person, but he could certainly hurt me. “What can I do for you?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “I apologize for startling you, friend. I am Mjorn. My caravan has set up camp nearby, and I wished to offer you our hospitality.” He gestured to the leaf litter I had made my bed. “We can offer you a real bed and,” he grimaced, “to be honest, we could use your aid.” 
 
    Was this the start of a quest? That seemed likely, and so I relaxed. 
 
    “A bed sounds wonderful!” I told the man, eager to get my first quest and, frankly, eager for other reasons I couldn’t quite bring myself to examine. “What can I do to help?” My previous nervousness around the man began to melt away, his friendly offer doing a lot to put me at ease. 
 
    “That can wait for the morning. For now, come. Join us at the fire for some music and laughter!” 
 
    He waited for me to gather my wands, and then led the way through the dark forest. 
 
    The night pressed close, isolating us within a pool of soft torchlight. I was vulnerable for sure, but there was a type of intimacy in our solitary journey through the woods. It seemed that a pressure was gathering around us. Nervousness gave way to excitement, and excitement to still more uncertainty. 
 
    The walk was short though, and Mjorn was right about the music and the laughter. We heard it before we saw the large fire at the heart of the clearing. Voices, male and female, were shouting lyrics as a man seated on a log near the fire jammed out a tune on a 3-stringed guitar. As Mjorn and I entered the circle of singers, they cheered and raised their cups to us in greeting before diving back into the song. The sight fairly well dispelled any residual fear of attack. 
 
    Mjorn gestured me over to a padded blanket that had been laid down between the fire and a log, and I sat hesitantly on it, careful to keep my dirty boots clear. For his part, Mjorn made two mugs appear from somewhere and sprawled carelessly next to me, leaning back against the log and joining in on the song as he offered me a mug. Even his voice made me feel… 
 
    Not wanting to seem rude, I accepted the mug, and in doing so my eyes once again darted to that cleft in his vest before hurriedly looking away. I had expected to have the blanket to myself, but there he was, close, and having him so close was dizzying. I resolved to focus on the fire and nursed my drink. I didn’t know yet how I was going to handle being able to drink alcohol in-game, but I did know that “at night in the woods with strangers” was probably not the best time to take my first swig. 
 
    Or was it? I kept having to remind myself that these beings were NPCs and not real people. It was so easy to shift to thinking of them as real once the green text faded. On top of that, the busy work of keeping certain other thoughts at bay had me more than a little distracted from the matter. Still, who knew what effects the developers would have included with drinking alcohol? 
 
    As one song ended and the next began, the musician caught my eye and nodded to me encouragingly. This one was repetitive and had a simple tune for my benefit. At Mjorn’s urging, I sang along, to the cheers and applause of the other campers. One song rolled into another, and the group’s spirits rose and rose. My spirits rose with theirs as I found my place in the songs and in the approving nods and smiles of my campmates. The ache of loneliness in my chest started to ease. 
 
    Mjorn’s company helped with that too. I couldn’t help but to sneak furtive glances at him as we sang. At his lips. At that spot where the muscles of his chest showed through the laces of his vest. At the sheer mass of his shoulders. I tried not to look—tried to sit at the very edge of the blanket to avoid accidentally touching him—until, after singing a particularly rousing and ribald song, I leaned back happily against the log, only to find his arm behind me. 
 
    I started, my gaze darting to him in horror, ready to apologize and already pulling away. His green eyes met mine and he gently pulled me closer to him. 
 
    Recognition charged through me as though his muscular arm were electrified, inciting such a rush of lightning inside me that I buzzed like a live wire, and blasting past barricades I’d hidden behind for years. Thoughts I hadn't even dared to look full in the face suddenly came into focus, shifting my world an entire 90 degrees. Everything that had seemed so disordered suddenly clicked into place. 
 
    As the euphoric haze lifted from my brain, I glanced around the fire at the other campers, nervous as to how they would respond. Fear was my constant companion in these waters, after all. 
 
    None of them had batted an eye, or even seemed particularly interested in us, aside from one elf woman with long dark hair, who gave me a happy little wink before returning to the song that had taken its place in the night air. 
 
    I sank back against Mjorn’s warm arm and tried to relax, unsure of how I should act, but for once certain of where I should be. If nothing else, I knew the pull, and if he was experiencing it the way I was I didn’t need to worry about providing anything more than my presence. This was real. This was concrete. 
 
    The night wore on, the merry tunes began to slow, and the singers dropped off one by one until only the bard was singing, long, sad, plaintive ballads, until even his voice faded away. 
 
    By that time most of the campers had left the fire, moving off to the wagons alone or in pairs. With Mjorn’s arm around me, I was afraid to stir, irrationally afraid that moving too fast would make him realize what he was doing and would break the spell. As the musician quit the fire and we were left alone, Mjorn began to talk quietly. 
 
    “So you’re a crafter, are you?” He beckoned to the wands I had made. “And a mage, I assume?” I nodded. “May I see your work?” 
 
    I hesitated in handing him a wand, embarrassed at its roughness. “I just started," I warned him. “Still, these are the best I’ve made.” 
 
    He whistled through his teeth. “Mana Regeneration. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen this particular enchantment before. What other strange talents are you hiding, my little wood troll?” he teased, handing the wand back. I didn’t mind the pet name, not once he settled his hand on my thigh, which ignited a new wave of sparks across my skin. I ventured to meet his gaze then—he really was so handsome—and before I could think about it too hard, turned toward him and placed my hand on his chest, fingers just barely touching that hair peeking out of his vest. 
 
    He looked at my hand and smiled, happy to be admired. “What strange talents…” he drawled again, suggestively. 
 
    Emboldened, I turned to him fully and closed the distance between us, scarcely believing as I ran my fingers through his chest hair. How many times had I imagined just such an occurrence, only to immediately shove the thoughts to the furthest corners of my mind? Now that I was here it seemed so natural, as if I’d done it all before. 
 
    “Just my talent with wands," I intimated. 
 
    With a growl deep in his throat, he pulled me tight to him and locked my gaze with his, holding me a captive of my own expectations as his lips found mine. I melted entirely against him, gripping his hair and moving my body against his. There was no thought. There were only his lips, and the incredible certainty of knowing exactly what he wanted from me. And what I wanted from him. I drank the sensation in, utterly relaxed and yet alive with energy. 
 
    He held me in the kiss for what seemed like an eternity, but eventually he shifted and broke contact. Chuckling when I wrapped my arm around him and tugged, hoping he would come close again, he sighed. “I’m sorry, troll. I shouldn’t have done that. Day is fast approaching and there is much to be done in the morning. Come, let me show you to your bed.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I stood, and he took my hand, leading me to a large wagon designed as a little house on wheels, the only such wagon of those pulled around the fire. I followed him up the stairs, and he beckoned me into a small room that clearly served as his living quarters, and lit by, of all things, a light bulb! Seeing my surprise, he chuckled. “A little bauble I’ve spoiled myself with. Goblins do make some wonderful toys.” He reached up and plucked the globe free of the net that had held it, and handed it to me. I touched it, expecting heat but feeling none. I turned it over and over, amazed. It was a simple glass orb, but its entire surface shone with a clear white light. 
 
    On this night of nights, however, a stronger enchantment was at work, and even the bauble couldn’t hold my focus. A large bed took up most of the room, and most of my attention. 
 
    “Wait. This is your bed?” I realized, flushing with embarrassment and excitement. 
 
    “It is yours. No, I insist," he announced, holding up a hand to forestall any further argument. “You are my guest, and I won’t hear anything more about it.” He wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close against him. “Besides which,” he continued, “I enjoy the thought of you in my bed.” Pressed against the thick solidity of his frame, my body ached for his, and the kiss he planted on my neck just below my ear liquified my knees. But then he was pulling away again. He returned the light globe to its hammock and stepped to the door. I followed, and pulled him close again. 
 
    “Stay," I implored. 
 
    “There will be time for that, troll.” He squeezed me in return and planted a small kiss on my lips. “There will be time.” 
 
    And with that, he was gone. He was right, too—morning would be coming soon. I drew the cloth he had shown me over the light and undressed, wistfully thinking of whom I wished was undressing with me. Falling into bed, I slept. My dreams were not… kid-friendly. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Morning brought with it an energy that was destined to fade—the superficial energy of fatigue—and as I heard the camp start to stir I dressed and ventured out into the brisk morning air. My robes helped keep the chill off, but I still went to the fire to warm my hands, nodding and murmuring hellos to the other campers and keeping my eyes peeled for Mjorn. I was glad my companions around the fire didn’t seem much interested in conversation. I felt adrift among them without Mjorn’s presence. 
 
    Other campers bustled around, preparing for the day: cleaning, gathering firewood, and mending clothing. It suddenly struck me just how much processing power calculating all these interactions must take, and I wondered at the devs being able to pull it off—because pull it off they had. It was obvious that these people weren’t just going about on set paths, performing the same interactions day after day. The sheer amount of detail involved would have made it impossible for developers to have designed each routine independently. The NPCs must be operating with incredibly advanced artificial intelligence. 
 
    I thought uncomfortably about the night before, resisting the inexorable logic that Mjorn’s attentions had simply been calculated responses. There hadn’t been any holes in the interactions, nothing to make me doubt the reality of it. Just the fact of an AI picking up on any body language at all, let alone the subtle body language of a kid who hadn’t even admitted to himself that he wanted what he wanted… Even a single fraction of what had happened would be completely beyond the bounds of anything I’d ever even heard of. How could they have done it? 
 
    And then Mjorn was there, stepping out of a simple covered wagon and shirted now under his vest. Seeing his face, his frame... My mind was unable to resist, and I was once again all-in on the reality of him. Of this. He strode to the fire, calling over campers as he walked. He took up position at the opposite side of the fire, then smiled at me and winked. My face flushed, and I beamed back at him. 
 
    “Attend!” he called to the gathered campers. “Our new friend Zenzuck has indicated that he is willing to aid us. Zenzuck.” His gaze focused on me. “My friends and I are transporting goods to Kalsip, but the goods we have to sell and the cost of our venture are not yet equal. Today we had hoped to gather food and furs from the surrounding forest to defray our expenses, but your arrival has changed that. Zenzuck is an enchanter!” he called to the others, who murmured excitedly. “What I need from each of you is to find the highest quality goods you are able today! Troll,” he addressed me, “will you enchant them for us?” 
 
    Expectantly, I examined my UI. Nothing indicated that I had been offered a quest. Still, Mjorn was waiting for a response, so I nodded my acceptance. He clapped his hands together. “Very well! Let us make haste!” 
 
    As the group dispersed, Mjorn crossed over to me. “Thank you, troll.” He clasped my shoulder. “Your help will be inestimable. My workers will spend the day in the woods. I had hoped you would spend the day with me, but there is so much that needs doing. Could you bring some meat back to camp?” 
 
    I smelled another quest opportunity. “What would you like me to get?” 
 
    “Either a passel of rabbits or something large, like a boar or a deer.” His eyes twinkled. “I’ll have a gift for you when you return.” Those bright eyes widened. “What's—why can I not give you this request?” he stammered, bewildered. “Are you…” he trailed off. 
 
    I smiled sadly, suspicions confirmed. “I don't think I can take quests. I think it's a bug. It’s okay, our agreement will stand. I'll come back with food, and then...” I gave him a devilish grin. “I’ll collect my reward.” 
 
    He shuffled his feet, unsure for a moment. “Very well,” he decided, finding a roguish smile for me. “Take a string and a sack for game. Would you like a weapon as well?” 
 
    “A dagger would be useful," I ventured. “Do you have any to spare?” 
 
    Chuckling, he produced one with a flourish, presenting me the handle. “One more thing before you go; I hear tell that if you are injured you might be able to return to us, but only should you have a focus. We have a cynosure here. Please, take my offer and bind yourself to it.” He met my gaze with green eyes full of sincerity and drew me close. “Come back to me!” 
 
    On my assent, he rummaged at his belt before withdrawing a small spear, almost a stake, topped with a large black gem. I assumed it was the “cynosure” he had mentioned, and something akin to a portable spawn point. He held it out and glanced at me expectantly. 
 
    “Just focus on this rock and intend to return to it," he directed, seeing my confusion. “I am told it will call to you from any distance.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t want to end up back at the meadow I’d started in… 
 
    You have bound yourself to a new cynosure. 
 
    Mjorn and I breakfasted together, and within the hour I was well-fed and out among the trees, having gathered my best wand—+3 to Mana Regen—and ready for the hunt. I was determined to impress this man I hoped to make my lover. Maybe if I fanned my feathers just right... 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to draw attention to myself at camp, and in pursuit of that I hadn’t cast Ether since meeting Mjorn. Now that I was in pursuit of something entirely different, I reactivated it and considered the best way to go about the hunt. The plan would be simple, given my two-tool toolbox. I would simply stun smaller animals like I had Mac’s attacker, and then finish them off with the dagger. The thought made me a bit queasy, but I reminded myself continually that these weren't real animals. It would be a merciful death regardless. 
 
    The first squirrel fell to the ground with a small thump, and after steeling my nerves I slit its throat. It never even struggled, for which I was glad. I hung it upside down by its tail and waited for the blood to drain, before tying its hind legs to the string and moving on. Between kills I continued the previous day’s practice of creating throwaway wands. I needed to keep draining my mana to allow my stats to grow. Any higher-quality branches were stuffed into the sack for enchanting later.  
 
    My string of game grew steadily, since seeing something was all it took to bag it. Squirrels, chipmunks, a rabbit, and even birds fell before my gaze, and it was less than an hour before the string was full. I could have returned to camp then, but I was resolved to bring something larger back to Mjorn. Unexpectedly, carrying the weight gave me first one, then two points of Strength, which made it marginally easier to haul. 
 
    It wasn't noon before I found acceptable quarry, and it turned out to be another boar, smaller than the first I’d encountered. Similar to the one prior, this boar ignored my attempts to incapacitate it. Things were going to get hairy, but fortunately I had time to take off my robes before engaging it. The robes were the only real thing of value I had, after all, and I didn’t want them ruined the day after I’d bought them. 
 
    My increased Strength and Mjorn’s weighty dagger meant the fight didn’t require too much of a struggle, and after doing my best to drain the corpse of blood, I shuffled the sack around it and slung that over my back as well. 
 
    That left nothing but wand creation and gathering as I staggered my way back to camp, glad that the map, at least, had no problem acting like part of a video game. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Mjorn wasn’t in sight when I got back to camp, so I found someone to give the boar and the string of game to, and then set myself up by the fire with the branches I’d gathered. Extra Mana Points and Mana Regen was great, but in reality I didn’t need it. Since my Ether spell scaled with Intellect, and Intellect provided other benefits, that was what I was really after. 
 
    Hoping to find clues toward making an Intellect enchantment, I sorted the wands I had already made into piles by enchantment and began to examine the differences. With Ether at Rank 3, I could see the flows much more clearly than I had at first, but the differences were subtle. The enchantments giving regen tended to have more flows that were “open” toward the caster, shifting the balance of the flow and allowing mana to feed outward. The Mana Capacity wands were the opposite, serving as reservoirs for mana gathered from the caster. Choosing one of the latter wands, I set to work reversing the balance of the flows, and sure enough the stats moved from bonus mana to bonus regen. 
 
    Since regenerating mana had so far been the key to my leveling, I moved through each wand with bonus MP and converted them all, gaining an additional rank of Static Flow in the process. 
 
    After finishing, I considered just how to make a stat item. So far I had been able to manipulate mana, but I couldn’t see how that could be modified to provide extra Int. I just didn’t know enough to even start. 
 
    So I moved on, and simply continued trying to make better regen wands. My best to date had been +4% and +3, regen-wise, but once I could make +10% I knew their value would start to pick up in a big way, especially for myself and other regen-focused characters. As I worked through my newly gathered sticks, the percentages rose but resisted breaking past +5%. The materials I was using just couldn’t handle the intensity of the required mana flow. Several split in complaint. 
 
    In the early afternoon, Mjorn returned, having gathered game of his own. I felt a little pride that he hadn’t bagged quite as much, even though I knew I hadn’t played fair. He unloaded his kills, and then came to the fire, settling himself beside me and setting my heart aflutter. I dismissed Ether so I could see his chiseled features clearly. 
 
    “An impressive set of trophies!” he congratulated me. “And so cleanly killed, save the hog. You must tell me how you did it!” He grinned. “But first, a gift for my troll! Would you prefer an item with Intellect or Wisdom?” 
 
    Happily, I asked for Intellect, excited both for the additional regen and for the opportunity to examine the enchantment. Mjorn smiled—I didn’t want him to ever stop smiling—and worked through a pouch at his side to produce a ring. He presented it to me with a bow. 
 
    “That looks like the reward for the mayor’s quest!” I exclaimed. Mjorn looked surprised, and then cast his eyes to the ground, swirling a finger through the dirt and playing at innocence. Mercy—even looking at those hands did things to me! 
 
    “I have taken the liberty of helping a few of the rings to ’see the world,’ you might say," he replied, faking contrition. “The mayor has so very many of them, after all.” Handing me the ring, he gave me a teasing smile. “Will you help this poor, lonely thing to see the world?” 
 
    I examined it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  The Mayor’s Ring — 25/25 
  
     
 
      
      	  The mayor of Kalsip has welcomed you to The Boundless and wishes you adventure, fame, and glory! 
  +5 Intellect 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Plus 5! My heart sang. That would bump my Intellect up by 50%! Greedily, I put the ring on and watched my mana bar jump. My mind sharpened too, as if I’d just gotten a good eight hours of sleep in a single instant. I hadn’t had a large enough jump in stats to feel that much of a change before. Mjorn looked at me expectantly, and I leaned over to kiss him on impulse. My lips met his, and I embraced the warm buzz of excitement, though nothing could compare to those first few kisses. All too soon, he broke contact. 
 
    “Thank you! And thank you...” I teased, thanking him for the kiss as well. 
 
    “Anything for my troll,” he responded, casually toying with my ear. “Now, about the enchantments? I see you’ve been hard at work. Could you place one on these, perhaps? An increase to base character traits?” 
 
    He handed me a pair of leather gloves. 
 
    I looked at them, uncertain. ”I’ve been trying to figure that out, but haven’t had any examples. Let me look at this ring first and see what it can tell me.” 
 
    Activating Ether, I gave the ring a once-over, and immediately saw the problem. The mana flows embedded in the metal were fundamentally different from what I was used to. They had a scent—or was it a taste?—that was reminiscent of heat and smoke rather than energetic mist. It reminded me of watching Mac cast, but I had never seen this “flavor” of mana before. 
 
    The execution of the enchantment was simple, mostly, just more powerful and more compact than anything I could manage, and with a few additional knots I’d never seen before. The “polarity” of the flows was outward, leaving the ring to serve as an extension of the wearer. If only I had some idea how to create that certain flavor of mana. Could Mac do it? I wondered. 
 
    I worked through a few exercises, simply trying to will my mana into the type of flows I’d seen, but after exhausting every tactic I could guess at—as well as the majority of my mana—I took a break. I was pretty sure I already knew the problem regardless. I didn’t have a mana seed. It always seemed to come back to that. 
 
    “Did you learn anything?” Mjorn asked expectantly as I looked up from my work. 
 
    “A bit," I responded, abashed. “Though I’m not sure it’s enough to help. I’ll have to try again after some rest.” 
 
    His eyes widened in shock as I turned away from the ring to meet his gaze. “Your eyes! Are you… has your spell not completed?” 
 
    I raised my hands to my eyes instinctively before realizing what the problem was. I had never used Ether in front of him before. Instead, I had always been intent on preserving the view. Now, I could see the swirls of mana within him, including several bright spots that must have been enchanted items, one at his throat and a couple in his ears. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s a passive effect. You’ve never seen this before?” I queried. 
 
    “Never," he breathed, though whether in wonder or fear, I couldn’t be sure. “And I have spent time with spellcasters of all types. What manner of spell is this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honestly. Probably something that got screwed up during my login," I answered. 
 
    A look of pure incomprehension crossed his face. Of course he was confused; he had no idea what logging in meant! His expression warred between confusion, skepticism, and even fear, before he recovered his smile and redirected the conversation. Having released Ether upon his reaction, I was glad of it. 
 
    “So, enchantments! Which others do you know? Can you enchant an item with Charisma?” He looked so hopeful that it was crushing to disappoint him. 
 
    “Just the three you’ve seen, unfortunately," I replied. “Regen and Mana. I don’t know any attribute enchantments yet. Maybe if I could look at a few others I’d be able to figure something out?” 
 
    Mjorn hesitated a little, but then reached up to his own ear and removed one of his earrings. He had three of them I hadn’t noticed, all in his left ear, showing how much in need of sleep I had been the night before! He placed the tiny stud in my palm, and I examined its stats. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Simple Peg of Charm — 25/25 
  
     
 
      
      	  An attractive article that might rub off on you. 
  +1 Charisma 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked at the stud—the one in my hand—through the lens of my Ether spell, turning away from Mjorn to spare him any discomfort. The flows there were different still. The multi-sensory sensation that had accompanied the ring was present, but this time it spoke of… I couldn’t even guess at the element that had created it. The flows were identically situated to the ring, though they didn’t shine quite as brightly or move as energetically. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I will leave you to your spells," Mjorn announced. “There is ever work to be done.” He stood and cupped my cheek momentarily before walking to a wagon and disappearing inside. 
 
    I watched him go wistfully, but honestly, having him gone helped my concentration. 
 
    Throughout the afternoon, Mjorn’s people returned, bringing with them more game, as well as materials for me to enchant. I worked through the branches first, since I knew what to do with those. For the herbs, stones, bones, and furs, I didn’t have a clue. I wasn’t sure what most of them were, or what they might be used for, and none of them gave item descriptions. I didn't know if I could change that, honestly. After all, a wand is just a stick. I supposed I could do something with some of the bones but… When I asked Mjorn about it he just seemed confused. I asked if any of the others were crafters, and whether I could observe them at their crafts. He agreed, directing members of his party to make themselves available to me. 
 
    The first woman I worked with was a stout dwarven lady who seemed terrified of me. With only the absolute minimum of explanation, and as quickly as she could, she demonstrated how to skin, first the rabbits and then the other critters, giving me a rabbit and a knife of my own with which to emulate her. We skinned each of the animals and stripped off the fat and flesh still stuck to the skins before staking the larger pelts out to dry. We scraped the fur off the smaller pelts and placed them in a small barrel of salt water so they could be used for bowstrings and the like. Once finished, the dwarf woman bolted for the wagons. I called a thanks after her, but she didn’t pause her flight for a second. 
 
    A little weirded out, I checked the pelts, only to find that they still lacked item descriptions. I enchanted one regardless, and the enchantment seemed to hold, but there was still no tooltip. 
 
    Next, a goblin man showed me how to prepare some simple poultices and potions, which turned out to be much more interesting. As we ground and mixed the herbs, tiny sparks of mana would grow inside the concoctions bit by bit, until at last the entire solution was infused with energetic mana—at least, comparatively energetic mana. None of what we created was particularly powerful. They were items though. Once the spread of mana had worked its way through the majority of a solution, tooltips began to appear. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Unidentified Potion 
  
     
 
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The goblin man filled me in on the use of each potion and poultice as we made them, and as I learned, the tooltips were fleshed out with names and information. Petty Potion of Endurance. Petty Potion of Insight. Petty Poultice of Staunching. As I said, none of them were very powerful. Petty-ranked potions were the weakest. He managed to make a few Lesser-Quality versions of the mixtures, but it was apparent that Alchemy wasn’t something he practiced on a daily basis. 
 
    After spending nearly an hour poking and prodding the results of our alchemic labor with channeled mana, the most success I had was unravelling a potion or two. At some point I’d interfered too much and something inside the potion would shift, leading to a cascade that left me with an inert solution within seconds. The interactions that were going on between the herbs were just too minute and complex for me to manipulate. My teacher watched interestedly as I worked, but burst into laughter when I showed him what I’d done to the denatured creations. “There’s not always fire where there’s smoke, is there!” he said with a cackle, referring to my eyes. I was mildly insulted, but at least he hadn’t run away in a panic. 
 
    Finally, I took up handcrafting with the elven woman, Remaldra, who had given me the wink the night before. Together we made woven bracelets and rings, and a necklace or two. Again, none of it was very high quality. Still, after we had completed our work, we were left with a small pile of accessory-type items. Some of the bone items were decidedly creepy, but I was glad to finally have something I could work with! 
 
    I probed Mjorn’s earring and my own ring one more time before we began, but their secrets remained a mystery. 
 
    As I worked, the elf talked. “You must tell me, what is this that makes your eyes weep mist?” she asked. “Are you gifted with Water magic as well as Fire, that steam is produced when you work your spells? I do not wish to offend, but I would not think someone so young might be so favored by the elven crown.” 
 
    Her tone was kind, not frightened as the dwarf had been, or derisive like the goblin, but I didn’t have enough answers for myself, let alone any to give her. “What would favor with the elves have to do with it?” I asked. 
 
    “Simply that the rulers of my people control the mana tree and her seeds. It is only through ancient treaty and high favor that they are given. It is rare that anyone outside of elven royalty has access to more than one seed.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not elven royalty, that’s for sure, and I’ve only been here three days. If anything I’m broken, rather than gifted," I groused. 
 
    “But you are gifted as an enchanter,” she insisted, “and your hunting is exceptional. You do not act as other mages do, and your magic is strange, but I do not see you suffer for it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t had a chance to talk to anyone who knew how things were supposed to be.” I looked at her. 
 
    She smiled sadly. “I’m afraid I am not the woman for that undertaking. It is true I have seen many mages at task, but the inner workings of the arcana are a mystery to me. Only noble houses and those close to the queen can afford the seeds, and the nobles buy them at such cost as to have only one mage in a generation. Outside of my people and the lottery of birth, the seeds are controlled largely by mage guilds or by royal families.” 
 
    “Are there any mages in the caravan?” I asked, though by this point I knew the answer. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” she responded. “We are much too poor a troupe for that. But that is why we value your assistance so highly! You have already been a great help to us, and,” she looked at me slyly, “to Mjorn.”  
 
    I blushed, and she laughed, high and clear in a way that reminded me of Mac. “Oh, Mjorn has a tasty morsel in his teeth!” she crowed, then laughed again, throwing up a hand in farewell as she departed. 
 
    My efforts, and those of my teachers, left me with both Leatherworking and Alchemy skills and had leveled my Handcraft. I was fine with the Alchemy and Handcraft, but didn’t know how much I’d use the Leatherworking. The work was slow and difficult, as well as smelly and off-putting. Really, it seemed that at the moment Handcraft was the best thing I had going, so I was glad to get back to making wands. 
 
    I was well through my pile of wands-to-be when Mjorn finally returned. I wasn't quite as happy to see him as I’d expected to be, and he didn’t seem to be his charming self either. A look of anger and annoyance flashed through his features when I told him I hadn’t made any progress with the earring. 
 
    “You are an enchanter. An attribute enchantment should have been the first thing you learned," he admonished. “What use do I have for hundreds of nearly identical wands?” 
 
    Taken aback and at a loss, I apologized. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing, I’m just trying to help!” 
 
    His face clouded further. “What more use have you than gathering firewood, then?” he muttered. 
 
    Surprised by his change in tone, I opened my mouth to respond, but it struck me again that he was simply an NPC. I wanted to help him, still hopeful that somehow I might get a quest from him—and more—but his tone rankled me. 
 
    “I will help with whatever quest you have for me, Mjorn, but I am not your servant," I told him. 
 
    Expecting an apology, I was shocked when Mjorn barked a scornful laugh. “You think not? You have worked for me this entire day for nothing more than a bauble and a kiss! What are you, then? If not a servant, then a fool at the least. Now, return my earring If you aren’t going to do anything useful with it!” 
 
    My eyes stung as I handed the earring over, and he fixed it back into his ear. I did feel foolish, looking at him then. His jaw, lined with stubble. Those eyes... He had taken me in and doted on me, and I couldn’t do this simple thing he wanted. I didn’t care about the work I had done. I was glad to have the experience and the teachers, but it hurt that I might lose the affection he had shown me the night before. I would do anything to avoid that. 
 
    “What else can I do?” I asked him, desperately afraid to lose his affection. In a hazy way I realized that he was indeed getting a lot out of me, but if it kept him close I couldn’t figure out why I should care. I was learning new skills and advancing my Enchanting and Handcraft, which was great. I so wanted his attention, and he just wanted me to do what I’d promised him I would... 
 
    He sighed, seemingly bored with the conversation. “Just finish your enchantments and then go collect firewood.” 
 
    So I did, gathering furiously in vain hope that I could somehow impress him with my handling of the simple task. As I worked, I sank into a mire of hopelessness while a frantic energy simultaneously grew inside me. I had to get back into Mjorn’s good graces. I had to! 
 
    It was in that state I returned to camp, heart full of hope and terror, arms full of firewood. I found Mjorn by the fire, wrapped in the embrace of my Handcraft instructor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Mjorn looked up at me from their spot by the fire and smirked. “Back from gathering wood, troll?” The nickname that had once carried affection now conveyed only scorn. 
 
    Remaldra looked up too and smiled, her pleasant tone belying her words. “I reassured my husband that his hooks were firmly set. And that such a simpleton as you should pose no threat. Did you enjoy the company of my big, strong man?” 
 
    “Husband...” I repeated. 
 
    “Of course!” she responded, exultant. “Did you really think a man such as him could have an interest in such a shrinking, broken young thing as you? I should laugh myself sick! Ah well, it is best to have this done with regardless. We have other fragile dumplings to scoop out of the pot!” 
 
    I looked at Mjorn’s face, which was now awash with cruel satisfaction. Brutal realization swept over me. 
 
    That earring—he had charmed me! 
 
    I stood for a moment and stared blankly, then turned on my heel and strode out of the encampment, fuming. How could I have been so stupid? I was blinded by his charm, sure, but Remaldra’s words rang true. I really wasn’t worth his attentions. I wasn’t worth anyone’s. He had gotten closer to me than I had ever let anyone get, and confirmed for me what I’d always suspected—that no one could truly want me. I had let him know what I had barely let myself know, and now he had spurned me. 
 
    Everyone in the camp knew, and they would all be laughing at me. 
 
    Mjorn’s voice broke through my thoughts before I made the wagons. “Troll, don’t be upset! Come sit by the fire! Remaldra is just protective, that’s all.” 
 
    His tone was kind again, and it touched something in me. Why would he have attempted to charm me if he didn’t want something from me? I obviously had some value to him—I would just have to find out what that was. 
 
    And maybe he was just putting on a show for Remaldra. In fact, she seemed to be far too interested in pushing me away. She must be jealous of the attention Mjorn had given me. And really, was sticking around so bad? Even if Mjorn wasn’t mine, being around him was intoxicating. And, if I kept advancing my skills the way I had today, what was the downside? 
 
    Chagrined, I turned back toward the fire. Why did I always have to be so dramatic? 
 
    +1 to Wisdom
You have resisted Seduction. Success of further seduction attempts is greatly reduced. 
 
    Confusion fell from me all at once, like breaking through a bank of fog. Seduction?! I hadn’t even thought to watch for that. In RPGs I’d played you might get charmed, but that just meant getting a few hearts over your head and attacking your teammates for a few turns. This was miles beyond that: an invasion so intimate it demanded redress. Deep down, I had known something was wrong, but that knowledge had been inundated by self-doubt, confusion, and lust—personal weaknesses he had used against me! 
 
    Indignation exploded into rage inside me, and I was beyond control yet again, barreling toward the fire and bellowing incoherently. 
 
    Almost casually, Mjorn got to his feet, pleased with himself in a way that only infuriated me further.  
 
    It all went so fast. I lunged, intent on murder, and Mjorn simply stepped to the side, grabbed my sleeve, and pulled. Pain blossomed at the base of my skull before I’d even had time to realize— 
 
    I came to, sprawled in the leaf litter of the camp. Struggling to register what was happening, I first noticed the leaves, then the man leaning over me, and then the knife at my throat. Seeing me awake, Mjorn spoke in a steely tone. “Let me be clear, troll. If you so much as twitch a finger in my direction again, this will be your punishment.” He slashed with his dagger, and for a moment I was too stunned to comprehend what had happened. A spray of blood spat across his face. My blood! I gasped, but no air came into my lungs. Instead, hot blood poured in and they convulsed, struggling for air, but only filling more and more with the warm weight. 
 
    The pain came delayed, subdued by panic as I struggled to breathe, and as my mind rapidly fogged. Gurgling helplessly, I died. 
 
    And then I was awake again, lying on my back at the edge of the fire. My chest and neck spasmed instinctively as I gasped for air, but bile forced its way up my throat, choking me once again. I rolled, and coughed, and choked, and vomited again. My hands clawed at my throat, feeling for damage that was no longer there. 
 
    And then I was on my feet, mindless with fear. I bolted for the forest, still retching. 
 
    I raced past the wagons and into the trees, pelting through the darkness, indifferent to what dangers it might hold. Ignoring twisted ankles and scraped shins, I fled visions of Mjorn’s grim face. I was pelting down the side of a ravine when my legs suddenly fell out from under me and my arms refused to catch me. My face met dirt, and everything became a chaos of movement, limbs flailing like a ragdoll’s as I rolled end over end before coming to rest at the bottom. 
 
    The shock of the fall brought me back to myself, and I lay still for several moments catching my breath. My cheek burned, but no other major pain manifested. It wasn’t until I tried to pull myself up on my elbows that the true extent of what had happened dawned on me. I was paralyzed. 
 
    Fearing what was behind me more than my current circumstance, I searched for a cause, and noticed a new icon had appeared on my HUD. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  The Mayor’s Curse (curse) 
  
     
 
      
      	  The mayor’s cursed ring prevents you from moving any farther. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Mayor’s Curse? I summoned my inventory worriedly. All my new clothing was gone. I was dressed again in the simple browns of a beginning character, and my knife and coin pouch were nowhere to be found. All that was left was the ring I’d received from Mjorn. Despairing, I read the description. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  The Mayor’s Ring (cursed, etherbound) 
  
     
 
      
      	  The mayor of Kalsip has conscripted you for the king’s army. Welcome to The Boundless! 
  +5 Intellect 
  Curse effects 
  10 Hit Points 
  10 Stamina Points 
  10 Mana Points 
  You may not move more than 100 meters from an owner of The Mayor’s Bracelet of Control. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Those weren’t bonus stats! Frantically, I checked my resource bars. Sure enough, 10 HP, SP, and MP. My attributes remained the same, but my Mana Capacity had been knocked back to initial stats. Welcome to The Boundless indeed! Was this happening to everyone who’d received The Mayor’s Ring? 
 
    I couldn’t move to take the ring off, and wasn’t sure I’d be able to if I could move. Some games made cursed items impossible to remove by normal means. I began to comb through my character info with a fine-toothed comb, searching for a way out, but in reality I still only had two spells. I activated Ether, which I already knew would be of no help, before diving into the description for Flow. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Flow II 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 3 MP per second 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast Time: 1 seconds 
  Duration: Channeled 
  Description: Creates a pathway for mana to flow into and out of objects. An object’s ability to accept mana is affected by its Wisdom (creatures), or by its Quality (items). An object’s ability to resist Flow is determined by its Intellect (creatures), or by its Quality (items). Exceeding these limits may cause damage. 
  Effect: 2 mana flow per target Wisdom/sec (creatures) 
  2 mana flow per target Quality/sec (items). 
  Creature targets with more than 2 points of Intellect are immune. 
  Objects of Quality Good or higher are immune. 
  Requirements: Ether, Class Spell 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Maybe I could disintegrate the ring, just like I had the grass in the starting area, if I could only move my head to see it! Doing so may as well have been asking my body to fly. Attempting to lift my arm had no effect. 
 
    Closing my eyes in frustration, I reached out, trying to will my nerves back into action, but there was simply nothing there. I probed each body part in turn, trying to find anything there to stimulate. I wasted long minutes fumbling for any sign of feeling in my limbs, but there was nothing there. 
 
    But there was... something else. Over the long minutes I began to realize that I couldn’t feel my limbs, but I could sense them. Or at least the mana they contained. It was like searching for a flashlight in a dark room, relying on a means of perception I wasn’t familiar with and trying to translate that input into what I knew to be there. The mana felt… firm. And then there was a hard, thick knot right around my finger. That could only be one thing. Triumphantly, I cast Flow. 
 
    It had absolutely no effect. 
 
    In truth I hadn’t expected it to. The ring was Good Quality, as noted by the yellow text of its name. The mana inside the ring stayed tightly bound to it. Over the course of several tries, I was unable to break even a single strand loose. It was time to try something else. 
 
    Disintegrating or enchanting things around me would be pointless, but still I searched. Anything to help me avoid coming face to face with Mjorn again. There had to be something else… 
 
    As I searched my body, it slowly dawned on me that I was feeling more than just my own mana. I’d felt the ring before, and I was now feeling the wispy mana that floated through the air around me! I could also feel the more substantial mana of the ground beneath me! It was a jumble, but it was palpable. 
 
    I stretched with that sense, trying to feel farther and farther away for something to help me, and pushing to move the sense away from my body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have acquired a new Class Skill: Ethereal Form! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Unbelievable. I almost cried at seeing yet another Class Skill. If only I’d had a regular build, I wouldn’t be in this ridiculous mess! I’d have had the quest keeping me in town with everyone else. I’d have a spell that would enable me to fight! I wouldn’t be alone and paralyzed in a ditch, chained to this psychotic lothario. I moaned in outrage at the canopy above me, unable to throw a real tantrum due to my incapacitation.  
 
    I had sailed my way up shit creek and now I’d either have to find a paddle or get used to the smell. 
 
    I accessed my new skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ethereal Form (???) — Rank 1 
  Those intimately attuned to the ether may separate their consciousness from their physical form and assess their environment, though doing so leaves both body and mind vulnerable, and is limited by the potency of the skill. The ethereal form is considered a spirit and may be summoned, bound, and rendered corporeal by those with the skill, while the body’s resistance to magic is negated. Only Ether spells may be cast while using Ethereal Form. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    No way—astral projection?! Not a way to escape, or attack, or do anything. Just a way for me to be useless somewhere else! I would have screamed in rage if my jaw could move. 
 
    Still, my toolbox was now up to three tools, and I’d already tried the others. 
 
    Trying to stay calm, I pushed again. It really was like moving a hand in the dark, especially since the in-game map wasn’t accessible. More ground, more air, and then something more mobile. A flow outside the flow. Water. A stream! 
 
    After a moment of surprise, I began to probe farther and farther away from myself, feeling my way over the more substantial mana of trees and the even more substantial mana of small animals. There must be something that could help! And indeed my hope surged as I discovered a strong cluster of mana, only to realize that, in my search, I had come upon one of Mjorn’s wagons at the edge of his camp. I shied away, terrified that one of Mjorn’s companions might somehow feel my presence. 
 
    My search continued, but there was nothing. Just trees and stones and rodents. I ran across several of the wands I had made, but the most I could have done would have been to disintegrate them. I had no equipment and so few skills. If only Mac were there. 
 
    ...Mac! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The calculations were simple, and soon I was flying over the ground, searching for my wands. They stood out like staples on a sheet of paper. There was one, then two, and with each success I was able to find them faster. Moving from wand to wand, I began to recognize the path I had taken while hunting, and when it brought me back to Mjorn’s camp I circled out again to find the spot where I had slept two nights past, before Mjorn’s invitation. The night crawled by, but I began to learn the feel of different things, which enabled me to increase my speed until running across my original trail of wands came to me as a series of braille bumps, strewn against the background of the forest. 
 
    Elated, I raced along the path, knowing that it would lead me back to the city. I could scarcely believe my luck in having left myself a trail of breadcrumbs purely by accident. I didn’t know how I’d find Mac, but if I could just reach the city... And then, an ethereal rumble strip. Something else was there. Several large animals, by the feel of it. I could sense fire as well, and so I slowed. People! I had stumbled across another camp! Slowly, I moved over each one, trying to translate what I was sensing into appearances. Maybe these others could help me! 
 
    The first person was small, and had a huge nose. They had been lying down, but now they were up. I felt pointed ears and an oversized nose. A goblin! The others were standing now as well. I felt a tall muscular woman—with tusks! Growing more and more excited, I flitted to the others. A dwarf. A gnome. And finally… Mac! It had to be Mac! They must have followed me somehow! 
 
    Hoping against hope that it would work, I attached a flow and pulled three times, quick, quick, quick, and then drained my mana to nearly empty and pulled three more times. Slow, slow, slow. I could feel that the elf woman had frozen. Quick, quick, quick. Slow, slow, slow. Quick, quick, quick. Slow, slow, slow. S.O.S.O.S.O.S.O... Soon enough, I could feel her nodding vigorously. This was going to work! 
 
    The others seemed to be moving purposefully now. It wasn’t accurate, but I could sense their movement peripherally. I felt as they moved off, one by one, in separate directions. Of course! If I had found them there, then they must have already been following my wands. But finding a twig that had been made into a wand in the forest was like looking for a specific needle in a stack of needles. And it was dark, no less. They’d need some help. 
 
    Glad that my mana was full, I raced away from the group to find the nearest wand—a much easier task for me than for them, since I could sense its mana. 
 
    With a sharp push, I released a torrent into it. The knotted strands dissipated violently, and the wand was no more. I could only hope it had made a loud enough crack to attract the others. I rushed back to the group to see their response. Sure enough, they had started moving in the direction of the noise. 
 
    Mentally crowing with success, I waited until the group grew close to the shattered wand, and then I detonated the next. They moved faster now, and had gathered together. Every 30 seconds or so, I had enough mana back and would erupt the next wand. 
 
    We continued in that fashion for maybe ten minutes before I was jerked roughly back to my body by a slap to the face. I opened my eyes groggily to see Mjorn’s face looming close in the early morning light. Now that the seduction was broken, he was nowhere near as handsome. The sneer didn’t help matters either. “You may be all but useless, but you are still mine one way or another, troll. The Mayor’s Ring sees to that. Now, stand up and get back to camp. You’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Now that I knew rescue was coming, Mjorn’s face didn’t hold nearly the amount of terror for me that it had, but I definitely remembered my last glimpse of it. No wonder Mac had been so fidgety after her respawn. Dying was zero fun. That in mind, and finding my body was once again under my control, I scrambled to my feet. While standing, I snapped a flow on Mjorn and give a sharp tug, just in case. His Intellect was too high though, and the flow couldn’t find a purchase. I really would have to wait for Mac and the others to rescue me. 
 
    Mjorn marched me out of the ravine and back to the camp, where Remaldra gave me yet another wink, this one scornful, and then set me to work. First, I scrubbed pots—which was no fun, as campfire cooking produces mostly char—and then I was set to work carting supplies to wagons. The work wasn’t difficult, but it was monotonous. I didn’t mind much. It appeared the caravan was moving out, and I had a lot of planning to do. 
 
    First to figure out was how to track our path after the wagons were underway. Finding the party again without a trail of breadcrumbs would be doable, but would take valuable time. I was doubtful Mjorn would let me too far out of his sight, just in case I got more than 100 meters away, and the wagons left me behind, paralyzed. He would likely have me watched at all times. Second, I needed to plan my escape, which meant figuring out a way to actually communicate with the rescue party. It also meant I’d need to size up Mjorn’s gang. Third… well, two goals was enough for the moment. 
 
    The trouble was that my rescue squad was going to be seriously outclassed against Mjorn’s mob. The players had come into the world as virtual infants, with barely enough stats to keep us alive. Mac and I had only been able to reach Level 3 together, and the other four players had to be functioning along a similar trajectory. Mjorn’s band had at least 12 members with gear, and given what skills I’d seen on display, that included Mjorn’s Charisma, as well as various tracking and hunting skills, and what I was sure would be a fair number of surprises. That meant we needed every advantage we could scrape together—my mana manipulation coupled with whatever skills and gear Mac and Co. could manage. I hoped Mac was thinking along similar lines. 
 
    When it came time to leave, I was finally allowed to return to my corpse and collect my items. The cursed ring was “etherbound” to me and had followed me through respawn, but my other gear hadn’t done the same. That was yet another thing I desperately needed to figure out, along with how to get bloodstains out of my robe. 
 
    Back at camp, Mjorn loaded me into a wagon with the goblin alchemist. Luckily, it was one of the uncovered cargo wagons. I doubted I would have been able to pull off my plan from indoors. I would have to enchant wands at a distance, and not only had I never done that, it would also arouse suspicion if I spent long minutes staring off into space. 
 
    As the wagons moved out, we started in again on making potions and poultices. I used any free moments to enchant branches along the path, pushing mana into twigs, big and small, whenever I had the mana and the time. At least it kept me from denaturing any of the poultices. 
 
    It was during the meal and rest breaks that the second stage of my plan came into action. As soon as a halt was called, I began to fill the space with mana, laced in tiny, knotted flows of 5 to 6 mana apiece. They were trivial at best, due to my reduced mana pool, but over the course of an hour’s break I could manage nearly 150 of them, by my calculations. Regardless whether we stopped for 5 minutes or 50, I littered the trail with packet after tiny packet of mana. 
 
    If ever Mjorn came around to check on me, I did my best to act cowed, which wasn’t hard. I was still plenty afraid of him. What was hard was concealing the anger that was welling up inside me. Enslaving me was bad, but I wanted him to pay for how he had toyed with my affection! That anger mingled with my embarrassment and shame to form a grudge I was aching to realize. 
 
    I must have done a good enough job of convincing him that I was sufficiently in line though, because when we finally stopped for the day he allowed me to search for firewood unsupervised—not that there was much of anything I could do. Making sure to keep camp in sight, I searched for firewood. I picked up branches for enchanting as well, though I left those in the woods after altering them. Soon enough I had returned to camp, eager to find my bed even though the sun was still up. 
 
    When I took my request to Mjorn, he simply waved me away, muttering that I could sleep under the wagon I’d ridden in that day. Not the least bit caring of where I’d sleep, I rushed off to comply. The second half of stage 2 was a go. 
 
    Mac’s party was further along the breadcrumb trail than I’d left them, but not by much. Searching for the wands really was painstaking work, even though I had made them in roughly a straight line. Once I got to exploding them again, the group’s pace picked up dramatically, until all I could feel of them were indistinct blurs. They must have been waiting for my signal.  
 
    I silently thanked Mac for the hustle as I fell to my work. Recharge, detonate, recharge, detonate. 
 
    And then there were no more wands. They had reached the spot where Mjorn had first invited me to his camp. 
 
    Here my task became trickier, since there was no clear path between this camp and Mjorn’s. Searching for the nearest wand and then finding the group again took longer than I had anticipated, and there were several false starts as I cracked branches, here in the wrong direction, and there too far from the group to be heard. Still, in fits and starts, I managed to lead them to the trail of wands I’d left while hunting. Once they’d reached that more-consistent trail, we rushed together on to the campsite Mjorn’s party and I had left that morning. 
 
    Then came the truly tricky part. I had to find some way to communicate my plan to Mac. I needed them stronger. As strong as possible. I needed them casting in pursuit of ranking up their spells. 
 
    My first attempt at communicating this failed, as did my second, and I took some time to consider the problem. There was only so much I could communicate by exploding branches. 
 
    It was while I was lost in thought that I felt a ripple run through me, as though a stone had been thrown into the ether. The goblin had cast—Varba, was it?—or at least she’d acquired a tiny globe of mana over her head! Quickly, I searched for one of the loops of mana I'd left in the clearing, then felt for Varba and fed it to her. I hoped she’d notice. 
 
    More ripples from Varba, spreading warmth and well-being around her. The scent of it reminding me of Mjorn’s Charisma-enchanted earring. Was this Light magic, then? By process of elimination, I figured it had to be. 
 
    The others moved away from the fire as I worked with Varba, and I began to feel intermittent pulses of mana from them. What a team! Of course getting the healer stronger spells would be the priority, but we’d need every advantage we could get. 
 
    I started to get excited about our prospects. At that point the party was only a day away. If I could just get everyone to their second-tier spells… Varba and I quickly worked through the mana I had stored in the glade, her casting while I searched for packets of mana to feed to her. We managed 44 casts, by my count, before the mana nodes were exhausted. 
 
    We raced onward, and now that I knew what to look for, I could tell they were still hard at work casting. The night wore on. 
 
    By the time the team arrived at the clearing that had been my midday stop, exhaustion was starting to overwhelm my excitement. I managed two dozen or so casts with Varba before it became clear to me that there was no way I could continue that night. I left the team, hoping they'd get some rest too, and I embraced sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    When Mjorn kicked me awake the next morning, I met the day with the bright-eyed energy of a person with something to look forward to. I had plans. Oh, I had plans! The party was pushing themselves, and I would need to as well, in the only way I knew how. I would buff the crap out of their Mana Regen. That meant rings, necklaces, wands—anything I could make. At my best, I figured I could add nearly 10% to a person’s Mana Regen, altogether. 
 
    The truly complicated part would be convincing Mjorn to allow me the gear. I hadn't even thought of wearing the rings and necklaces myself, but if he’d let me, it would be a simple enough matter to “lose” some extras in the forest. Plus, with 10 Wisdom and 15 Int, an additional 10% would take my own regen to 35 MP/min, equivalent to having my Wisdom in the mid 30’s! Spinning that as a positive for Mjorn would be possible, wouldn't it? He’d get more enchantments out of me, at least. 
 
    It turned out that Mjorn’s main concern seemed to be that I not bother him. He looked to have gotten as little sleep as I had, and when I asked him about gear he just cursed at me and sent me off to gather firewood. Taking that as a yes, I rushed through my chores. Really, the fact that Mjorn had so completely written me off as a threat meant that my captivity wasn't especially onerous. With my rescue on the way, I was almost starting to have fun, as long as I didn’t think too carefully about Mjorn and his knife. 
 
    Once the order was called to move out, Remaldra appeared to direct my attention toward the stacks of materials to process, as well as some completed items that had been loaded into my wagon. I expected her to join me as the alchemist had, but apparently I didn't warrant her attention either. That suited me just fine, so I set to work. 
 
    The enchanting went slowly—so slowly! Even though setting up the individual mana flows was starting to go quickly and make a lot of sense, having my mana capped at 10 meant everything had to be done in tiny increments. I was tired enough without knocking myself out by overdrawing my mana, and so I crept through enchanting rings and a necklace for myself and then, shamelessly, I took a nap. 
 
    The cart rolling to a stop startled me awake, and I prayed that no one had seen me sleeping. I was sure Mjorn would make time for me if I stopped producing for him. Not wanting that attention, I didn't even bother venturing out of the cart, hoping to make up the time I’d spent napping. 
 
    I was kicking myself for not making gearing up the party my first priority. Sure, I could buff them at night, but giving them each an additional 1-3 points of Mana Regen per minute would far outshine my nighttime contributions. Fortunately, the rings were relatively fast to make and easy to smuggle. I stowed them somewhere on my person I was sure no one would want to look, and hoped the rescue party would be understanding—or just never find out. 
 
    The necklaces and wands would be more difficult, since not only were they harder to make, but they were larger and more conspicuous. I absolutely could not afford anyone finding out what I was doing. The fact that Mjorn and Co. had no idea that a rescue was underfoot was a big part of why I was allowed as free a run of the camp as I was. 
 
    And so, when the midday stop came, I ventured out into the forest to relieve myself and found a secluded trunk. Removing my necklace, I looped it through each of the rings I’d made, and buried them along with my wand in a pile of leaves against the trunk. I created as many trash wands as I felt I had time to, and arrayed them around the gear, all pointing toward the cache. Looking back over the area to ensure it looked undisturbed, I gave a quick prayer that the items would find their intended owners and went to make good on relieving myself. 
 
    After reoutfitting myself, the rest of the day was dedicated to crafting and enchanting, and I moved quickly to make up for my “preoccupation.” There was no more spare mana to leave for the party until the caravan stopped for the night, and once I had completed my tasks for Mjorn—and “lost” another wand and necklace in the woods—I retired to my bed under the wagon. 
 
    The party hadn’t waited for me to return the night before, but had made their way steadily along the trail I had left for them—actually the trail the caravan had left for them, at that point. Six wagons really couldn’t move without leaving traces behind. 
 
    I popped a wand to say hello and, once they were ready, I led them on to the next bundle of mana I’d placed in their path. 
 
    They reached the caravan’s next camp more quickly than I would have thought, moving much faster than the wagons were able to through the forest. Encouraged by their progress, I fed the clearing’s stored mana into Varba and then led them on, excited for the group to reach the midday stop and the gear I’d secreted for them. I couldn’t afford to go to sleep and risk them missing the cache without me there to direct them to it. 
 
    My excitement grew as they neared. I was all but useless to the party, but at least I could do this one thing for them. 
 
    In my haste, I rushed over a huge lump of concentrated mana before I could stop myself, and had to backtrack, curious. Whatever it was, it was big, and it hadn’t been there when I’d been making my way to the players. I felt over the shape to get an initial sense of it. Tall. Taller than the orc woman, Me’Almah, but that’s all I could tell. As I passed over, it shifted. And then it moved, and I lost track of it for a second. When I managed to find it again, it became clear the shape was moving and heading toward the party. 
 
    I was at a loss. Aside from knocking low-Int creatures out, I had no offensive capabilities in my ethereal form, and on top of that I had no real way to communicate. Transferring mana was all I could do. Rushing back to the party, I flew around them in a frenzy, hoping that whatever had alerted the creature to my presence could also alert them. I also flailed about with flows, pushing and pulling mana in a frantic attempt to appear frantic. It seemed to work, because they slowed their pace and then stopped, but that’s the most I could discern without spending more time. Returning to the creature, I could tell that it was nearly on top of them. 
 
    I felt a rush of wellbeing followed closely by a slightly nauseating feeling, and then a pulse of fire. The beast was on them in a flurry of motion I simply couldn’t track. Rushing around the battlefield again and again to try and keep a sense of what was happening, I saw that the party had grouped together. I could feel that someone—probably Mac—was casting Fire spell after Fire spell. Jumping to that person, I emptied all the mana I could spare. Another shape met with the creature, and together they turned into an indistinguishable lump. By the size, I assumed it was Me’Almah. With her hands busy, I assumed she didn’t need the mana, and so I swiped it from her and sent it to Mac. Me’Almah didn’t faint, so that was a plus. 
 
    Considering the scene, there wasn’t much more magic I felt safe moving around. I just didn’t know enough about the party. I knew Mac needed all the mana she could get though. Could I just drain the ground again? Connecting a flow to the ground behind the creature, I started pumping mana into Mac, only able to handle a few seconds’ worth with my cursed mana pool. 
 
    Then the creature was on its back, still flailing. A large form crouched in front of it. Me’Almah, exhausted or wounded. Did she even have a weapon? There had to be something else I could do. I could make wands, but what about something bigger, more useful? I pushed my way upward from the group, searching for the proper tree branch. 
 
    All I could do was hope none of the other players were below as the base of the branch disintegrated. 
 
    Finding my way back to the ground—which is harder than you’d think without a sense of gravity—I discovered a hopeful scene. One member of the party was moving methodically near the creature as it struggled and then fell still, trapped under what must have been my tree branch. The others were still gathered in a group, but around the one I figured to be Me’Almah. She must have been hurt. 
 
    Double-checking that the creature’s struggles had stopped, I started funneling mana into Varba for whatever heals she might have. She didn’t cast though, so I took the hint and stopped. After a few breathless moments on my part, the huddle of bodies split apart and Me’Almah stood, though she was clearly not alright. I could feel from her stance and sense from her gait that she was injured. Mac and the dwarf man Slynx supported her as she limped over to the large shape and gave it a kick. 
 
    It was a slower journey from then on, and I began to fade in and out as I waited for them between wands. When they finally reached the cache’s location, they stood silently as I exploded one wand, waited, and then exploded another. I was grateful that it only took shattering three of the wands before they caught on and began digging to find the others. 
 
    When they finally unearthed the cache, I was overjoyed. Each ring was only +1% to Mana Regen, but the necklace was double that, and I’d managed to eke the wand up to +5%. +9% Mana Regen should allow Varba to cast considerably more often. Sure enough, she was the one to don the necklace and assume the wand. She began casting right away as I drifted back to my body to sleep. 
 
    The next day followed a similar pattern. Unknowingly, Mjorn was giving me exactly what I needed by allowing me all this time to craft and enchant. Both he and his band seemed to be getting progressively more haggard and agitated though. They would leave the camp at all hours of the day, heading in all directions. Sometimes they came back with supplies for me to craft or make potions with, and other times they’d return empty-handed. I got the feeling they were looking for something but not finding it. 
 
    Fortunately, none of them seemed to want to give me the time of day, and so I repeated my tasks largely unmolested. Mjorn seemed pleased that my skills were increasing, and especially that my Enchanting was growing stronger. I was baffled as to why he cared so much; he certainly hadn’t had any nice things to say when he’d learned that Charisma enchantments were out of the question. 
 
    I was able to “lose” three sets of wands and necklaces that day, but it exhausted me. I was grateful when night came that I didn’t have to feed stored mana into Varba. The trip still went slowly though. They had an entire day of travel to make up, and Me’Almah didn’t appear to be in much better shape than she had been the previous night. She moved quickly, but I could sense that it pained her. 
 
    By night’s end they had acquired all but the last necklace and wand pair, and it was time to plan for the rescue itself, as well as how to communicate that plan to the party. Mjorn’s caravan had 14 members, by my count, ranging from the Level 6 dwarf woman who had taught me how to skin, to Mjorn and Remaldra themselves, who were Level 11 and 12, respectively. If the others were going to mount a rescue it was not going to be by brute force. 
 
    The one thing the rescue party did have up on my captors was their spells. It seemed having access to them was a rarity for NPCs, and so the fact that all five of them where casters might give us an edge. Maddeningly though, my UI didn’t show me any detail on what spells the party might have access to, aside from the Bind spell that I myself had. From what I could extrapolate from Mac’s spells, they likely each had a simple, purely elemental spell, and perhaps a long-range version of the same. Anything beyond that would be pure speculation. 
 
    Having no pencil or paper, I considered my options. I could carve a note in a tree, but that risked discovery. I could write on a piece of leather with some charcoal from the fire, but that had the same downside. I considered arranging rocks or twigs to spell something out, but that would mean a day’s delay before they read the message, and a response would be impossible. Finally, I struck upon the solution. 
 
    Immensely pleased with myself, I returned to the party and found a tree with a nice wide trunk. Once my work was complete, I found a nearby twig to pop, and brought the party running. After a flare of Light magic, I assumed them to be reading my message. Spells? 
 
    I had inscribed the message using a tiny flow to disintegrate the bark. Now I just had to rely on Mac to figure out some way to talk back. The gathered group stood still for several long seconds, and then one rushed back to their fire before returning with a very familiar bundle. Wands! They must have had nearly fifty, gathered from before I had found them two nights prior. Each party member took part of the bundle and set to work arranging the wands on the ground. 
 
    IGNITE FBALL SHLD. Perfect, leave it to Mac to have already learned her third tier spells. 
 
    PSN + CURE BLND HOT SEEFAR FIXCUT AURA. From previous games I knew HOT meant “heal over time,” a spell that played out over a set period rather than applying their effect all at once. These must be Varba’s Light spells. Interesting to see Poison there.  
 
    FASTRUN NOSTAM FAKESND. I couldn’t even guess at the element. Most made sense, but NOSTAM was a bit confusing. No damage spells though. I hoped they would start racking some up soon.  
 
    BLIND NOSTRCON RAISEDED SEEDARK. Those must be the Dark ones. Lots of status effects it seemed. Nostrcon? It took a moment to figure it meant “No Strength and Constitution” but, like NOSTAM before it, I had no idea how the spell would actually play out. 
 
    HELPSTAND GRAVEL DUSTCLD. Earth spells. It looked like a few more spells that might do damage, but it seemed as if the majority of what they had were buffs and debuffs. With five separate elemental classes present, the party had planned well before starting the game. Each had chosen a different class of spells when creating their characters. 
 
    A frontal assault wouldn’t work, but a stealth rescue wasn’t possible either. After all, Mjorn had that damn Bracelet of Control. If we couldn’t get it off of him, they might as well be rescuing a statue. That meant we’d need to pull Mjorn away from the caravan and then get the bracelet from him. Since he was Level 11, I didn’t know the feasibility of beating him in a head-on fight, even with all six of us, but as the spell names rolled in, a plan began to form in my mind. We would have one chance, and if we failed, Mjorn would probably stop letting me live through the nights. 
 
    I traced out the details of the plan over the long minutes it took to write them on the trunk, with the party reading and asking questions using the wands. After an hour or so, we were ready. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    In the morning, Mjorn was in a foul mood, to the extent that I was awoken by the sound of his and Remaldra’s raised voices while they argued in their wagon. When Mjorn stormed out,  slamming the door behind him, my heart sank. He was heading for me. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I struggled to keep control of my rising panic while simultaneously looking subservient. 
 
    “I suppose your miserable carcass is it, troll. She’ll have to make do with one broken cur instead of a purebred pack," he spat, his finger in my face. “You had better at least be able to fetch a full price!” 
 
    My mask of calm slipped. “Wait, you’re planning on selling me?” I asked, alarmed. “To whom?” 
 
    “We were hoping to scoop up a whole passel of you ‘players’ during the first few days, but it looks like those Kalsip bastards had things all figured out. It makes sense that a runt like you would slip through their net, but there’s no benefit to us in keeping you. Not now that we’re so close.” 
 
    “Close to what?” I asked, nervous of his answer. 
 
    He grinned, my discomfort apparently easing his mood, and he tapped the side of his nose. “No need to fret, troll; she’ll make good use of you. Now get to work. We don’t have long to get our share of you, such as we’re able. Plus, the more skilled you are, the easier it will be to convince her to offer a fair price.” He brandished his dagger. “And don’t think to shirk. She won’t mind if a few bits are missing.” 
 
    Not doubting his willingness to make good on his word, I scuttled off to complete my tasks, though I had to pause for a moment on reaching my wagon to ask Mac to hurry the rescue party. We had planned the rescue for that night, but it sounded like that might be too late. 
 
    In ethereal form, I swept through the forest looking for the party. At this point they were simply following the tracks of the wagon wheels. They didn’t take long to find, but when I found them my heart dropped. 
 
    Instead of the five medium-sized “bumps” I expected to find along the path, my senses ran across something bigger. My mind jumped first to the creature they had fought the night before, but this was much, much larger. Moving more slowly in order to examine the shape, I realized that this wasn’t one large creature. It was a group of smaller creatures, the largest of which I moved in closer to examine. 
 
    From my initial pass, I thought I had found Me’Almah. Tall, orc, woman. Discovering all this by touch made my distant body blush. But it wasn’t Me’Almah. This woman was bigger still, and her face was scarred, her head shaved smooth. She sat off the ground on… something. It seemed to have too many legs, and it took me precious time to determine that the orc and the creature she was riding were separate, rather than some centaur-like hybrid. 
 
    Still, I was in a rush, and so I left her mount unexamined. Sorting the rest of the figures into more distinct shapes, I realized that there were nearly thirty others surrounding a tightly packed group of five. I picked out the smaller forms of a goblin and a gnome, and guessed who that was. They were holding steady together, but as I felt the ropes binding their hands to saddles, my hopes of rescue came crashing down. 
 
    A line of hot pain drew itself across my arm. 
 
    Gasping, I jumped back to my body to find Mjorn’s face once again in mine. Spittle flecked my face as he spoke. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, troll, but I do know it’s a waste of my time.” He gestured at my arm, where my entire forearm was red with dripping blood. I checked my status frantically and saw that I did have a Bleeding debuff, but it wouldn’t be life threatening. “That’s to remind you of my promise. The next time I take your ear. Now, get back to work!” 
 
    Despair was welling up inside me. My hopes from the night before had been entirely dashed, and things had turned out to be worse than I’d ever imagined. No rescue was coming now, and I was about to be sold to someone even Mjorn feared, if the agitated behavior of the troupe was anything to go by. I was going to be trapped without spells, without mana, for… I really had no idea for how long. The developers still hadn’t found me to help fix my character’s issues. Maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they couldn’t, since I didn’t even have the help menu. It was hopeless. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that the carts began to move. The slats on the side of the wagon that had shielded me from scrutiny the last few days now made the cart feel less like a sanctuary and more like a prison. Not wanting to risk any more interactions with Mjorn, I got to work enchanting, setting my whole mind to it in an attempt to avoid thinking about my predicament. 
 
    So engrossed was I in my work that I didn’t notice the landscape transforming, the vibrant foliage of the forest giving way to something very different. Tree limbs that had sheltered the road with a murmuring canopy now splayed empty fingers against a sky that was less blue than it should have been, and the clamor of forest life had given way to an uncanny silence. The only sound to be heard was the clop of horse hooves and the creak of wagon wood. 
 
    Reaching for the edge of the cart, I pulled myself up to look over the edge. The forest seemed a basic, winterized version of itself, only with no snow and no chill. The trees were bare, and whereas the floor of the forest that morning had been scattered with low-lying shrubs and leaf mulch, the ground here looked to have been swept clean. I shivered in spite of the summer air. There was no life here. 
 
    The caravan didn’t stop for an afternoon break, but the few in charge of the food simply bundled meals hurriedly to each of the travellers. I must have earned enough of Mjorn’s ire not to warrant any. It was afternoon before I began to hear rumbling in the distance that outmatched my stomach. The sound swiftly converged on the caravan. 
 
    Down the path behind us came a veritable horde of riders. Expecting more of an outcry, I was surprised when voices from the rear wagons simply shouted “Huth'Ga’s!” and the wagons slowed to a stop. 
 
    I was startled from my examination of the approaching riders by Mjorn grabbing my lapel and yanking me off of my perch at the back of the wagon. Even as I struggled to find my footing, he set about angrily brushing at my clothes. 
 
    Remaldra clicked her tongue behind him. “A shame we cannot beat a use into him. Perhaps Huth'Ga will keep him as a convenient morsel in case she hungers.” 
 
    “She could keep him as a damned footstool, for all I care. I, for one, will be glad to be rid of the nuisance," Mjorn grunted. I was ashamed to note that I still moved in and out of being attracted to him. He had cut me—literally killed me—and still the sight of him stirred appetites buried deep under the fear. Even so, as he hauled me toward the rear of the caravan, fear had no problem reasserting its primacy. 
 
    The group of riders resolving from the dust of the path put Mjorn to shame in the intimidation department. Each rider was settled on the back of a nearly eight-foot long mixture of a cockroach and a scorpion, with a daddy long-legs spider thrown in for kicks. Thick black and brown armor covered the mounts’ backs, and their legs reached nearly five feet out to each side. It was the mouths I was focused on, however. They rested right around midsection height as they marched toward us, and I couldn’t help but imagine what they might do to a midsection if they were to meet one. My gut clenched involuntarily. 
 
    So appalled was I by the segmented horrors coming toward us, that I didn’t even notice Mjorn’s tugs as I stumbled along in his grip. The riders moved through the forest in a loose horde, with each rider skittering smoothly around trees and over dips in the ground. The legs of their mounts wouldn’t allow more than two of them to ride abreast between the large trunks. 
 
    I began to pull back against Mjorn’s grip as the closest riders neared us, instinctively shying away from the monstrous mounts. My brain didn’t even bother reminding me that what I was seeing wasn’t technically real. It was too centrally focused on the constantly moving mandibles that spun and swept over grasping jaws. 
 
    I was so preoccupied by the giant insects that I had missed their riders, who now pulled their mounts to a halt before us. This must have been the orc woman I'd sensed earlier in the day. And indeed, there was Mac and her party, mounted between a squadron of orcs that were clearly there to make sure they couldn't escape. In spite of everything, I felt a thrill on seeing Mac. The sight of her face—stormy as it was—nearly moved me to tears. She sat astride her insect abomination as though she meant to be there, though the effect was a bit marred by Katz’s arms wrapped around her middle. Shaking her head slightly when she saw me looking, she intimated that I shouldn’t let on that we knew each other. 
 
    The lead orc’s scorpion mount lowered its body to the ground to facilitate her dismounting, and Mjorn stepped forward to meet her, never relaxing his grip on my robes. “Hail, Huth'Ga! Be welcome to our caravan!” he proclaimed as the woman and the two warriors flanking her approached. 
 
    Huth'Ga didn’t seem as interested in repartee. “I see you, Mjorn. Where are the players?” 
 
    Mjorn’s mouth worked soundlessly as he searched for additional pleasantries, but found none. “Alas, the woods yielded less quarry than we had hoped, kind mistress. We scoured them for days, but were only able to find this one.” He pulled me forward and began brushing nervously at my clothes again. “He can craft, work leather and enchantments, and has a strange magic.“ 
 
    Huth'Ga’s eyes widened in anger. “One?” she repeated. “You spent an entire week wandering a forest filled with players ripe for the picking, and you found one?” 
 
    Mjorn’s grip on my robes tightened in the face of her displeasure, but not with anger. I could feel his hand shaking. “We scoured them, milady. Every day, for the entire week. They simply kept too close to the city! We couldn't risk alerting Kalsip to our presence or we would have had nothing to bring you!” 
 
    Huth'Ga snorted. “And what have you brought me? A child in a pretty dress? Leatherworkers and crafters I have in spades, and even a player with enchanting skills cannot make up singly for the multiple players you were hired to retrieve. You cannot think to return to our lands without the goods you promised and retain our gold!” The two warriors flanking Huth'Ga glowered, baring their tusks and settling oversized hands on weapons. 
 
    Throwing up his hands to forestall them, Mjorn pleaded his case. “Please, my ladies, please! Let me show you the goods he can produce. You have not seen their like!” And with that, he left me there and scrambled for the cart I had been riding in to fetch an armful of the enchanted items I had produced. Sprinting back to the orcs, he presented them with the items one at a time, first a ring, then a necklace, and then finally a wand. 
 
    Huth'Ga scowled, but took the items, examining and then passing them to her retinue. That was, until Mjorn handed her the wand. After a moment of examination, she broke into a fit of guttural laughter, causing Remaldra, Mjorn, and I to jump. “I don’t yet know what this one has to offer me, Mjorn, but it appears he has already served us both as bait!” 
 
    With a shout, she called for yet another warrior to join us, who came holding a thick bundle of sticks. I recognized them at once. Huth'Ga pushed one at Mjorn, who stared at it dumbly as she chuckled. 
 
    “You allowed him to leave a trail of these behind you, and indeed we found five players who would have been on you by nightfall. They are kept well enough in my company, but if they had found you alone... well, my scouts tell me that they have been very intent on growing their seeds.” She grinned evilly at Mjorn. “It appears that you have completed your task in spite of yourself, though by no means will I pay you full price for stumbling backward into it. Let me see this one!” 
 
    Mjorn pushed me forward. I didn’t appreciate being closer to the giant insects, but most of my view of them was blocked by the towering trio of orcs. As they gathered around me to poke and prod, I tried to stand tall. I might have been on the block, but even so I wanted to impress. They seemed to care much more about my equipment though, and even that only in passing. It’s not as though I had enough to require an extensive look. Huth'Ga cuffed my shoulder and muttered “show us your spells,” almost absentmindedly as she examined my necklace. 
 
    I did so, surprised an NPC could have access to my UI. There wasn’t any point in resisting, really. Mac and Co. were already captured, and I was surrounded by a small army of orcs. I certainly didn’t care to risk another death. Huth'Ga’s eyes narrowed as she examined my interface. “What is this, player? You have spells from every tree, but no seed?!” 
 
    Mjorn gasped, and I realized that he hadn’t even bothered to look at my Character Sheet. I was starting to think that as handsome and heartless as he was, he really wasn’t very smart. 
 
    Unsure of what she would understand, I tried to keep my explanation simple. Huth'Ga snorted in amusement. 
 
    “Truly, I don’t know whether I would call you gifted or cursed. You have spells far beyond your compatriots, but without a mana seed you will learn no more of them. Strange magic indeed...” She read each of my spells aloud to her companions, eliciting particular excitement as she came to Blizzard and Flame Jet, which I knew were my highest two from the elemental trees. I noted, however, that she passed over my Ether spells. Perhaps she didn’t see them, and if so, more to my benefit. It never hurts to have an ace up your sleeve. Or three, in my case. Plus, if I was truly as much of a mess as she said I was—which I was—then my Ether spells were the only facet of my character that might balance it out. 
 
    She turned back to Mjorn, expression souring. “By no merit of yours, I have what I need—and I will have the remaining rings and a third of the commission I’ve given you. This one is barely worthy of the bounty, but accounting for the others you’ve brought to me by accident, I think the price fair.” 
 
    In spite of his fear, Mjorn’s face turned red. “He is worth double the bounty on his own, with the spells you read! And the strange magic...” he cried, sputtering as he realized that, so far as he could tell, all my “strange magic” could manage was some unusual but largely unimpressive enchantments. He altered his tactics. “My company has combed this forest for a week, and we will not be robbed!” His hand rested on the pommel of his knife, and Remaldra’s hand moved to hers in support. 
 
    It was the wrong move. Huth'Ga’s retinue instantly became a bristling mass of swords, spears, and arrows. 
 
    Mjorn’s hand jumped from his dagger as if scalded, and his tone became plaintive instead. “Please, kind lady. I meant no offense. My people truly have made every effort to fill the bounties you gave us, and to return the commission would leave us destitute. Please, allow me to make a gift to you of the items he has made since his capture. You say these other players are seedborn—this gear will greatly amplify their powers!” 
 
    This was too much for Huth'Ga, who doubled over and roared with laughter. Mjorn looked confused. “You… you fool man!” she wheezed. “They already wear his gear! He has been outfitting them even as you held him captive! Had we not found the others for you, this boy would have been selling you to me! That, or you would have made a very handsome crater in the forest somewhere.” 
 
    “Here is what will be done,” she addressed me. “Young man, you appear to be the only one with any sense in this caravan. Do Mjorn and his people deserve what he asks?” 
 
    Mjorn’s face turned a shade of purple that was decidedly not handsome. Oh, Huth'Ga did not like him. Even though she was negotiating the price of purchasing me, I couldn’t help but love her for that. 
 
    I made a show of examining Mjorn and Remaldra, and they glowered at me in return. Remaldra’s fingers twitched almost imperceptibly toward her belt knife. “Well,” I began, “his people did seem to be looking very hard, but... he also slit my throat and gave me this.” I held up my arm, displaying the gash he had opened in my forearm that morning. I left out the fact that he’d stolen my first kiss, though that carried a greater weight to my mind. 
 
    “Mjorn is so concerned about his people, let’s leave them the full share,” I suggested to the orc. Mjorn and Remaldra both widened their eyes in surprise, but then I struck home. “Could we arrange to split these two’s shares among the rest of their people though? They do seem to enjoy sharing.” Oh, it felt good needling him. And her, for acting a friend while her husband seduced me. 
 
    Huth'Ga raised an eyebrow. “It sounds as if your guest was impressed with your generosity, Mjorn. I, for one, am impressed with his, though he presumes to be generous with my gold.” Yup, there was some definite side-eye there. I worried about overstepping my bounds, but Huth'Ga didn’t seem too upset. 
 
    “Is that what we do, Mjorn? You will divvy your own shares among the companions you care so very much for?” Mjorn looked green, but nodded. It was doubtful that he would follow through, but Huth'Ga seemed to be enjoying needling him nearly as much as I had, and didn’t seem truly worried as to whether it would happen. 
 
    “Then we are done here!” the orc announced brusquely, turning to the warrior women at her back. “I would like to be home by nightfall. And I would like to be away from these two. Mjorn,” she raised her voice to call behind her, “please retrieve for me the rings and the cynosure, and then do me the great favor of not returning to our lands. Neither your charm nor your ineptitude are welcome here. Let us be off!” 
 
    One of Huth'Ga’s escorts took responsibility for marching me to the other prisoners as Mjorn transferred the bracelet to Huth'Ga and handed her the pouch with the rings. Mac looked casually interested in my arrival, until I let her know that Huth'Ga had already inferred our relationship, at which point she broke into a smile and welcomed me back. The rest of the party looked stoic, except for Varba, who glared at me as if I were something she’d scraped off her boot. 
 
    The pleasure that I’d taken in bringing Mjorn down to size evaporated as I realized how this looked. They had taken to searching for me at what could only have been Mac’s insistence, had sunk multiple days into the search, and were now captive alongside me. Shame washed over me, dwarfing even my reluctance to mount one of the giant insects. I didn’t have much say in where I rode—our mounts didn’t even have reins—but I resolved, at the very least, not to bother anyone during the ride. Me’Almah was mounted next to me and appeared satisfied with the silence. Truly, my impulse was to get away from Mac and her friends again. I didn’t want to continue being a bother to them, but that wasn’t an option anymore. 
 
    Huth'Ga gave a call, and my mount lifted its body smoothly into the air, swiftly reaching a pace that ensured a smooth ride in spite of its speed. I had to marvel at that; I’d spent enough time on horses that I expected to be bounced around, but having six legs at work made the ride feel akin to being aboard a magic carpet, although a magic carpet that might nibble. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I had nothing to do. I didn’t want to risk exposing my Ether spells by casting, and there was nothing to craft, so I simply watched the scenery pass and castigated myself, my mood sinking lower in time with the sun. 
 
    Our captors were a party made up entirely of orcs, with perhaps two dozen members. Scouts came and went from the edges of the group as it split and reformed with regularity to flow around obstacles in its way, so it was hard to get an exact count. To my surprise, every single member of the party was female. Some near Huth'Ga were decked out in scattered pieces of plate and chainmail, but most were arrayed in leather. They were all armed. 
 
    The ground itself seemed to take on the gray of the trees as twilight approached, and at first I thought it to be a trick of the light. The effect intensified, however, until it was obvious that something was drastically wrong. Wrong, but familiar. Closing my eyes to hide the mist effect, I engaged Ether and saw that my suspicions were correct. What I'd done to the patch of grass in the starting area had been done here on a grand scale. Mana still moved everywhere around us, but not in anywhere near the magnitude of the healthy forest we’d left, and not in the dynamic currents I’d come to recognize. No, this mana moved with purpose, flowing along with us as we rode farther into the gray. 
 
    Something out there was disintegrating the forest in a big way, and we were riding right toward it. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    It was fully night when the war party made its destination. The orcs and their insect mounts never seemed to consider stopping for the dark. Instead, a wizened orc woman riding near Huth'Ga called some words that seemed to slip and wriggle as they made their way through the crowd, hinting at eyeless things that slink beneath the water of caves that never see the sun. Though I saw no change personally, the dwarf, Slynx, muttered to the group that the woman had cast Dark Vision. Judging by how confidently the orcs moved through the forest, I figured he must have had the right of it. 
 
    Moonlight sifted easily through empty branches, marking out silver trunks brilliant against the shadows. The only sound was the steady staccato patter of the insect mounts’ feet and the subdued whisk whisk of their mandibles, all of which joined with the smooth and swift gait for a ghostly ride that seemed to invite sleep. Prior nights of wakefulness conspired with the general atmosphere to pull me under. 
 
    It wasn’t a restful sleep, however. Mjorn and my father merged in the hazy drowse to berate me for how foolish, and lazy, and disappointing I was, and again and again Mac and her friends turned away from me: this time because I had led them into a trap, this time because they had grown powerful and I was worthless to them, this time because they had discovered what Mjorn had discovered. 
 
    When the convoy’s gait slowed, I had to pull myself awake through a cloud of compunction and contempt that was reluctant to release me. 
 
    In the dark, I could see patches of light. Some were the wavering flicker of torchlight. Most were steady and bright, like yellow-tinted versions of the globe in Mjorn’s cabin. The mounted horde began to break apart well shy of the clustered lights as warrior women moved off to find their beds. 
 
    Following a low-voiced conversation with our guards, after which they moved some way off, Huth’Ga approached our group. Only the elderly Dark mage stayed at her side. Tersely, Huth’Ga ordered each of the other players to don a ring from the familiar pouch she now wore at her side. The bracelet Mjorn had returned to her glittered on her enormous wrist. Mac shrugged, then put hers on, and the others followed suit. Opening my mouth to stop them, I caught a dire look from the orc. I briefly considered warning them anyway, but if I died, I would respawn here alone. They would return to town—or wherever they were bound—and somehow that fate was more painful than the threat of what Huth'Ga might do. And so, I watched as Huth'Ga commanded them to bind themselves to the cynosure and then to show her their stats. She nodded with satisfaction as the curse activated and their mana, HP, and stamina bars all dropped to 10 points. 
 
    The gasps and obscenities that followed were understandable, and it wasn’t just Varba who turned to glare at me this time. Katz joined her in shooting daggers my direction, and Mac gave me a long, considering look that made my gut shrivel. I opened my mouth to apologize—to explain—but there was nothing to say, so I ducked my head and turned away. There wasn’t any hiding from the fact that I had gotten them into this mess. 
 
    Huth'Ga bid goodnight to our guards and left us in their care. They moved us deeper into the field of lights until we approached the mouth of a cave, illuminated by two hanging lamps and crisscrossed by iron bars that made its function clear. Mac led the rest of us inside what turned out to be a cramped hollow that barely fit the six of us and smelled as if its usual inhabitants weren’t humanoid. The bars clanged shut behind us, but Mac didn’t waste any time worrying about that. She immediately beckoned the party into a huddle. 
 
    “Zen, don’t give me that shit!” she muttered forcefully when she saw me pull back from the group. “Out of any of us, you know best what’s going on, so get out of your pity party and get your ass over here!” 
 
    Varba cracked her knuckles threateningly. “Yeah, kid, come over here.” She glowered over her long nose. 
 
    “Not helpful, Varba," Mac reprimanded, but without heat. “He’s shown that he’s clever enough, and we’re going to need every bit of clever we can muster to get out of this shit. Now, Zen, why no warning on the rings?” 
 
    I admit that I ugly cried. It had been days since I’d seen a friendly face, and confronting how lonely I’d been brought it all to the forefront at once. The story in its entirety didn't take long to tell, but when I’d calmed down I explained to them how Mjorn had tricked me, minus the seduction, and what I’d stood to lose if they had all respawned back in Kalsip. Through my sniffles, I apologized.  
 
    It was Varba, of all people, who moved over to me and, unable to reach my back, began to rub behind my knee. “Hey," she said. “It's alright. It's alright... It's just a game, and we’re all going to be fine. The rest of us have been through things like this before, and we’ll get through it together. They won’t have set up a questline that there’s no way out of. We just have to be patient," she reasoned. “And Mac’s right; you've already proven yourself, but we all make mistakes. In fact, Slynx there once had us spend two weeks on a quest chain that ended up costing us millions of gold just to be rewarded with a puke-green tabard and a “Lover of Filth” title. You haven’t reached Slynx levels of terrible yet.” 
 
    In spite of the dim light, I could see Slynx’s grin. He didn’t seem too upset about the comparison, but Varba’s words did help me feel better. “Now, let’s not bother focusing on things we can’t change. Let’s just get to work cleaning up this spilled milk,” she concluded. Nodding, I wiped my nose on my sleeve and worked to calm myself down. She was right. We could only do what we could do, and it was time to buck up and buckle down. 
 
    “First order of business is the quest," Mac announced. “Everyone fail it?” 
 
    Around the cavern, heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Quest for what?” I asked. 
 
    Slynx chuffed through his beard. “To rescue you, of course. Think we’d be out here in the woods if there wasn’t a reward involved?” 
 
    “What Slynx means,“ Mac clarified, giving the dwarf a sharp look, “is that we wouldn’t have known you needed rescuing, if we hadn’t gotten the quest.” 
 
    “Well, that was nice of the game," I said, though discovering they had received a quest to find me did, counterintuitively, make me feel a bit better. It moved some of the blame for their predicament off my shoulders and onto the game itself, though it did mean the group—Mac included—didn’t necessarily feel particularly strongly about me... 
 
    *** 
 
    A squad of guards came to gather us as soon as the gray morning light started filtering into our cell, the dim glow exacerbated by the pallor of our surroundings. In the light we could see that the cave, the ground, and the bars all shared the gray tone of the forest. Ether showed that mana was flowing more thickly here, but faster as well, as though we stood on the edge of a whirlpool. The guards shackled our hands and feet and led us out into still more gray. 
 
    The village we trudged through was desolate. Small huts and houses stood opposite a rock face dotted with the mouths of caves, but the only color came from the village’s inhabitants. The pops of green, to purple, to black orc skin stood out starkly against the gray, as though the living were there visiting some ghostly dimension. Still, the few people walking about looked determined to get on about their day. They didn’t take much note of their washed-out surroundings. 
 
    As we walked, I began to be distracted, catching uncanny movement out of the corner of my eyes. Unnerved by what already felt like a ghost town, I was first relieved and then horrified to find that I was catching tiny puffs of dust that rose occasionally underfoot. Dust that was too fine to be dust. I had seen that kind of dust before. It was mana ash. The entire village was disintegrating. 
 
    Nudging Me’Almah, I filled her in. She nodded grimly. 
 
    Our group, prisoners and guards, came to a break in the rock face and began to ascend, moving past caves and huts that showed signs of their inhabitants stirring. Smoke funneled out of cave mouths and up into the sky, bringing with it the scent of breakfasts being prepared, though even that seemed a little gray. 
 
    The homes along the rock face were arranged in three rough tiers, and our destination appeared to inhabit the uppermost level. I had scouted the village cursorily the night before while we made our plans, and I recognized the building. It was a large, circular building. A yurt? Constructed of wood and hides—though it was difficult to tell the two apart without any color—it appeared to have been built in order to accommodate a crowd. Our guards pulled open the doors and waved us inside. 
 
    Once we were through, a new set of guards moved to flank us, then marched us forward into the center of the room. 
 
    My guess on the purpose of the building turned out to be correct. It was a meeting hall, each side circled by low benches that, judging by what I knew of the state of the village, I personally wouldn’t have risked sitting on. The thought of an entire row of enormous, stern orc women tumbling to the ground as a bench gave way tickled me, but my focus was quickly drawn back to the business at hand. 
 
    Huth'Ga sat at the head of the hut, enormous and fierce, and clearly not interested in indulging my funny bone. Arrayed at her sides were four others. Directly to her left sat the mage who had worked the Dark Vision spell the night before, and to her right sat what I realized was the first orc man I’d seen “in the wild.” He was noticeably smaller than the women around him, also bald, and wearing an odd hat that covered his ears and the back of his neck. When he noticed me looking, he quickly lowered his eyes. 
 
    A guard yanking me to my knees brought me back to what I was supposed to be doing. Much of what we’d planned depended on Me’Almah‘s sense of dramatic timing, but I had my role to play. I bowed my head, closed my eyes, and did my work. 
 
    Huth'Ga rose and stood before us, looking grim. “Me’Almah, Katz, Slynx, Varba, Namara, and Zenzuck. You are bound to me both in life,” she removed the cynosure from her belt and made a show of gripping it in her huge hand, “and in death. Freedom is beyond your grasp and escape is impossible. And yet,” she grimaced, but lost none of her intensity, “I do not wish you needless harm. The task for which I’ve procured you will bring ample pain in its own right, but it is a task that I must see done.” 
 
    She paused to gather her thoughts before proceeding. “As you have seen, my village is in great danger. Vitality is made to bleed from everything that draws near it, and thus from everything we hold dear. There is a temple of sorts at the base of my village that appears to be at the heart of this grey, and we believe that you players might be able to clear it and allow us to search for its source. We know of your undying nature, and I cannot risk the lives of more of my people.” Huth'Ga gazed at each of us in turn, but didn’t seem comforted by the sight. “I hope for your sake and ours that you live up to the prophecies. The curse that is now upon you will be lifted as you set your hands to your task, but I will be ever-watchful and ready to bring each of you low should you threaten my people.” 
 
    In one fluid motion, Me’Almah broke free of her shackles and stood tall, nearly eye to eye with Huth'Ga. Taken by surprise, the guards scrambled to lower their spears at her, but she ignored them and kept her gaze locked to Huth'Ga’s. From the chairs behind Huth'Ga came several growls of warning, which Me’Almah also ignored. Huth'Ga simply fixed Me’Almah with a steely gaze. 
 
    “Great Sister!” Me’Almah intoned earnestly, using the address we’d overheard from Huth’Ga’s warriors. She held her palms out to the orc leader. “Truly we bear you no ill will. We have seen that your village suffers as mana is drained from it, and wish only to aid you.” 
 
    The rest of us took this as our cue to stand, and the room filled with the clatter of falling shackles and loose chains. The guards that had been surrounding us rushed to form a line between the party and Huth'Ga, and soon we were facing a bristling field of spears, flanked by the bared tusks of the orc women. 
 
    Me’Almah stood stock still, and we each tried to copy her confident but non-threatening stance, although I no longer bothered hiding the mist spilling out from my eyes. 
 
    “Sister!” Me’Almah pleaded. “Please! I do not know what you have heard of players, but many of us have traveled here in hopes of finding just such tasks as you have given us—chances to help others and to grow in strength.” 
 
    With that, she knelt again, brushing at the spears that followed her down as though they were flies. Her hand passed through the weapons as if they were air, leaving nothing but a swirl of too-light dust behind. Perhaps the weapons had started out at Good Quality, but the constant mana drain had reduced their Quality enough for me to do my work. Gasps and snarls filled the room, and more than one guard shied away from us, though we made no other aggressive move. We had aimed to come across as powerful, mysterious, and benevolent, but by the response, I worried we had overshot. Guards were reaching for new weapons, and I didn’t think I could disintegrate them all. 
 
    Still, Huth'Ga remained stoic, and so no one attacked. Me’Almah spoke into the tense silence one last time, her accustomed calm serving her well. “If it will please you, Sister, we will accept the terms you have given us; however, our hope is that our bond may be one of service rather than of servitude, and that we may have the chance to gain your trust.” Wow, good show, Me’Almah! I thought. 
 
    The guards did their best to watch us and Huth'Ga simultaneously, waiting for orders on how to respond. For her part, Huth'Ga stayed focused on Me’Almah. Finally, she spoke. “This is the strange magic Mjorn tried to sell me, then, Player Zenzuck?” Surprised at being addressed, I released Ether. Man, she was observant! She took my expression as confirmation and nodded. Her face grew stormy. “We know the Grey here. You think to frighten us, but we have lived with its curse for years now. You offer your aid, but come to us bearing the very power that has destroyed my village!” Her anger seemed to grow with every word until she was bellowing, and the guards around me tightened their grips on their spears. Collapsing beneath the weight of her anger, I threw my hands up between us. 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I cried. “I can see it, but I didn’t do it! The mana is all flowing to the same place. It’s all getting sucked out!” 
 
    Huth'Ga glared down at me over the guards’ spear tips, her nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Me’Almah’s right, we just want to help! We just want to…” I trailed off, terrified of what might come next. 
 
    Huth'Ga’s expression didn’t soften, but her gaze became distant. I realized she must be examining a UI. My UI. Well, there was no hiding it now. I might as well be helpful. 
 
    “My Ether spell tree is in the center, between the rest. It’s hard to see, but it’s the only tree that seems to function normally for me. I have two spells—” 
 
    “Quiet!” Huth'Ga barked. Moments passed, and then she turned and called behind her to the mage. “Mother, look at these. Is this true?” She threw me a threatening glance, and I share the requested info.. The older woman moved from her chair to stand beside Huth'Ga, then took on the same distant gaze, followed by a sharp intake of breath as she examined my spells. 
 
    “With these he could… Daughter! He could dissolve the entire building—the entire village as it stands now! These spells could be the end of Hearthstead! With this boy here we are balanced on a knife’s edge!” 
 
    Huth'Ga’s gaze refocused, and she considered me carefully. “That was my thought. He could do any of those things, but he would need time. If we were to slit his throat now, we could have done with it. We could give them back to Kalsip.” My hand slipped involuntarily to my throat, and I swallowed convulsively. Always with the throat! Huth'Ga bared her teeth savagely, and continued. “Even so, he claims to see the source of the curse—or the path to it—and he brings us knowledge of the curse that years of study have failed to uncover. If he speaks truly, this Ether spell would see such a thing possible.” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath. “To my eye, had destruction been his goal, he had the time for it during the night. Hearthstead could lie in ruin, and our weapons could be dust. That being said, either he speaks true, or he is an imbecile. And though he lacks a spine, I see no evidence of the latter.” She fixed me with a critical gaze. “Yet.” 
 
    The Dark mage nodded in assent. “Sound reasoning, but pray be careful! I have never seen magic such as this.” 
 
    “Believe me, I will not take my eyes off him. As for you, Sister," she addressed Me’Almah. “Rise. You will have the chance to prove your words. The Mayor’s Curse will remain in effect until we reach the cave, at which point you will need all your strength and more.” 
 
    Me’Almah paused, her eyes becoming distant, and the other players followed suit before returning to the present. The orcs seemed to take it as a matter of course, but it chafed to realize the others were all interacting with a quest that was denied to me. 
 
    Me’Almah bowed low. “Thank you, Kind Sister. You honor us with your trust.” 
 
    Huth'Ga snorted derisively. “This is not trust, this is necessity. Now let’s get moving. Commander?” 
 
    One of the better-armored guards raised her spear and began issuing orders, before directing Katz, the gnome, to follow her. Two guards joined her in marching him out the door of the hut. A little concerned, I reminded myself that if they had wanted to hurt us, doing it here would have been easy enough. Ten minutes later they returned, first for Slynx, then for Varba. Huth'Ga and Hen’Darl spent the intervening time questioning us, first about my spells, then about players in general. They knew a surprising amount already: that we came from a different world, that we had given up our belongings to be there, etc. They seemed mostly curious about our world and why exactly we had chosen to leave it. I spun a reason out of wanting the freedom to set my own path that sounded plausible enough, but standing in front of the implacable women, in the middle of their disintegrating village, my true reason for being there boiled down to cowardice. Huth'Ga’s words about not having a spine rang in my head. 
 
    Mac’s response was similar to mine, about wanting to live life on her own terms. Me’Almah’s answer was more of a surprise. “This is my family," she said simply. Huth'Ga nodded her respect at the sentiment. 
 
    And then Mac was gone, and then Me’Almah, and finally it was my turn. Both Huth'Ga and Hen’Darl accompanied the guards escorting me as we left the building and moved along the top tier of the bluff to a square hut of stacked stone, set against the rock. The commander ducked inside and ordered me to follow her. Doing so, I found myself in the vestibule of a large, well-lit cave that had the look of a very dour dragon’s hoard. Littered in piles throughout the cave was almost every type of armor imaginable, all of it devoid of color. It looked like stacks of 3D models no one had bothered to texture. 
 
    Huth'Ga entered the room behind me. “The people who once called Hearthstead home left these, and we scarcely have use for them. Should you find anything useful, you may take it to the cave. You have until my patience runs out.” 
 
    I looked hopelessly over the piles. Most of it was junk, so how would I find anything worthwhile? 
 
    Turning to Huth'Ga, I explained what I wanted to do. She simply eased the dagger at her hip in its sheath and then nodded. I cast Ether.  
 
    The room came awash with movement, each piece of gear charged with a distinct flow of mana at a distinct strength. I wanted to find the most mana-dense objects, since that seemed to be a good shorthand for higher quality, but the jumble of movement just made matters worse. Closing my eyes, I felt for the objects instead. 
 
    Running my ethereal form through the first pile, I found that my assumption was correct. It was like digging your hand through a bucket of sand in search of a rock. Making my way through the room, I pulled an item off the top of one pile, dug an item out of another, and started a pile of my own. The orcs watched, fascinated, as the more high-Quality items began to stack up in front of them. Huth'Ga even seemed to have a little more patience for someone who made the sorting task so easy. Over the course of maybe fifteen minutes, I managed to gather 2-3 dozen items that, though washed of color and low on durability, were still fairly impressive once Huth'Ga shared their information with me. Quickly, I sifted through the items for pieces I could use. I was after any rings, necklaces, or cloth armor I could find, as well as any wands or staves—and they had to be available to my level. In the end, there was only a single ring and a colorless pair of pants for armor. There was a staff I lusted after for a bit, but it was too high a level for me, so I set it aside. I grabbed a long dagger instead, to replace the one Mjorn had reclaimed. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Mage’s Ring — 3/30 
  
     
 
      
      	  A staple for spellcasters. 
  +3 Wisdom 
  +2 Intellect 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Cotton Pants of Simple Wit — 4/26 
  
     
 
      
      	  Don’t these look smart? So can you! 
  +2 Intellect 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Iron Baselard — 2/45 
  
     
 
      
      	  Easy to conceal, this might be useful for any number of dastardly deeds. 
  +3-5 to Attack 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once I had the gear equipped—aside from the pants, which would have to wait—I gave Huth'Ga the all clear. 
 
    “Hold a moment," she said, then turned to discuss with the commander before they both moved to my pile of cast-offs and began to work their way through. In the meantime, I made one last scan of the room and found two items I’d overlooked. After moving to retrieve them, I added the last piece to the pile. I didn’t need a sword. Huth'Ga and the commander watched flatly as I approached with the blade, so I set it down slowly, dismissing Ether as well. 
 
    The penultimate item I’d found was an odd fingerless glove with a metal plate on the back. Maybe glove isn’t even the right word, since the contraption had no palm, just finger holes and a wrist strap made of leather; the back side was stamped with whorls that reminded me of mana. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Luctus’ Augment — 95/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  The right-hand tool of the Great Sage Luctus, now in pieces. 
  +1 to Ether 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not quite believing my luck, I fumbled with the buckle at my wrist. Items that increase the rank of spells or skills can be extremely valuable, and finding one seemingly made for my broken character was an act of God. The orcs were just finishing their survey of the pile as I cinched the strap. 
 
    Huth'Ga looked up from the gear to me. “Mage,” she said, “you have your opportunity to prove your words. Lead us to the source of the curse.” 
 
    With the orc women keeping careful watch, I activated Ether again. 
 
    I hadn’t anticipated the effect that just one more rank would have. It wasn’t anything like the ones before it, which had only sharpened the view. 
 
    Where I had become used to the torrent of movement that infused everything, the motion that now filled my view was structured and elegant. What had seemed before to be a jumble became a sea of patterns, interlocking, overlapping, and building to greater patterns still. Some of this had been hinted at during my work with Enchanting, but now those patterns that had taken me hours of study to fully grasp had become clear and distinct, turning loose piles of junk into delicate and beautiful pieces of art. 
 
    Looking at my own gear, I could see patterns repeated in both the two rings and in the pants. I could taste the flavor of what I now knew to be the Intellect enchantments, interlocking with the other enchantments bound to the items and to the mana inherent to the items themselves. 
 
    I pulled up my Spells tab to confirm the change. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Ether IV (+1 from Items) 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Admittedly, my first thought was a greedy one. I could have this on all my gear! With Ether active, I examined the piece, seeing the pattern of it as a whole. When I began to dive in, however, the pattern broke into a nest of interweaving subpatterns, and then those broke into still more. Forms within forms to a level so deep I couldn’t even remember where I’d started. It was like getting lost inside the gears of a clock. 
 
    “Did one of my warriors slip you a dreamcap, mage? Or do pretty things impress you so? Men do like pretty things,” Huth'Ga growled impatiently, “but I did not bring you here to admire jewelry!” 
 
    Realizing that I had been staring at my hand held aloft in front of me, I quickly dropped it and blushed. 
 
    “Sorry, it…” I stuttered, before remembering Mac’s advice on apologizing. “Here we go.” 
 
    Gazing around the room, I could now easily pick out which flows of mana belonged to items and which were part of the ambiance. It didn’t much matter though, because the mana was moving steadily in one direction. The mana bound to items resisted, but was being pulled away thread by thread nonetheless. I pointed. “There!” I said. “It’s stronger here than it was in the forest.” Realizing that I was pointing to the floor at the back of the cave, I glanced at Huth'Ga, concerned I hadn’t provided sufficient evidence. She exchanged looks with Hen’Darl, who simply grunted and made her way out of the disordered armory, trailing her robes behind her. 
 
    Huth'Ga huffed in agreement, then deposited the items she’d picked into a guard’s waiting arms. “Release your spell," she commanded, before following Hen’Darl’s lead. The women led the way back down the cliff face until we had again reached ground level, then they made their way past the cave that had housed us the previous night and on to a large opening that didn’t have the look of a cave about it at all. 
 
    We passed through a wide doorway lined with blocks of stone, and filed into a spacious room lit only by what light made it through the doorway with us. Seeing Mac and the others, I quickly moved to join them, noting the haphazard upgrades they’d been able to make to their wardrobes. Huth'Ga approached them as well, wordlessly distributing the additional pieces she’d selected from those I’d found. With permission, Varba cast, then sent the globe of light she’d created up to the ceiling. The group dealt with the additional buckles and belts required for the new equipment. I slipped behind them all to furtively don my new pants. 
 
    Once Huth'Ga saw that we were ready, she gave a sharp order. Hen’Darl chanted a few quick syllables that turned my vision grayscale, and Varba dismissed her light as it became blindingly bright. Dark Vision. The guards took up posts by the entrance, while Huth'Ga and Hen’Darl directed us through a doorway at the back of the antechamber. As I passed through, I couldn’t help but jump. Letters floated into view in front of me, before solidifying to welcome me into my first dungeon. 
 
      
 
    MARAMI’S END 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    We gathered just past the entrance, not daring to move out of the circle of light from the doorway and into the pregnant black, which was slowly resolving into grayscale as our eyes adjusted. Mac’s voice was loud in the oppressive silence as she muttered to herself. “Okay, now how do we group up?” 
 
    Almost immediately a notification flashed in front of me. 
 
    Namara has invited you to her party. Do you wish to join? 
 
    Just as suddenly, the notification disappeared. New HUD elements indicating the HP, MP, and SP of my party members popped into existence. I guessed I must have thought something the game took as a “yes.” Everyone’s stat bars were filling, taking back the ground The Mayor’s Curse had taken from them, now that Huth’Ga had released us. 
 
    ”Well, that was easy," Mac continued. “Okay, all, Me’Almah’s got point. Varba’s on heals. Zen, you’re on recon. Casters, let Zen know if you need mana. Melee, keep back until we know what we’re up against.” 
 
    It had all been part of the debrief the night before: Me’Almah, the orc, would serve as our party’s “tank,” keeping enemies’ attention and shielding the group; Varba, the goblin, would heal any damage done to the party using her Light spells; Slynx and Katz would do melee damage. Though they had Wind and Dark seeds respectively, spellcasting wouldn’t be their focus. That role would fall primarily to Mac. Between the six of us, we had five of the six elements covered, with only Water missing. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but at that moment I would have killed for a Mana Seed of Water. 
 
    Mac took a breath, and then let it out slowly. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    As Mac spoke, Varba began casting. Her cheeks and nose glowed as if she were shining a flashlight into her mouth, and as she intoned the words, light came flashing out from inside. Her eyes took on a glow all their own that, in the grayscale of Dark Vision, was reminiscent of staring into an LED. The spell completed with Varba standing tall and serene. Just looking at her made me feel… energized. 
 
    I checked my notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  … 
  You are affected by a party member’s Aura. Stamina Point, Mana Point, and Hit Point Regeneration is increased. 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking to my stat bars, I saw a small icon signifying the buff. As I focused it provided more information. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Aura II (2 min 38 sec) — Varba 
  
     
 
      
      	  +6/4/2% Stamina/Mana/Health Regeneration 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Varba didn’t bother giving me time to thank her. “I’ve got something to say," she began, scowling as she spoke. “Everyone remember that we’re Level 4 at the most. If you get hit the only thing I have to heal you with is Slow Heal. It’ll restore 11 HP—over 30 seconds. ‘Almah, that means it’d take me 5 minutes to heal you to full. Those are heals for fighting bunnies. Don’t be idiots! We don’t know the dungeon’s level, but everything here is as likely to one-shot us as anything, so let’s keep pulls small, and let’s do whatever we can not to take hits.” 
 
    “I can Bind incoming mobs, if I can see them. That might give range more time to do damage. Lasts 3 seconds," Me’Almah offered. 
 
    “Do it,” Mac concurred. ”Everyone with range, go all out if it lands; otherwise, you know what to do.” She blew out another deep breath. 
 
    “Okay," she continued, “maze rules: Zen, scout down the left hallway and follow the left wall. We want the smallest group possible for our first pull, or we need somewhere defensible.” She shivered. “Centerstage at a crossroads is not where I want to be.” 
 
    Settling my ethereal form to the floor, I felt my way down the hallway, thankful that my fourth-ranked Ether spell expanded my ethereal presence to feel both walls simultaneously. It didn’t take me long to find the first gap, but it was on the right, so I flowed past. The width suggested it was a doorway. A similar doorway appeared on the left not long after, and I made my way through, still following the left wall. There was something there, but it felt so indistinct... rectangular, but barely there. It didn’t have the more substantial feel of something living, so I moved on. More indistinct shapes, and then something… sticky. 
 
    It was an experience I’d never had before in my ethereal form. Mostly I just moved through and around things. This object required that I actively pull away. Curious, I wafted closer and began probing the object, searching for clues as to what it was. When it stirred, I became even more determined to “see” it. 
 
    When it bit me, all thoughts of seeing it fled. I shied away and raced back to my body, ignoring the walls in my way. 
 
    I had cried out physically at the unexpected attack, so I opened my eyes to see Mac and Varba crouched by me, concerned, while Me’Almah, Slynx, and Katz faced the dark hallway, weapons drawn. The space behind my eyes throbbed, but I struggled to my feet with Mac’s help. “There’s something in the first room on the left!” I reported. “It bit me!” 
 
    The others turned to face the left hallway, down which I could just see the creature moving into view, resolving itself against the uniform background, and hurling itself toward us. I loaded Varba’s mana back up as the entire party cast as one. Bind, Thin, Weaken, Poison, Ignite. I saw each debuff land. Holy crap, I thought, what chance does this sucker stand? 
 
    Since I was the only one not doing anything, I looked at the monster’s information. I had celebrated too soon. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Void Kraken — Level 12 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 99/99 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The party reordered itself as Mac continued slinging spells, Me’Almah placing herself at the entrance to the hall to keep the monster penned, Slynx and Katz flanking her. Three seconds had never passed so quickly. Even though she was expecting it, Me’Almah had just enough time to raise her new buckler as a large, taloned foot raked down at her. As big as she was, Me’Almah was still only Level 3, and the clawed toes caught the top of the shield and pulled it down easily, powered by wiry muscles and the weight of the creature behind them. A thick beak darted into the gap, looking to take advantage of the opening. 
 
    Stunned by the speed of the attack, I had frozen in place. The others had no such problem. Me’Almah shifted the blow she’d been preparing for a strike at the leg, and aimed for the beak instead. It darted back out of range of her mace, and the clawed foot slipped off the buckler and to the floor, scoring Me’Almah’s thigh as it fell. Almost immediately Me’Almah was surrounded by light, Mac and Varba calling out as one. The burst of fire that hit the beak cast the hideous face in sharp relief, throwing writhing shadows on the hallway walls. 
 
    “Zen, fill me up!” Mac shouted, breaking my stupor. I did so, careful not to supply too much. 
 
    The beak was surrounded by a nest of tentacles that were grasping wildly for something to pull in close enough to bite. Aghast, I watched as one of them whipped out wide around Me’Almah to grab her from the side, wrapping itself around a hastily raised forearm. “Slynx!” she shouted, pulling the tentacle tight while simultaneously using her buckler to fend off another attack by the grasping talons. 
 
    Already at her side, Slynx whipped his hand axe overhead in a swift arc, drawing a deep gash on the tentacle and forcing it to release the tank. The damage had been done, however, and as the tentacle released her, Me’Almah collapsed backward. 
 
    “Melee, keep it occupied!” Mac shouted and dove forward to drag Me’Almah clear. Seeing she’d need help, I grabbed hold of the orc as well, my Strength gains hauling game for Mjorn helping to pull Me’Almah clear. 
 
    “She’s got health!” Mac called to Varba. “So what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    We left Me’Almah to Varba, and I continued pumping Mac full of mana. She was doing the most damage, after all. Watching with exhilaration, I noticed she was casting something I hadn’t seen before. It had to be Fireball! Just as she finished casting though, I remembered: Fireball had an area-of-effect component, and Mac was ready to catch fire herself from the Playing with Fire spell effect! Neither Mac nor I had put any extra points into Constitution, which meant she was about to take a huge hit! She must have figured it was worth doing to end the fight. 
 
    “Shiii—” I bellowed, darting forward to grab the back of her tunic just as she finished casting. Fire gathering in her hands before arcing through the air toward the squid-faced monstrosity. Yanking with all my might, I pulled her with me as I threw myself back. “—iiiiiit!” We tumbled to the ground together, chased by a blast of fire. 
 
    “Ah! Haaah!” Mac gasped, as she realized her legs were very much on fire. I joined her in beating out the flames. Her health was dented, and she hissed as she moved her legs to stand. It wasn’t happening. 
 
    “Zen!” Varba shouted. “It’s Almah’s mana; she’s stuck at zero! Get it up!” Katz and Slynx had placed themselves firmly in front of Mac while she waited for healing, their weapons raised in anticipation of the beast leaving the fireball’s radius. A glance showed Varba’s glowing eyes locked onto Mac’s burned legs, so I left them to it and focused on our tank. 
 
    Varba was right that Me’Almah’s mana was gone, but it was a matter of a moment to restore it from zero. Me-Almah’s eyes shot open, and after seeing the look on her face, I felt sorry for the beastie! She grabbed my proffered hand, then vaulted to her feet. The sudden weight threw me off balance as she charged forward, chasing the fireball’s petering flames and racing over the blistering stone to close with the monster. She joined the kraken in a frenzy just after Mac’s latest cast of Distant Flame landed. 
 
    Katz and Slynx parted to allow Me’Almah through, and then they rushed at the creature right on her tail. Katz slid between its two long legs, daggers ablur, while Slynx grabbed its left tentacle again and hacked with his axe. The kraken stomped wildly against the gnome savaging its legs, leaving Me’Almah an opening. She took it. Shifting away for a moment, she then lunged forward with all her weight and drove her buckler hard into Cthulhu Jr.’s face. The over-sized chicken legs scrambled to find purchase, but Katz’s onslaught had weakened them enough to make the effort a bridge too far. 
 
    “Back!” Mac shouted as the creature collapsed to the ground. It began kicking wildly at the wall, struggling to stand in the narrow hallway. Katz took a glancing slice from a taloned foot, cried out in pain, and then stumbled. Not missing a beat, Me’Almah bent to scoop the gnome up and then bolted with Slynx for the casters. With a triumphant shout, Mac completed her final cast of Fireball, and the hallway again erupted into a hellish inferno. 
 
    A high, rattling squeal broke from the creature as it burned. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 12 for 240 (base 360) Experience Points! 
  Congratulations—you have reached Level 5! 
  You have 12 Attribute Points to allocate. 
  Me’Almah has reached Level 4! 
  Slynx has reached Level 4! 
  Varba has reached Level 4! 
  Katz has reached Level 4! 
  Me’Almah has reached Level 5! 
  Slynx has reached Level 5! 
  Varba has reached Level 5! 
  Namara has reached Level 5! 
  Katz has reached Level 5! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We all stood watching as the fire burned itself out, and then Varba began casting to make sure everyone’s health was topped off. 
 
    Mac turned to me. “Ze-en!” she sang. Her eyes glittered, and her face broke into an evil grin. “I heard you cu-uss!” 
 
    Pointedly, I glanced down at her blackened breeches. “Liar, liar," I responded. 
 
    Me’Almah chuckled weakly and then crumpled to the ground. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    
    
      
      	  ... 
  Me’Almah is suffering from Mana Bleed! 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Mana Bleed — Void Kraken 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have been attacked by a creature of the void. Your mana will drain at a rate of 1 Mana Point every 3 seconds until it is healed. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We had all gathered around our fallen tank to help, but it was clear that Varba was taking point. Scowling, she examined Me’Almah’s arm. “Zen, wake her up at least, and keep her up! If this debuff acts like your mana transfer spells, I don’t want her turning grey!” She took a step back and began casting, then swore under her breath when nothing came of it. Me’Almah woke, but lay still, sensing Varba’s growing foul mood. “Aura is still active, and Close Wound didn’t work," the healer muttered. “She still has Slow Heal on her. It’s probably a curse. Damnit! Anyone else have any ideas?” Her face continued to darken as the realization that there was nothing to do sank in. “Pheh!” she finally spat, throwing up her hands in disgust and storming away. 
 
    Mac gave Slynx a look, and he nodded, following Varba. The goblin and dwarf began talking quietly while Mac got down to business. 
 
    “Almah, you and Zen are going to be best buddies for a while, but you’re going to have to give him a hand and expand your mana pool. Just a couple of points. If we have to fight anymore of those things I don’t want anyone fainting.” She was in full raid leader mode, raising her voice to be heard by the whole team. “Otherwise, everyone allocate your Attribute Points from leveling. It looks like we’re not too far under-leveled for this dungeon, but we’ll need everyone on their A-game.” 
 
    Nodding in agreement, I excitedly opened my Character Sheet. 12 Attribute Points to distribute! There was really only one thing for it though. I began dumping points into my Intellect. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Intellect 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your ability to understand the world. Learn faster. Be smarter. 
  +310 Mana Points (+10 to Mana Capacity/point) 
  +31% to Spell Damage (+1% spell damage/point) 
  +.31% to Experience Point gain (+.01% exp/point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    310 mana! With Ether active that brought my regen to...  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Regen: 60 = ((12 base + 62 from Ether) * 9% from gear)-20 from Mana Bleed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    -20 from Mana Bleed?! “Uh, guys?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Given that I was likely to alert monsters to my presence and suffer further mana damage besides, it was decided that having me scout wasn’t the safest option. That job fell to Katz instead. He hadn’t yet acquired the Stealth skill, but he had the highest Dexterity of the group, and so would best be able to escape incoming mobs. He’d simply have to learn Stealth on the fly. And so, with one of Varba’s Slow Heals and a spell of his own called Wind at Your Back that increased running speed, he crept down the left hallway to make our next pull. 
 
    Since our stats had nearly doubled from the first fight, the second pull went much more smoothly. Mac began casting as soon as Katz entered our field of view, and had a target by the time her spell was complete. As she shouted out the spell, Varba’s voice rang in counterpoint, and flames burst among the tentacled mass that comprised the “face” of the second kraken. Riding high on new stats and not wanting to be outdone, the others unloaded their opening spells in tandem with a second Distant Flame from Mac. Me’Almah repeated her shield rush while the kraken was still bound, knocking it to the floor with ease since it was unable to move its legs to compensate. Katz and Slynx fell onto the exposed legs and brutalized them within seconds. I just sat back and topped everyone up until I heard that rattling death cry a second time. I couldn’t help but grin at the sound. 
 
    Screeches answered from all sides, cutting my grinning time short. 
 
    Mac took no more than a second to recover, and I was beginning to see why the others were so comfortable with her leadership. “Left hallway—now!“ she shouted. “We hold the first clear room. Katz, get us there! Me’Almah, cover our backs!” As a unit we sprang into action, Katz’s agile form bolting ahead of us down the hallway and toward what we all hoped against hope was a safe haven—or at least somewhere defensible. 
 
    “Somewhere defensible” ended up being the very room where I’d scouted the first kraken, though getting everyone there was a close thing. Slynx reached the doorway first and began hurriedly pulling the casters into the room. Mac found herself manhandled for the second time that day as his tug lifted her off her feet—just as a beak gnashed into view in the doorway and was met by Me’Almah’s shield rush from the opposite direction. The resulting impact knocked both participants to the floor. Slynx placed himself between the casters and the kraken, straddling Me’Almah’s legs to swing his axe at the monster. He aimed to take out the longer flailing arms while Varba and I grabbed at Me’Almah to help her into the room and onto her feet. 
 
    “Got ‘im!” the tank called as soon as she had her feet under her. Slynx moved his bulky form to grant her the doorway, which she filled. Katz wasted no time in ducking through her legs to stick the writhing mass, using his Dexterity to keep himself out from underfoot as he plied his trade. 
 
    Mac had also regained her footing and had sized up our surroundings. Seeing Slynx free, she barked over to him. “Help me with this table!” As the kraken scrambled to its feet and the melee retreated, Slynx and Mac raced to flip the table on its side and shove it across the doorway. It wasn’t an insurmountable barrier—it only covered two-thirds of the doorway—but it was enough of one to slow the krakens and provide protection from those scrabbling claws. 
 
    With our position fortified, Varba and Mac began casting in earnest. Poison and Slow Heal from Varba and Distant Flame from Mac—a weaker spell than Fireball, since space was so tight and mana was so low. Katz and I were relegated to simply bracing the table with our backs as Slynx and Me’Almah met the attackers hand-to-claw overhead, prodding with their weapons where they couldn’t swing. I couldn’t risk my mana, and Katz was simply too short. I glanced beside me, sure that being pushed to the sidelines would frustrate the gnome, but he just grinned at me and began cleaning under his fingernails, a picture of nonchalance. 
 
    Not nearly so confident of having earned my keep within the group, my mind raced through scenarios in which I might be more helpful, but came up empty. It was too crucial that I keep my mana up, something that became more and more difficult as Me’Almah took one, then two more Mana Bleed attacks and Slynx acquired one of his own. Within a short amount of time I was no longer able to spare any mana for the casters. My priority was keeping our tank conscious, and I was already worrying over the decisions I might have to make if Slynx took too many more stacks of the debuff. 
 
    That decision came swiftly as Varba shouted for mana, but by then there was no longer a decision to be made. I could only look at her in despair. Me’Almah was down seconds later, and Slynx fell close behind. Katz sprang into the melee, vaulting off Me’Almah’s still-falling body, and quickly acquired enough debuffs to take him beyond the limits of my mana pool. A sharp slap and a stab of pain on my shoulder added to my own stack of Mana Bleed, and I scrambled away from the table and into the room just inches ahead of the talons scoring the greyed wood. Varba and Mac were unsheathing their belt knives as I stumbled to them, but a caster without mana is like a dog toy: squishy and fun to chew on. 
 
    Were it a regular game my instinct would have been to just “wipe” and let the mobs tear us to bits as fast as possible so that we could get on with making our way through the dungeon. With a boatload of pain and other unpleasant sensations on the line though, the three of us fought like the cornered animals we were. 
 
    Having thrown herself headfirst into the fray, Mac was the first to go down. A kraken knocked her to the floor with a rake across the chest, and then buried its beak in her neck among a sea of writhing tentacles that cocooned her head and torso. Varba acted on the kraken’s preoccupation with Mac, gritting her mouthful of sharp teeth and burying her dagger in the knot of gristle behind the tentacles, again and again. The creature’s legs scrabbled against the stone floor, but the tentacles refused to lessen their grip. 
 
    The next kraken caught Varba with her arm still raised over her head, a fat tentacle wrapping around her wrist and pulling her close even as she struggled. The second tentacle caught her around the neck, and blood began to flow freely. 
 
    My own throat clenched at the sight, and the image of Mjorn standing over me filled my mind. No! I couldn’t! 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    I woke to the sound of the others cursing, coughing, and retching, each according to the manner of their death. Me’Almah and Slynx had gone down mainly due to extremity wounds and blood loss, but Mac and Varba had suffered a much more visceral set of injuries. Katz and myself had escaped the horrifying experience of our own ends: he’d fainted from the Mana Bleed stacks, and I’d fainted purposefully out of cowardice. I turned my head from the others, unable to watch them undergo the misery I had avoided. 
 
    Huth'Ga eyed us appraisingly from a low wooden bench that was as gray as the stone benches arrayed behind it. The six of us lay in the colorless dust of a colorless amphitheater, surrounded once again by a ring of orc women with lowered spears. The Mayor’s Curse had been reactivated as well, shrinking our stat pools. 
 
    “We had hoped your gifts would allow you to penetrate the ruins, but in truth I did not expect you to last as long as you did," Huth'Ga voiced. “Still, the prophecies were true; you players cannot truly die, though it appears death leaves its mark just the same.” She ran her gaze over my incapacitated teammates. It seemed for a moment that her expression might contain some measure of pity, but by the time her gaze returned to me, the steel had come back into it. “What did you find?” 
 
    The story wasn’t long to tell, but I found that I didn’t want to be done telling it, since there was nothing in our future save another sortie into Marami’s End. The sounds of my party’s misery behind me and the prospect of what lay before us made me brave. 
 
    “Lady Huth'Ga,” I pled, ignoring her derision at the title. “As we’ve said, my friends and I are willing to help, but as we are now…” I took a deep breath. “At this rate we’ll pay for every inch of progress with blood, and your people will pay for it in time, eight hours at a go. We just aren’t strong enough! Please, for your sake and for ours,” I gestured behind me at my shaky team, “give us a few days to grow stronger!” 
 
    The orc furrowed her brow and glared, but I was convinced of the truth of my words. It really would be to her advantage. If she could just see! Well, if she could just trust! I willed her to do so, hoping my face conveyed both honesty and dependability. The others held their breath behind me. The stakes had never been so high. Not in a video game, at least. 
 
    “Until morning,” she finally growled, and deactivated The Mayor’s Curse. “Let us see what you can do with what’s left of the day!” 
 
    Katz gave a small cheer behind me, and I heard a deep sigh of relief from Me’Almah. “Thank you, Great Sister,” she rumbled, brushing greyed dust from greyed clothes as she stood and bowed. Varba went to Mac’s side and helped her to sit upright. She started to beat the dust from Mac’s clothes, but it was clear they both just needed the reassurance of a friend’s touch. With the prospect of having to reenter the ruins delayed, Mac recovered quickly and batted Varba’s hands away in mock exasperation. Her gaze flitted to each of us in turn, eyes a little frantic, but eager for the change of focus. 
 
    She ran through a quick mental checklist, ticking a few things off on her fingers. 
 
    Finally, she looked up. “Great Lady, could I ask one thing further?” Huth'Ga nodded for her to proceed, but raised a warning eyebrow. “You have many fine warriors here. Could you spare a few for us to spar with?”  
 
    Surprised, Huth'Ga barked a laugh. “I can do you one better, Little Elf. You will train with our war mother.” She grinned, purposefully baring a considerable number of teeth. “You will train with me!” 
 
    Huth'Ga, war mother of the Hearthstead orcs, was affronted by our shortage of Constitution and made rectifying its lack her priority. She immediately set us to doing a series of sprints, draining our stamina and then letting us rest to recover it. Huth'Ga only snorted when Varba snuck in a casting of Aura as we rested, but when I mentioned how useful Haste would be, she pulled me up short. 
 
    “You would waste your mana," she said. “The speed from Haste comes from the mana of the spell. If your body is not doing the work, it will not get stronger.” 
 
    “What of Weaken, then?” Slynx called. “Less Strength would make you work harder to do the same things, would it not?” 
 
    “You would not be able to push your muscles to their limits, and so they would not grow. If you wish to train harder, you could use the Earth spell Encumber. Or,” she walked to the side of the path and grabbed up a large rock, handing it to Slynx, “you may simply run carrying this.” 
 
    With a chagrined look, Slynx tentatively set the stone back beside the path, hesitant in case Huth'Ga was serious, and got back to the business of catching his breath.  
 
    It’s a very enlightening experience, running with a stamina bar. Being able to pinpoint exactly when you’re going to start breathing heavy, when you’re going to start panting, and when you’re going to straight-up fall over. It’s easier to pace yourself too. If your stamina is depleting, slow down. If your stamina is regenerating, speed up. Not that we ever had the chance during that first hour; Huth'Ga’s goal was to get us to “straight-up falling over” as fast as possible. 
 
    Any stat differences between the casters were swiftly evened out as our Constitution and Dexterity stats blew through the lower levels. Slynx and Me’Almah had put points into Constitution, so there was no catching them, really, and Katz had enough Dexterity that he easily outran the rest of us. That being the case, we were all surprised to see them all gain points as well. When asking Huth'Ga, she directed us to our UIs to more closely examine our attributes. The descriptions expanded in response to the attention. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Intellect: 31 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    became 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Intellect: 31 = (10 Natural + 12 Attributed + 9 Equipped) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huth'Ga explained that the “Natural” Attribute Points would continue to advance depending on our efforts, whereas the “Attributed” points would grow only by leveling. Collectively, we kicked ourselves. Postponing the assignment of Attribute Points was useless if the “Natural” ones still grew at the same rate! 
 
    By the time Varba called out to beg off the training, the entire team had raised their Constitution over 8, the time between gaining points allowing for longer and longer windows of synchronicity. Seeing the greedy look in more than one eye once she’d acquiesced to the healer, Huth'Ga barked at the rest of us to keep moving. “Far better to make certain she can keep the rest of you alive. After all, if she has to run you’d best not be!” 
 
    Varba bowed her head graciously, but her smile couldn’t help but look a little like a sneer on her goblin face—or could it? Regardless, she strutted back to the amphitheater to sit, and practiced her spells while the rest of us continued to sprint. It was only after the next point that Mac and I were allowed to join her, but that point was a long time coming. 
 
    With us pesky casters out of the way, Huth'Ga began to vary the routine, adding Strength training to the sprints. Apparently, being a caster came with a doctor’s note, and I for one was glad to be exempt. 
 
    Varba was focused on placing Slow Heals on everything that moved, hoping to gain her full-blown Heal spell. Mac started doing the same with Ignite, which would instantaneously light a target on fire and allow her other spells’ damage-over-time components to take full effect. Having Varba close helped with the self-inflicted burns when Playing with Fire triggered. 
 
    I sat nearby and supplied mana. Slow Heal was cheap at only 15 MP, so they came thick and fast. Once everyone in range had the buff on them, Varba began to double-stack it, though doing so extended the effect rather than increasing it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Slow Heal (14 sec) — Varba 
  
     
 
      
      	  You will recover health at a rate of 1 Hit Point per 3 seconds. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    became 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Slow Heal (72 sec) — Varba 
  
     
 
      
      	  You will recover health at a rate of 1 Hit Point per 3 seconds. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    On request, Varba allowed me access to her spell UI. Between topping her up on mana, I had a look over her spells. It was fascinating. Unlike Mac’s spells, many of Varba’s spells—which I learned were indeed Light spells—relied heavily on her Wisdom to modify their duration. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Poison I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 15 MP 
  Range: 15 meters 
  Cast Time: 2 seconds 
  Duration: Up to Wisdom seconds 
  Description: Alters the target’s body to cause lasting damage. 
  Effect: 1 Poison Damage per second 
  Requirements: Light II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was then that I understood her frustration with Slow Heal. The strength of the spell increased with each rank, but only minimally. The true strength of the spell was that it lasted longer and longer the more Wisdom she accrued. At very high ranks she might be able to heal someone for minutes at a time. Still, that was little consolation when a battle was raging. I could see why she was desperate to learn Heal. 
 
    I took time to acquaint myself with each of her spells, starting from Light, which fed into Poison, Aura, Distant Light, and Far Sight. Aura branched off into Slow Heal and Close Wound, and Distant Light led to Blinding Flash. Seeing that learning Heal would require the fourth-rank Light spell, I asked Varba how she had reached the third rank. 
 
    “Hell if I know," she answered, irritated as much by her lack of knowledge as by my asking. “I haven’t cast it much since I learned Distant Light.” I resolved to ask Huth'Ga when I got the chance. 
 
    After all three of us had expended our MP, we reported back to Huth'Ga. Mac was determined to acquire some martial skills, and Varba and I grudgingly agreed it would be the smart thing to do. We’d each had a weapon skill after that last desperate struggle, but we all knew how that had gone. Huth'Ga advised Mac to try a staff instead, since it would be more effective defensively. She also supplied a bow, but Mac passed on that in favor of a trio of javelins. For Varba, Huth'Ga recommended a small shield to use off-hand with her wand. Varba would simply have to drop it for spells that required two hands, though Huth'Ga mentioned that shields built for casters existed. They were simply rare, since casters themselves were. 
 
    “You might have better luck with a battle wand," Huth'Ga mentioned, handing me the bow Mac had passed on. “But Hen’Darl’s is the only one in the village.” She handed me a staff as well, and I set about gaining Archery and Staffs skills as I tried them out. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Archery Novice — Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your skill with bows and crossbows. 
  Damage with bows is increased by 1% (+1% per level). 
  Range with bows is decreased by 49% (+1% per level). 
  Chance to hit with bows is increased by 2% (+2% per level). 
  Critical strike chance is increased by .5% (+.5% per level). 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
  
 



 
      	  Staff Novice — Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your skill with staffs, batons, and spellstaffs. 
  Damage with staffs is increased by 1% (+1% per level). 
  Chance to block with staffs is increased by 1% (+1% per level). 
  Critical strike chance is increased by .25% (+.25% per level). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Spellstaffs. Now those sounded cool, though—once again—caster items were in short supply in Hearthstead. 
 
    Huth'Ga set Mac and I to a series of block and parry exercises using our staffs. Our Constitution wasn’t high enough to go for long, but the training would be worth it. Varba, for her part, was put to gathering smallish rocks, and a guard took the task of throwing them at her in pursuit of skill deflecting projectiles. I supplied mana while the goblin worked to heal bruises and simultaneously deflect projectiles, in what turned out to be a surprisingly useful exercise. 
 
    The melee moved to weapon drills soon after. Me’Almah continued with her mace training armed with a club, and Slynx had been given a much larger club of his own to wield, instead of a hand-axe. Katz struggled momentarily with a practice sword that was nearly as long as he was tall, before opting to continue with sparring daggers. 
 
    We continued that pattern, altering weapons practice with casting, throughout the afternoon. Varba very quickly reached the point at which Slow Heal I should have become Slow Heal II, but the listed requirements demanded Rank IV of her Light spell. While that lay beyond her grasp, so did Slow Heal II. In a display of growing trust, Huth'Ga actually called a warrior to fetch Hen’Darl when Varba asked her about it. 
 
    Hen’Darl chuckled at the goblin. “Oh no, Little Sister. You’ll never get anywhere like that. Seed spells indicate the level of unity you’ve achieved with the element. It will grow with the casting of spells, of course, but the number of spells required grows by an order of magnitude with each new rank! Here, sit, all of you.” 
 
    She gathered the melee players over and sat them all on the stone benches alongside us. “Now, close your eyes and focus on your seed spell. There will be a time, right before you begin the spell, at which you can feel it forming on your tongue—at which your hands will be itching to cast. Hover there, intent on the element. That is the first method. For the second, once your mana is gathered, cast your strongest spells with a singular focus, dwelling in that moment with your element. Dependent on the intensity of your focus, your affinity with your seed spell will increase, and its power will grow. 
 
    “Both practices will advance your skill; however, it is best to use them in tandem," she continued. ”I believe it is possible to gain true mastery with only the meditative technique, but if you take time to sleep, it is rumored to be a thirty-year endeavor.” She grinned as we collectively blanched. “As it stands, it should take a week of intensive focus for your healer to gain her Simple-ranked seed spell. Longer still, since that cannot be her sole aim.” 
 
    “What?!” Varba squawked—goblins are very good at squawking. “We don’t have a week! If we have to rely on Slow Heal Me’Almah will…” She broke off, eyes darting as she searched for a solution. 
 
    Hen’Darl smiled sadly. “Some things cannot be rushed, Little Sister, but your concern for your comrades speaks well of you. We must all make do with what we are given.” 
 
    Varba sighed and dropped her head for a moment to examine the ground. After several long seconds, her head snapped back up. “Alright,” she growled. “Casters with me. Melee, you’d better make sure you’re learning how to keep yourselves alive!” 
 
    She bowed deeply to Hen’Darl, voice softening. “Thank you, Great Sister. Your guidance has been invaluable.” Then she spun on her heel and marched for the most remote corner of the amphitheater. “NO interruptions!” she called back to the melee group. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Varba worked us late into the night, barely allowing for a pause when Slynx brought us dinner. Mac had told the group about my Static Casting, and so Varba knew all about the limen, though they both required additional coaching and practice in order to maintain it for any amount of time. The fun part was that it was easy to tell whether they had accessed it, since reaching that state was the trigger for the elemental “special effects.” Mac’s eyelashes would turn to flickering flames, and flames would lick out around her lips and nostrils as she breathed. Varba would do the flashlight trick, which was decidedly creepy when she managed it with her eyes closed, since her eyelids would glow an evil, veiny red in the evening light. 
 
    As I’d had days more practice—and a high-level Concentration skill—I used the time to look over Mac’s spells and to calculate our progress toward Heal. 
 
    Having had a head-start both in terms of casting and of Mana Regen, Mac was still outpacing Varba, though only barely. Varba’s heavy investment in Wisdom would likely pay off in the future, when she became able to cast more. After Fire II, Mac had access to Distant Flame, Hearth, and Thaw, with Fireball on the third tier. Distant Flame and Hearth both led into Ignite, and Thaw grew into Fire Shield. I’d seen most of them already, but Fire Shield was new. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Fire Shield I 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cost: 85 MP 
  Range: 15 meters 
  Cast Time: 3 seconds 
  Duration: 3 minutes 
  Description: Covers a target’s body with charges of nascent Fire energy. These explode when struck, doing damage over time equivalent to your Fire spell’s damage-over-time component to the wearer and their melee attacker. If not already Ignited, each is Kindled. 
  Effect: 5 Fire Damage over 3 seconds. 8 charges. 
  Requirements: Fire III, Thaw II 
  
     
 
      
      	  This spell is learned. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Wow, Mac, this Fire Shield is something, isn’t it?” I noted in the quiet evening air, earning myself a glare from Varba before she closed her eyes and returned to her meditation. “I can’t figure out how I would use it, only that I’d want to.” 
 
    Mac opened her eyes, excited. “I know, right? Seems like something for the tank, but really I think it’s for the caster themselves, since I definitely see Fire Resistance in my future. Maybe if we got Huth'Ga some fire-resistant gear... 
 
    I nodded, but she wasn’t done. “Still, where I think it would really shine would be casting it on an enemy at range, or a big enemy with a lot of people wailing on it.” Her eyes glittered with cruel delight. “Imagine a raid group attacking a boss with this on. They might get one or two stacks of Kindled each, but the poor bastard with the Fire Shield on would take 40 extra damage—48 with my current Int! Even at 85 mana, it’s actually my most efficient spell by far. It’s just super risky to use right now.” 
 
    She leaned even closer and whispered. “Imagine what Varba would do if even one of the melee caught fire!” 
 
    Varba opened one baleful eye. “Varba would shove her wand so far up her Fire mage, the mage would sneeze Mana Regen.” Threat issued, she closed her eyes again. 
 
    Faking contrition, but shaking with silent mirth, Mac put her hands up to the sides of her head, pointed outward, and mouthed, Goblin ears! 
 
    Once we’d had enough, the guards alerted Huth’Ga. Though the war mother had seemed to be warming toward us, she still activated The Mayor’s Curse before directing the warriors to return us to the cramped cell to sleep. We were too exhausted to complain. 
 
    Once morning came though, complain we did. Groans and pained mutterings filled the air around me, and a dull throb permeated my skull, emanating from between my eyes and around into my neck. Mac confirmed—colorfully—that she was experiencing the same thing. 
 
    The melee group was faring significantly worse. Varba’s ministrations had closed split lips and soothed bruises and barked shins, but didn’t have any effect on sore muscles. Katz went from head to toe detailing just how sore each individual muscle was, until Slynx called out to him that he should try a heavy club instead of daggers and see how he fared then. 
 
    Everyone was tired, both from the previous day’s exertions and from the sub-par sleeping conditions. No one was more bleary-eyed than Varba though, who struggled to pull herself awake when Slynx roused her. She stared listlessly even then. 
 
    At the guards’ direction we filed out of our cell and toward the greyed entrance to Marami’s End. I struggled to convince myself that our efforts from the day before would help, but deep down I knew it wasn’t likely to be enough. Our natural attribute progression had stalled, and so even with our spell and weapons practice, our Hit Points, our stamina—pick a stat!—just weren’t going to be up to the task. We needed to level up! 
 
    It was clear from her perky attitude that Mac was trying to keep our minds off those thoughts and inspire our confidence. Even though I knew what she was doing, it helped. The others passed between the stone blocks, laughing and joking, bragging to each other about what they might do to a Void Kraken or two. The camaraderie might have stung, but having a shared purpose helped allay my imposter syndrome. Each member was necessary, and as long as I had a legitimate reason to be there, I was secure. 
 
    My main concern was those blasted Mana Bleed debuffs. Each stack negated 20 Wisdom’s worth of Mana Regen. With all our regeneration put together, it would only take six stacks to stop our progress—seven to take us out altogether. It would be best to down the krakens at range, but that simply wouldn’t be happening with only two casters. And my bow. I scoffed to myself. I was more likely to shoot myself in the foot than to hit an enemy, even though my Weapon Skills had mirrored the accelerated growth of my Class Skills. 
 
    Our gear was still in the dungeon, of course, aside from Luctus’ Augment, which had followed me through respawn. It bore the same “etherbound” quality the cursed rings did—yet another secret I was desperate to learn. Still, there were plenty of replacement Mana Regen items from those Mjorn had passed along. There were also some pieces we were now able to wield, mostly among the melee. Katz got a dagger upgrade, and Slynx ended up with a long-handled battle axe that completed his whole “dwarf” look. In a surprise move, Huth'Ga had gathered an entire set of leather armor for Me’Almah, sized—of course—for an orc woman. She pointed out that she should have done so earlier, and added a new shield and mace to Me’Almah’s equipment as well. 
 
    Our first order of business would be to get our old gear back. 
 
    While the rest of us added equipment, Varba stared aimlessly into the gray, still waking up. Man, did she need her morning coffee! 
 
    Once we were all ready, Hen’Darl swept into the chamber to cast Dark Vision on us. Her hands paused in mid-air as she caught sight of the healer. 
 
    “Child, come over here!” she commanded, beckoning impatiently as the goblin shambled within reach. “Ach, I thought so! Foolish girl," she chastised, placing her hand to Varba’s forehead. “There can be no caring for others if you have not cared for yourself first! Your friends would not have wanted this.” 
 
    Hen’Darl turned to those assembled. “There will be no battling today, I’m afraid. Our healer has gone and worked herself into a fugue.” 
 
    Huth'Ga opened her mouth to speak, but Hen’Darl raised a hand to forestall any complaint. “I’m sorry, Daughter. You know as well as I how much they would accomplish without her. Foolish indeed, but she has bought them time with her foolishness, even if that time is lost to Hearthstead.” 
 
    “Your friend will need rest, and time," she informed us. “Let this be a lesson to you all, but especially to you two.” She gestured to Mac and myself. “If you push yourself past your limits—using mana you do not have, casting when you are exhausted—this will be the cost. It is rarely worth paying.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she led Varba out of the room. 
 
    Huth'Ga stared after her with a grimace of frustration—or was it concern? Either way, she was back to us within moments. 
 
    “Very well. Let us see what you lot can do with what time the goblin has bought you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Our breath fogged as we faced the heavy doors. The morning air brought with it a sense of anticipation, of possibilities and potential. We were as ready as we could be, but while everyone else appeared determined, I was terrified. All we needed were Hen’Darl and— 
 
    And there she was, with Varba beside her, shuffling into the torchlight looking like death warmed over, but with a set to her mouth that communicated she wasn’t having any of it. Her gaze found Slynx, and softened as he crossed the floor to wrap her in his burly arms. An odd scene, honestly—a dwarf hugging a goblin. I supposed it was the type of thing I’d be getting used to, but at that moment I struggled not to laugh. 
 
    She looked tired, and having our healer off her game worried me. Checking her stats, I saw that she was indeed suffering from a debuff. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Ethereal Exhaustion (21 hrs) 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have driven yourself beyond your endurance, and your body rebels. Mana Regeneration is halved. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Varba caught me looking. “Don’t worry, Zen,” she assured me with a scowl. “I have you to do my regen for me.” 
 
    While she was right, it was still concerning. After me, Varba had the best regen by far. Having it halved nearly counted as a Mana Bleed all by itself. 
 
    Still, we hadn’t exactly been twiddling our thumbs while waiting for her to recover. 
 
    While Mac waited for everyone to accept her invitations into the group, she explained the situation to Varba. She also explained the plan, because there was a plan now, such as it was. Hen’Darl cast Dark Vision and once Mac finished, we turned to once again face Marami’s End. 
 
    The first piece of the plan began the second we stepped inside. Slynx, Me’Almah, and Katz each hurried to one of the three hallways, lugging a good 40-pound stone with them, before falling back to regain their stamina. This part had been Huth'Ga’s inadvertent idea. On hearing our description of the Void Krakens, she had commented on their eyeless nature, and had wondered aloud whether they hunted by smell. 
 
    I had a good guess as to how they hunted, since one had taken a nip out of my ethereal form. A plan had begun to fall into place, the second piece of which began once the melee had their stamina back. 
 
    Operating exactly as before, Katz moved down the left hallway. That was the direction of our gear, after all. He had to throw a rock to get their attention, but once he had it, he raced the krakens back to us. Me’Almah was ready with the Bind, and Varba had a handle on the Poison, but Mac was loaded like a cannon. The first kraken caught fire mere seconds after coming into sight, and Mac followed up her Ignite with a Fire Shield. At 125 mana, it was a big outlay, but we hoped to make it count. The kraken’s health ticked away, 6 Hit Points over 5 seconds. 
 
    Katz and I had been waiting patiently. I with an arrow nocked, and he with a dagger ready to throw. As soon as Fire Shield landed on the kraken, we let loose. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ... 
  Zenzuck’s arrow hits Void Kraken for 5 Piercing Damage! 
  Fire Shield impact triggers Fire III on Void Kraken for 6 Fire Damage over 3 sec! 
  Katz’s thrown dagger hits Void Kraken for 3 Piercing Damage! 
  Fire Shield impact triggers Fire III on Void Kraken for 6 Fire Damage over 3 sec! 
  Namara’s thrown javelin hits Void Kraken for 4 Piercing Damage! 
  Fire Shield impact triggers Fire III on Void Kraken for 6 Fire Damage over 3 sec! 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The intensity of the damage forced a scream from the kraken, and the silence of the dungeon was broken. One scream, two screams, four. The Bind crumbled around its feet, and the kraken continued its mad dash for us. I held my breath. This was the do-or-die moment. The monster dashed closer and closer, beak gnashing and tentacles grasping. Then it was scrambling to a stop and digging its beak into the mana-infused meat we had tied to the stone. As its tentacles swarmed to encase the rock, two more krakens appeared out of the gray of the hallway, four taloned feet clawing against each other for primacy in reaching the meal. 
 
    Face set, Mac cast, then cast again, then a third time and a fourth. 
 
    It had taken real practice, working out how to cast Flow while simultaneously firing the bow. I’d even had a new Class Skill pop up under Spellcasting called Muscle Memory. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Muscle Memory (???) — Rank 3 
  Requirements: Static Casting Rank 5, Concentration Rank 9 
  Spells that can be cast while static can be learned by heart.  
  If cast while completing another action, chance to complete either action is reduced by 35% (-5% per rank). 
  Mana cost is 185% (-5% per rank). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We’d considered not bothering with the arrows, since it was so crucial that Mac get the mana, but my Concentration skill had made up the difference during practice. 
 
    And so Mac landed spell after spell on the three krakens, though not one dealt direct damage. What followed was more beautiful than words can say. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ... 
  Void Kraken’s claw attack hits Void Kraken for 7 Slashing Damage! 
  Fire Shield impact triggers Fire III on Void Kraken for 6 Fire Damage over 3 sec! 
  Void Kraken’s beak attack hits Void Kraken for 5 Piercing Damage! 
  Fire Shield impact triggers Fire III on Void Kraken for 6 Fire Damage over 3 sec! 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The damage became astronomical as friendly fire triggered DoTs—damage over time attacks—for both attacker and victim. Mac had estimated Fire Shield might do 48 damage total, but with creatures that attacked whatever stood between them and their food, that damage was doubled. To us it would be forever known as Mac’s “Fire Shield Special.” 
 
    Fireballs followed on the heels of the Fire Shields, each targeted at the kraken with the highest Hit Point total, but they were almost unnecessary. Three had been the magic number for maximizing the Fire Shield damage, and before I would have even believed possible, there were three corpses smoking in the dark hallway, one still buried face-first in our meat decoy. 
 
    The decoy worked so well, in fact, that the fourth Void Kraken that had responded was still latched onto the decoy for the right hallway, occupied with its feast. Varba let loose with her Poison spell, and I almost pitied the poor, stupid beast as its life drained away one point at a time. 
 
    Of course, any pity I might have had was curtailed when the kraken reared its head and staggered erect. 
 
    Sure enough, the mana I had woven around the meat had all been consumed—nearly a thousand mana in under a minute! It had taken me almost half an hour to rig the thing! We wouldn’t be able to down these suckers leisurely or our two remaining lures wouldn’t last. 
 
    A few arrows, a dagger, and two casts from Mac put the monster down for good, and then it was time to reclaim our gear! While Katz scouted to see whether the way was truly clear, Slynx groused about not getting to hit anything with his axe. Me’Almah just waited stoically. 
 
    Katz returned minutes later to report that both rooms down the left hall were clear, and in spite of all the noise we had made earlier, we all crept back to the room on the left. Looting our bodies was not pleasant, and I was appalled at what the krakens had done to my robes, but I was glad to have the stat boosts back, minimal as they were. 
 
    And speaking of stats, we’d just downed 4 krakens! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 11 for 174 (base 330) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 12 for 206 (base 360) Experience Points! 
  Congratulations—you have reached Level 6! 
  You have 3 Attribute Points to allocate. 
  Me’Almah has reached Level 6! 
  Slynx has reached Level 6! 
  Varba has reached Level 6! 
  Namara has reached Level 6! 
  Katz has reached Level 6! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 11 for 158 (base 330) Experience Points! 
  Congratulations—you have reached Level 7! 
  You have 6 Attribute Points to allocate. 
  Me’Almah has reached Level 7! 
  Slynx has reached Level 7! 
  Varba has reached Level 7! 
  Namara has reached Level 7! 
  Katz has reached Level 7! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 14 for 240 (base 420) Experience Points! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was the one bonus to being so low level: enemies gave more experience! It was almost worth getting torn apart two days prior. Oh wait—no it wasn’t. 
 
    Relief flooded through me as I watched stats grow around me. In an off moment the day before, Katz had discovered that the UI was incredibly customizable, with the ability to overlay just about whatever you could wish for onto your view. We had all taken the chance to experiment, and I had ended up configuring mine to display mana bars prominently when I was looking at a player, and to warn me if anyone in the party was getting low. Each player’s main attribute and Mana Regen were also prominent, and it would be impossible to miss a debuff ever again. If it was a stat you had access to, you could have it within view at all times. 
 
    “Varb, you’re not taking more Wisdom?” Mac asked, when the stat didn’t budge. 
 
    “If I’m ever going to be a competent healer, I’m going to need both Wisdom and Int," she pointed out. “If Slow Heal is ever going to count for anything, it’s going to need to be stronger, not just longer. Better to let Zen do my regen for me, for now.” 
 
    I was constantly impressed by the group’s skill. I had played enough MMO’s to know how rare it is to have even minimally skilled players in your group, and that once you found a group you meshed with, you didn’t give it up lightly. A small spark of hope flickered in my chest as well. If Varba was choosing stats based on having me around… I didn’t look too closely at the feeling. Having someone in the group who couldn’t contribute to the damage output—heck, even Varba was able to do that—simply wasn’t going to fly long-term. Once we’d gotten ourselves out of this mess, any debt Mac might have had to me would be paid. They’d go off together to do whatever they had been planning, and I’d… well, I’d figure out something to do, but at least I would only be responsible to myself. 
 
    We took time after distributing stat points to fortify the room. The table we had used before was worse for the wear, with deep grooves carved into the surface where kraken claws had sought for purchase, but was serviceable nonetheless, as were some smaller round tables and chairs. Slynx and Katz rigged them so they could be rolled into place at a moment’s notice to block the door. 
 
    As we moved the furniture mana ash fell away in clouds, to the extent that we were leaving faint handprints on the greyed timber. Whatever was causing all of this seemed to be accelerating exponentially. Mac looked grim as she pointed out that time was short. 
 
    Katz nodded, then eased himself back into the hallway and out of sight around a corner. 
 
    “You guys need to see this," he whispered when he returned, and he led us around the bend and down a new hallway. The stone of the hallway seemed ancient, but the only dust was the mana ash, which rose in puffs around our feet before fading out of existence. There wasn’t so much as a spider web—just sublimating stone. We crept watchfully past two sets of gates that showed hints of a large space through gaps in the filigree, fading into an inky uniformity at the end of our vision’s range. At the second set of doors an opening yawned to our left, and it was into that opening that Katz led us, placing a finger to his lips in warning. 
 
    We all filed in, into what looked to be a large office or study. Broken and crumbling chairs were set around a low table set before a fireplace, and greyed upholstery hung in tatters from the greyed frames. At the back of the room stood an enormous desk made of elaborately carved stone. Or it had once been. Either time or mana drain had eroded what were once elaborate whorls that put me in mind of the augment on my hand. 
 
    The real focus of the room, however, was the bookshelves. Lining the walls floor to ceiling were stone shelves filled with books. Pamphlets, tomes, scrolls—even clay tablets. None of it belonged together, rather it appeared to have been gathered from every imaginable source. The sight so intrigued me that I didn’t see the reason Katz had brought us, until the wall shifted its weight. 
 
    Jumping back, I let out a stifled gasp before I caught myself. There, in the far corner, was a creature. Its body filled the room floor to ceiling, which meant it must have been at least ten feet tall. And it seemed to be made entirely of legs: two muscular legs that reached eight feet into the air before ending at a waist. It looked like nothing so much as waist-down on a giant who had fallen through a hole in the floor of a room above, minus the oversized unmentionables.Only the fact that I could see some space between the top of the creature and the ceiling broke the illusion. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Su Brahn — Level 19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 316/316 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Katz waved us back out of the room. 
 
    “Well,” he whispered, “what do we think? Somebody didn’t put much love into creating that thing—especially since the poor bastard didn’t even get a pair!” 
 
    He ducked under Mac’s swipe. Well, he flinched. Not much ducking needed. 
 
    Slynx spoke first. “I don’t see any weapons besides those legs. They look like enough to deal with, though. Level 19’s going to be a peach.” 
 
    “Three hundred HP is too much for us to handle right now. I wouldn’t be able to keep its attention long enough for the rest of you to down it," Me’Almah asserted. “We need to get stronger, or we need a rock-solid strategy.” 
 
    I resisted making Earth mage puns. Me’Almah’s smacks would definitely hurt more than Mac’s. 
 
    “I agree," Mac said. “Let’s see if we can find more small fries first. Everyone think strategy while we do.” 
 
    Katz led us back down the left hallway to the entrance. Whatever was behind those filigreed doors seemed significant, so we didn’t touch them. 
 
    At the entrance, we replaced the empty lure with a partially drained one in order to block any ingress to the right hallway, and then proceeded to scout down it. 
 
    Katz marked three additional krakens for destruction, and pulled them simultaneously, attempting to replicate the success of our first “Fire Shield Special.” 
 
    Three stacks of Wind at Your Back weren’t quite enough to keep him ahead of the krakens though, and as he came hurtling over the stone lure we noted that he’d taken a stack of Mana Bleed and a hit to his health. 
 
    “Zen, keep him up!” Mac commanded between casts of Fire Shield. A Slow Heal had landed on Katz while he was still in the air. 
 
    The first kraken overshot the lure and turned to scramble back toward it, meeting one and then two competitors. As the mana of the lure drained, however, other sources of mana started to look much more attractive to it. Leaving the lure, the original kraken raced toward the group, never having triggered any of the Fire Shield charges. Katz and I were ready with ranged attacks, and Mac was keeping up with the Fire spells, but there simply wasn’t enough time to reduce the Fire Shield charge before Me’Almah met the beast with her shield. 
 
    Slynx was right there in an instant, whipping his axe overhead to chop at the Void Kraken’s legs and tentacles. One, two, three. It was on that swing that Kindled became Ignited, and his arm caught fire. Bellowing in pain, he continued his onslaught. Four swings, five swings, and then a final 180-degree swing that brought the creature’s legs out from under it. 
 
    Varba, for her part, was shouting truly vile things about Slynx’s character, a string of epithets that should have carried a higher DPS—damage per second—rating than any of Mac’s spells. Slow Heals popped into existence on the burning dwarf, even as his skin began to crack and peel. 
 
    Me’Almah finished the kraken off with a critical blow, sweeping aside the tentacles with her shield and burying the head of her mace into the soft tissue behind. Slynx’s bellowing continued as range took down the other two. 
 
    And then all that could be heard was Varba’s cursing and Slynx’s moans. “Bloody hell, that stings!” he growled through gritted teeth while waiting for the minute and a half required for Slow Heal to elapse. 
 
    “Be glad it stings!” Varba spat. “Not feeling it means you’ve lost nerve endings, you incomparable putz! How could you even think to do something so reckless? You know I can’t heal you fast enough! You know!” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the one married to her," Mac whispered to Katz, a bit too loudly. 
 
    Varba whirled around, furious, and pointed to the sides of her head with long green fingers. “GOBLIN EARS!” she screeched, and stomped away to the edge of our vision. 
 
    I looked to Mac, concerned, but she waved me off. “It’s alright, Zen. She just cares a lot about him—about everyone, really. It’s what makes her a good healer, but it also means that sometimes you’re in more danger after you take damage.” 
 
    We gathered our weapons and allocated stat points for Level 8, and within minutes Varba was back with us. She checked on Slynx before turning to the rest of us. “Sorry, everyone," she started. “I’m still under the weather from the spellcasting, and this game is…” She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “This game is intense. Sometimes I even forget it’s not real. And the wounds are so...” She shook herself. “Anyway, I’m sorry.” She walked over to Slynx, and he wrapped her up in his thick arms. 
 
    Me’Almah had joined Katz in taking on Mana Bleed, but that beat our expectations. We had no idea how large the dungeon was, but taking on only two bleeds after having downed seven krakens beat expectations, meaning we’d be able to get farther. Additionally, my regen was now 100 mana per minute, all told, so we weren’t underwater. Yet. 
 
    The right hallway turned out to be an exact mirror of the left, except instead of a study at the end there was a full-fledged library. It was arranged similarly to the room it mirrored, but was packed with even more books. There were bins of rolled parchment. There were reading stands. There were rows and rows of additional bookshelves. Whoever had used this place had an enormous love of books—or an incredible thirst for knowledge. 
 
    Katz slunk his way through the aisles, quietly taking note of the enemies lurking within. 
 
    “Four," he announced when he had returned. “There are four more krakens in there. Also, is it just me or is it getting dustier in here?” He put a foot down deliberately on the stone and rubbed it back and forth. Mana ash eased itself into the air and dispersed, leaving a gnome-sized boot print in the rock. 
 
    We all looked at each other, disconcerted. 
 
    “Well, does anyone have any ideas?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Can we get them all to fight each other? Including ole Gams back there?” Slynx asked, gesturing across to the other hallway with his thumb. “Maybe a few of those void chickens would be able to take him out.” 
 
    “How would we get them over there?” Katz asked. “I don’t know if I could keep them all interested for that long.” 
 
    “And how would we get them to fight?” Mac added. “We don’t know whether Legs-For-Days will go after one of the lures, and if we disturb the fucker to try and find out, he might not go back to sleep.” 
 
    There were all sorts of reasons why what we were planning might not work, but constraint is the mother of creativity, and our constraints gave birth to one doozy of a plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    The party worked its way back toward the leg-monster’s lair, taking turns as carrying the full lure wore our stamina away. We waited on tenterhooks as Me’Almah eased her way toward the enormous Su Brahn, letting out sighs of relief as she reached the midpoint between the monster and the door without eliciting a response. Once she was back, my job began. 
 
    We wound our way backward through the hallways, laying a trail of tasty morsels for the krakens. It was a tedious process, but I unloaded our mana in large chunks every 5 feet or so, until just shy of the doorway to the library. There we placed the nearly empty lure and waited for our mana to refill. 
 
    We were off with a BANG! as Katz’s Auditory Illusion spell fired into the library. Scrabbling sounds from inside indicated the krakens were reacting, and so he followed up with a second BANG! in the library doorway. Deranged krakens poured out of the room and fell onto the lure in a frenzy. Meanwhile, Mac borrowed mana to cast Fire Shield on each one. We feared Ignite, with its active damage, might draw their attention toward us. 
 
    Within seconds, the lure was drained, and Katz started up again, firing off a third BANG! down the hallway, away from us, to accompany the large pulse of mana I sent flying. 
 
    This was the critical moment, and we held our collective breath. Me’Almah set herself up between us and them. Either they would take the bait, or we would have a very unpleasant skirmish on our hands. 
 
    We watched as they greedily tracked the mana and then began to race after it, as though Katz’s spell were a starter pistol. We followed them down the hallway, careful not to draw their attention. We kept the rear-most kraken in sight, and Mac re-upped Fire Shields as necessary. 
 
    Once the four krakens had gotten going, however, there wasn’t much stopping them. The nodes of mana we’d left along the hallway were bite-sized compared to what we’d seen them consume from the lures, and so the krakens barely even paused their charge. In under a minute we were back at the door to the leg monster’s room. 
 
    It was a macabre scene that met us when we entered the room. The distorted figures of the krakens struggling to claim the lure threw grotesque shadows on the walls, and the Fire Shield charges detonated in bright flashes that made those shadows writhe. Mac set to work igniting the krakens that weren’t already aflame, and Varba followed suit with Poison. I steadied my bow against the shadows and shot. Luckily, my target was so large that my arrow sank into the outer quadricep of the Su Brahn’s left leg. 
 
    The huge form flinched, and then began to barrel forward, its feet leaving deep, four-toed imprints in the stone. We had gambled that its eyeless nature meant it, like the krakens, had some way of detecting mana, and our bet paid off. The eyeless behemoth lunged for the lure, scattering krakens as it did. As it struck, so too did the Fire Shields, extending the burn time of each kraken. The Su Brahn didn’t pause, and it hadn’t picked up any stacks of Kindled either. It simply lunged for the full lure, bringing one enormous gray foot down on the stone. As gray flesh met stone, the foot took on the consistency of thick clay, distending to encase the stone, which began to move up the leg, carried by some force beneath the creature’s skin. As the mass passed, features distorted and then reformed. 
 
    I watched with Ether as the concentrated knot made its way up the leg, and saw the final phase of our plan come flying apart as Mac and Varba’s first two spells splashed against the giant’s skin. Whereas spells normally clung to a creature, inside or out, these acted like water hitting a dry sponge, immediately dispersing within the creature to become part of the undifferentiated whole. “Spell Immunity on Leggy McLegface!” I cried, nocking another arrow, and readying myself for oblivion. There would be no Fire Shield on the big guy, and no counter-blasts from the krakens to unload heavy damage. Hundreds of planned damage points were out the window. 
 
    The krakens recovered quickly, and began hurling themselves at the leg that had snatched away their meal. The legs retaliated brutally, kicking and stomping with an accuracy that was uncanny for a creature with no discernible head. 
 
    One of the krakens fell under the weight of one well-aimed stomp, collapsing with an audible snap of its leg bones and lying still. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Su Brahn — Level 19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: 281/316 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “This isn’t going to work!” I howled. “What do we do?” 
 
    “We improvise!” Mac responded. 
 
    “Damn right we improvise!” shouted Slynx, and he began to cast. 
 
    Me’Almah and Katz joined in. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I called, incredulous, as I loaded yet another arrow. 
 
    “Gotta experiment with the game engine sometime!” Slynx responded happily, once he’d finished. 
 
    Spells were flying thick and fast: heals, buffs, and attacks. I watched in wonder as the group operated like clockwork around me, seemingly in unspoken agreement about everything. Varba lay down three consecutive heals—on the krakens! Simultaneously, mana began to circulate wildly around Katz, indicating that Wind at Your Back was in effect. Me’Almah finished casting and crouched low, her shield raised almost parallel to the ground as Slynx scooped the little gnome up by the waist and tossed him through the air. Katz landed on the shield and immediately rapped out a three-count with his dagger, setting his feet as he did. With a heave Me’Almah unfurled from her crouch, transferring the momentum of her huge frame into Katz’s considerably smaller form. 
 
    Katz flew through the grayscale tableau, a silent shadow floating over the frenzy beneath him, where the Su Brahn was suddenly standing oddly still. Wait. How had Bind worked? Daggers slammed down, buried deep into the left “hip,” 9 feet up and well out of reach of the krakens. Katz began to climb blade over blade, using his daggers to create handholds. 
 
    Slynx had changed focus and was intent on the kraken whose leg had snapped. The once-dead monster twitched for a few seconds before levering itself up onto its good leg. “Get in there, Chickey!” Slynx commanded, and the broken creature hopped forward, dragging its mangled limb. 
 
    Mac had started hurling furniture, books, and whatever else she could find into the fray. It didn’t look to be doing any damage though, and I was baffled until the entire pile suddenly went up in flames, right under the Su Brahn. Me’Almah completed a second casting of Bind to keep the Su Brahn close, but it only lasted a moment before the enormous legs powered through the hardened earth. 
 
    Me’Almah simply called my name and continued casting, and I supplemented her mana as she conferred buffs on the krakens. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Grounded (1 min 56 sec) — Me’Almah 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your feet are firmly planted. 
  + 10% Knockdown Resistance. 
  + 20% Electrical Resistance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Then, with a bellow, she stomped ponderously into the madness. Noticing her odd gait, I looked more closely at the icons I’d seen pop into existence around her. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Stoneskin(5) (1 min 51 sec) — Self 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your skin has hardened. 
  You are Grounded. You are Reinforced. You are Encumbered. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Grounded (1 min 49 sec) — Stoneskin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your feet are firmly planted. 
  +10% Knockdown Resistance 
  +20% Electrical Resistance 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Reinforced(5) (1 min 48 sec) — Stoneskin 
  
     
 
      
      	  A layer of rock enhances your armor. 
  +20% Armor Rating 
  +10% Electrical Resistance 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Encumbered(5) (1 min 47 sec) — Stoneskin 
  
     
 
      
      	  You are weighed down. 
  +25 kg to Weight 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I didn’t know she had such a spell. Was this an effect of her seed spell, like Playing with Fire was for Mac? 
 
    Slynx followed in Me’Almah’s wake, axe held high and ready to maim. 
 
    And maiming was the goal. The Su Brahn’s left leg had taken my arrows, and had been the main focus of the hungry krakens. Add Mac’s hotfoot to that, as well as Katz’s busy-work, and the appendage wasn’t in the best shape. 
 
    The ingested lure had finally ascended to the apex of the Su Brahn’s body at that point, and though one of the live krakens continued to scramble for purchase on the giant leg, the other two now sensed other sources of mana that were drawing closer. Me’Almah was right behind the first as it turned, and she hit the kraken with a savage backhand blow that overpowered the Knockdown Resistance she herself had given it. The kraken spun to the floor, and Slynx buried his axe deep into the mass of tentacles. 
 
    With Slynx occupying her first target’s attention, our tank met with the other kraken, pushing it back with her shield and then laying into it with her mace. The beleaguered kraken had been burned, bitten, scratched, and kicked, but it was still hungry. Its gnashing beak sought again and again to reach past the tank’s shield. Me’Almah’s training paid off though, and as she parried the attacks she managed to push the kraken back toward the Su Brahn. Her training couldn’t help her to block the huge right foot aiming a punt dead-on at the kraken. The tentacled beast met her shield with a resounding crack, and both were thrown back. 
 
    Varba wove a new Slow Heal on the tank as Mac drove a javelin again and again into the fallen monster. 
 
    Slynx had taken the time to work his way wide of the remaining kraken and around behind the injured left leg. No way would I be trusting myself to keep shooting arrows with him there, but we couldn’t afford the creature turning around. 
 
    Mac’s eyes met mine, and we both reached for our staffs. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Varba shrieked, but she was too late. Mac and I sprinted toward the fight. 
 
    The kraken Slynx had raised from the dead was doing little more than jostling the Su Brahn. With one leg out of commission, it certainly couldn’t do more than give the occasional nip. In spite of that—or maybe because of it—the undead kraken had hung on for quite a while. That all ended when a savage side kick sent it spinning against the wall into one of the bookcases. It fell to the ground in an explosion of ash and scattered books. 
 
    That left one kraken, the largest of the four, still tearing at the left leg, until the leg flicked forward, kicking the kraken nearly straight up to slam into the ceiling. 
 
    Mac and I rushed for the stabilizing right leg. There wasn’t any way we were going to do significant damage, but a few solid smacks should get the thing’s attention. And indeed it did. With our abysmal Dexterity, there was no dodging the low, sweeping kick that sent us both flying, especially since so much of our attention was with Slynx. I had just seen his main stat jump by three points as he took a step back and started to rotate his body. 
 
    I always regretted that I didn’t get to see the blow land—a full 360-degree spin to bring his axe directly into the massive Achilles. When I came to, the Su Brahn was already down. Unable to raise its left leg past kneeling, its options had been severely limited. Slynx and Me’Almah had rallied to finish it off, and Katz had continued his grisly work on the creature’s trunk. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 9 for 78 (base 270) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 11 for 126 (base 330) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 12 for 155 (base 360) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Void Kraken — Level 14 for 220 (base 420) Experience Points! 
  Congratulations—you have reached Level 9! 
  You have 3 Attribute Points to allocate. 
  ... 
  You have slain a Su Brahn — Level 19 for 502 (base 703) Experience Points! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After seeing the Su Brahn was down, I lay still to catch my breath. Varba came over to Mac and I to minister to us. Me’Almah sat slumped on an overturned chair, her right arm cradling her left. Katz and Slynx poked and prodded the corpses, but no loot was forthcoming. Mac was bleeding heavily from a gash on the back of her head. Varba managed to close it, but we all had to wait for more mana in order for her to start restoring Mac to health. 
 
    Varba muttered under her breath about Mac remaining unconscious. Apparently that was a bad thing in reality—one of those things that isn’t treated like a big deal in movies, but in real life… Mac didn’t seem to suffer any negative effects when she awoke though, and Varba even used a light to check her pupils. 
 
    So there we were; Level 9, rested, still with only two stacks of Mana Bleed, and something of a chip on our shoulders. We were ready to put that dungeon down! 
 
    Me’Almah paused while leading us back to the entrance. “Do you all see that?” she asked, looking up to the ceiling of the hall. Sure enough, a fine sift of mana ash was falling from the ceiling. And from the walls. And from the floors. Like it was being blown by some immaterial breeze—except it was a breeze that I could see. The flow of mana that had helped me find the dungeon had increased, and the pressure I felt from the current was starting to rise as well. The dungeon was coming apart, and Hearthstead would be going with it. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    The fact that we were underground wasn’t lost to us, and so we followed Me’Almah as she bolted for the entrance. We had one final hallway to complete, and it simply led to a large set of doors, filigreed to match the others. When Katz attempted to open them, though, they simply fell away in a cascade of ash, leaving a canyon between what remained of the doors. He returned from inside only half a minute or so later. 
 
    “It only gets worse in there. Come see this.” We filed through the hole in the doors and found ourselves in a large room. Palatial, really. It was clear that this had been a meeting place of some sort. Probably a church. The ceiling was lost overhead in the gray of our Dark Vision, and there was no time to look closer. Katz was leading us down an aisle between rows of stone pews. He held out a hand as he went, and it passed straight through the backs of those he touched, leaving them to fall like stacked dominoes and then be sucked away by the invisible pressure farther down the aisle. 
 
    A debuff appeared over Katz’s head, but he didn’t stop. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Mana Drain — Unknown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your mana is being drained at a rate of 1 Mana Point per minute. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I know, I know," he waved us off. “Come on.” 
 
    As we walked, the pressure from the flow of mana increased.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Mana Drain — Unknown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your mana is being drained at a rate of 2 Mana Points per minute. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Katz led us a few more steps forward… 5 Mana Points per minute. 
 
    “This is as far as I could go without ending up comatose," he announced. “Plus,” he pointed down the aisle, “I wanted to avoid those.” 
 
    Peering through the gray, we saw movement. 
 
    “Is that a leech?” Slynx asked. 
 
    “A small one," Katz confirmed. “They get bigger the farther you go.” 
 
    “Alright, Katz,” Mac responded, subdued. “Fall back. Varb, Zen—you’re with me.” 
 
    It only took a dozen steps for both of them to be in negative territory with their regen, but we pressed ahead together. Katz was right about the leeches. They grew in size and number as we worked our way forward, feeding in a frenzy, but ignoring us entirely. When I nudged one with the tip of my staff, it barely even reacted. 
 
    Meanwhile, whatever was pulling at our mana was getting stronger, faster. The drain began to develop into an actual, physical pull. 
 
    “That’s far enough," Mac announced. “My regen’s at negative twenty. That gives me ten minutes or so before things start getting hairy. Zen, top us off before you head on. Varba and I will check the sides and then circle back to the others. Turn around once you’ve got about ten minutes left. Be careful!” 
 
    I nodded, and she and Varba split off, sidling between the pews and stepping carefully in order to avoid the leeches. As they moved, the debuff on them decreased slightly in strength. I noted that this meant whatever field was producing this mana drain was circular, and that the source must lay directly ahead of me. I drew my staff. 
 
    I watched my own net regen as I walked. 50. 25. 0. 
 
    The pull was circular. The stone of the pews near the aisle grew thinner and thinner, and the silent flow of ash from them increased. Leeches clung to every surface, consuming the softened matter. As I walked, the pews went from thin to insubstantial to simply gone, eaten away in an arc centered on the aisle. I was getting close! 
 
    Then the pews ended altogether. 
 
    I considered my options. If I moved forward, I would walk directly into the source of this mess. If I went back, we’d simply have to retrace my steps later, which would be dangerous in and of itself. -10. My regen ticked downward even as I stood still! That fact made up my mind. If the drain was getting stronger over time, there was no telling how much we had left! The entire dungeon was likely to come down around our heads, and then Hearthstead would be doomed whether or not we could respawn. 
 
    The leeches were so thick at that point I didn’t bother trying to sweep them aside. I winced as my boot came down on the first soft body. Step by step, I advanced, but there was nothing else to see. Everything Dark Vision revealed had simply become an undifferentiated mass of gray, above, ahead, behind... Only the leeches lining the floor made it clear which way was up and which was down. I dismissed Dark Vision in favor of Ether alone, and instead began to follow the river of mana that tugged at my feet. 
 
    -50. I increased my pace. I was past the ten-minute mark. At this rate my mana would be gone in eight. Leeches swarmed under my feet, feasting on the free mana and ignoring the more difficult meal of my intact variety. -100. -150. Less than three minutes to go. I just needed to see what was there—to see something! The floor sloped more sharply downward, and the angle of the mana’s flow increased. I was just about there! 
 
    Sprinting now, I made my way down the ever-increasing slope. At 200 mana left, I only had about 30 seconds. 20. 10. Less time with every step! 
 
    And then there was a knot. A stone. Shining blindingly bright, impossibly dense with mana, and itself the point at which the flow of mana converged. 5 seconds. I raced forward at the limits of my Dexterity, my stamina bar plummeting. 2 seconds. I reached for the stone, despairing that I might not reach it. There was no time to go back. There was no time to do anything. I wondered whether there would even be anything left of me to resurrect. At least it wasn’t going to hurt. 
 
    My hand closed around the stone as true darkness closed in around me. 
 
    Do you wish to claim The Dungeon Heart of Marami’s End?
Be warned that removing the heart will destroy this dungeon.
If you wish to recreate this dungeon, a suitable location is required of Quality: Fine. 
 
    The words hovered in the timeless black around me. Was I dead? I had no sense of my body. No sense of anything. I tried to bring up the UI, to no avail. It was just me and the prompt. Destroy a dungeon? How would that work? But if this stone was at the heart of everything that had happened to us—to Hearthstead—then there was no way I could leave it where it was. Yes, I thought at the prompt. Yes, I’ll take the heart. 
 
    A long, lonely horn sounded, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere in the dark. Gold letters replaced their white counterparts in the emptiness before me. 
 
    Let it be known that due to the heroic efforts of Namara, Me’Almah, Varba, Zenzuck, Slynx, and Katz, a new dungeon heart has been born! 
 
    Let it be known that Zenzuck has claimed The Dungeon Heart of Marami’s End, in the village of Hearthstead, in the territory of King Leonald II. 
 
    Marami’s End has been destroyed. 
 
    Rough hands grabbed me and hauled me to my feet, even as I struggled to regain them. I opened my eyes to Huth'Ga’s baleful glare. “AFTER ALL THIS?!” she roared, tusks gnashing perilously close to my face. “THE TEMPLE HAD BECOME A DUNGEON, AND YOU DID NOT TELL US?!” 
 
    I looked around frantically. What was going on?  
 
    “MY PEOPLE HAVE SUFFERED ENOUGH, PLAYER! AND WE WILL NOT SUFFER FURTHER IN SERVICE OF YOUR ‘GAMES.’” She shook me violently. “WE. WILL. NOT!” 
 
    Behind her, I could see my party gathered, once again held at spearpoint by Huth'Ga’s women. I gave them a pleading look before turning back to Huth'Ga. “Great Sister…” I started. 
 
    “Don’t you ‘Great Sister’ me, Human!” she howled, shaking me again. “Do you realize the ruin you have brought to Hearthstead? The laws you have broken? Denying a dungeon to the king is an act of treason! Destroying a dungeon in his territory?” She paused, breathing hard. “I will not see our home ruined!” 
 
    Ruined? I wondered. But we had saved it. We’d beaten the dungeon. I activated Ether to see whether that was the case. 
 
    My vision flashed and sparked, and I was confused to find myself on the ground again. Huth'Ga yanked me back to my feet by the front of my shirt, with a grip of iron. She had hit me! My jaw and cheek tingled numbly as I tried to process, but Huth'Ga wasn’t giving me any time. She thrust her face into mine again. 
 
    “If I see you attempting further spellwork, I will personally drive a blade through your belly every eight hours until the king’s garrison from Kalsip arrives!” The look in her eyes convinced me it wasn’t an idle threat. “Now get to your cell!” She grabbed me by the back of the neck and threw me toward the others, sending me sprawling in front of them. It was as I moved to push myself up that I realized I still held the heart. I turned to face the enraged orc and held it out to her, the two-inch-diameter stone that was the cause of all of this. 
 
    “Take it, please! We never meant any harm!” I pleaded. 
 
    She glared at me coldly. “I will have nothing to do with that stone, and neither will any of my people! Perhaps if we gift it, and you, to King Leonald, he will see we had nothing to do with its creation!“ she growled, then motioned to the guards, who dragged me to my feet and marched the six of us out through the former dungeon. It looked different with the shadows cast from torches and lamps, the vast chapel with one end carved out from mana degradation. Smaller, too, now that we could see from wall to wall. Now it just looked old and sad. 
 
    “Keep an eye on the human," Huth'Ga called after the guards. “If he casts, run him through.” 
 
    We shuffled into our cell, frustrated, incensed, and dejected to varying degrees. I was ordered to sit next to the bars so a guard could keep my eyes in sight. 
 
    “Fucking shit-damn, Zen, what happened?” Mac asked, once it was clear the guards had gotten us settled. 
 
    I explained myself, shamefaced. It didn’t take long, but it was crushing. Yet again I’d gotten them into an extended-stay situation. It was going on a week now that I’d dragged them out of Kalsip and into Huth'Ga’s clutches. I’d thought we’d been forming some measure of trust with the orc, but now that was gone. And now we were trapped again, worse off than before! 
 
    I finished by showing them the heart. I myself hadn’t really had a chance to look at it. It was ovoid, silvery-grey, and fit perfectly in the palm of my hand. Etched into the surface were the now-familiar whorls of stylized mana. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Luctus’ Auger — 120/120 
  
     
 
      
      	  The Dungeon Heart of Marami’s End 
  The right-hand tool of the Great Sage Luctus, now in pieces. 
  Negates the effects of Ether. 
  Siphons mana continually if left without a host. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ignoring questions from the others, I turned my hand over and stared at the gauntlet. Now in pieces… Whatever this right-hand tool was, I now had two pieces, both in my right hand! I could see now that the auger was meant to sit on the metallic plate on the back of my hand. Enticed by visions of phat lootz, I brought the two together. 
 
    You do not have the skill to join these items.
Required: Enchanting—Level 32, Jewelcrafting—Level 12. 
 
    I showed the prompts to the others before really focusing on the second piece of the description. Negates Ether? I checked for a curse debuff, but I didn’t find one. How could negating the effects of Ether be a benefit to anyone? Especially to me? Ether was literally the only reason worth keeping me around, and now it was either give that up, or doom any place I put the thing down to a slow death! 
 
    Mac saw right to the heart of the problem and recommended that I simply give the stone to her. Of course the game decided that would be too easy. 
 
    Warning! Luctus’ Auger can only be safely wielded by one with access to the Ether spell. Without the Ether spell, the wielder will be drained of mana and destroyed. 
 
    Mac jerked her hand back. Apparently she’d received the same warning. 
 
    “So your options are to completely lose your regen or to pick some place to devastate? Fuck...” she breathed. “Zen, I’m starting to think someone’s got it in for you!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Katz chimed in, seeing my forlorn mood growing. “All we have to do is take the ring to Mordor, drop it in the lava, and…” Everyone chuckled. 
 
    I was tempted to do my best Gollum impression with the stone, but got shy and chickened out. 
 
    “But seriously,” Katz continued. “Why not just smash it?” 
 
    I seriously considered the option. On the one hand, the small, smooth stone was just about the worst thing that could happen to me, character-wise. On the other hand, the possibilities once the auger and the augment were joined was tantalizing—and Huth'Ga’s reaction had made it clear that, as a dungeon heart, the auger had worth on its own. 
 
    “It might come to that,” I conceded, “but I’d really like to try and get it repaired, if we can. It could be something epic.” 
 
    Katz shrugged his indifference. 
 
    “So what now?” Me’Almah put to the party. I had nothing. Neither did anyone else. The second Huth'Ga had entered the temple, she had activated The Mayor’s Curse. We were back down to 10 points each in our stat bars. Less in my case; it would take me a few hours to fully recover from Huth'Ga’s backhand. The best plan of action we could come up with was giving Huth'Ga some time to calm down, and then asking for an audience to plead our case. 
 
    Not even that was promising though. Somehow this dungeon heart business had really disturbed her. From what we could piece together, the king would somehow both want the dungeon heart and be upset by its creation. We had cleared the dungeon, and now that I held the auger, Hearthstead should be safe. That had to be good, right? What would have happened if I’d chosen not to take it? 
 
    We didn’t have enough information to come to any conclusions, and the guards refused to help us out. The camaraderie we’d developed while training with them during the two days prior had evaporated fully. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Villagers passing within view of our cell didn’t so much as glance in our direction, and the bustle of a community with newly awakened hope petered away as the villagers found their dinner. Our own evening meal came and went with no audience. For their part, our three guards took turns eating, having brought in extra torches to better guard against my magic, not that I had any reason to use it anymore. The shadows lengthened, and the night pressed in close as the six of us drifted off one by one. It had been a long and eventful day followed by frustration and boredom. 
 
    Slynx elbowed me awake. Or maybe it wasn’t Slynx. It was dark—dark enough to be underground. 
 
    A quiet voice whispered in the darkness. “Players, hear me!” 
 
    Mac did the talking. “We hear you, Hen’Darl. What can we do for Hearthstead?” 
 
    A throaty sigh. “What more could you do that you have not done, bringing us salvation and ruin in a single day?” the orc asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes," she replied, before we could object. “We believe you to be honorable, but your presence in Hearthstead represents a great danger nonetheless.” She paused. “It is clear you understand little of our world, and still less of your place within it. 
 
    “There is a book,” she began. “History and prophecy both—at least it was. What you must understand is that our world has anticipated the arrival of players for millennia. We knew that they would come, and that they would be immortal and grow quickly in strength, but would be as babes in our world. 
 
    “For those in power, the lure of controlling such beings was irresistible. If a king could supplement his armies with ranks of immortal soldiers, he would be unstoppable. If an empress could press them into her service…” I heard her swallow to suppress her fear. 
 
    “After it became clear that others would follow this path, every ruler was behooved to follow suit: to claim the greatest part of these players and bring them under their dominion. Each of the great nations has done so, and even now they enslave thousands of your kind, readying for war. Every treaty will be moot, every agreement postponed, as countries wait to see what numbers their neighbors might raise! 
 
    “Huth'Ga committed treason to procure the cursed rings and bracelet, and committed treason again to bring you here. Such is her love for her people. She could not wait for Leonald to send troops to forestall the Grey. She made the decisions she could for her people, and if not for this unfortunate business with the dungeon, Leonald might never have known. 
 
    “And now, Hearthstead has hard choices to make. If you stay, and we offer you to Leonald, it will become clear that Huth'Ga stole you from her king. If you were released, Leonald’s anger at being denied the dungeon heart would be turned on our people. 
 
    “You have behaved as friends to the people of Hearthstead, even though you were brought to him as slaves. You have done more to protect him than could have been asked. Because of this, there is only one option left to us. Huth'Ga extends her deepest regrets for her actions earlier, and hopes you understand their necessity. 
 
    “Here, take these and destroy them. Never tell a soul how you came to possess them.” She pushed a familiar pouch and a rod through the bars to me. The extra rings and the cynosure. “And finally, this.” Our stats returned to normal as she pushed the control bracelet through as well. This was the moment of no return for her. Now all her hopes were on us. 
 
    “The patrols tonight are sparse to the west. Please, be gentle with our guards. It is necessary that this look as if we made every effort to keep you.” 
 
    We murmured our gratitude into the dark, and she answered, “All of Hearthstead thanks you in return. Go as friends.” 
 
    Ever so slowly, the darkness eased. The torches came back into view from two yards away. I made good use of the cover, casting Flow by touch as the night pulled back. Guards that hadn’t made a sound continued to keep a silent vigil. Then light was restored, and the guards became animated again, acting as though no time had passed. 
 
    The fire was Katz’s idea, and as a distraction you couldn’t beat it. Two of our guards raced away once the calls for help started. As the third guard turned to watch the others run to the fire, Me’Almah reached through the bars I’d weakened and pulled her inside the cell. The women struggled with each other, made equal by the plurality of debuffs we piled onto the guard. 
 
    It took a final blow from Mac’s staff to end the struggle, and then came a flurry of tying, gagging, and binding. 
 
    Katz led us through the tunnel and into a familiar library. Discovering that the temple was close to our cell had saved me considerable time in hollowing out the stone, and we raced for freedom through the halls that had held such fear just that morning. We didn’t dare scout ahead this time. It would take too long. 
 
    Instead, we trusted Hen’Darl’s assurances that west was best, and made our way through the shadows as quickly and quietly as possible. Those who didn’t have the Stealth skill acquired it in no time. We had only minutes, so speed was the priority. 
 
    As we left the village following the western road, Varba stopped us. “Wait!” she whispered. “That sounds familiar.” 
 
    She led us through the underbrush at the side of the path to a small clearing, where three of the giant insects we’d rode into town waited. Entosects, according to the UI. A little on-the-nose to my bio-geek mind, but I was much too concerned about those mandibles to quibble. 
 
    “A bit on the nose, no?” Varba quipped, stealing the joke. I laughed anyway, and she looked at me with surprise. 
 
    “A.P. Bio," I informed her, pleased. 
 
    “Nerds," Mac muttered loudly behind her hand. “Well, let’s mount up! The old fogies, the twins, and… the awesome people,” she announced, pointing to each mount. Clearly Varba and Slynx were the fogies, but Katz and Me’Almah? They were anything but twins. 
 
    “Is Zen even old enough to get that reference?” Katz complained philosophically. “Can he be considered awesome if he doesn’t?” He clambered aboard his mount behind Me’Almah, and motioned for Slynx and Varba to precede them. “Ah, well—age before beauty.” 
 
    Varba heeled her mount forward, nose high in the air as if smelling something unpleasant. “Pearls before swine!” she announced haughtily. 
 
    “Hey, now!” Katz cried reproachfully. “We don’t know Almah’s heritage!” 
 
    We skittered out of the clearing in high spirits, happy to be free and heeding the call of the open road. Katz and I worked to keep full stacks of Wind at Your Back on the party, though my Mana Regen was dismal. 
 
    About five minutes later came the horns. Mac took the reins, and asked me if I could ward off pursuit—or at least give Huth'Ga a plausible excuse to turn back. 
 
    “I can’t use Ether, remember?” I reminded her. 
 
    She was silent for a moment. “Well,” she responded, “could you at least drop a few trees?” 
 
    It wouldn’t be until dawn that we rested. 
 
    At Mac’s request, I tentatively set the auger on the ground. Grey began to spread beneath it, but slowly enough for what needed to be done. I spent ten minutes retracing our progress on the forest track, moving back in ethereal form as far as the trees I’d downed. It seemed Huth'Ga had called off the pursuit. 
 
    We slept four to a shift, the other two taking the time to eat the food prepared in the saddle bags and keep watch. When one of the entosects began chewing on a tree beside the road, we simply let it. The other two quickly joined in, making short work of the trunk and toppling it. Seeing those churning jaws tear through the wood brought me great comfort. It meant I wasn’t riding a mount that considered me to be lunch. 
 
    Once everyone had rested, Mac gathered us together. “So," she asked, “what now?” 
 
    Slynx responded first, “Seems like most of our options have left us, doesn’t it? If every country is looking for players to do their fighting for them, we’re up shit creek.” 
 
    “We could keep to smaller villages," Katz suggested. 
 
    “And bring the same trouble we brought to Hearthstead?” Me’Almah challenged. 
 
    “It’s not like they’re real people," Katz retorted. “They’re just NPCs. I’m sure Hearthstead will reset so someone else can fail the quests just like we did. I say we just find the nearest village and see what quests they can give us.” 
 
    “And if they try to trap us like Mjorn did Zen? What’s to say we don’t end up sold right back to this King Leonald?” Varba responded. 
 
    “Well, who’s to say they’ll even know we’re players?” Katz asked. “Why couldn’t we just be regular travelers, out seeking their fortunes?” 
 
    “Did you guys see what I saw when I got the dungeon heart?” I reminded the group. “It’s obvious Huth'Ga did. Anyone who saw that announcement could turn us in.” Heck, I’d gotten my very own mention. It might as well have been a bounty flyer. 
 
    “Which makes us outlaws," Mac summarized, looking thoughtful. “That was quick. Still, there have to be some disreputable factions in The Boundless. Huth'Ga must’ve had someone steal these.” She shook the bag containing the cursed rings. “I wish we’d had a chance to ask more questions during Hen’Darl’s cloak-and-dagger visit.” 
 
    “Whoever Huth'Ga got them from seemed fine with capturing players," I reminded her nervously. “How do we know who to trust? We could end up being sold to the highest bidder by her contacts as easily as by anyone. We could end up just like the rest of the players in Kalsip.” 
 
    Thinking of Kalsip, my stomach suddenly plummeted. If all the players in Kalsip were being herded into involuntary conscription, that meant my dad was there too! I’d seen him heading toward the portals to complete The Mayor’s Request. If he’d put on that ring... Would he be able to get tech support? Would he be able to get out of the game? My stomach missed the floor and kept dropping. My mom would be alone. My siblings. My dad had probably intended to enter the game, find me, and drag me home. If he had been captured though, if that scenario was being allowed to play out within the game... 
 
    The other party members were looking at me expectantly. I shut my mouth, but tears came to my eyes. I was unsure if they were tears of panic, shame, or just abject horror. “My dad," I whispered. “We have to save my dad!” 
 
    Reactions ranged from surprise to disinterest, but one by one each member of the party got a faraway look in their eyes. Mac came back first. “How’d you do that?” she asked, clearly excited. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Give us a quest," she responded. “We all got it.” 
 
    I stammered. “A quest? I’ve never heard of a game that allows players to create quests for each other.” 
 
    “Let me try it!” she answered. “Zen, if you make me a wand, I will give you my dagger!” she announced expectantly. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Zen, will you make me a wand?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “You have to kill 5 rabbits!” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Not even the magic word worked. 
 
    By that time the others were all clamoring, discussing the possibilities. If players could give each other quests, we might be able to exploit that fact for extra XP and give each other a few easy quests for things we might have done anyway. It didn’t work for any of the others though. Try as they might to replicate the circumstances around the quest I’d made, they were unable. 
 
    “I need you all to kill 5 rabbits," I announced, trying it out myself. 
 
    The group went silent again as they read the quest. 
 
    I received notifications as they each accepted. When I looked up, they were staring at me. 
 
    “Again?” I cried. “What is wrong with my character?” 
 
    “It’s a pretty convincing show," Katz commented to Mac, eyeing me in an oddly dispassionate way. 
 
    Mac’s face was white. “I don’t believe it. I can’t!” The way she was looking at me had turned from curiosity to confusion and… horror?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, unnerved by the sudden silence. “What did I do?” 
 
    The silence stretched on until Mac broke it yet again. She looked almost sad, but inquisitive. “Might as well get this over with. Zen, when did you start playing the game?” 
 
    “What? What do you mean? Right before you did. We started at the same spawn point. What are you talking about?” I was beyond confused. Something was going on here that I didn’t understand. 
 
    “And what were you doing before that?” Mac continued. 
 
    “That’s kind of personal, don’t you think?” I countered, not wanting to answer. I was afraid that since I didn’t understand what was happening, I might give the wrong response. 
 
    “Please answer the question," she asked—almost commanded. 
 
    “Mac, what’s going on? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “Just answer the question please,” she repeated. Katz seemed to be getting excited about my responses. 
 
    “Fine! I was living life! I was going to high school! I was fighting with my dad! What do you want to know? What is this about?” I complained. 
 
    Katz jumped in. “Why is a raven like a writing desk?!” he crowed. 
 
    I stared at him. Riddles? And an unanswerable riddle, at that? 
 
    Suddenly, the clouds parted. I instantaneously saw the situation completely and wondered at its complexity. Wonder gave way to joy at the beauty of the problem, then amusement at the absurdity, then outrage, then laughter at the impossibility of a resolution. 
 
    “Oh, this game is going to screw. Us. Up!” I proclaimed, pointing an accusatory finger. “You think I’m an NPC!” 
 
    Apparently Katz hadn’t been expecting that answer, but Mac didn’t seem surprised. 
 
    “Well, are you?” she asked simply. 
 
    I thought my answer through and quickly saw the folly of it. “If I weren’t, there’d be no way to convince you, would there?” 
 
    “He’s right!” Katz butted in, clearly enjoying the catch-22. “What could he do? He’s already passed the Turing test—we all believed he was human—but if NPCs in this game are as realistic as those we’ve seen, how could we ever know?” 
 
    “Well, I can respawn," I offered. “And I level up the same as you.” 
 
    “But you could be a plant by the designers!” Katz argued. “Just think about it," he addressed the rest of the group. “He’s just waiting around for Mac to show up, ‘follows’ her because he’s got no quests of his own. He leads us out into the woods and into this ‘Marami’s End’ storyline. And now he’s got a dad that needs saving. What better hook to get us into things?” 
 
    “Or his character is just glitched," Mac responded. 
 
    “Look," I interjected, “if you think this all out, there’s really no way to know. Eventually it just comes down to whether you trust me or not. I’m a player, my real name is Nathan Hill. I have three sisters and two brothers. I’m a bit of a nerd. You either believe all that or you don’t.” 
 
    From the rear of the group, Me’Almah spoke up. “If it looks like a duck," she rumbled. “It doesn’t matter to me what he is.” 
 
    Varba agreed. “He could have the same question about any of us—about all of us. We’d still have to learn whether we can trust him, whatever he is.” 
 
    Slynx just shrugged. 
 
    Katz shrugged nonchalantly, but then grinned and gave me the “I’m watching you” fingers. 
 
    Mac took a deep breath and sighed, then smiled at me sheepishly. “Sorry, Zen,” she said, and moved to stand beside me. She clapped a hand on my shoulder. “So now that that’s out of the way, how are we going to rescue his dad?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “Why have you returned?” Hen’Darl hissed, fear in her eyes. “The troops from Kalsip could be here by morning. You must go!” 
 
    “Great Sister, we have a plan; one that might better please the king and better serve Hearthstead," Mac announced. “Please hear us out!” 
 
    *** 
 
    When we set out early the next morning, it was clear that something was up in Hearthstead. Two days before we had assumed the bustle to be that of a village eager to whip itself back into shape after a tragedy. What we found now was a village preparing itself to run. Even in the early morning light, orc men and women were moving through the town with purpose, filling carts, wagons, and any other wheeled vehicles with personal belongings. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Huth'Ga, alarmed. 
 
    The war mother turned to gaze stoically at her village, taking it in as though she might not ever see it again, then looked down to me. 
 
    “Truth be told, there was doubt in my mind that Leonald would spare Hearthstead regardless of your ‘escape.’ Not after the sleight it dealt him. There has long been tension, having an orc colony so near to Kalsip, and Leonald is loath to see us as true citizens of Cogneid. This matter with the dungeon heart will likely turn our village from a minor annoyance into a direct assault on his sovereignty, to his mind.” 
 
    She sighed heavily, and continued. “In my heart, I knew Hearthstead was dead the moment I saw the dungeon destroyed, but I was unable to face it. He has been my home my entire life, as he was my mother’s, and her mother’s before her. I will miss him. 
 
    “Still, this new plan of yours will—with luck—delay the inevitable. So long as Leonold has the heart and the players who stole it, his wounded pride will take time to bear fruit. Perhaps enough time to see my people safely to a new home.” 
 
    “Will Hen’Darl know where to find you once she returns?” Mac asked. 
 
    “She will," Huth'Ga nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    With that, the orc turned and strode back to her people, stopping only to pass a few words to Hen’Darl and to clasp the old woman in a long hug. Hen’Darl’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears as she made her way to the front of our column. She and the three orc women serving as her guard were mounted on the fastest entosects the village had to offer, and if she ever saw her home again, there wouldn’t be time to stop. 
 
    As we rode through the morning, the guards skittered ahead on their mounts, scouting for other travelers. We players passed the time talking to Hen’Darl about the world of the game, meditating, and casting spells for practice, though at a considerably reduced pace compared to what we were used to. 
 
    Seeing the others waiting minutes to cast their spells, I again considered smashing the auger. Not seriously though, since it was our only potential bargaining chip with King Leonald. So, I contented myself with shuffling mana on request, and on practicing the meditation exercises Hen’Darl had taught us. I couldn’t cast Ether, but I could cast Flow, raising Static Casting to Rank 8, Dual Casting to Rank 3, and Muscle Memory to Rank 4. I could still hover at the limen as well, and at long last my Concentration skill maxed out at Rank 10. 
 
    Upon hearing the news, Hen’Darl demanded to see my skills, and then looked at me with something close to resentment. “It took me fifty years to get where you have gotten in a week,” she announced irately. “Granted, some make the journey in three years, but only if they’re willing to spend their days locked away in dark rooms, wasting away to nothing. Regardless, congratulations," she announced, though both her tone and gaze accused me of cheating. 
 
    “Wait—you have Class Skills?” I asked, irritated that I hadn’t thought to ask earlier. Of course NPCs would have Class Skills! Furthermore, if they had any insight on how we could gain more, that could be a huge advantage. If everyone could learn Ether… “How do we get those?” I pressed. 
 
    Hen’Darl gave me a critical eye. “The same way you acquire any skill. Discipline. Study. Time. Any good parent ensures their children have at least one professional class by the time they’re grown, but it takes more than a passing interest. Class Skills represent a life’s work of dedication and specialization. Unlike Basic Skills, which any child can acquire, Class Skills mark true mastery over a subject. I myself have several: Mage, Dark Seed Savant, and Administrator foremost among them. Each represents years of effort in the guidance and protection of my children. 
 
    “I made no jest in detailing the time it has taken me to achieve mastery of the Concentration skill," she went on. “Though it is the primary skill of any mage, those born with a seed are few and far between. Fewer still advance beyond what is required in their daily lives. I have given my life to the protection of Hearthstead, and have gained classes few outside New Halmilibranth even know exist. Forgive me if it stings to see you take it so lightly.” 
 
    I broke Mac’s commandment and apologized. “I’m sorry," I told the orc elder. “I had no idea what they entailed. If I could, I would gladly give up my Class Skills in order to be a normal player. I’d like to be able to cast real spells!” 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. “No, do not cast away silver simply because others have gold. On that, I shall heed my own advice. We knew players would be different, and that they would grow at speed. I will simply hope we don’t regret this ‘game’ the gods have made.” 
 
    I nodded, and we rode in contemplative silence for a while. 
 
    “Just how rare is it for someone to be born with a mana seed?” I asked once the tension had eased somewhat. 
 
    “One in every two-hundred is the general rule, though half-breeds have better odds. I suppose the gods intended that to make up for a harder life. Some families seem to breed true, seed-wise, but as those families are uniformly wealthy or noble, most believe the elves in New Halmilibranth are open to bribes. Having a child seedborn is a great honor to a family—an honor some might elect to bestow upon themselves. That so many players appear to be seedborn, judged by present company, presages a titanic shift in this world.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” I asked, nervous that this “titanic shift” might be something I wouldn’t be party to. 
 
    Hen’Darl got a faraway look in her eye and took a deep breath. “First, economically: a mage can be a huge boon to a community, both financially and militarily. Also, spells and buffs can decrease the need for any number of resources, depending on the element. Seedborn can also garner more favor from the gods, given their larger mana reserves. 
 
    “My fear,” she continued, face grim, “is that seedborn might become so common they overcome millennia of taboo regarding their use as soldiers. Queens and emperors have long been held to such traditions by the simple scarcity, and thereby the value, of such subjects—and by fear that breaching said taboo would lead others to do the same. But, with Leonald and others already filling their ranks with players, I fear we are about to face such a cataclysm as has not been seen since the time of Luctus. Perhaps it is better that we leave Hearthstead now and make our way into the Boundless, if only to delay what may come.” 
 
    “I thought we were already in The Boundless.” 
 
    “There is The Boundless, and then there is the Boundless," she responded. “There is much of this world that has never been seen by the people of the Five Kingdoms, so much so that it dwarfs the kingdoms themselves. That is The Boundless—the land as a whole, but also the wild lands outside our ken. What Huth'Ga does is necessary, but fraught with danger.” 
 
    Face to face with the consequences of joining a game that was getting harder and harder to remember was a game, I considered the future. 
 
    “I don’t wish any harm on the people of Hearthstead, or on any other peaceful people, and I have to think the majority of players feel the same. Regardless, I can tell you that, if it is in my power, I will do whatever I can to see that no harm comes to your people," I proclaimed, made suddenly protective by the orc mage’s wistful tone. 
 
    She gave me a sad smile, and purposefully placed her right hand on her left bicep. “May your arm make it so, player. You may be destined to become stronger than any person could hope, but may you also keep the fervor of your youth and the strength of your convictions.” 
 
    Something else she had said tickled my mind. “You mentioned a name—Luctus. I’ve heard that name before.” 
 
    “Indeed, that item you wear on your hand bears his name, though I doubt its original owner was the Luctus of which I spoke. Although, if a portion of it managed to become a dungeon heart, I could be mistaken.” 
 
    She continued, “Luctus of the Grey was one of the First, the peoples who came to The Boundless over seven thousand years ago. He is also known by other names. The Outcast. The Mad Prophet. Godslayer. He authored the book of prophecy I mentioned, and then destroyed nearly every city the First had built. He even razed the Tree. It was only by Unity that the gods were able to seal him from The Boundless, and even then, true Unity had been denied them by the murder of one among them.” Hen’Darl spoke grimly, lips pursed and eyes downcast, much more affected by this 7,000-year-old occurrence than I would have expected. 
 
    “We have stories of gods too," I contributed. “The god my family believes in was killed as well, but came back to life three days later.” 
 
    “Believes?” Hen’Darl echoed, brows furrowed. “You speak of trust in a god’s aid?” 
 
    “Yeah," I responded. “That, and also just belief in his existence.” 
 
    “Belief in his existence?” Her confusion morphed to bafflement as we both struggled to find the disconnect. “You mean you aren’t certain your god exists?” 
 
    “Well yes, um, no…” I sputtered. “I mean, my parents are. I’m still...” 
 
    “Your parents have contracts with a deity, then," she concluded, finally settling on something concrete. “Surely you’ve seen them request miracles.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. We pray every day. All the time. It’s just that we rarely get what we ask for," I admitted. 
 
    “Your parents must be in breach, if a god they’ve contracted with ignores their requests.” She looked at me with pity. “You should know that many gods are forgiving, as long as you don’t violate the contract too often or too egregiously. Your parents should find another god when they are ready to try another contract.” 
 
    “Oh, they definitely wouldn’t be happy with that suggestion!” I chuckled. “Plus, it’s not like any other religion has a better track record.” 
 
    “Religion?” Hen’Darl queried. “I don’t know that word.” 
 
    “Religion. You know, a bunch of people who all believe in the same god.”  
 
    The blank look returned to her face. “You mean people don’t believe in other’s gods? How do gods garner new contracts?” 
 
    “Mostly by parents teaching their kids to worship the same god they do," I replied. “And some by missionary work: people who go teach others about their gods.” 
 
    “We do have missionaries.” She nodded, glad to have found some common ground. “How do people see the miracles and still not believe?” 
 
    “There really aren’t very many miracles, at least not obvious ones. Someone recovers from an illness or finds a missing wallet. That sort of thing.” 
 
    And then, completely unexpected, Hen’Darl guffawed. I was shocked to see it from the orc elder, but she just kept going. I didn’t understand what was so funny. 
 
    “Those are not miracles!” she wheezed, working to catch her breath. “This is a miracle!” 
 
    Raising her right hand, she called out to the empty path ahead of us, her ringing voice cutting off the conversations going on around us. 
 
    “Kalvah! By our contract and by my right, I request that you demonstrate your power to the uninitiated! Reveal what is hidden! Uncover what is lost!” 
 
    Immediately, everything went haywire. My brain attempted to panic as it became unmoored from its comfortable reality, but there was nothing to hold onto, and no state of panic to arrive at. Conceptual thought disappeared, and notions of right or wrong, true and false, simply dissolved. We were left only with what was. The forest looked strange. Not strange, but different somehow. Hen’Darl began to orate. 
 
    “Perception is illusion! What you see and what you know are only a veil that covers the world. A veil to protect your mind! A veil to protect your soul! Kalvah has given you the ability to see truth, and she will protect you while you do so! 
 
    “Look around you!” she commanded. “Look at your companions! Look at yourself!” 
 
    I complied, turning to look over the party. Organism, Animal, Mammal, Elf. I looked at Mac and instantly observed her as all of these things and none of them. Classification doesn’t matter. Classification is perception. Perception is illusion. She was those things and more. Woman, Tall, Smart, Determined. Knowing beyond naming. Naming is classification. Guarded, Empathetic. Aspects of the woman I knew only by instinct. 
 
    And then: Role Model, Idol, Object of Worship. 
 
    I flinched away instinctively from the thoughts I habitually avoided, but there was no pain this time. No embarrassment. It all simply was. I did worship Mac, but even as I acknowledged the fact, she became both less and more. Crass. Bossy. Stubborn. Impulsive. It was as if I had been interacting with a two-dimensional image of my friend, and now she was 3D. 
 
    And she was my friend, I realized in a flash. She met the qualifications. She wasn’t perfect, and I wasn’t perfect, but we enjoyed each other’s company and had developed an astonishing amount of trust between us. I wondered at the simple logic of it, and at how I could miss a fact that was so blatantly obvious. Wonder led me back to myself. 
 
    Perception was illusion, and the perception I had of myself shattered into a million pieces under scrutiny. Suddenly I could see through the self-doubt, and the fear, and the loneliness, and the loathing, all of which had built up around me over my seventeen years of life. And I was… okay. I wasn’t anything particularly special, but pieces of me were. Some pieces of me were incredible. Sure, some were less than desirable, but others? 
 
    Just as Mac had burst from a caricature into three-dimensional life, the understanding I had of myself did the same. Suddenly, I understood how much damage I had done to others, especially as I worked to push them away. And, without the burden of low self-esteem, I could finally see the good I had done as well. I was smart, and clever, and cared ferociously about others. And other people loved me. So much of the damage I had done in the world was caused by simply not realizing that fact. I had been too busy hating myself to see it. 
 
    The hatred was dissolving too though, as I began to see through the lies I had told myself about myself—and that I had accepted from others. The self-loathing fell away. Those secret depths I had always refused to acknowledge, those secrets I’d never had the strength to tell, were violently exposed, and I survived it. I had been hanging onto a ledge without realizing the ground was right under my feet. 
 
    Once I had plumbed the depths of my own psyche, my understanding moved outward. I understood where I was, and how small I was, and how insignificant. A brain. In a game. On a planet. In an endless void. Thoughts that might once have made me feel small actually began to do the opposite. My problems were small too, and the enormous differences I had perceived between myself and others vanished completely with distance. I was alone in infinity, but was connected to everything. 
 
    I was… Okay. 
 
    My consciousness began to settle back into reality, but my body continued to hum as if it was somehow aware of where it was and where it would be simultaneously. It was as if it existed in a field of possibility. 
 
    The feeling of calm acceptance remained, but as emotion began to return, I found myself weeping quietly. The others around me were doing the same, including Hen’Darl. Living life locked inside our individual perceptions was a crushing force we had lived with, unknowing, our entire lives, and being free for an instant had been the sweetest release imaginable. We looked at each other with complete acceptance, and received the same in return. Varba and Slynx dismounted and simply stared into each other’s eyes, hand-in-hand, before moving to join the others. 
 
    As I watched the members of the party—my party—move together to touch arms and hands and exchange long looks of understanding, doubt began to blossom again in my mind and curdle in my belly. The spell was fading, but the doubt wasn’t strong enough yet to hide what was. 
 
    This was my group. 
 
    These were my friends. 
 
    I dismounted as well, and everyone turned to me to welcome me into the huddle. I knew not everyone was pleased with me, and I knew I’d screwed up in the past, but that knowledge was still tempered by the afterglow of whatever Hen’Darl had done to us. I was okay. 
 
    But my discomfort continued to mount, and the afterglow continued to fade. I knew what I had to do, and I knew if I didn’t do it then it might never happen. It was there at the center of it all: the doubt, the fear, the loathing. I had to pull the sliver out, or I would never be able to heal. 
 
    “Guys,” I faltered, gaze glued to my feet, “I’m gay.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    There it was. It was finally out there, just in time for each insecurity to slot itself back into place. I’d leapt off a ledge I’d wavered on for the better part of my life, and my stomach climbed into my throat as the ground beneath me disappeared. 
 
    Katz snorted derisively, immediately dispelling the reverent atmosphere. The others shook themselves as if waking from a dream. 
 
    “That’s what all the sulking has been about?” Varba cackled, rolling her eyes. “Good lord!” 
 
    “Well, Mara,” Slynx grinned, “you called it.” 
 
    Dismayed, I turned to Mac for an explanation. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive them, Zen. They have a hard time comprehending the mindfuck we religious types go through. Honestly, it’s a complete non-issue for them.” 
 
    “How did you know I was religious?” I asked, like that’s what I was really worried about. It was most definitely not a non-issue to me! 
 
    “Blushing, refusing to swear, always looking away when things get racy," she ticked off. “I’ve been there. Seventh-day Adventist, personally, but it’s been years. I’m guessing something equally restrictive for you.” 
 
    “Mormon," I admitted. 
 
    “Ah," she confirmed. “Your family must have been in it!” 
 
    “Is currently," I corrected. “They’re currently ‘in it.’” It felt dishonest not admitting my own involvement, but in the face of sympathetic looks from the others, it was just a bridge too far. I honestly didn’t know what I believed just then anyway. My real life just seemed too far away, and after what had just happened... 
 
    I turned to face Hen’Darl. “What was that?!” I exclaimed, feeling foolish and eager to change subjects. 
 
    “That,” she announced, with an incredibly smug look, “was a miracle.” 
 
    “Again! Again!” Varba crowed, clapping her hands and bouncing on her toes in imitation of childish enthusiasm. 
 
    Hen’Darl grinned broadly, showing an obscene amount of tusk. “That is precisely the reaction a god aims for. If a miracle stirs something within those that witness it, the deity may gain adherents and garner new contracts.” 
 
    “Is it always like that? That… intense?” Mac ventured. 
 
    “No," Hen’Darl admitted. “It appears Kalvah found you six worth impressing. Never have I witnessed such a display of her power to the uninitiated. It varies from deity to deity as well. Some have more adherents or more onerous contracts, and thereby work stronger miracles. Kalvah is the goddess of revealed secrets and clear vision. She is not normally considered to be among the most powerful of the gods, but her guidance has been a gift to myself and to Hearthstead. She has done us the great service of unclouding the eyes of those suffering from crippling doubt, as well as setting to rights those of us whose opinions of themselves have gotten… outsized. For me personally, well, a mother must see clearly to guide her children, and Kalvah has ever aided me in doing so.” 
 
    “You flatter me, old friend," proclaimed a voice from behind us. 
 
    As one, we spun, surprised that someone had been able to get so close without being seen. 
 
    “As if flattering you were possible!” Hen’Darl scoffed, before dismounting and placing a hand to her heart, bowing low. In spite of the formality, she smiled warmly throughout. “You honor us with your presence, Lady.” 
 
    I sized the newcomer up, perplexed. He wasn’t a lady. In fact, he might have been the furthest case from womanhood I could imagine. Tall and broadly muscular, he grinned down at me with perfect teeth in a perfect face. Stubble, thick brows, and a fierce, challenging gaze. The perfect picture of idealized masculinity. This is what Mjorn could only have aspired to be—what he had aspired to be—before I’d escaped the effects of his seduction; however, instead of easy confidence, this man almost palpably oozed condescension. 
 
    He was perfect, and his perfection made him unassailable. 
 
    My reaction to him was the most visceral thing I’d ever experienced. Just looking at him plunged me into the deepest recesses of my self-doubt. This is what I should be. This is a real man. I was just something broken: craven and debased compared to him. And yet my body was reacting to his, and I began to hunger for him in a way that was entirely consumptive. I needed his approval, his love. I needed to devour him, and be devoured by him. 
 
    And at the same time I loathed him. For what he was, but even more for what he had shown me to be, and for the response he was wresting from me. 
 
    “So soon?” Hen’Darl asked the man, sounding almost frightened. “Is that…” She clamped her mouth shut, lips pursed worriedly. 
 
    For my part, I was drowning, my lungs pulling for air that did nothing to sustain me. A tingle moved from my fingers to my core, leaving a chill in its wake as I fled. I would be safe as long as there was no I. 
 
    Yet, even as I fled, an anger built inside me. Who was this man to chase me away? Who was he to assert himself as more than me? I had just seen myself, truly and completely, and I was fine! Old emotional patterns might have reasserted themselves as the experience had faded—emotions that told me to fight for belonging, or that if I didn’t fight I couldn’t belong—but I had seen the truth. I was fine. 
 
    “Zen! Zen! Are you okay? You bastard! What did you do to him?” Mac’s voice came from far away as I made my way back to myself. I could see her too, her face coming into view as my eyes began to focus again. And then I was back. 
 
    Mac was slapping my cheeks progressively harder, trying to revive me, and so I grabbed her arm before she did any real damage. 
 
    “Woah, woah! Ouch!” I exclaimed. “I’m okay! I’m okay!” 
 
    Gazing over her shoulder, I could see the man. My chest tightened with apprehension, but otherwise I was fine. The sight of him no longer had so crushing an effect on me. He could only claim superiority if I was complicit. He smiled with those perfect teeth and disappeared. 
 
    In his place stood a perfectly plain woman: medium height, long brown hair, nondescript clothing. She would have been entirely forgettable except for her eyes: black eyes that were so sharp it seemed as if they could see into your soul. 
 
    Which they could, I realized. This was Kalvah, the deity Hen’Darl had asked to perform a miracle for us. She must have been the one responsible for the perilous journey I’d just undertaken—for the near-destruction of my mind. 
 
    “Thank you," I whispered to her. 
 
    Mac released me from the hug she had wrapped me in and spun around, looking to Kalvah and then back to me. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘Thank you’?” she demanded. “What did she do to you?” 
 
    I couldn’t move my eyes from those of the god. She returned my gaze and, faintly, I realized that she never blinked. “She let me see myself again, but this time without help.” 
 
    As I described what had happened to the group, Kalvah simply smiled. Not condescendingly this time, but a smile of plain acceptance and acknowledgement. 
 
    “That sounds like dissociation," Varba said, after I’d explained. “Our brains try to protect us when something gets too… too ‘big,’ and sometimes they just...” She waggled fingers up into the air. “Let us go.” 
 
    Kalvah’s gaze still held mine, and once I had finished my explanation she approached. The others parted for her. 
 
    “When first you succumbed to me, I saw capability and desire both, to see yourself truly. It is not a trait held by many.” She gestured to the orc sage. “Hen’Darl spoke truly that I would contract with you—and with you," she added, motioning toward Me’Almah. 
 
    As if sensing my doubt, she smiled reassuringly. “Your companions do not wish it, have no fear. Other gods will earn their favor in time. As for you two, the time will come soon, but it is not yet.” 
 
    “Why, then, have you come, Lady?” Hen’Darl asked, her tone unusually mild. 
 
    Kalvah smiled at Hen’Darl. “There has been Unity, old friend. I brought the matter to Our attention, and was therefore chosen to execute Our will.” 
 
    I gathered from Hen’Darl’s gasp that Unity was a big deal, but was floored by Kalvah stepping closer and placing a thumb on my forehead. “YOU ARE IN ERROR!” she intoned, with a voice that contained a thousand voices. Not loud, but spoken with an impossible finality that rang from all of existence. 
 
    “BECOME CORRECTED!” 
 
    The goddess stepped back and gazed at me. I stood tense, waiting for something terrible or wonderful to happen. Nothing did. 
 
    “Well that was anticlimactic!” Katz quipped. 
 
    “The theatrics were an unfortunate necessity," Kalvah announced, unfazed by the gnome. “Deities may only alter a mortal permanently as the result of Unity, and even now only in some ways.” 
 
    “What did you do to me?” I asked. I trusted the goddess instinctively but was still curious. 
 
    “You had slipped into a space between player and true denizen of The Boundless. I merely corrected the error. Now,” she announced abruptly, addressing the group, “I must leave. I will tire myself if I tarry. I will see you two soon to contract.” 
 
    “Farewell, Lady!” Hen’Darl called, and then Kalvah was gone, another thank you still on my lips. 
 
    I opened my UI excitedly and, sure enough, I now had extra menu options. Customer Support! Quests! 
 
    When I checked my status page, everything seemed the same, but a new section had been added to the main menu. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Feats 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eye of Kalvah 
  You have seen yourself truly and have learned that perception is illusion. You are 5% more likely to resist techniques and spells intended to deceive, such as Illusion, Seduction, and Persuasion. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Zen!” Katz congratulated me. “You are a real boy!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “Can she see the future?” Slynx asked once we had finished celebrating my instatement as a player and had remounted. Everyone rode close to Hen’Darl to hear more about our deific visitor. 
 
    “Not truly, no, but if you see a person fully, it is a small thing to know what they might do.” 
 
    “Did Kalvah help you to trust us, then?” Me’Almah queried. “That first day?” 
 
    “Oh no," Hen’Darl responded, chuckling. “I wouldn’t waste her time on that! I cast Truth on all of you the moment you entered the meeting hall.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Katz squeaked, his face red. 
 
    “I can," she responded, face serene. 
 
    “I never saw a debuff," Mac protested. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have. I posses a Class Skill called Insidious that allows me to hide my debuffs. If you had seen Truth it would still have worked, but you might have resented it after the fact.” 
 
    “Do you have debuffs on us now?!” Katz interjected, face getting redder. 
 
    “No, Insidious can only work if your target doesn’t suspect they might have a debuff. In telling you about it, I have negated its usefulness.” 
 
    Katz simply harrumphed and let the issue lie. 
 
    “How does contracting with Kalvah help Hearthstead?” Me’Almah asked. Having been singled out by the goddess seemed to have made her curious enough to break her silence. 
 
    “What you saw is not typical of her," Hen’Darl responded. “Her miracles are rarely rushed affairs. I call on her when I need to see an issue clearly, or when a citizen of Hearthstead has unrealistic thoughts that threaten themselves or our community. In those cases, the goal is to correct the thoughts, and that can rarely happen in an instant. Much like training a tree branch, it must be done carefully and consistently over time. Otherwise…” She mimed snapping a stick between her hands. 
 
    “What she did to our young friend here,” she continued, gesturing at me, “was something akin to setting a bone. She must believe it will allow him to heal, but he must be watchful. It is a simple thing to fall into old habits.” 
 
    “So it’s like… talk therapy?” Varba joked. 
 
    “Similar effects can sometimes be achieved through conversation,” Hen’Darl confirmed, “but not nearly as quickly or reliably. Kalvah cannot reveal a truth you do not know, but she can help to ease your acceptance of a hidden truth. 
 
    “Zen was almost catatonic!” Katz interjected. “Could Kalvah do that to an enemy?” His eyes were alight with the possibilities. 
 
    “That would be impossible. It is not in her nature, and a god’s nature is the surest binding I know.” Hen’Darl shook her head. “Very few deities involve themselves in conflict, thank Unity. It would be complicated. What if one adherent were to call on a deity to smite another? There are some who would simply smite the less favored, but those are gods to be avoided.” 
 
    “So how does someone contract with a god?” Me’Almah pressed. 
 
    Hen’Darl sighed. “In spite of what Kalvah told you, it is not a short process. You must first attain the Neophyte Class and then master a Class Skill called Supernality, a skill garnered through years of work with spirits of all strengths. Deities, who are the mightiest among spirits, often require contracts of tens of thousands of mana per day.” 
 
    I sucked air through my teeth, and Hen’Darl glanced at me sympathetically. 
 
    ”The view gods take on time is different from that we might take. They are part of The Boundless and will exist as long as it does.” 
 
    “What do the gods do with the mana?” Varba asked. 
 
    “Perform miracles. A deity grows in strength and influence dependent on the mana they receive through contracts, and then they use that mana to act on behalf of contract holders.” 
 
    “So... they’re basically insurance policies," Varba stated. 
 
    “Even so," Hen’Darl responded, unfazed. “Though a policy with a very predictable nature. There aren’t many easy ways to store mana in case of emergency, and so exchanging it with a trusted spirit over the long term is often wise.” 
 
    Katz gave voice to what was on all our minds. “Wait—how do you know what an insurance policy is?” 
 
    The orc sniffed and glared down at the man. “Do not presume my people to be uneducated simply because our community is small, Gnome.” That wasn’t what he’d meant, of course, but he let the matter drop anyway. 
 
    I rode in silence for the rest of the morning, preoccupied both with what I had been shown and what I had revealed. Kalvah’s visit had left me feeling unmoored, but also strangely unburdened. She had prompted me to destroy so many of the barriers that had protected me, and had helped me realize how they had eventually become the bars of an internal prison. Even so, the realizations I had come to during my “trips” drifted slowly away, replaced by old habits of thought. Trying to keep a grip on them was like holding sand. 
 
    The glimpse she had given me was enough though, combined with the afterglow of ease within myself. 
 
    I would contract with Kalvah. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    It didn’t take long to realize the downside of Kalvah’s visit. Where once I’d received a steady trickle of new and upgraded Class Skills, I didn’t gain another for the remainder of the ride. Apparently, I would have to level them like everyone else, from then on. The quests I had given the team had vanished as well. Being recognized as a player hadn’t included being given access to a mana seed either, so I was left with Flow as my only spell, with no extra Mana Regeneration, and in limbo with my Class Skills. Still, it was hard to feel too upset. The afterglow of Kalvah’s intervention left an aura of easy acceptance within me. What was, was, and there was no point getting bent out of shape about it. 
 
    Instead, I rehearsed our plan. It was risky, but seemed to be the only way to achieve everything we needed. 
 
    Huth’Ga’s scouts returned shortly before noon, reporting the arrival of troops. We had already taken our lunch while riding, and now we formed up behind Hen’Darl, who pulled her mount to a stop, looked back at us, and began to cast. Darkness flared around the orc woman, spilling from her body in great rivers that swallowed light as they flowed. Her eyes burned with a void, and dark tendrils licked the green skin around her mouth as she spoke. The cast was much longer than anything we’d seen, with arcane syllables spilling from her for nearly twenty seconds. Finally she threw her hands out toward us, and the great rivers of darkness struck, hitting each of us in the eyes and worming their way inside. 
 
    I struggled on impulse, but there was no way to resist. Hen’Darl was simply too strong. As the darkness worked its way inside, I could feel a counterintuitive warmth spread through my head, easing my grip from the rudder. Experimentally, I tried to move a hand. No luck. It was as thorough a binding as from The Mayor’s Curse. 
 
    “Fall in behind the guards," Hen’Darl commanded, and each of us complied as she urged her mount forward. I could see the other players as they passed in front of me, guiding their mounts listlessly, eyes vacant. Then I was staring at their backs. I could see through my eyes, but couldn’t control where I looked. 
 
    Within minutes we heard hoofbeats, and Hen’Darl pulled the group to a stop, waiting until the sound grew closer and then quieted. It was hard to mistake the rattle of steel being drawn. 
 
    Hen’Darl’s voice rose from the head of our group, unwavering. My heart was in my throat at the thought of what might be happening. Our fate and the fate of Hearthstead stood with her alone now. 
 
    “Hail, guard! Are you from the garrison at Kalsip?” she called. 
 
    “We are,” a proud voice snarled in response. Male. Young. “Come to speed your execution, crone?” 
 
    “Come to deliver to Leonald what is his!” Hen’Darl responded. “Forward, you!” she barked behind her. 
 
    Now nothing more than a marionette, I urged my entosect forward. Edging around the others, I could see that we were faced with a small army. At least a hundred armed and armored troops, fronted by a field of lowered pikes and bristling with arrows. And in front of it all, a tall man dressed entirely in plate armor, only his head bare, displaying a proud face and long brown hair. This wasn’t a scouting party. I could only hope we’d be able to convince them to return to Kalsip. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Captain Garinold — Level ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hit Points: ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Uh-oh. Hiding an NPC’s level generally meant it was completely out of your league. It didn’t even display his HP! 
 
    “Hearthstead has apprehended the dogs who stole from the king!” Hen’Darl growled, glowering at the six of us with a truly convincing amount of hatred. “Even now they possess the dungeon heart.” 
 
    “And you possess them, witch,” the captain sneered. “Why do they have hold of the king’s property? Are the women of Hearthstead so feeble as to not wrest a simple item from these…” he eyed us disdainfully, “...stunted milksops?” 
 
    Hen’Darl bared her teeth. “We had need of such a brave man as you, Captain. You!” She jabbed a thick green finger in my direction. “Give the captain his prize.” 
 
    Wafting forward, I held out my hand, unable to hold back even as the captain leveled his sword at me. Luctus' Auger lay unassuming in my hand, and he reached for it, his sword arm still cocked. The alert once again flashed in front of me. 
 
    Warning! Luctus’ Auger can only be safely wielded by one with access to the Ether spell. Without the Ether spell, the wielder will be drained of mana and destroyed. 
 
    Snatching his hand back as though I held a scorpion, Garinold seethed at Hen’Darl. 
 
    “What is this Ether spell?” He hissed at Hen’Darl. 
 
    Her bared teeth became a true smile. “Why, Captain, surely one so educated as you would know!” she exclaimed in scornful surprise. 
 
    “Silence, green bitch!” the captain spat, jaw clenching and tendons standing out from his neck. His sword wavered dangerously close. “Answer now, if you ever want to leave this forest!” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of this spell," Hen’Darl responded, unconcerned. 
 
    “Show it to me!” 
 
    “Of course," she agreed, still unflappable. 
 
    Garinold’s eyes became distant as he examined my UI. I could hear bowstrings stretching taut behind him. 
 
    His eyes focused only a moment later, but were wide with surprise. 
 
    “This is a player!” he barked at Hen’Darl accusingly. 
 
    “A player…” Hen’Darl whispered breathlessly. Her face slackened in horror as she gazed over my teammates. “The players have come?” 
 
    I cheered silently. Move over Meryl Streep, Hen’Darl’s coming for you! 
 
    Captain Garinold grinned condescendingly, pleased to have gained the upper hand. “Of course they have, you idiot woman. Not only are you in possession of the king’s dungeon heart, but six of his players as well!” 
 
    Hen’Darl put on a good show of pulling herself together. “That only makes it all the more necessary that I present these six to King Leonald myself on behalf of Hearthstead!” 
 
    Garinold sneered. “The king would not care to have his senses offended by your presence, orc. Nor can he be bothered with a matter of only six players. Not when Kalsip swarms with thousands!” 
 
    “Thousands?” Hen’Darl cried in disbelief, before composing herself. “Regardless, seeing the dungeon heart safely to the king requires my presence—as does the control of these six.” 
 
    The captain’s grin widened. “You think the armies of Cogneid would have need of your aid, witch?” 
 
    Sheathing his sword, he grabbed my left hand and roughly forced a band of metal onto my finger. Bingo! Once the ring was secure, he moved to the others and repeated the process before reestablishing himself in front of Hen’Darl. 
 
    Triumphantly, he raised his wrist. “Now watch," he crowed, and then activated the curse. 
 
    Hen’Darl sputtered as she feigned reading the specifics of the curse. “They must still be controlled!” she argued. “What if they should escape in death? Players are said to be—” 
 
    Garinold cut her off with a barked laugh. “You think a backwoods bog hag like yourself could outmatch the years of planning that’s gone into this?” Blindly, he reached behind himself, and a subordinate placed in his hand a familiar spear about a foot and a half long. 
 
    “A cynosure,” he announced, “works for a player as well as it might for a spirit. It may even be preferable that they attempt suicide. It would save us the trouble of providing mounts. Bind them to it!” he commanded, holding the rod out toward Hen’Darl. 
 
    Hen’Darl groused to herself loudly as we followed her orders, the captain riding slowly down the line until all six of us were bound. 
 
    “Now, release them and return to your hovel," he demanded of the orc. 
 
    “I will not!” Hen’Darl insisted. “I must still see the heart to King Leonald, with Hearthstead’s regards.” 
 
    “Hearthstead should worry more about how Leonald regards it," the soldier mocked in return. 
 
    “The orcs of Hearthstead are subjects as loyal as any!” Hen’Darl declared. “And as the heart was born in Hearthstead, it is my duty to see it safely to the king!” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” The captain smiled cruelly. “It would be a shame for Hearthstead if something were to happen to the heart, wouldn’t it?” His grin widened as he came to a decision. “Very well. Come along! Dismiss your guards. We will see you safe to Kalsip and onward. You will want to ride closely with the prisoners, I’m sure—to ensure the safety of the heart, of course.” 
 
    With that, the troops began the long, slow process of turning a hundred horses around. Shouted orders saw the seven of us surrounded on all sides by a score of troops an unknowable number of levels above us, whose first order of business was to search us thoroughly. It was clear that Hen’Darl’s place with us was not a place of honor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Even in the blackest part of the night, players still trickled into Kalsip, excited to start their adventures. Each one stopped to stare as the procession passed them, but it was too dark to see the troop’s captive players. Hen’Darl had seen to that, wrapping the six of us in a deeper darkness than even the night could manage. It wouldn’t do for the newly arrived players to get suspicious upon seeing us held captive,  Garinold had pointed out. 
 
    The city hall was still operational too, allowing players to complete The Mayor’s Request and enter the portals. You don’t close a gold mine just because it’s night, after all, and it was starting to become clear to me just how valuable we as players were considered to be. Our regiment co-opted the entire room of portals as half the troops rode through before us, and the other half behind. 
 
    The experience of passing through the rippling membrane and instantly arriving somewhere else was incredible, but I wished I were able to take a freer look around as it happened. Still, even with my gaze fixed listlessly on Slynx’s back, what the transition did to my other senses was fascinating. 
 
    As the surface of the portal parted, heat bloomed around me, racing up my arms to envelope me. The hot, dry heat made my hair stand on end. My ears throbbed for a moment, and then popped at a magnitude I had never felt before. The sudden glare of daylight made me grateful my autonomous functions were free from Hen’Darl’s control, and my eyes were still able to squint and blink against the shift. 
 
    The most impactful change, though, was the sound. After the relative quiet of the city hall, it was nearly deafening. Hoofbeats, the clash of metal on metal, the bray of military command. We had moved from the slow, silent streets of early morning into the clash and clamor of a midday military camp! 
 
    Hen’Darl had maintained her Control spell on us under the pretext of preventing our escape, but truly it helped that we weren’t required to act during that last leg to Kalsip. Garinold had simply laughed at the woman and welcomed her to waste her mana. It had made for a trip that was both long and excruciatingly boring. Dwarven backsides are only so entertaining, after all. 
 
    What ground I could see was dirt, crusted now only where traffic was impossible. The dry air must have been a constant, because nowhere could I find a piece of green. All there was to be seen in the periphery of my view were flashes of bleak sandstone. 
 
    We rode straight, never deviating, for a quarter of an hour, until the sounds of military life had largely faded. At that point, Garinold barked out a dismissal to his troops. I could only hear hoofbeats and see flashes of movement, and so it startled me when he spoke again nearby. 
 
    “Well, Orc, let’s get your gifts to the king settled.” 
 
    “Very well," Hen’Darl grumbled. “It will please me to be rid of them.” 
 
    I continued to watch Slynx’s back as we turned off the path and made our way down a dirt track, stopping short of a small, walled-in alcove at which we were commanded to dismount. I could sense that we weren’t alone. 
 
    “Bind them to the cynosure," Garinold commanded Hen’Darl, who complied. One by one we marched into the room and bound ourselves, not to another of the small spears, but to a monolith. Its smooth stone matched Me’Almah in height, and was encrusted with tens of the small black gems we’d seen affixed to other cynosures singly. It was obviously not a temporary structure. 
 
    “Line up!” he barked, and Hen’Darl made us obey. 
 
    “Welcome to the glorious armies of Cogneid!” the captain announced, spreading his arms wide. “We always welcome new recruits! Here, at Impresium, you and players like you will be trained. You will grow strong and capable in defense of our great country!” 
 
    Still jovial, he continued, “Do not think that your status as players will garner you special treatment. You are prisoners, well and truly caught. If you disobey, you will be punished. If you attempt to escape, you will be punished. If you kill yourselves, you will be punished.” 
 
    He grinned and gestured at the cynosure. “Having bound yourselves here means that death holds no escape. No matter if you die of thirst in the channels, in battle, or by your own hand, you will always return to us. Do not spend your time dreaming of escape—spend it dreaming of greatness! 
 
    “After all, should you prove yourselves loyal, strong, and clever, glory may await you. Already, elite players have begun to show themselves capable of acting for the good of the kingdom and have found themselves handsomely rewarded.” 
 
    I wondered what “for the good of the kingdom” meant. Surely they didn’t have enough players to field an army. More likely these “elite” players were being used for suicide missions of one type or another. Judging by what I’d seen, the regular troops were much higher level than any player should be, and so the only benefit a player would be able to provide would be their immortality. That meant raids, assassinations, or even capturing other players. 
 
    “Now, Orc," he waved a hand at Hen’Darl. “Release them.” 
 
    Hen’Darl did so, and we immediately attacked. 
 
    The captain didn’t seem surprised, and casually backhanded Me’Almah as she came into range. Hen’Darl stumbled backward and immediately wrapped herself in a shroud of darkness to obscure her presence. I launched myself at her as the others occupied Garinold. 
 
    “Fools," Captain Garinold said with an exaggerated boredom. He swatted Slynx and Katz away with as much ease as he had Me’Almah, and burst into laughter as Mac and Varba both finished casting spells they had no mana for and staggered to the ground. 
 
    Meanwhile, Hen’Darl had cleared the shroud from around her and held a stiletto under my chin, close enough that I could feel the tip. I held my hands up and stood very still, until rough hands grabbed me from behind. There were indeed others in the room. Five guards tasked with guarding the cynosure had jumped to their feet as we attacked, but they were too late to join the scuffle. The fight had been over before it started. Instead, they dragged us back to the middle of the room and forced us to our knees in front of the captain. 
 
    “I did warn you," he chortled. Then, taking a long, thin rod offered by one of the guards, he stepped to each of us and lightly tapped us on the head with it. 
 
    I had expected pain. I wasn’t yet aware of how creative magic could be. 
 
    Cold gripped me as sweat broke from my body and my chest contracted. I had expected pain, but he was going to kill us! My lungs seized as I gasped for air, but my diaphragm was locked tight. I was going to die—and even though I would respawn, I would only die again, and again, and again. It would never stop. Oh, god, what if it never stopped? I wanted to scream, but my throat was too tight to do more than moan. 
 
    “Alright, everybody on your feet!” the captain announced cheerfully. As quickly as it had started, whatever had me in its grip eased. Hands pulled me upright. The others were in a similar state, chests heaving and eyes wild. 
 
    Garinold slapped the rod against his palm and began to stroll back and forth in front of us as we struggled to regain our composure. “To be clear, friends, that was an intermediate effect," he explained. “I spared you not out of pity, but out of lack of desire to watch you empty your bowels. Next time I will put down a tarp.” He grinned, all teeth. “Plus, we’re on a schedule. Follow me!” 
 
    Turning on a heel, he marched out of the alcove, leaving the six of us to stagger after him. None of us were interested in replicating the experience. 
 
    Hen’Darl moved to follow as well, but Garinold cut her off from doing so without even turning. 
 
    “You can have your players,” she retorted, “but I am not letting the dungeon heart out of my sight until it gets to Leonald!” 
 
    “You aren’t in any position to argue, orc,” Garinold responded coldly, turning to face her. “I will ensure the heart reaches the king.” 
 
    “But if the child should drop it! Or hide it! It could be as dangerous to Impresium as it was to Hearthstead!” 
 
    Unsure of how to act as they discussed my fate, I simply kept my head down, at least until Garinold’s boots stopped in front of me. Pushing my chin up with the same stick he’d use to “discipline” us just minutes earlier, he gazed imperiously at my face. 
 
    “If he were to drop it for whatever reason, he would spend the rest of his immortality screaming. There are so many body parts he could do without, and if we should slip... So,” he said, giving a purposeful twist of his torture stick, “he’s going to be very careful with it, isn’t he?” 
 
    I nodded carefully, unsure of how the stick activated and not wanting to do so on accident. I didn’t have to fake the fear in my eyes as they met Garinold’s. Until that point, I had been sure of the plan, but fear invited doubt. What if it all fell through and we remained under Garinold’s control? Had we condemned ourselves to immortal slavery and a lifetime of torture? 
 
    “You plan to use the dungeons? Then I will wait as near the entrance as I am allowed," Hen’Darl declared, unphased by the threats. “I will see the heart to Leonald.” 
 
    “And you may consider yourself under guard as you do so," the captain snapped, then gestured for her to precede him. “Better that we have eyes on you regardless.” 
 
    As Hen’Darl took the lead I noticed for the first time how haggard she appeared. She had maintained her Control spell on us the entire day and well into the night, an enormous expenditure of mana and effort. On top of that, even though it was midday wherever we had ended up, it had been nearing 5 A.M. when we entered the portal, and Hen’Darl was no spring chicken. I feared for her too, then, and the full weight of what she was risking for our sake and for Hearthstead suddenly became very real. 
 
    Garinold led us on, and I did my best to take in our surroundings, now that I could independently direct my gaze. Our captor saw us looking and grinned. 
 
    “Go ahead and check your maps," he encouraged us. “Impresium is warded against scrying, teleportation, mapping, divination—even the stars can’t tell you where you are," he announced smugly. “What I can tell you is that Impresium is surrounded by more desert than you can imagine. Nothing gets in, and nothing gets out, except through the portals. You’ll see why shortly.” 
 
    I didn’t see anything to contradict his assessment. Walls of stone rose up hundreds of feet on either side, and nowhere was there so much as a fleck of green. We marched on the floor of a slot canyon maybe only thirty feet wide but unnaturally flat and clear. This was a well-used road. Buildings fronted the street on both sides, enormous structures carved directly into the sandstone and clearly occupied, as bedding was visible on upper levels that were little more than exposed shelves arranged in tiers up the side of the canyon walls. 
 
    “It’s like Petra," Varba voiced behind me. “The temple in Jordan. Carved straight into the cliff face.” 
 
    I’d seen pictures, but even the real thing would have paled in comparison to the buildings we marched past. After all, I doubted the Jordanians had access to magical assistance. 
 
    Signs of occupation faded as we progressed, until we passed several of the buildings that were clearly not in use. Idly, I estimated just how many people each building must accommodate, and in doing so stumbled onto their purpose. These were dorms—or, to be more accurate, slave quarters—and by my count they currently housed nearly 2,000 players. 2,000 players including my dad, but where were they? Not a single soul was in sight, aside from the seven of us. 
 
    My question was answered as we approached a branch in the canyon, fronted by a truly paranoid amount of fortification. Row after row of crenelated walls rose in tiers, mounted at intervals with ballistae and a type of long-barreled cannon. The sandstone was inlaid with such a complex interweaving of runes it was truly dizzying. Whatever these were here to defend must be valuable. I ached to see it all with Ether active, but refused to dwell on regret. Maybe I could smash the stone once we were ready to make our escape. 
 
    Between the bristling sections of wall stood an enormous metal door, set directly into the sides of the canyon. The door had been cast with the same emblem Garinold and his troops bore on their chests: a kite-shaped crest boasting crossed bundles of grain and a sword, all encircled by a crown. The circlet had been designed to look like waves and bore the image of a ship on the brow. 
 
    Captain Garinold left Hen’Darl with the guards garrisoned across from the gate with explicit instructions that she not be allowed to leave, or to interact with any players, until he returned for her. 
 
    “Fine by me,” she grumbled, and stalked into the building, settling on a bench with the obvious intention to sleep. I could have sworn I heard her snoring even before we left the building, but I didn’t begrudge her the luxury. I was simply glad she was able to rest, with everything on the line the way it was. 
 
    Once through the gate, Garinold finally left, turning us over to a severe woman named Talda who would have nearly matched Huth'Ga in height. She addressed us efficiently, but in a tone that suggested she had said the same to countless others. 
 
    “As I’m sure Captain Garinold has told you, you players are here to be trained in service of the kingdom of Cogneid. My task is to oversee your progress. To that effect, you will report to my clerks to have your level and attributes recorded at the beginning of each day. If you fail to make sufficient progress, you will be punished. If you die, you will be punished. That said, you are encouraged to take risks that will allow you to grow faster. If you die taking such a risk, I will be the judge as to whether it was warranted. We lose 8 hours every time you die, so keep that in mind. Other kingdoms are training players as well, and you wouldn’t like being pitted against opponents of higher level. 
 
    “Each morning you will eat, and then you will report for either magic or weapon training, again on my judgement. Being that morning training is over, you will run your first dungeon immediately. At the entrance to each dungeon is a guard with a bracelet allowing them to restore your stats.” She held up one of her own as an example—as if the image wouldn’t have already been burned into each captured player’s mind. “As you are Level 9, we will start you in Burgat’s Hollow. It is good that you have yet to choose Class Skills. You will be directed on how to assign those each morning, if applicable. Should you assign your own Class or Attribute Points, you will be punished.” 
 
    “Now, visit the clerks and report your attributes," she concluded. “Once you are done, you will be equipped with suitable armor and weaponry. You have each had experience with weapons, if you were able to steal a dungeon heart, so for now simply select the weapon with which you are most familiar. Our weapons master will make any necessary changes she sees fit to on the morrow.” 
 
    That was how we ended up standing in front of our second dungeon, changed out of our standard newbie brown into standard military leathers. 
 
    “This dungeon is ranked Level 5," Talda announced. “You should be able to finish it in time to join the others as they finish theirs. Depending on your speed, you will advance to the next dungeon. I am loath to split a team that has experience fighting together, but if your progress falters, I will make the necessary adjustments.” 
 
    “As for you,” she addressed me directly, “if you should take another dungeon heart, I will give you back to Garinold. He does so enjoy teaching obedience, though his pupils rarely have a similar experience.” 
 
    I stumbled over myself assuring her that I would leave any future dungeon hearts untouched. 
 
    “Very well," she declared, face grim. “Make me proud!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    The entrance to Burgat’s Hollow wasn’t much more than a square doorway carved into the canyon wall, though next to the hole was a stone plaque that detailed the dungeon’s name and level, and listed the enemies found within. We had passed several other plaques on the way there, but none higher than Level 5. Just how many dungeons could they fit in this canyon? 
 
    Stepping through the hole, I got my answer. My foot squelched down into nearly a foot of water and just as much mud. 
 
    “Oh, why did I have to be short?” Katz complained. 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Varba groused. Both of them were chest-deep in water that came to just above my knees. “How did this water get here? 
 
    “How did any of this get here?” Mac agreed. “Look up! Stars!” 
 
    “And trees!” I added. “How are there trees underground?” 
 
    “Who cares about trees?” Katz griped. “Almah, could I get a lift?” 
 
    “How would I tank?” the orc responded. 
 
    “Who cares about trees, who cares about tanks! Just get me out of this water!” Katz bawled, and Me’Almah complied, placing the gnome on her shoulder. Mud from his feet oozed down her breastplate, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Maybe it’s instanced like in standard MMOs, like it’s a pocket universe just for us," Slynx said, steadying Varba as she struggled to remove a stuck foot from the sludge. “Hen’Darl did say that’s what a dungeon heart allows: the ability to store and transfer a dungeon. Although it’s not much of a ‘dungeon’ if it’s outdoors, is it?” 
 
    Mac, ever ready to go, made up her mind. “Katz has the right idea. Whatever it is, we need to get out of this water. Let’s go.” 
 
    As one, we trudged forward, eager to find dry land. Varba offered light, but Mac decided it would be more of a liability than an aid. We proceeded by moonlight, making our way past mossy trees with gnarled roots pushing down into the morass. 
 
    “Has anyone put thought into how we get back?” I asked. “The entrance disappeared as soon as we stepped in.” 
 
    “We’re not really in a swamp,” Mac responded, “so I bet we’ll just have to get through it. I only wish we knew which way to go.” 
 
    As if on cue, I felt something clamp onto my leg and drag it sharply backward, sending me face-first into the water and causing me to lose my grip on my staff. My hand was seized immediately upon entering the murk and was wrenched the opposite direction. Without the strength to recover my limbs, there was no way for me to regain the surface, and I was forced under. I squirmed violently to free my extremities, to no avail. Whatever had me, had me good, and was obviously more at home in the water than I was. 
 
    Frantically, I began kicking at the creature attached to my leg—a largely ineffectual move in the water. I used my other hand to grope for my staff, but it was nowhere to be found. My only recourse was the dagger at my belt, which I struggled to unsheathe and bring to bear on whatever had dragged me under. 
 
    The water around me boiled, filled with a flurry of depth charges I could hear and feel but not see. The moonlight was too weak to penetrate the surface of the water, but whatever was punching down into the water wasn’t. Finally, the stabbing blows struck pay dirt, hitting me squarely in the ribs and forcing the last of the air from my lungs. 
 
    Now I struggled in true panic, fighting for the breath of life I knew couldn’t be more than a foot above me. My foot scraped violently down the trapped leg, driving hard against the invisible grip and ignoring the pain. Blows continued to rain around me, but I realized I had stopped being pulled across the floor of the swamp and was instead being stretched, arm and leg joints screaming as the limbs were pulled in opposite directions. 
 
    Then, my arm was free and flailing while iron bands wrapped their way around my torso and heaved me to the surface, just in time to see Slynx swing his axe in a vicious downstroke at my shin. 
 
    The anticipation of dismemberment gave me a strength that even drowning hadn’t, and I jerked my leg back with such force that Me’Almah staggered to one knee, nearly dropping me back into the water. It was enough to save my leg though. Slynx’s axe sliced into the water and was followed by an immediate bloom of darkness across the surface. 
 
    “Circle up! Slynx, get Varba on your back. Link arms and hold on tight! I don’t want anyone else going under.” Mac was in full raid-leader mode, and the team complied automatically, Me’Almah hauling me to my feet even as I sputtered for air. Varba looked similarly disheveled, but managed to cast while perched on Slynx’s back. She had been dragged under as well, and had the tooth marks on her leg to prove it. Two lines of punctures marched across the underside of my forearm, spaced about a foot apart. My leg had fared worse. Whatever had bitten me hadn’t wanted to let go. 
 
    The damage really hadn’t been too bad though. My health hadn’t dipped more than a third, and Varba’s Slow Heal was already doing its job. As long as we could keep from being dragged under, we didn’t need to worry too much. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a Salamandrake — Level 5 for 3 (base 25) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Salamandrake — Level 5 for 3 (base 25) Experience Points! 
  You have slain a Salamandrake — Level 4 for 0 (base 25) Experience Points! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Zero XP?” I groaned. “I went through all that for zero XP?” 
 
    “They caught us off guard,” Mac reasoned. “Once we knew where they were, we creamed ‘em.” 
 
    “I was hoping to hit Level 10 today,” Slynx grumbled. 
 
    “And I was hoping to keep my foot attached today!” I shot back, receiving no more than a wide grin in response. He admired his axe lovingly. 
 
    After we recovered my staff, the party continued, arms linked. Whenever one of the Salamandrakes attacked, anyone with free limbs simply pummeled them down. It wasn’t more than fifteen minutes before we made ground, after defeating a host of wormlike eels that stretched up to 15 feet long and darted from burrows in the soggy peat to snap at us. We didn’t kill many, but they left us alone after it became clear we weren’t good eatin’. 
 
    XP continued to trickle in—in a most uninspiring fashion. 
 
    “Bo-ring,” Katz drawled from his roost atop our tank. 
 
    And it was. The entire dungeon took us under an hour to run, Salamandrakes, eels, and giant mosquitoes included. The final boss was a Level 6 Arbalestoise, which moved faster than we expected of a turtle and shot spears of modified carapace. I wanted one of my very own, but fighting it only netted me 13 XP. 
 
    “When are we gonna get some loot from these things?” Katz complained, kicking the immobile shell in disgust. “Two dungeons, and all we have to show for it is that shitshow of an item!” I couldn’t help but agree. Most games allowed you to loot a corpse for randomly-spawned items selected from a drop list, but we hadn’t seen anything similar here. The only way we’d acquired items had been by making them or having them given to us. 
 
    Once the boss had been defeated, we’d been given the option of ending the dungeon, which caused the moonlit swamp to dissolve around us and returned us to the uninspiring entrance hole. On seeing us, the guard immediately activated his bracelet, rendering us as weak as kittens. 
 
    We trudged back toward the entrance, always near enough to a control bracelet to avoid the curse’s paralysis. None of the guards gave us more than a glance. They were sure of our impotence, and indeed I saw no reason why they shouldn’t be. 
 
    The stream of players headed to the gate grew as we walked, and not all of them looked to have fared as well as we had. Broken bones were evident, as were other injuries, and some groups appeared to be down members. Varba ministered to wounds here and there as we walked, unable to watch others suffer. Few of the players seemed interested in the people around them, but I scanned each group intently, looking for that familiar face. 
 
    We stuck out a bit in that crowd. Only a few individuals were over Level 5, and the others didn’t seem to be in a particular rush to change that. I guessed that while we saw that our time there as limited, they had no reason to be pushing themselves, aside from avoiding Garinold’s attention. We definitely saw the difference once we broke out of the side canyon into the main gathering area in front of the gate. 
 
    It was almost comical the way the groups had stratified, with players arranged by level and by corresponding attitude. The low-level players with us filtered away toward the back of the area, while the others arranged themselves in ascending order by level toward the gate. Those in the back were subdued and dejected, and those in the front were animatedly discussing the dungeons they’d run and peacocking new levels gained. 
 
    I received a shock as I recognized a face in the group closest to the gate. Not my father, but everyone’s favorite murderfriend, the player who had attacked Mac and I when we’d first spawned. I pointed him out to Mac, and she growled, murder in her own eyes. He was Level 12 though, as was his entire group. Even with his main stats reduced to 10, he’d still have higher attributes than us. We made a note of his name though. Bloodrain. Mac just snorted on seeing it. 
 
    “Basic,” she muttered. 
 
    The ranks of the highest-level players were sparse, and it didn’t take long to see that my dad wasn’t among them. I’d seen him make his way to turn in the mayor’s quest though. He had to be there. I scoured the crowd, and the others assisted based on the best description I could manage. Middle-aged human males weren’t highly represented, so there weren’t too many false-positives. Most people wanted to be something exotic—or at least young. 
 
    He wasn’t there. Not yet, at least. Group after group fed out of the side canyons and into the crowd with no hits. The others found a spot to sit as the afternoon wore on, leaning against the canyon wall and promptly falling asleep. 
 
    The gate area was crowded and chaotic by the time I spotted him, and relief and anxiety both flooded into me. He was not going to be pleased. Still, I was there for him, and after two weeks spent in The Boundless, I was in my element. I had friends, I had my allies, and the visit from Kalvah had helped to steady me. 
 
    I called to him through the din, but was drowned out by conversations from other players. He spotted me before I reached him and pushed toward me through the horde, anger already starting to cloud his face. I instinctively checked his level. 8. He was middle-of-the-pack, not doing too poorly considering he had refused to ever even pick up a controller with me. I readied myself to face his anger. 
 
    “Nathan, do you even understand what I’ve gone through to find you?” he bellowed, face already red. “Your mother is at home taking care of the entire family, while you’re off playing a video game!” He spat the last words with more vitriol than I had ever seen from him. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    Vaguely I realized that my father had sworn, a matter that loomed large for how trivial it was. I struggled to remain calm in the face of his anger. If I blew up in response it would only draw attention to us. I needed to get him calmed down so I could get to the business of rescuing him. 
 
    “Dad—” 
 
    “No! I don’t want to hear it! We are leaving this godforsaken game right now.” He leaned in close, as if worried about being overheard, but lost none of his intensity. “Do you know what they do in this game? They’ve created false gods to worship! Drugs! Prostitution! They even allow players to fornicate with each other! This place is evil. We have to—” 
 
    “Dad!” I cut him off, whispering fiercely. “I can get us out! Out of Impresium! I’m here to rescue you!” 
 
    “Rescue me? This isn’t a game, Nathan. We are leaving! My two weeks is up tomorrow. Just contact Technical Support and tell them you’re quitting. We’ll go home, and then we’ll discuss consequences," he commanded darkly. 
 
    “Two weeks?” I repeated, confused. 
 
    “They gave me two weeks to find you and bring you home, likely thinking that I would succumb to temptation," he confirmed. “I couldn’t abandon our family completely to chase after you. Enough that I had this surgery.” 
 
    “But Dad,” I pled, hoping for him to understand. “I’m not going back. I have friends here. I have—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Nathan,” he cut in. “You’re coming home and that’s final. Not up for discussion.” 
 
    The prior two weeks had included towering orcs, life-or-death battles, and torture. From that perspective, standing up to my dad barely registered anymore. “I’m not going, Dad. I came here to get you out, but I’m not leaving the game with you. Tell Mom that I love her, and that I’m sorry, but I’m not coming home.” 
 
    “Nathan,” his voice took a warning edge, “you will sign out of this game right now or—” 
 
    “Or what, Dad?” I asked quietly. “Or what?” 
 
    His face reddened again as he realized there was not a single thing he could threaten me with. 
 
    “Or you’re not my son anymore!” 
 
    It hurt more than I expected, but with the tear came a new freedom. Though I knew it was petty, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Fine, Dad. You wouldn’t want a gay son anyway.” 
 
    Then I turned and walked away. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “Seriously?” Katz screeched. “All this for nothing? Zen, once we get out of this, you and my daggers are going to have a serious talk. Fuck me!” He kicked the dirt in disgust. 
 
    “There was no way to know," Mac said, wearily. “But holy shit, Zen—you’re bad luck.” 
 
    Varba sighed resignedly. “As long as we’re out of here tomorrow…” 
 
    A bell clanged loudly, and Talda’s voice spoke loud and clear over the mob. “Form lines according to level! Highest-level troops will be first to eat!” 
 
    As the Level 9s filed through the gate, Talda spotted us and called us over to her. 
 
    “Fifty-three minutes," she observed. “And no casualties. Not bad. We’ll bump you up to a Level 7 dungeon for tomorrow. Report to The Caves of Ulava after morning training. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    Shooing the others off to dinner, she told me to wait at the gate for Garinold to return. I saw my dad walk by with the 8s, but he didn’t turn to look at me. I wondered whether it was the last time I’d see him. Still deep in my anger, I wasn’t sure I cared. 
 
    A rough boot woke me from the nap I’d slipped into. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Garinold commanded. “Time to take care of that heart.” 
 
    “Let me see it first,” Hen’Darl demanded, coming up close on his heels. “If he’s dropped it we need to know now.” 
 
    Shoving a hand into what I’d once used as a coinpurse, I pulled out the engraved stone. 
 
    Hen’Darl’s hand shot forward like a viper to take my wrist, acting for all the world as if it was my hand that had fangs and needed to be pinned. And I guess she was right. We didn’t know how quickly the stone might affect someone without Ether. For all we knew, touching it could mean instantaneous death. She examined the stone closely, and then held my hand out to Garinold to see. 
 
    “Yes, yes, witch. Put it away," he snapped, wrinkling his nose at her proximity. “He knows what would happen if he lost it.” 
 
    Not much at this point, I hoped silently. 
 
    Once again, Garinold directed Hen’Darl and myself to precede him, and he marched us back into the heart of Impresium, back past the players’ dorms and into the bristling military encampment that surrounded the portals. Able to look around this time, I could see that there were fortifications here as well, similar to those around the gate guarding the dungeons. At first I couldn’t tell whether they were intended to keep people out or in, but then I realized it was both. If the dungeons were taken, the portals would need to be protected to secure the connected cities, and vice versa. Once again, I was impressed at how seriously this store of dungeons was guarded. I began to see why Huth'Ga and Hen’Darl had made so much of my having taken one. I didn’t quite understand why they were so important, but clearly I was missing something. 
 
    Between the fortifications and built into the walls were structures, each more grand than the last. Some of them were obviously barracks, but others were elaborate—palaces, almost—with massive statues carved right into the rock as decoration. We headed for the largest of these, coming within sight of the portals. Where there had been three portals leading from Kalsip, here were nearly twenty, all told, some large enough to drive wagons through. It was a tremendous vulnerability for such a valuable resource, but a vulnerability that had been carefully considered. Even a spy venturing into Impresium would be able to divulge no more than its layout, and its layout alone was intimidating enough to dissuade assault. 
 
    We climbed a set of broad steps that flared out from a wide doorway set between two 30-foot-tall statues: one an imperious woman with minutely carved scales instead of skin and eyes that somehow blazed even while rendered in stone, and the other a slightly plump man who exuded an unpretentious congeniality, aided by the dirt stains that had somehow been carved into the rock to cover his hands and clothing. Above the doorway was again the sword, sheaf, and crown I was beginning to recognize as the crest of Cogneid. 
 
    None of the buildings looked to have doors, and a cool breeze issued from the open doorway as we stepped off the sandstone and onto an intricately tiled floor. Whereas outside a martial buzz filled the outpost, inside the building was serene, and it appeared no expense had been spared. Light flooded the grand foyer, filtering in from outside and sustained by innumerable soft-glowing sconces and chandeliers, and by sculptures that had a radiance all their own, artfully modulated to accentuate this arc and that angle. I could get used to this! I thought, before reminding myself of my task and taking the time to feel sheepish about my general state of disarray. A long day of riding, followed by a dungeon run, had left me both pungent and disheveled. 
 
    Garinold didn’t seem to mind though, and directed us up the broad stairway at the center of the foyer, bringing us to an overlooking second-floor balcony and an equally well-appointed waiting room. He spoke cursorily with a fastidious man at a desk, and before long we were being ushered through an intricately carved set of wooden doors and into the most impressive room yet. 
 
    The room itself fully gave the impression of being outside, except that the outside it impressed on its inhabitants was antithetical to the outside one might actually experience in Impresium. Surrounding us on three sides were delicate marble arches that framed views of a truly impressive city to either side and a breathtaking ocean view on the far wall. So convincing were the illusions that I could nearly smell the ocean breeze. 
 
    On the floor was a luxurious carpet that duplicated the flash of iridescent forms darting through waves that moved under our feet as we padded across to the ornate wooden desk. 
 
    “Dungeon Master, this is the boy who plundered the king’s dungeon in Hearthstead," Garinold announced. 
 
    The portly man sitting at the desk smiled broadly at Hen’Darl and I as he bustled around the desk to greet us, his equally broad paunch constrained by a rumpled vest with a staggering amount of goldwork.  
 
    “Thank you, Captain!” he warbled, shaking our hands. “I am Ondure, dungeon master to the king. Now, young man, I hear you have something interesting for me!” 
 
    He waited while I undid the string to my coinpurse, his pudgy fingers twitching in anticipation. 
 
    “Oh, that’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he trilled as I held the stone out before him. He almost moved to grasp the stone, but I pulled it quickly out of his reach. 
 
    “That’s right, yes, yes, heard about that," he chortled. “My thanks, young man. The king shouldn’t like to lose his dungeon master, but what an incredible find this is!” 
 
    “Madam,” he queried, suddenly turning his attention to Hen’Darl. “You say this stone summoned the Grey to Hearthstead? That the Grey reached outside the dungeon? Incredible—just incredible!” he enthused, barely waiting for her to nod. “What to do with it, then? What, what indeed?” 
 
    He studied the stone in my palm, moving thick lips as he read the description. 
 
    “This is an item too, then! Part of something greater? Is there a complementary heart? How would that…” He paused and appeared to be deep in thought, wild grey eyebrows furrowed. I tentatively closed my fist and raised the back of my hand in front of him. The eight of us, including Huth'Ga and Hen’Darl, had argued fiercely over bringing Luctus' Augment. I had warred personally over whether I wanted to risk losing the item, but my desire to see the pieces joined had won out. 
 
    “This is the other piece," I told the man, rolling the dice. His eyes shifted to the odd glove as he considered the information before him. 
 
    “Well, that’s just the state of things, then,” he concluded. “No way around it. We can’t have that stone running loose anywhere in the kingdom, and we can’t use it to create a dungeon. Too risky. Our options are its destruction—quite unthinkable of course,” he forestalled my complaint, “or the reunification of these pieces. I can only think they were meant for each other, after all. An item that curtails the effect of its mate? There has to be more to this.” He clicked his tongue, eyes darted back and forth around the room, reminding me of nothing so much as a Felix clock. 
 
    “Very well,” he concluded abruptly. “Thank you again, Captain, for this riveting find. I shall take it from here.” Brushing chubby fingers against Garinold’s elbow, he chivvied the man out the door, then turned to beckon us out, perhaps intentionally missing the look of outrage on the commander’s face. Still, it was clear that this “dungeon master” was a man of high rank, and that Garinold had no recourse for complaint. I silently cheered as he stormed his way out of the waiting room ahead of us. 
 
    “So we need what—a jeweller and…” the master prattled on. 
 
    “An enchanter," I supplied, caught up in the whirlwind. 
 
    “Wait, Captain!” the dungeon master called after the retreating soldier. “Gather Master Phintin and ask her to meet us at the craft hall. Oh, the curiosity is killing me!” 
 
    Garinold’s face darkened further at being assigned the errand. 
 
    “I will join the captain, if I may, my lord," Hen’Darl interjected. “Having seen the heart delivered to you, my task here is at an end. I wish not to tarry.” 
 
    “But surely you wish to see it to its end?” the jovial man wheedled, seemingly surprised that his enthusiasm wasn’t universal. 
 
    “It will be neither this way nor that for Hearthstead," she countered apologetically. “It is enough that I have seen the heart to its rightful home, and I am eager to return to my own.” 
 
    Unwilling to wait any longer to assuage his curiosity, the dungeon master assented. He thanked Hen’Darl for the bauble and released her to hurry after the captain, before hastening out of the building himself with me in tow. 
 
    As the dungeon master trundled along the canyon floor, I noticed his apparent trust in me wasn’t universal. On leaving the palatial administrative building, several soldiers had detached themselves from nearby tasks and followed us closely. The dungeon master’s eccentricity might hold sway, given his position, but someone else had taken it into full account. If he saw the troops, he paid them no mind. 
 
    The craft hall wasn’t far, and afforded me a glimpse of Hen’Darl entering a stable to retrieve the entosects for her journey home before I entered the cool interior. No one seemed to be paying her special attention, and that was good. She needed to get far away from Impresium, and fast! 
 
    The administration building had been built with luxury and comfort in mind, and though the craft hall was clearly built for utility, it too was an indication of the prestige Impresium was allotted. The broad antechamber could easily be described as a hall, and was filled with the murmur of activity as goods and materials were transported from one bustling bay to another, each bay a workshop unto itself: this one woodworking, this one alchemy. One section was clearly a cargo bay, with large openings to the outside and military personnel overseeing the loading of goods. 
 
    I wondered at the scale of the operation. What sense was there in such a workshop in the middle of the desert? I was sure there was some reason though. Nothing in Impresium seemed to be done without forethought. 
 
    My escort led me deeper into the building, and as we moved the bays became smaller, seemingly less focused on mass production than on specialization. Near the end of the antechamber were individual workshops, and farther still were a series of broad doors of various sizes flanked by seating areas. 
 
    The dungeon master approached one of the smaller doors, but despite its size it made an impression. Settled into a network of gold and silver filigree at chest height was a broad arrangement of jewels depicting the sword, sheaf, and crown. What might have looked gaudy was organized for the opposite effect. Gems that could have been arranged to steal attention had instead been arranged to complement and accentuate others, all in service of the final effect: dignity, elegance, and subtle strength. 
 
    The value of such a piece wasn’t lost even on as unskilled an eye as mine. What had looked to be the gritty gray steel of a sword blade when viewed from a distance resolved itself into what must have been thousands of tiny individual diamonds set in silver. Sapphires in every shade of blue tumbled over each other like living waves on the crown, and the sails of the ship were the merest cobwebs of whorled silver. 
 
    The item’s name was given in blue text to connote a quality higher than any I’d experienced yet. 
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    “Yes, he’s very proud of that one,” the dungeon master mused as he caught me looking. “One of his newest for the prince. We should have our heart repaired in no time!” 
 
    With that he barged through the door, shattering what had been an almost antiseptic atmosphere of deliberation. “Jondile, you old prude, have a look at what I’ve brought you!” he warbled, bustling through the large room. 
 
    His size and affect were antithetical to the meticulous nature of the workshop—an unruly intruder in a house of order: Ondure’s office a model of luxury, this a model of utility. Floor-to-ceiling cabinets ringed the room, each set with row after row of tiny drawers. There were hundreds of them, though I didn’t see a single label. The focal point of the room was the table. Workbench, really, since it was absolutely bristling with tools, from which I could only identify pliers, and through which bored an icy pair of blue eyes. 
 
    “Master Ondure, to what do I owe the honor,” the man behind the workbench intoned flatly, clearly displeased at the intrusion. With one hand he gripped a pair of tweezers, and with the other a metal rod that tapered away to a needle-like point. He gripped both as though contemplating using them on his visitors. Clamped at the workbench was a large ring that echoed the sheaf motif from Cogneid’s crest, each kernel picked out in gold and inlaid with rubies. It was hard to pay attention to much else. 
 
    “I told you, Jondile! I told you!” The dungeon master tottered on toward the bench. “I’ve brought you a small project I need help with. Dungeon master business, you know!” 
 
    “Whatever you need, my lord,” the gnome responded without enthusiasm. He seemed reluctant to put down his tools. 
 
    “Phintin will be here momentarily to assist us with repairing the trinket.” The gnome’s lips tightened at the thought of additional invitees. 
 
    Turning to grab my arm, Ondure thrust my hand toward the master jeweler. “We need to get this joined”—he beckoned impatiently for me to present the rest of the piece, which I struggled to do left-handed—“with this!” 
 
    I held the auger out for the jeweler to view, but out of reach, having learned my lesson with Ondure. 
 
    “Ah yes, very wise!” the portly man concurred. “That’s going to present some difficulty, isn’t it? Say, Jondile, have a look, but keep your hands clear.” 
 
    Reaching up to flip a single lens down from his visor, the gnome beckoned me to bring the auger closer, slightly mollified now that he had work to do. I complied nervously, but he never moved to touch the stone. Instead, he slowly ran his finger up and down the side of the lens, causing light to shift within it. 
 
    Drawing back, he snapped the lens up. “The repair will be simple on my end," he announced, turning back to his desk. “Here.” He handed me a piece of paper and a stick of charcoal. “Trace the stone so I can confirm the span for the prongs. You can see that they’ve broken off here, here, here, and here, but we’d best make sure.” 
 
    “Quickly now!” he directed. “No, not on my desk! On the ground. I’m not going to risk my workbench to the Grey. That’s what we’re dealing with here, correct, Ondure? The rumors about Hearthstead are true, then?” 
 
    The dungeon master nodded excitedly, an excitement it was clear the gnome didn’t share. 
 
    “It returns at the same time players have entered The Boundless.” The gnome shook his head. “And this boy is the only one to contain it? Better to have him swallow it and then simply cork him—top and bottom!” 
 
    I looked up from my tracing in shock, partly at the crude comment and partly that it had come from the persnickety gnome. 
 
    “Get to it, boy!” he snapped at my glance. “I don’t want that cursed thing in my workshop for a second longer than necessary!” 
 
    I finished the drawing, and he snatched it up. “Now put that thing away!” 
 
    Deferring to the jeweler, I placed the auger back in my pouch and watched as the man claimed the augment and went to work. Snugging the flat portion of the augment into a larger vise, he matched my crude tracework to it. Methodically, he grabbed a pair of pliers and drew wire from one of a number of spools arranged to his left, snipping off a portion before flipping the lens back down. He touched the needle-like probe against the wire, and the tip of the wire disappeared, leaving only a globe of metal clinging to the cable farther up. 
 
    That’s a soldering iron! I realized. For some reason I had taken for granted that his lens had been enchanted to provide an adjustable level of magnification, but had never suspected the uses for other tools! No wonder he was able to do such fine work. I watched in astonishment as he built prong after prong back onto the plate without even pausing. The metal just seemed to grow on the plate as he touched wire and soldering iron to it. Within a minute he had moved to filing and polishing the metal, which turned out to be the more substantial portion of the job. 
 
    As I watched the little man move from prong to prong, the soft whisk, whisk began to work its magic on my fatigued mind. The back and forth, back and forth burr led me to forget I was behind enemy lines, and that I had an escape to initiate. Instead, my mind drifted to thoughts of my family. My mother kneading dough with that same rhythmic cadence. The smell of yeast filling the warm kitchen. The warmth of her smi— 
 
    “Wake up, you idiot!” the master jeweler yipped, darting away from his stool to avoid me collapsing on him. 
 
    “Ondure, I must protest! It is bad enough that you risk my workshop by bringing that item here, but a prisoner as well? It will take me a week to get the smell out!” 
 
    Alert in the way only a person who has just cheated death can be, I steadied myself. I was suddenly more aware of my odor too. The gnome was right. I did smell. I began to apologize, but Ondure beat me to it. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Jondile! It will only be a moment more," he chided. Then, suddenly stern in a way I hadn’t yet seen, he continued, “Either we see this item fixed, and in doing so hope to forestall the Grey, or we leave such an item in the hands of this prisoner”—he emphasized the word—“that all of Cogneid might be endangered.” He didn’t mention the third option: that the stone could be destroyed. Apparently the dungeon heart was valuable enough to take the risk. 
 
    The jeweler paused to consider the options before reluctantly returning to the bench. “Very well," he growled. “It is time to set the stone regardless. Come here, boy!” he commanded, wrinkling his nose as I drew close. “Place the stone carefully between the prongs. You will have to wear the glove while I tip them. And you’d better stay awake! If you fall on me, I’ll gut you with my iron.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” chortled the dungeon master from behind us. “It’ll be done in a jiffy.” 
 
    I ended up not being able to keep my hand immobile enough for the gnome, and he literally bound me to the table with a leather cuff. As I struggled to stay still, I also battled to keep sleep at bay. What had been relatively easy initially—staying awake while our future and the future of Hearthstead was on the line—now became a herculean slog. Every time I moved to jiggle my leg or slap myself awake, the gnome would bark at me angrily, one time going so far as to stab me in the soft flesh between my thumb and pointer finger with the soldering iron. Fortunately it was cool at the time, but the pain still helped keep me awake for a few minutes. 
 
    Finally, the work was done, and I reclaimed my hand from the gnome. It was numb and purple from the pressure of the cuff, but I was elated to be able to move. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you—very nice!” Ondure chimed to the jeweler. “Now, young man, let’s go see Phintin!” 
 
    I admired the repair job as the dungeon master led me out of the room. The whorled stone was now firmly attached to the glove, looking as if it had never been separated. Each prong was the exact twin of its sisters, and similarly looked as though they had always been of a piece with the augment. The only flaw was that the items were still that: items in the plural. I hoped the enchanter would be able to fix that. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “Done with the old prig, are you?” called a woman’s voice as we exited the workshop. “You’ll have to forgive me foregoing the honor.” The woman gave me a sidelong glance as she rose from her seat in a large armchair and moved to greet the dungeon master. She was a large-framed woman and used her curves to full advantage. Her sleeveless robe was cinched snugly under her chest before flaring over her hips and falling to just below her knees, set off by a pair of calf-length breeches and billowing sleeves. Not a hair was out of place. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Phintin. Thank you for joining us.” Ondure beamed at the new arrival, taking her proffered hand in his two, as unconcerned with the variance in their manner as he had been with Master Jondile’s fussiness. I, on the other hand, felt like a slug—more so after having been made aware of… certain odors I was exuding. Instinctively, I tried to straighten and smooth my own clothes, but had to end up facing the fact that I wasn’t going to win any pageants. 
 
    “My pleasure, of course, Ondure!” she effused. “Now, what can I do for you? That Garinold person informed me this has something to do with the heart stolen from Hearthstead?” 
 
    Still holding her hand, Ondure turned the woman toward me and gestured grandly. “This young man,” he announced, “is currently in possession of the heart, and it seems quite fond of him. We were hoping you could help us pry them apart.” 
 
    Once more, the rumpled man gestured for me to present my hand, warning the enchanter of the auger’s peculiarities beforehand. Apparently she warranted an advance warning that Jondile hadn’t. 
 
    The master enchanter took my hand carefully in hers and rummaged in a satchel for a lens of her own. This one was set at the end of an inch-long brass tube that was what I’d have expected of the jeweler. A loupe, I later learned, though this one didn’t seem to magnify. With the loupe held to her eye she gave the stone a cursory examination. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I can see the severed conduits, but to attach them… This stone is like nothing I have seen, Ondure. It is a pit—a maw. You spoke truly that the stone is bound to this… pungent young fellow.” I ducked my head in embarrassment. “Though I can’t guess as to why it has not devoured him whole. Have you ever heard of this spell, this Ether? It seems key to the entire affair.” 
 
    At Ondure’s shaken head, she sighed. “Very well, then. Let us visit my office. This will take some time.” As she strode off, I noticed that her low boots were heeled, a fact my weary brain seemed to think important. 
 
    Even while following the striding woman through the late-afternoon stillness, I struggled to keep my eyelids from drooping. The master enchanter’s workshop was only two buildings down from the craft hall, but my head was so heavy the walk lasted an eternity. I don’t actually remember reaching the workshop itself, so set was my body on finding rest. 
 
    I awoke to a snore so impressively jarring I was sure it shook the walls. Ondure lay draped carelessly on a cushioned divan, head back and mouth agape. With each breath the rasp and grind grew more strident. 
 
    “Poor man," Phintin voiced sympathetically from beside me. “He tried so hard to stay awake.” 
 
    Realizing I’d never actually spoken to the stately woman, I swallowed. “How—how is it coming along?” 
 
    “It’s coming…” she muttered distractedly. The majority of her focus was currently on what looked like tracing paper, to which she was applying meticulous brush strokes. As she moved the brush across the paper something akin to wax formed underneath, rising behind the brush like a blister. She had replaced her loupe with headgear that left her hands free and made her look completely steampunk. 
 
    I watched as she finished with the one sheet of paper and then moved to hang it up beside others that had already been completed and were hanging as if to dry, back to back. I was confused. What did this have to do with enchanting? 
 
    “In order for mana to move within an object, you have to define the pathways for it to do so," she explained, reaching for yet another sheet of tracing paper. “These spellforms will do just that.” I hadn’t realized I’d spoken aloud, but her answer only stoked my curiosity. 
 
    “Can’t you just carve them directly into the item?” 
 
    She looked at me blankly, as if I had just asked why the sky couldn’t be green. “To do that you would have to be able to control mana itself, and since I am not the Great Sage…” She trailed off as she began applying the brush to paper yet again, and I stayed quiet, feeling foolish and watching her work. Page after page she completed, looking often at the other completed pages for reference before returning to her brushwork. Slowly, the number of hanging pages grew, until there must have been thirty of them. 
 
    At last, one by one, she began unclipping the hanging pages and stacking them studiously atop each other, taking care to overlay them just so. Once she’d lain the final sheet, she placed the entire stack inside a heavy, metal binder and tapped a symbol on its surface. Light flashed inside, and the air was filled with the smell of popcorn, of all things. 
 
    On opening the binder, I saw that the paper itself had vanished, leaving only the waxy substance behind. Phintin daintily lifted the shape from the table and held it up for me to see. 
 
    “This,” she announced triumphantly, “is a spellform.” With a gentle pressure, she tugged the sides and it accordioned outward, forming into a beautiful lattice. It reminded me of the skeleton of a sponge that had been on display in the biology lab of my high school, delicate recurring patterns spun out of white thread. And yet, in the patterns, I saw something familiar. Whorls and arcs I’d seen multiple times while using Ether. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” I breathed. 
 
    Phintin smiled ecstatically. “Isn’t it though? That’s always my favorite part—excepting this next one, of course.” 
 
    She settled the spellform back onto the table and picked up a pair of forceps, grasping a trailing bit of the form. With her other hand, she opened a drawer beside her and drew out a large, clear crystal that threw refracted light all around the workbench. The jeweler’s work had caught my attention, but this one gem dazzled me. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    “That,” Phintin responded, similarly enraptured, “is a mana crystal. I’m not seedborn, so I can’t feed the spellform myself. Doing so is terribly dangerous anyway.” 
 
    “And this,” she continued, nodding toward the auger, “is even more so. Now, hold very still!” 
 
    I did so as she moved the spellform over my hand and lightly touched the mana crystal to another of the trailing ends. Like a straw, the spellform drank from the crystal, gaining a similar iridescence and becoming translucent. 
 
    With the crystal still touching the form, Phintin lowered the entire matrix toward my hand. Initially it seemed far too large, but as the spellform neared the glove, it shrank, steadily moving toward the size of the auger. With steady hands, the enchanter snugged the spellform—which had become insubstantial as well as translucent—between auger and augment. Eyes intent through her lenses, she began to make minute adjustments, positioning the spellform over the course of minutes. Then, at last, she gave a sharp twist of her wrist and snapped the thread still held by the forceps clean away. 
 
    With a flash and a hollow thump, the lattice disappeared, and so did the crystal in Phintin’s hand. 
 
    She flexed her hand as if surprised to find it empty, and then leaned close to the item to observe. As she did so, I leaned in too. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Luctus' Agglomerate — 1200/1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  The right-hand tool of the Great Sage Luctus. The Agglomerate is an insatiable store of magical energy, utilizing the wearer’s Mana Regeneration to replenish itself. Whenever Ether is active, the agglomerate will consume and store any mana gained. 
  Mana stored: 4922/∞ 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ondure snorted loudly and started awake at the noise, before sleepily stumbling toward the workbench. He leaned in beside me and I could smell his sleep breath, though I had no right to complain. “Well I’ll be," he murmured. “Truly a relic of the Mad Prophet.” 
 
    “I believe so," Phintin confirmed. “We must show this to the king.” 
 
    “Just so, just so," Ondure agreed, yawning and rubbing sleep from his bleary eyes. “But tomorrow.” He gestured to me expectantly. “Alright, boy, let’s have it.” 
 
    There really was nothing I could do. It was what we had risked on bringing the items. Beyond my wildest hopes, they had been repaired, but now they were going to be gone for good. Maybe it’s for the best, I thought. The extra rank of Ether had been nice, but the auger had taken away any advantage to it. Now that it was restored though… 
 
    I unbuckled the glove and handed it to Ondure. 
 
    Warning! Luctus' Agglomerate can only be safely wielded by one with access to the Ether spell. Without the Ether spell, the wielder will be drained of mana and destroyed. 
 
    The frumpy man, made frumpier by sleep, snatched his hand back. “What is this damned Ether spell?!” he cried. “Show it to me, boy!” 
 
    Still bereft of options, I obeyed, and after reading the description himself, Ondure bade me show it to Phintin. 
 
    “I’ve never seen such a thing!” she exclaimed. “With this a mage could… But then it doesn’t matter, does it? This boy is stuck with the glove, for now, although it does nothing more than make him a storehouse for mana! Perhaps it was of great use to The Sage, but for this boy…” 
 
    She turned back to her desk and drew out another spellform, this one premade. 
 
    “Let us at least see whether my spent mana can be recovered.” Using the forceps, she touched the trailing thread to what had once been the auger. 
 
    Iridescence filled the form in an instant, and Phintin waved the lattice like a lit match until it dissipated, and then she clapped her hands together in delight. “Ondure, this could save us a fortune in mana crystals! I should hope so, since the repair consumed an entire Simple.” 
 
    Ondure contemplated, looking me and the agglomerate up and down through bushy grey brows. Minutes passed as he mulled the options. 
 
    “Very well!” he announced, clapping his hands together cheerfully, as if the decision he’d just made weren’t enormous. “We’ll stick it to those elves, Phintin! Young man, I assume Garinold has made it perfectly clear what might happen should you attempt to use this item for nefarious purposes? Good, now let me expound. From now on, I will be checking in on you here and there while you’re in the dungeons. You will not know I’m there, but I will be able to see and hear you at will. Such are the merits of my position as dungeon master. 
 
    “Should you lose this precious item, destroy it, misplace it, and so on, I will personally move you to one of my dungeons that has the loveliest of magma flows. There, I will string you up and slowly lower you in, feet-first. Then I will do it again. And again.” He clapped his hands in delight. “Oh, immortality opens up so many fascinating opportunities! I have dungeons that crush you over hours with ice, dungeons with burrowing worms, dungeons with flies that lay their eggs just around the edges of your eyelids…” He trailed off rapturously, having threatened me with just as much enthusiasm as he had welcomed the new dungeon heart. 
 
    His pleasant demeanor had led me to begin liking the man, but as the threats mounted, I realized he would certainly do all those things, only cheerfully. Phintin remained silent as the dungeon master brainstormed. 
 
    “I won’t take it off," I assured them, and indeed I had no intention of doing so. Our escape plan had to work, because I was sure being lowered into lava would feel every bit as unpleasant in the game as in real life. 
 
    “Good, good. Make sure to use this Ether spell whenever possible as well," Ondure crooned. “Phintin, for now just grab him whenever you need to feed an enchantment!” 
 
    The enchanter nodded, and he bid her a good night, then bustled us into the street. The night was pitch black. There wasn’t a single source of light to be seen, except for the most brilliant array of stars imaginable. I heard Ondure rummaging in his pouch, muttering to himself. Then he was grabbing my hand and pulling me along. I simply staggered along through the dark after him, mind dull from lack of sleep. 
 
    We burst into light minutes later, both of us blinking furiously as our eyes adjusted. Ondure pulled off a pair of glasses that must have enabled him to see in the dark. “Got a prisoner for you. One of the new ones!” he announced to the well-guarded room. “See to it he’s trained as a mage. Full Intellect. Also, have a guard assigned to make sure he doesn’t remove this glove. Pain of death, you know!” 
 
    And with that, the plump man was gone. 
 
    I staggered after a guard, who showed me up a flight of stairs and down an aisle through rows of sleeping players. When I was finally allowed to collapse on the straw mat with a blanket, I muttered a thankful prayer. That night I was too tired to be concerned as to which ones might be listening. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    A faint scratching sound woke me just as the sun was rising. It wouldn’t normally have been loud enough to pull me out of the dead sleep I was in, but because it was right next to my ear it had me jumping up and pulling my blanket away, then lifting the straw mat itself. Of course there would be mice. This was a prison, after all. Or maybe it was a cockroach—or whatever The Boundless’ version of a cockroach was. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re back!” Mac’s voice called through a yawn. I spotted her across the aisle and a few bays down. “How’d the—” She cut off as she spotted the guard keeping watch on me. 
 
    “Well, they fixed it," I told her. “Not that it’ll do me any good. The dungeon master made it clear that if I did anything to it, he’d torture me forever.” 
 
    “Wait”—she smirked—“dungeon master?” 
 
    “He manages all the dungeons for the king. Bigwig.” 
 
    Outside, a horn sounded, and all around us players stirred, rising to make their way to the restrooms or to wait their turn for breakfast. 
 
    “Should we go now?” Mac asked, clearly referring to more than just breakfast. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to the dungeon today," I responded, choosing words carefully to avoid arousing suspicion. The soldier on guard was more alert than I’d ever been that early in the morning, and “Bigwig” was right if Ondure’s orders inspired such diligent execution. “Should be good XP. I’m hoping to reach Level 10.” 
 
    Mac nodded her understanding. “We’ll see if the others are on board then.” 
 
    The others were just past Mac, in various stages of waking. They’d all had a full night’s rest, whereas I was still going on fumes. Me'Almah looked at me apologetically, until Katz saw her and informed her that I deserved what I got for getting them into this mess. I couldn’t really argue. Katz was the most keen to get our grand escape underway, but the others reluctantly agreed that we should wait until it was necessary. There might be good XP in the day’s dungeon, after all, and that had been surprisingly hard to come by. Varba, too, was anxious to go, but the promise of spell training that morning had her interest piqued. She’d lost a day of casting practice on our way to our imprisonment, and she was eager to make up for lost time. 
 
    Spell training turned out to be in keeping with Hen’Darl’s initial instruction. We were directed to arrange ourselves, seated, across a broad area of the canyon floor, though every so often someone would stand in order to cast a spell that required foot movement. A seedborn mage of each element walked the lines as casters practiced. No one thought to question whether we were all seedborn. 
 
    While Varba and the rest meditated and cast spells, I maintained Ether. Without the extra mana available to me, I fed what I could to Varba, but my Wisdom was too low to be of much help. I contemplated using mana from the agglomerate, but Ondure and Phintin seemed to be of the belief that I didn’t have access to that mana, and I wasn’t going to play my hand with Flow and show them otherwise. 
 
    Training and then lunch came and went, leaving us at the entrance to The Caves of Ulava. “When we get out of here I’m going to sleep for a week!” I announced. The soldier by the entry simply sneered. Little did she know. 
 
    We had learned our lesson with my near-drowning the day before, and planned to take our time to read over the dungeon’s plaque and discuss strategies before entering. We didn’t get long though. Our discussion was cut short by a shrill claxon that rang through the entire canyon, followed by an equally pervasive announcement. 
 
    PLAYERS HAVE FAILED TO REPORT! GUARDS TO YOUR STATIONS! 
 
    PLAYERS HAVE FAILED TO REPORT! GUARDS TO YOUR STATIONS! 
 
    My personal guard and the dungeon’s guard looked at each other.  
 
    “Just get in!” mine barked at us as the other began running toward the gate. “Go!” He seemed ready to throw us in himself, so we did as he said. He must have figured this was the most secure place to keep us, and he might have been right, if we hadn’t had Hen’Darl. 
 
    “Dark Vision, please," Mac requested, and Slynx complied. We had been able to see by moonlight the previous afternoon, but this darkness was complete. I had been underground before, in caves local to my home, and I recognized the moist air and the muffling press of surrounding stone. The moments before Slynx managed to buff me were slightly panic-inducing. Once he’d finished, however, it wasn’t much better. The claustrophobia I’d experienced while spelunking in the past was so much worse then, with not knowing just how far below the ground we were or where the exit might be. 
 
    “Fuck," Mac sighed. “How are we supposed to navigate down here?” 
 
    Rock spanned over our heads in a roof that was low to me and crushing to Me’Almah, and I could count five total exits from our current room—three down and to either side, one ahead and to the right, and one behind us. Caves aren’t three-dimensional in the same way buildings are. Where most buildings have defined floors of uniform height, a cave obeys no such rules. A passage could lead in any direction and to any elevation, and remembering how to get back once you’ve reached a new cavern could be next to impossible. On top of that, we hadn’t even had time to figure out what our goal was. 
 
    “Well, should we assume Almah will be able to make it through?” Slynx proposed. “Would they have sent an orc in here knowing she couldn’t make it to the end?” 
 
    “Good call," Mac agreed. “Let’s go with that for now. Tank should be in front anyway. Almah, care to lead?” The massive orc nodded and began squeezing past the rest of us. 
 
    At least it was a heuristic with which to work. Only two of the exits could accommodate the enormous woman, and one of those was behind us. Me’Almah headed for the opening down and to the right, crab-walking on the incline as she eased herself through the crevice. 
 
    Spelunking is tight work in the best of circumstances, but spelunking with a battle-axe? Seemingly half our time was spent passing weaponry as we pressed our way from one cavern to the other, cramming first ourselves and then our weapons through too-small passages and around bends that didn’t want to accommodate. 
 
    “This is not my favorite dungeon," Almah rumbled, taking time to stand upright while the ceiling allowed. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about," Katz announced, linking arms with Varba as he joined the group. “These caves are… well, commodious is the word that comes to mind. Don’t you think, Varb?” 
 
    “Oh, indeed I do, good sir—indeed I do!” she agreed, affecting the snootiest accent she could muster. 
 
    The two broke into gales of laughter at Me’Almah’s level expression, and she simply snorted and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Minutes became hours as we worked our way deeper. Initially we tried to mark our path behind us by stacking loose rock or scratching arrows into the stone, but after coming upon several walls of impenetrable fog we realized the dungeon itself wasn’t going to let us stray too far off course. Slynx appeared to be right that dungeon entrances worked by simply creating the dungeon for each person that entered. There was no way this network of caves existed so close to the marsh we’d visited the day before. 
 
    In keeping with the demands placed on me, I’d been maintaining Ether the entire day, watching as the mana contained in the agglomerate grew minute by minute, and regretting its inaccessibility. Ondure and Phintin would be able to tell if I’d taken any, and doing so might make them aware of my Flow spell—something I wanted to keep very private. I didn’t care to put Ondure’s threats to the test if our escape didn’t go as planned. I still funneled my base mana off to the others, but that was only a trickle due to my low Wisdom. The agglomerate, on the other hand, first swelled past ten and then twenty thousand mana. I calculated that within two days it might break one hundred thousand. I wasn’t able to use it, but I definitely began making plans. To think I had considered smashing the auger! 
 
    One thing that worried us as we went was the lack of monsters. We kept expecting an attack, whether in the larger caverns or in the tight passageways, but none came. The lack of enemies was nerve-wracking, and the tension grew the longer we went. Would there be enemies? Traps? Anything aside from gray rock? 
 
    There was something though. 
 
    “Do you guys hear that?” I asked, after minutes of trying to confirm that I myself heard it. 
 
    “Hear what?” Mac asked. 
 
    “That… roar.” 
 
    Slynx tightened his grip on his axe. “A monster?” 
 
    “No, more like a waterfall.” 
 
    “How much do you want to bet that’s where we’re headed?” Mac responded. “Anyone else hear it?” 
 
    Everyone else shook their heads, even Varba, who heard everything. 
 
    “Zen, do you smell burnt toast?” Katz—who else? 
 
    The roar grew louder though, so either I was becoming progressively insane or it was something real. It grew and grew until I was sure we were right on top of it. 
 
    “Zen, you’re shouting," Mac informed me when I told her. I could hear her just fine, but the roar was such that I’d bellowed into her ear, sure she wouldn’t be able to hear me. 
 
    While I stammered an apology, she turned to the others. “Alright, guys, if anything’s going to happen in this dungeon, it’s going to be soon. Keep your weapons handy.” I was grateful she had taken me at my word, even if I had nearly deafened her with it. 
 
    Weapons were eased in their sheathes and shoulders were shrugged in anticipation. 
 
    The final room was big—bigger than any other we’d been in—and against one wall, through one wall, flowed the most energetic torrent of mana I’d ever seen. A river unconstrained by gravity. 
 
    “Varb, could we get some light for a sec?” Mac requested. “I want to see these.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and dismissed Dark Vision as the light flared into existence. 
 
    “Oh wow," Varba breathed. Initially, I assumed she was referring to the river of mana that dominated the room, but her attention was on the edges of the flow, where an entire field of crystals bloomed, completely transparent. Varba took a step forward and pushed the light ahead to better illuminate the crystals. Rainbows danced across the room for an instant, and then everything went black, leaving us blind. 
 
    “Weapons up!” Mac barked. “Hold position.” 
 
    Light blinked into being above Varba’s head only seconds later, and we circled up, scanning for enemies. 
 
    “What happened, Varb?” Mac demanded, not taking her eyes from the shadows at the edge of the light. 
 
    “It just went out," Varba responded. “Hell if I know.”  
 
    I’d seen it though. “There’s mana there, behind the crystals," I announced. “Tons of it, like a river. The light hit it and got swept away.” 
 
    “Alright. Everybody stay back for now. Zen, is it dangerous?” 
 
    There was only one thing I could think to do to find out. I approached the river with my quarterstaff outstretched and carefully touched the tip to its surface. Nothing. 
 
    “Are we sure he’s not just making it up?” Katz snarked behind me. 
 
    Frustrated at the jibe, I lowered the staff and reached forward, carefully touching just the tip of my finger to it. Still nothing. Slowly, I pushed my entire hand inside. 
 
    A new light bloomed in the room, dim at first, but growing steadily. If Varba’s light had been more powerful I probably wouldn’t have noticed. The auger was shining on the back of my hand as if it were a coal being blown back into life. In astonishment, I watched as one hundred thousand stored mana flashed by. One hundred fifty. Insane! With this much mana... 
 
    “Zen,” I heard Mac announce behind me, “time to fight.” 
 
    I looked back to see what was happening. Mac didn’t sound too worried. 
 
    And she shouldn’t have been, it seemed. Across the cavern from the crystals was a tall wall of rough stone, perhaps thirty feet tall. A wall that appeared to be shedding. Chunks of gray rock fell soundlessly away from its face in surreal fashion, until I realized none of the rocks were hitting the floor. Instead, they were spinning apart and filling the air with the murmur of delicate wings. 
 
    “Are those butterflies?” Katz asked incredulously. 
 
    They did appear to be—too many butterflies to count. Each hovered just out from the surface of the rock, using their foot-long wingspan to wait for yet others to emerge. 
 
    “Can you handle them?” I asked Mac. “I’m getting some crazy mana here.” 
 
    “Looks like it," she called. “They’re butterflies—how hard could it be?” 
 
    “Don’t fight too hard," I admonished. 
 
    She grinned at me over her shoulder and gripped her javelin. “I won’t.” 
 
    The auger was blinding when I turned back around, and I jerked it from the flow. I didn’t want it to burn out. The light from the auger began to dim immediately as it broke the surface, and I decided to wait a few seconds before submerging it again. Just because it had infinite capacity didn’t mean it had similarly infinite throughput, and the amount of mana cascading through the stone was truly enormous. Just in the short time I’d spent talking to Mac it had passed four hundred thousand. 
 
    At that point the butterflies had all pulled away from the stone and were hovering toward the ceiling in ordered ranks. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” Katz growled. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m going to get me some XP!” Mac responded, grunting the last syllable as she released a javelin into the swarming mass. 
 
    There was nowhere for the butterflies to go, and her javelin tore straight through a wing, downing one of the enormous insects. 
 
    In response, the swarm broke toward us, filling the air with an angry drone as they funneled together into a column to attack. The party readied to swing at the bugs, but the butterflies veered away before getting close enough. Instead, as each swung away, they released a tiny dart of white light that streaked toward the group like a hurled spear. Me’Almah caught the first few with her shield, but it wasn’t long before Slynx took one straight to the chest. 
 
    “They do 2 damage?!” he complained. “This is going to take forever!” 
 
    “Just get to Level 10!” Mac snapped, whipping yet another javelin at the dive-bombing butterflies. With the bugs all bunched so close, she was able to injure three with one throw. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel like they’re playing Galaga?” Katz quipped. 
 
    I turned back to my work. The auger had almost dimmed completely, so I thrust it back into the river. There wasn’t much else I could do, so as it charged I examined the crystals. 
 
    Whereas they had been beautiful in the light, they were fascinating up close. They weren’t just mana-dense, they were mana-solid. Completely opaque to my ethereal vision in a way I’d only ever seen with the auger. Without exception, every other thing I’d seen had a flow to them. Mana would move through them, sluggishly or frenetically, but it would move. If mana was water, these crystals were ice. 
 
    I grabbed one of the smaller gems protruding up from the field on a thin spire, and snapped it off, hoping to study it more later. 
 
    In a soundless puff, the crystal disappeared, becoming invisible to my regular sight but leaving behind an unbelievable tangle to my ethereal sight—as if I’d opened a can and a snake had jumped out. The stray mana that fell into the current was immediately swept away, leaving me standing in a pile of free mana that was slowly dispersing into the cave. 
 
    I checked the auger momentarily, before searching for a crystal that was already free. Seven hundred thousand! 
 
    It was then that I felt the first sting, the bite of a horsefly amplified by ten. I slapped wildly with my left hand and struck a fragile wing. The butterflies had stopped their orderly assault and were now simply swarming the group. Me’Almah swung her shield savagely in defense of Varba, but there wasn’t much she could do. The swarm attacked from every direction. The others fared similarly, although being able to commit to attacking kept them just a bit safer. Butterfly bodies simply flowed around and past them. 
 
    It wasn’t until my vision was entirely blocked by buffeting wings, and my attention entirely taken with painful stings, that I realized the insects were attacking me in particular. 
 
    “Zen!” I heard Mac cry. 
 
    “Just take out as many as you can!” I responded—I refuse to admit to squealing—. “Get us to 10!” 
 
    The press of furry bodies was so close I had to spit out wing dust, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. And so, with my head down and my eyes squeezed shut, I flailed behind myself with my staff, feeling the barely-there resistance as it met with soft insect bodies. I could see my health bar even with my eyes closed, and watched as it drained precipitously away. Even against stings that only dealt 1-2 damage, my HP wasn’t going to hold up long. 
 
    All according to plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Needling attacks gave way to a body blow that knocked the wind completely out of me, and suddenly I was flying end-over-end, the sky and the ground nothing more than a jumbled blur. The human body isn’t really made to roll though, and my face did a wonderful job of stopping my tumble. I lay there for a moment, staring in disbelief at the sunlit dirt beneath me and waiting to catch my breath. 
 
    “Oh dear. We hadn’t considered that," Hen’Darl clucked. “I suppose we had no way to know…” 
 
    All I could do was groan as bewilderment faded and agony arrived. Something felt wrong with my right shoulder, and the left side of my face blazed with pain where it was pressed into the hardpack. Where was Varba when you needed her? 
 
    My silent question was answered by concurrent roars that broke the silence of the forest road. 
 
    “Oh my god, Zen—what happened?” 
 
    Mac’s voice. I was still in no state to move, so in response I simply groaned again, more loudly, more insistently. 
 
    “Slynx, help me roll him over! Careful with his arm. It looks broken.” 
 
    I moaned with pain as my face peeled away from the road, and the dead weight of my arm shifted. “Where’s Varba?” 
 
    “She and Almah were the last. They’ll be here in a few seconds.” She looked at Hen’Darl in bewilderment. “What happened?” 
 
    “These cynosures are tools that have only ever been used with spirits. Not until the players came would they have been of use for corporeal beings. The entosects were at a full skitter when the first portal opened, and it followed us at speed. I could not bring them to balk quickly enough and...” The wizened orc gestured helplessly at my broken body. 
 
    “So it’s like Zen got thrown out of a car going thirty," Katz concluded. “Wow, Zen. Someday karma’s going to have to drop you into a whole pile of scantily clad muscle daddies—just to even things out.” He patted my leg. “Better you than me—about the roadrash, I mean. I fully intend to be there for the muscle daddies.” 
 
    “Just get me Varba!” I wailed. “And what’s a muscle daddy?” 
 
    As if summoned, two more resurrection portals tore into existence, first depositing Me’Almah and then Varba. The goblin woman clicked her tongue reprovingly as she looked me over. 
 
    “I almost feel vindicated after everything you’ve dragged us through this last week," she chided. “Almost.” 
 
    In the space of a few casts, I was on the mend, though it was a slow process. Varba wasn’t able to fix my broken arm and clavicle, but she was able to set them. Apparently she’d been a nurse in real life. Hen’Darl did me the favor of casting a sleep spell to spare me the pain, and I woke up to find that still more of my tunic had been cannibalized to form a sling. 
 
    “Just two days out of the closet and already rocking a belly shirt?” Mac taunted as she helped me up. My face felt hot as I stood, but I refused to hide my midriff. It couldn’t be helped, and so I wasn’t going to let it get to me. Instead, I let Mac hand me onto one of the entosects Hen’Darl had led out of Kalsip for us to ride, and I struggled onto its back one-handed. Varba stayed nearby to keep an eye on me, and I fed mana to her and Katz for buffs. With Aura and Wind at Your Back applied to each of us, we flew down the forest road. It was a smoother ride than a horse could ever manage, and with my fragile shoulder I was glad of it. 
 
    Wind at Your Back wasn’t an expensive spell, but to utilize it to its full potential it required multiple stacked castings, each of which added only a marginal speed boost, but also reset the duration of the buff. Soon the upkeep had outstripped our natural Mana Regeneration, but I wasn’t concerned. The agglomerate had over nine-hundred-thousand spare mana, with more being added by the second. We would blow through the forest and be back to Hearthstead in hours. 
 
    Hen’Darl, who had remained awake for nearly two days straight in order to facilitate our escape, requested we lead her mount so she could rest. None of us were inclined to begrudge the woman anything. Had she not managed to pass me the portable cynosure during the confusion of our faked scuffle with her and Garinold, had she not managed to secrete it in her robes while grabbing my wrist on our return from Burgat’s Hollow, or even had she not managed to smuggle it out of Impresium, our plan would have failed. In effect, she was the plan. Impresium thought to have planned for our immortality, but as gamers we’d simply had more experience with it. 
 
    We woke Hen’Darl in the early afternoon upon reaching Hearthstead, and she slowed her mount, taking time to soak in every last glimpse of her abandoned home, the village she had made her life’s work to lead and defend. 
 
    “Be well, Hearthstead," she finally announced, then determinedly turned her mount toward the road ahead. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    We reached the refugees from Hearthstead the next day and slowed our pace to match theirs. We needed to make haste, but there was no way the entire community of women, men, and children would be able to maintain the velocity we’d kept during our flight. 
 
    Hen’Darl disappeared almost immediately upon arrival, and Huth'Ga joined us soon after. 
 
    “She sleeps,” the village leader assured us, “but what she has told me gives me hope. Other players escaping on the same day will keep suspicion from falling on Hearthstead, and will, at the very least, give us more time to flee. We near the edges of the Boundless even now, and we must hope Leonald will be too busy playing at war to search for us there. We will have time—time to build Hearthstead anew for my people. 
 
    “As for the six of you,” she said, addressing Mac. “Where will your path take you now? The Boundless is a wild land, and some would say I am a fool to lead my people there. Still, it is a land that has much to offer the foolish,” she grinned, all tusk, “and the brave. My people would be glad of your company, and of the protection you might provide, as seedborn and as players.” 
 
    Mac glanced around at the rest of us to see whether there were any strong opinions. Not seeing any, she addressed the war mother. “Cogneid hasn’t been especially hospitable these last few weeks, and it sounds like all of the nations are scooping up players the same way. We will stay with you, at least until we figure out a place for ourselves in this world. Thank you for the invitation.” 
 
    Huth'Ga nodded, pleased, and then saw us settled into a wagon where we could sleep. 
 
    “Guys,” Mac announced coyly as we settled in. “Have any of you looked at your menus since we reached Level 10?” 
 
    Curious, we all did so. 
 
    “Oh. My. God," Katz announced. “Zen’s not special anymore.” 
 
    And sure enough, I wasn’t. Just under the Skills item on the main menu was a new heading: Classes. 
 
    In a garble of half-formed thoughts and speculation, we tore into the new UI, which opened to a screen of stars that replicated that of the Spells UI, only as vast as the Milky-Way. Fortunately they were also arranged in trees, and those readily available to us were bright, ready to be acquired. 
 
    I set to modifying the UI to my liking, separating the trees from each other, though the sheer number made even that a daunting task. I kept the most applicable ones close, and applied labels to them with a thought. Combat. Spellcraft. Tradecraft. Trees I considered useless were pushed to the outskirts. Statecraft. Mercantilism. Subterfuge. It wasn’t a true separation though. Classes from disparate trees hinted at being related, and looking at just a few of these made it clear there could be huge benefits in mixing trees. I greedily eyed a class called “Arcane Architect” that suggested a link between Trade and Spellcraft Classes. 
 
    After a while, conversation died down, as each of us made wide-eyed plans for the future development of our characters. Katz was agog for a class titled “Spellslip” that mixed rogue-type classes with those of a mage. Varba was waffling between “Priest” and “Druid,” which offered different mixes of utility and healing. Mac was diving deep into an “Elementalist” class, and eyeing the benefit of becoming a “Fire Seed Savant,” which offered to increase her elemental resistance, and therefore to decrease the likelihood of lighting herself on fire. Slynx was looking at a full-on berserker build, for which he received many a disapproving look from Varba. Me’Almah was assessing how the Stoneskin effect from her Earth spells might be best incorporated into her tanking. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was awash with confusion. I already had several classes, which were now displayed in place of “Inept” alongside my name and level on my Character Sheet. “Mage” was the class most heavily used. That one included Concentration, Static and Dual Casting, and Muscle Memory. “Arcanist” was the next, with my Ether spell opening the door to awesome talents in addition to Ethereal Form. What confused and concerned me was the penultimate class, the class encompassing my Flow spell and serving as a prerequisite for “Etheric Enchanter,” where my Static Flow subskill lived. I’d accessed the class without reading its name, and was surprised to find the word “LOCKED” transposed over the entirety. Curious, I left the skills view and retreated to view the class as a whole. 
 
    Godslayer, the title read. 
 
    “Godslayer,” I whispered. The title felt to be an accusation, and coming three days after defying my religious beliefs in order to come out—religious beliefs that were none too solid at the moment—it was a little on-the-nose. Still, I hadn’t actively destroyed any gods that I knew of, and the thought of killing Kalvah, the only in-game god I’d met, seemed preposterous. And so, I left it. Out of sight, out of mind. I certainly wasn’t going to announce it to the party. Katz would have had a field day with the title. 
 
    I slept for nearly twelve hours that night, and when I awoke in the twilight of dawn, it was once again due to a quiet rustling. Hoping to see the offending critter this time, I stayed still and waited for the sound to repeat. Scritch scritch scritch. I tilted my head slowly toward the sound, which was coming from under the rough blanket I’d covered myself with to keep out the nighttime chill. I couldn’t see any movement, but the scraping continued. Cautiously, I maneuvered my left hand into place and gripped the blanket, before throwing it aside in one smooth movement. 
 
    The grating continued unabated, but still there was nothing to see. Unable to determine its source, I remained still as the light grew overhead and the others began to stir. I shushed them as best I could, and one by one they caught on, hearing the scratching themselves and edging closer to try and find its source. 
 
    Varba made the discovery—leave it to those goblin ears. She silently pointed to the auger, still resting on the back of my right hand, which in turn was held to my chest by the sling. Carefully I rotated the stone into view. 
 
    The mana stored inside had finally passed the one million mark, but that was not the most dramatic change. The stone had been smooth, round, and gray, and I knew its surface well from having to carry it for days. The mana designs on its face had been static, but now they swam and drifted across the surface in iridescent waves. The surface itself had changed from gray to a creamy white, and was dimpled as if the stone had become hollow and was collapsing in on itself. 
 
    I scarcely had time to take all this in, before the surface of the stone rippled 
 
    I would have jumped were I not laying down. Instead, I simply wrenched my shoulder in an excruciating fashion. Something was alive in there! 
 
    Each member of the party had a different reaction, ranging from fear to fascination as a miniscule slit broke the surface of the stone, growing wider over the course of minutes, until at last a tiny, scaly nose broke through and pushed its way out into the morning light. 
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