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      Yet another hill stood in her way—a titan fit to slay the mighty Heracles. It was steep and yet rounded, littered with the fallen debris of the forest and coiled with gnarled tree roots and fallen branches. Tanisha Richards glared at the pine-needle covered incline, willing it away. “Of course,” she said after a moment, returning her bitter stare to her phone screen. “I don’t know who you are, but I will find you. And I will make you pay for this.”

      She wanted to just obstinately scowl at the hill until the world shifted to be slightly more convenient, but she’d done that at the last three hills and it hadn’t helped one bit. It seemed unlikely to offer assistance here, either.

      Returning her phone gently to the stand on the arm of her chair, Tanisha willed herself to breathe deep. There was a vehement part of her that wanted to slam the phone down—maybe smash it around a few times in frustration—but a temper wouldn’t help her here. She was already mildly lost, and the last thing she needed was to accidentally damage her phone while so far from the nearest road.

      It wasn’t like she was too far from civilization—only a few dozen miles northeast of Tillamook—and she knew she could easily just turn south and get to the Wilson River Highway before full dark.

      But it would be a challenge to find someone able to give her a ride back to her truck. There were always people by the dozen willing to help, but not everyone’s vehicle could accommodate her wheelchair. It was more like they felt guilty for her situation, and Tanisha didn’t have patience for misplaced shame right now.

      Thus, instead of damaging her one lifeline to knowing how to get out of the woods safely, Tanisha returned her hands to the reinforced handles on the sides of the wheels and began to follow the trail she’d been after for the last hour. The thick tread on the outdoor chair helped her retrain traction on the loose pine needles, which allowed her to focus on more important things.

      Like coming up with an elaborate curse for whomever was responsible for this situation.

      Not that it was entirely their fault. The augmented reality game they played, dARkness: Online, was a survival roleplaying game by a Native-owned company called DeKR. They’d built the game around an Artificial Intelligence that was tasked with learning how to build accessibility options, especially in photo-recognition and pathfinding. Players would upload pictures of things in nature to gather them, which would in turn help the AI learn to recognize the objects. GPS functionality was used to create monsters and other objectives to hunt, and dARkness tracked the paths used by players to help the AI build maps of trails in the wilderness. It also learned how to create maps of unexplored areas using the user-uploaded paths combined with existing data to extrapolate.

      Unfortunately, the system wasn’t foolproof.

      Tanisha wasn’t sure if some smartass had trekked through these woods by a route that went against the landscape at every opportunity on purpose, and that route had then been learned by the dARkness AI, or if the AI was producing this route due to a mistake in the algorithm.

      Either way, she hoped whomever was responsible would find the next elevator they had to take out of service.

      Tanisha carefully navigated her chair around yet another wheel-damaging snarl of root. She had originally come out here in search of actual prey—bear season started soon, and she wanted to scout the area to mark some spots on her GPS—but an extremely rare monster spawn had caught her attention instead.

      Outside of the holiday event, an Uber Sleipdeer was rumored to have a spawn chance of below 0.01%, and during the event it was still under 10%. Tanisha had hunted hard for the creature during the holiday event, driving all around Washington state with her phone illegally in her lap instead of spending time with friends and family. But she hadn’t found one.

      She wanted that gold-bordered antler.

      Her legendary weapon was nearly complete. The next—and possibly last—chance she had at the weapon wouldn’t be for another five months. She wasn’t about to let go of her potential for Christmas in July, even if it meant hauling her chair up every hill in the entire state of Oregon—and it seemed like it might.

      When she finally crested the top of the hill, Tanisha let out a little cry of excitement. She tried to ignore the dryness in her throat. The late July heat, combined with the uneven trail she had to wrestle her wheelchair over, was wearing her down. Her brown skin was spotted with beads of sweat. She’d made the noob mistake of only bringing one bottle of water with her on the trail. And it was almost empty. The backup bottle was still in her truck, and was likely a nuclear temperature by now.

      At least the shade of the forest was holding back the worst of the heat.

      “Stop running, stupid deer,” Tanisha said as she checked her phone once again. Her target had moved along a little further, but it was much closer than the last time she checked. Maybe this would be it.

      Tanisha said a little prayer to the Creator and rolled her chair forward. The creature’s marker disappeared under her orienting arrow on the game map, and for a long second Tanisha held her breath. But eventually the message she was hoping for popped up on her screen and she shouted in joy.

      You are about to engage in combat, the app alerted her. Are you in a safe place? Please examine your surroundings carefully, and get to a safe area. Do not fight around steep drops, sharp objects, or…

      The alert paused the game, just like it always did, and Tanisha was likely one of the only players in the world who still actually stopped and looked around before clicking through the message. She hadn’t read the whole thing since the first time she saw it, but she appreciated the opportunity it afforded her.

      Tanisha had a look around and gauged her surroundings.

      She knew the regular sleipdeer’s attack pattern, and the Uber’s pattern was said to be similar, just with larger arcs and damage numbers. Tanisha figured she would need adequate space to roll back and forth to avoid the attacks.

      It only took a cursory glance to see this space would do.

      There were a lot of large trees, mostly coniferous, but they were spaced in a way that allowed for some clear track between their exposed roots. Mushrooms and other fungus grew sporadically, leaving swaths of bark that were nearly lost to bright green moss. In every other situation, this place would have been a sanctuary—it was quiet, far from civilization, and had a magnificent view of the valley below just past the edge of a very serious cliff.

      But today it was a battleground, an arena in which Tanisha refused to lose.

      With a deep, steadying breath, she clicked through the alert.

      The game’s map faded away and the phone’s camera activated. But the image shown was different than what her eyes saw. Standing amid the trees was a lofty beast, with six legs and an impressive rack of antlers. It grazed at a shrub that didn’t exist in the real world, but Tanisha was able to see the accurate way it snapped at the leaves with its near photorealistic muzzle. It was just the color that was off.

      The Uber form of the common sleipdeer was little more than a holiday-themed recolor. This one had a red pelt and light green antlers, and it was fitting for something originating from the holiday event. The more substantial difference, of course, was in its stats. It would be fast and it would be deadly, almost in spite of its ridiculous appearance.

      A voice in her mind urged Tanisha to wait for a better shot, but that was the part of her that hunted actual deer. She would gain nothing from hitting a critical area. Enemies in dARkness didn’t have massive glowing weak points, and they couldn’t be felled by a well-placed shot to the neck or lungs.

      With another wordless prayer to the Creator, she tapped her screen and sent her first arrow streaking towards the creature.

      A little number popped up, indicating her damage to it, but she didn’t have a moment to spare for the actual digit. It wasn’t a sad blue “0” that indicated damage immunity, and that was all that mattered.

      The creature immediately abandoned the bush and roared in a way no deer ever could. It turned and charged her—another thing no injured deer would do—and it was all Tanisha could do to get out of the way of those spearing antlers.

      Tanisha’s character build focused on archery over other weapons. Her bow did less damage than comparable weapons of the same level, but she didn’t need to navigate near the enemy to deal damage. There had been a time when she’d toyed around with swords and spears when she had lived in Seattle, but the parks there had been flat and even—easy for her to manage in her chair. But now? She had limited space and many obstacles. The range of her bow was the only option.

      Before the creature could turn and charge again, Tanisha was already moving out of the way. She spun the chair around so she could target the creature with her camera and she tapped on her screen again, sending another arrow at it. Before attacking again, she paused, watching. The creature’s attack pattern shifted wildly, and instead of charging again it stood in place, kicking and bucking with all six legs and massive antlers. An area around it was filled with a complicated rhythm of conical attacks that were designed to frustrate players using melee weapons.

      Thankfully, Tanisha didn’t have to worry about that.

      She was able to send two more arrows into its red pelt before it turned and charged her again.

      Tanisha was back across the ridge before the creature reached her. She fired her arrows, keeping her head firmly in the game. There was no way to know her progress. Uber forms of creatures were classified as mega-boss monsters, and so they had no health bar display. Tanisha’s character, Koest, had a lot of hit points, and while she could afford to take a couple of hits, she didn’t know how long this fight was going to take, and trading away her health frivolously could lead to an ending she didn’t want. So, she would just have to keep dodging and taking potshots when she could.

      Their dance repeated a few times as the creature charged and failed to strike her over and over. Tanisha stayed one wheel ahead of it. She whittled down the creature, and thanked the Creator that she had spent so much time crafting ammo the day before. Thanking the nameless deity for something in-game related seemed almost silly, but it came to mind without hesitation.

      Tanisha had studied the event during the holidays, and so she knew that there would be three scripted portions to the fight. Every time she whittled away 25% of the Uber Sleipdeer’s health there would be a special attack.

      It didn’t take long for the first trigger. The Uber Sleipdeer shook its massive head and screamed in a way that seemed both human and inhuman.

      An angry red damage number popped up on Tanisha’s phone, and she watched as 200 unavoidable and unmitigated damage chunked at her health bar. She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. Sure, she could easily take the 600 damage over the course of the fight, especially since she was ranged and fast enough to get away from the creature’s other attacks. But there weren’t many people who willingly went with the lower-damage bow, and so this fight would be really dangerous for anyone who had to be within hoof range to damage it.

      “Come on,” Tanisha said, pelting the flailing creature with arrows from her safe distance. “You know you can’t beat me like this. Just give up and give me your loot!”

      The creature charged her again, almost as if in answer, and there was a terrifying moment where the treads of her wheelchair slipped a little on the loose pine needles. Her arms were strong though, and the combination of the wide-set wheels and her practiced sense of balance kept her from pitching over sideways. She was able to scoot to safety shortly before the attack pattern began.

      Tanisha tapped her phone screen rapidly, sending volley after volley of arrows back at the Uber Sleipdeer. She was rewarded with another scream from the beast, accompanied by another angry chunk of health missing.

      One had to wonder about the design behind this unavoidable damage. Some quick math told her that no one below level 41 could fight one of these and win, since their HP max would be exactly 600. They’d just fall over during the last scream. It wasn’t exactly bad design—a level 40 fighting Ubers was madness—but having the damage metered out over the fight was ridiculous. A low-level player who was skilled or patient could take over an hour to get the creature whittled down to 25% HP, but then they would die to that stupid scream. Why not just have the damage front loaded so that people didn’t waste their time?

      As soon as the second scream faded away, the creature entered its weak phase, and the delay between its attacks grew shorter. Tanisha nearly capsized herself in an attempt to get away from the much faster attack animations. Her yelp of fear would have been comical to any bystander, but it filled her with determination.

      She had it now.

      Two more dashes from the creature—and only one more startled yelp and scramble from Tanisha—and the third and final scream came from her quarry. Tanisha grinned as the damage was done to her, and waited to see what type of final phase she was going to get. All Ubers had a “very weak” phase, and they varied pretty drastically. Some creatures would try to flee, and this is what Tanisha hoped would happen. She would be able to pelt it from safety as it failed to out range her attacks.

      But no such luck.

      This creature was made of sterner stuff, and its attack patterns became shorter between charges, forcing Tanisha to focus on scuttling away with less time for pelting it with arrows. Ultimately though, the fight came to an end just inside of twenty minutes, and her final arrow caused the screen to flash as the Uber Sleipdeer reared up, pawing at the air before falling to the ground.

      But there was no time for victory dances. At least, not yet. She had to claim her kill.

      Tanisha rolled over to the creature and pointed her phone at it. She navigated the menus to harvest her haul with a shaking hand. There was no loot luck here—what she was after was a 100% drop rate—but she still prayed for luck that her GPS didn’t crap out, or the game’s servers didn’t glitch.

      Items popped out of the deer’s corpse and flew around the screen in a single ring before dropping into her inventory. She barely glimpsed the yellow tag of her prize before it vanished into the backpack on the bottom corner of her phone screen. Tanisha jammed her thumb against the icon, chasing it. She needed to see it in her inventory before she could celebrate.

      There it was.

      A legendary-quality Uber Sleipdeer antler.

      “Got you!” Tanisha did a little dance, gyrating her shoulders and bobbing her head as if to some imaginary victory fanfare. “And that’s one thing off the list!” She held up a finger and scratched a little “x” in the air, marking her accomplishment on a fictional board.

      It felt good. She’d been chasing her dream weapon for months now, but without the antler it was nothing more than a fevered dream. Yoichi’s Bow had a slower attack speed than other bows, but the high per-hit damage made it rival all but the best spears and swords. And it would soon be hers. Tanisha knew she didn’t have all of the common items ready and waiting to begin the craft, but she would be able to wrap that up during her morning routine tomorrow. She’d start the legendary craft job before noon. It meant she wouldn’t have the bow in her hands until tomorrow evening, but that was still a fair sight better than five more months down the line, when the holiday event came back around.

      Tanisha squeezed the power button on her phone and took a screenshot of her drop. She’d upload it to the Eris chat server later.

      In the meantime…

      Tanisha stopped and looked around the forest. “Right,” she said to no one in particular before sweeping the dARkness app into the background so she could look at her GPS. “Where am I?”
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      With her itch for gaming scratched—and her amazing legendary loot secured—Tanisha decided to actually get focusing on doing what she came out into the forest to do in the first place. That required her to get back onto something resembling a path, and also to open her hunting app. OnZ functioned as a GPS tool as well, so Tanisha was instantly able to see exactly how far off the beaten path she’d gotten.

      She grumbled once more about finding the person who’d thrown dARkness so far off track and set about getting down out of the foothills.

      It was slow going. The pine needles she’d so easily overcame on the way up were slippery on the way down. She wasn’t on foot, and so she couldn’t edge down the hill on a diagonal walk like most outdoors folks would. Instead she had to move at a snail’s pace, to avoid gaining too much momentum and tumbling head over wheel.

      When she was finally back to a place she recognized, Tanisha went hunting. There were a couple of spots she still had marked from last year, and so she navigated her way towards the overgrown logging trail to find them. The first was a wild blackberry patch. Tanisha approached cautiously, keeping her eyes and ears open. There weren’t many tracks around, and most of them looked old.

      “Only one explanation for this,” Tanisha said to herself. She reached out and plucked a blackberry from the nearest thorny bush, and then rubbed the fruit along her shirt before popping it in her mouth. It only took two bites before she winced. Sour. So very, very sour. “Yep. Yep, yep, yep. Not ripe yet.” She forced herself to swallow the berry, but as soon as it was down her gullet, she wondered why she hadn’t just spit it out instead. The tang across her tongue was unpleasant, and she really wished she’d brought something a little more powerful than water.

      As she lamented her life choices, Tanisha moved on from the spot. It wasn’t likely that the next couple of weeks would change the state of the bushes enough to draw a crowd. At the very least, this wouldn’t be the first place she checked. Bears liked their berries to be a bit overripe, so they could easily strip them from the branches and enjoy them at their sweetest.

      Tanisha chided herself for not being smarter than the average bear.

      The next spot on her GPS was much more promising. There was an old logging camp, where the area had been clearcut a few years ago. The forest was well on its way to reclaim the land, thank the Creator, but it was still studded with large stumps and fallen logs. It was eerie in a way, and reminded her a lot of post-apocalyptic games where you could still see the hulking masses of machinery buried under the new growth of the forest.

      But the fallen logs were an excellent spot to pick up bear trail, thanks to all the termites making nests full of “delicious” larvae. Tanisha found a few that were recently torn up, the wood covered in deep claw marks. They were so recent that the insects inside the stumps were still visibly angered.

      “Ninety percent sure this is a bear, but you can’t ever be certain,” Tanisha said with a click of her tongue. She followed the disturbed brush around the torn-up termite nest. It took her a few minutes of carefully traversed the uneven ground in her chair before she found a telltale mound of droppings. “Yep. That’s a bear alright.” She chuckled to herself and navigated her way back to the open area before making a note of the location on her app. This would be a likely starting place for her hunt on opening day.

      It took her just a moment to get the app to respond to her note. She felt a little bad for it. OnZ was popular with a lot of younger hunters due to the enhanced functionality of the map tools. When out range of cell towers, it retained map data, including satellite imaging. This made it very useful to still navigate outside of standard service ranges. In fact, Tanisha was pretty sure the app was designed with the expectation that no one would ever have perfect service so far from civilization.

      But Tanisha’s phone was happily chugging along at five bars.

      Her phone hadn’t been cheap, but besides that, she had a friend in Seattle fiddle with the inner workings. They extended the operational range in exchange for a few hours of battery life, and a voided warranty. The first part was solved with a more robust battery and mobile charging stations. For the latter, Tanisha was just really careful.

      The app was visibly not used to having full service even out here on these abandoned logging trails. Tanisha had to be sure she clicked carefully, as the entire map refreshed every few minutes due to her strong cell phone signal. If she touched the screen right when it happened, the location marker would end up somewhere random depending on where the GPS determined the “top left corner” of the map should be.

      When the information was logged, Tanisha decided it was time to go. It was late in the afternoon, and if she stayed out too much later, she would be still finding her way out of the woods at dusk. And she had crafting to do. Her Yoichi’s Bow wasn’t going to make itself.

      She plotted a course down the mountain using OnZ’s map. The overgrown logging road would get her about halfway back to her truck before it snaked off to the north. She would need to carefully negotiate the wilderness between the logging road and the more well-travelled trail she had broken away from before she saw the indicator for the Uber Sleipdeer. After that, it was just a quick and relatively painless scoot to the ranger station where she had parked.

      With her hunting spot picked out, Tanisha was able to enjoy the trip back down the logging trail. The weather was still unseasonably warm, but that meant it would still be bright and sunny well into the early evening, instead of becoming dark and gloomy. Or even rainy.

      The scenery was enjoyable, too, despite the heat. Just being in the forest reminded her of her youth, and the overgrown logging trail was so reminiscent to the places her father took her when she was first learning to hunt. Those had been… she didn’t want to think of them as better times—she was happy enough with her current situation—but they had been pleasant times. Back before a 9-to-5 job crushed her spirit and sent her off into solitude.

      “Yeah, that was the problem.” Tanisha laughed to herself, trying to mask the discomfort of sweat rolling down her spine. The 9-to-5 hadn’t been the issue. It was the “voluntary” unpaid overtime that had gotten to her.

      And the people.

      Tanisha was forced to refocus her attention when she turned off the logging road and went back into the wilds. Maneuvering her chair across the uneven ground required a careful pace, and her full attention on where she was going. She had to be able to respond to obstacles to keep herself from losing control on the steeper parts of her improvised path. The dryness in the back of her throat grew as the physical effort of controlling her chair made her arms burn. There was also the flair of the usual aches in her back and hips. She tried to keep her breathing even and steady, though it deepened and quickened as she struggled along.

      The distance between the roads hadn’t looked that long on the GPS, but the GPS was a rotten liar. She tried to tell herself it was just a few dozen yards further, but she knew it was more than a quarter mile.

      Tanisha pushed on. She didn’t get things done by focusing on the hardest part of the work, but instead by doing what needed to get done.

      “Fatigue is the enemy,” she said as she carefully negotiated the flattest part of a rotted log that was wide enough to accommodate the wheels of her chair, “and I will show it no mercy.”

      She was about halfway to her destination (which she said aloud, and in a mimicry of the standard GPS voice) when she felt it. Fingers danced across her spine, making her sit straight up in her chair. There was something watching her. Tanisha stopped moving forward and looked right and left, briefly exploring each bush and shrub and fallen tree.

      There.

      A flicker of movement in the underbrush caught her eye, and Tanisha reached for her rifle. Of course, it wasn’t there, because she hadn’t brought it with her. It wasn’t season. You didn’t shoot things out of season, and you didn’t bring a rifle unless you were going to shoot things. She cursed low under her breath and maneuvered her chair more head-on with where she’d seen the thing.

      Tanisha knew too much about wildlife to be afraid of an animal actually hunting her—there wasn’t anything in the foothills in Tillamook that would actually do that—but she was concerned that she would startle whatever this creature was. And startled wildlife could cause injuries just as much as aggressive predators.

      “Hey!” she shouted, loudly. The trick to avoiding animal attacks was making sure they knew you were there. If she snuck up on it, it would likely attack her in self-defense. When there was no corresponding fleeing creature, Tanisha clapped her hands, leaning forward. “Hey!”

      “H-Hello?” the forest answered back, tentatively. Tanisha was so startled to hear a human voice that she almost yelped. “Is someone there?”

      “Yes,” Tanisha said, shaking her head to clear it of useless fear and surprise. “I’m here! Are you okay?”

      The voice didn’t respond, but the brush rustled instead, and a dark shape forced its way out through a wall of broken branches.
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      The owner of the voice was a kid.

      He had brown hair, terrified eyes, and what looked like tear-stains streaked through the dirt that covered most of his face. This, combined with his cargo shorts and thin summer tee-shirt made him look young. She thought he was somewhere between nine and twelve. Old enough that she wasn’t surprised to see the smartphone in his hand, but young enough that she wondered what he was doing out here, literally miles away from the nearest manmade structure.

      “Are you okay, kid?” Tanisha asked, lowering her voice now that she could see him. “How did you get out here?”

      “Um, I don’t know where I am.” He stomped noisily through the thick ferns on the ground towards her. As he got closer, she could see the redness around his eyes, confirming her suspicions about tears. Frustrated crying was the worst. It also explained his stomping around—the only target he had for his frustration was the woods itself.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you found me, then,” she said, putting on her best smile. She didn’t like dealing with people, usually, but the last thing this kid needed was a clammed-up introvert. Tanisha could deal with a little discomfort. “I’m heading towards the nearest ranger station. I can lead you there.”

      “Um…” The kid looked down at his phone and fiddled with it for a moment. “Ranger station? Where are we?”

      “Just about the middle of nowhere.” She beckoned him closer and held up her phone, showing him the map on the hunting app. After a few seconds she zoomed out until a few landmarks became visible. “See, this is State Route 6, and it’s about three miles straight south. Do you know where that is?”

      “Kinda?” He sniffled, and Tanisha winced at the threat of fresh tears. “I think that’s the way we came up to get to the campground.”

      “Oh, so you're out here with your family?”

      He made a noise. “We’re here on a dumb camping trip.”

      Tanisha snorted. “Don’t worry, kid, I hated camping when I was little too. It gets better.” She zoomed back in on her phone, trying to find the closest campgrounds. “So, how did you end up out here?” According to the map, the kid must have been wandering the woods for hours; the nearest official campground was miles away. She’d never be able to make it there before nightfall, unless there were ADA-regulation ramps for her to navigate every hill.

      “I was, um, playing a game. On my phone.” Tears started welling up in his eyes. “I must have wandered too far off.”

      “What are you playing?”

      “It’s an AR game called dARkness: Online” The kid turned his attention to the phone in his hands. “You’re supposed to hunt and gather stuff so you can craft things. Ever heard of it?”

      Tanisha was impressed. The phone in his hands looked pretty cheap. She hadn’t expected it to have the processing power to play an AR game, nevertheless dARkness: Online itself. Granted, it likely had a blind spot in its reception that covered most of the state park, but that was more service than phone.

      “Heard of it?” Tanisha laughed out loud and switched apps on her own phone before holding it up to show him the main menu screen of the game. “I’m a day one player, kid!”

      “Oh, cool!” His face lit up as he saw the familiar animated title screen. “Is that why you’re out here? Looking for good stuff?”

      “I mean, not intentionally.” Tanisha rubbed the back of her neck nervously. “I’m out here to scout for locations for hunting real game.” She tugged on the blaze orange vest she wore. “But I’ve spent more time running down an Uber Sleipdeer than I did looking for signs of bear, so I guess, yeah.”

      “You got an uber spawn?!” The kid’s voice cracked.

      “I know, right? That’s why I spent most of the day chasing it!”

      “Did you kill it? What did it drop?”

      Tanisha grinned, her pride swelling. “Of course. Let me show you…” She felt a little thrill as she clicked through the main menu to get to her inventory. “I haven’t posted on Eris that I got it yet, so you’re going to be the first person to see it.” She poked at the menu to highlight the gold-bordered item for him before she turned the screen back his way.

      “Whoa!” He gawked at the phone for a good 30 seconds or so before frowning. “Man, and I was all excited for what I got.” He scuffed at the ground with one sneaker. “I’ve never even seen a legendary outside of the wiki.”

      “What’d you get?”

      “Nothing, really.” He poked at his phone. “And I can’t even show you since I’ve got no reception.”

      “Well, you must have been chasing something, to get out here so far.”

      “It was a white-and-black wolf-bird thing. I’ve never seen one before.”

      The Bald Wolf was a creature Tanisha knew well. It was a fairly frequent topic of discussion in the community, since it was one of the most common monsters in the “boss” class. But it would always run hilariously far from where it was spawned, sometimes taking over an hour to actually catch if you were unlucky. A lot of complaints and bug reports surrounded the creature’s atypical behavior, and it made perfect sense that the kid was so far from his campground.

      “Ah, okay. I’m guessing you got some of these?” Tanisha flicked through her inventory down to her more common materials. She clicked on the White Feathers and showed them to him.

      “Yup! Mine are purple, though.” He puffed out his chest with pride. “I don’t know what they make yet, but I’m going to make it really good.”

      “Purple? Wow!” Tanisha flipped from the inventory to the crafting menus, looking for the White Feathers. “They’re used in some of the higher-end armors, and utility gear. I mostly use the white-quality ones I have to make arrows.”

      “Wait,” the kid said, leaning forward to look over her shoulder. He pointed to the status bar at the top of her screen. “Is that real?”

      “Yes?” she asked, confused.

      “How do you have that many hit points? I’ve got almost nothing!”

      “Well, I want to say healthy living,” Tanisha said with a grin, “but…” She trailed off and clicked to the character sheet, showing off her stats.

      
        
        Name: Koest

        Level: 282 (TNL: 07/10)

      

        

      
        Hit Points: 2420/3020

        Stability: 832/1040

        Hunger: 530/1040

        Stamina: 336/1110

      

        

      
        Butchering: 85 (6686/55655)

        Fishing: 78 (40443/46616)

        Herbalism: 91 (62918/64072)

        Logging: 91 (48281/64072)

        Mining: 75 (41649/42999)

      

        

      
        Outfitting: 80 (22888/49113)

        Construction: 66 (11362/33060)

        Refining: 92 (50519/65535)

        Survival: 76 (13004/44188)

        Toolmaking: 81 (892/50387)

        Weaponmaking: 98 (1630/74679)

      

        

      
        Axe: 10 (3/803)

        Bow: 97 (28384/73112)

        Dagger: 20 (28384/73112)

        Hammer: 16 (1262/1940)

        Pick: 10 (3/803)

        Shovel: 10 (3/803)

        Spear: 43 (2930/13781)

        Sword: 31 (5772/7123)

      

      

      “Oh, cool. I hit 282 at some point.” Tanisha nodded. “That sure helps.”

      “You’re… are you the real…” He looked down at her chair for a moment. “Of course! You’re Koest! I read your article to my dad! That’s how I got started with the game!”

      “Oh, awesome. That’s great.” Tanisha tried to keep her tone as even as possible, but the mention of the article made her want to groan. It was an interview she had done earlier in the year when the game first hit the top of the AR category in the Cyborg store. “I’m glad I was able to help.”

      “My dad has vision problems, and when I saw the part where you talked about the game helping people like him, I had to share it!”

      Tanisha smirked. She brought up the learning AI systems the game was helping to build whenever the interviewer had tried to get too personal about her disability. Unsurprisingly, Tanisha didn’t like talking about it, and the fact that the article was mostly about what the game could do for the world in the long term spoke ill of the interviewer’s focus on the subject.

      He’d tried to ask her out at the end, too.

      Obviously, that didn’t happen. Tanisha was totally for dating guys. She was bisexual, and open to dating people of all genders. But his absolute obsession with her wheelchair and the story of how she ended up in it was too much. Not to mention the way he seemed to assume she would be flattered by his offer.

      She had to change the subject with this kid.

      “Glad to be part of the solution for him,” Tanisha said in a tone that said the subject was over. “But we should get moving towards the ranger station. Your parents are likely worried about you.” She put her phone back in the holder on the arm of her chair and began to push herself onwards.

      Most of the trip to the road was spent listening to the kid gush about the game. If he started playing when the article came out, it meant he had only been playing for two months. But he had a million stories to tell. Most of them focused around where he was and wasn’t allowed to go in his neighborhood, though. Tanisha tried to offer what advice she could, but she really couldn’t relate. She was an adult when the game came out, and an outdoorswoman to boot. Her hunting was done in the wilderness, not the suburbs.

      It was almost an hour later when they broke through the treeline and onto the gravel road she’d first arrived on. Tanisha took a moment to catch her breath now that they were on flat ground, knowing it would be smooth rolling from here on out. Well, relatively. Gravel wasn’t her favorite, but it was easier than navigating the foothills.

      Tanisha was familiar with the area they were in, but she checked the GPS on her phone before turning right and heading down the trail. It wouldn’t do to get the kid more lost if this was the time her brain told her that south was north. Again.

      Halfway down the trail, the kid was gasping for breath as hard as she was. He had been out in the wilderness for at least five or six hours, likely without food or water. And he’d spent the last hour talking almost non-stop. It was a wonder he hadn’t yet collapsed in the heat. But he was a trooper, and held it together until they reached the ranger station. Tanisha could see her truck, parked just past the gate that blocked vehicle access up to the mountain. She knew there was a bottle of water behind the front seat, and her throat was practically crying for it. But she had to deal with the kid first.

      “Do you know where your campsite is?” she asked the kid as she rolled herself towards the ramp that led up to the door of the ranger station. “The name of the campground?”

      “Jones Creek,” he said, though he yawned halfway through. He paused to lean on the railing next to the stairs Tanisha had avoided. “We camped in the middle, away from the water.”

      As she approached the door, it opened, and Tanisha smiled up at the ranger who looked at them curiously. “Hey folks. Can I help you?”

      “I found a lost kid,” Tanisha said, gesturing to where he sat on the steps behind her. “Found him about three-quarters of a mile up the mountain from here. Someone might be looking for him down at the Jones Creek campground.”

      “Come on in,” the ranger said, pushing the door behind her open again. “There’s some chairs in here that’ll be softer to sit on than those stairs.”

      The kid groaned but got to his feet, and he climbed the stairs slowly.

      “Do you need me to stick around?” Tanisha asked. “I’m actually parked just over there. I’d like to get going. Just wanted to make sure he got back to his parents.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” the woman said, smiling. “I need to take down your name for the record.” She held the door open as the exhausted kid made his way inside. “Feel free to take a seat in any of the chairs in the next room.” Her attention returned to Tanisha. “Just a formality. You’re basically checking the kid into our custody, and we can’t do that without a name, even if you aren’t a legal guardian.”

      “Sure,” Tanisha said, a little irked that her dry throat would need to wait a few minutes longer. She followed the kid inside. The narrow door was a tight squeeze for her outdoor chair, but she made it inside and followed the ranger to a desk by the door. “As long as it won’t be too long. I’m hoping to get home in time to have a real dinner.”

      “It’ll just take a minute.” The ranger’s pained smile told Tanisha this was just as trying for her. “Do you know his name?”

      Tanisha looked over to where the kid had found a seat. The back of the ranger station had a small sitting area with plush, padded chairs. He already appeared to have nodded off.

      “No, sorry,” she admitted with a guilty smile. “I was more concerned with getting him to safety.” She frowned for a moment. In his rambling about dARkness, he had referred to himself as his character name: EWilliams. “I think his last name might be Williams, though.”

      “Alright, I’ll put that down. No use waking him up just yet.” The ranger started scribbling on a green-colored piece of paper. “I’ll get his name from him after I get off the phone with the rangers at Jones Creek. He looks like he could use the rest.” She smiled and scratched at the page for a moment, and Tanisha watched the rough description of both herself and the kid crawl across the page. Notably, she realized there was a lack of mention about her chair. “And your name is?”

      “Tanisha. Tanisha Richards.”

      “Alright. Anything else to report about him? Any animal encounters, injuries, anything?”

      “Nothing that he mentioned.”

      “Great. I’ll start making my calls, and you’re free to leave.” The woman offered Tanisha a smile. “I’m sure his parents will appreciate your help.”

      “No problem. And thanks for taking him off my hands,” Tanisha said, returning the smile. She turned and started to roll back towards the door as the ranger finished filling out the green form. When Tanisha noticed the board next to the door, however, she paused. The corkboard was marked as “missing hikers” and every inch of it was covered with paper. Each sheet contained a black-and-white picture, a name, and some smaller-print information about where and when they went missing. “Is this normal?” Tanisha asked. There were more than twenty notices from all over the state.

      “What’s that?” The ranger had the phone against her shoulder.

      “Missing hikers?” Tanisha pointed to the board.

      “Well, some is always normal,” the ranger said. “People leave bonfire parties early and their drunk friends overreact, or they get left behind on hikes and find their own way home. Because no one ever thinks to call us when the friend turns up safe and sound, those get left up all season.”

      “Should you have a bigger board, then?”

      The ranger chuckled. “Maybe. We’ve gotten more notices this year than normal. A lot of inexperienced hikers have been coming out because of some new phone game. They think they’re doing people a favor by making a game that encourages you to go for a real hike, but it just creates more headache for us when groups get separated. Nobody brings enough water. It’s just—” She paused and held up a finger as she brought the phone back up to her ear. “Yes, this is Frankie up at Station 228, by Lester Creek. I’ve got a kid up here that says his parents are down with you folks.”

      Tanisha gestured at the door, and the ranger nodded, shooing her away.
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      The drive home took about two hours—nearly an hour longer than it should have—thanks to traffic she hit on the way crossing through Portland. Tanisha was an old hand at navigating the haphazard and almost unintuitive arrangement of freeways and bridges around the city, but not everyone else on the road was. At one point—driven by the frustration of people refusing to zipper merge like decent human beings—she found herself remarking aloud that she had made better time along the gravel roads in the woods than she was on the four-lane highway.

      And it made no sense.

      If only everyone were smarter.

      Tanisha’s home was to the east of Portland, on the other side of the large city from her hunting spot. When researching alternative living situations, she had found a tiny-house community in Eagle Creek, and so it became her destination when she fled Seattle. Her entire house was built from scratch, and to her own specifications. It was paradise, or a close approximation thereof, after the absolute nightmare of the big city.

      Sitting in Portland traffic was so unbearable that Tanisha briefly entertained the idea of stopping somewhere for dinner. There was a Thai place she was a huge fan of not too far from where she was stuck, but she felt gross and smelly. She needed a shower before she could eat, and then after she would just wanted to relax. Even if she wasn’t self-conscious about the cloud of B.O. filling the cab of her truck, she would have to navigate getting in and out of the truck and then also drive home, instead of just climbing into bed.

      Her arms just felt like they wouldn’t be able to take it.

      So instead she crawled ahead in the inefficient gas guzzler that was her truck, and listened to Portland’s only classic rock station to keep her mind from diving into rage. It wasn’t easy, especially when she got to the point where traffic cleared up and she could see there was no accident or even lane closure to account for the slowdown. But she made it. Somehow.

      It was nearly sunset when she parked her truck, and while she was irked about how long it took her to get home, she was actually pretty happy it was so late. If the sun were still out, a neighbor might catch sight of her and ask for her help with the community garden.

      Tanisha liked helping—she loved the sense of pride and accomplishment evoked by coaxing food out of the dirt—but right now she was too tired to suppress her introverted nature. She wouldn’t be able to put on her ‘people’ face. And any stupid comment or question, especially one that dwelt on her heritage as a Native American, would likely send her over the edge. She’d managed, so far, to help out without snapping at anyone about their misguided expectations of her when it came to the ‘natural world’ and there were only so many times she could smile before discreetly searching the internet to answer their inquiries.

      It was likely best that she wasn’t able to tempt the strength of her self control right now.

      Besides, she wanted to go to bed at a reasonable hour for a change. She’d need to wake up early to make it out to Three Forks in the morning to poke around for signs of bear there as well. Just because she was confident about Tillamook didn’t mean she couldn’t have a backup plan.

      The thick wheels of her chair rumbled deeply as she made her way up the ramp she’d built to her front door. Fumbling the door open while wrestling her chair over the threshold was always blessedly the final struggle of her day.

      On the outside, her home was plain and unassuming, and seemed so much like the other tiny homes in the little community. But she had designed and built the tiny house herself, and so every inch of it was for her, and her alone. Tanisha had spent her adult life in a world built for people with working legs, with minimal minor concessions made for people like her. By building her house for herself, she was able to make exactly as many “accessibility” modifications for fully-abled folks as there had been for her in her so-called “handicap accessible” apartment in Seattle.

      Which was to say, very, very few.

      Seated in her chair, the ceiling of the first floor was barely two-feet above her head. It wasn’t technically up to code—Oregon declared a space non-habitable if the ceiling clearance was less than five feet—but she got around that by calling it all “utility room” with a certain sense of satisfied sadism. There weren’t many able-bodied people who would fail to sympathize with the feeling of a building that seemed to be built with a direct hostility against them after a visit to Tanisha’s home.

      With a groan of joy usually reserved for removing her underwire bra after a long day, Tanisha shifted from her “outdoors” chair into the smaller, lighter one that waited just inside the front door. The whole house was designed with the dimensions of this chair in mind, and, as soon as she was in it, she rolled through the house easily. Her wheels didn’t thump or bump over uneven surfaces, or wallow in the thick carpet that lined the living areas.

      She negotiated her way between the kitchen counter and dining table without striking either—both surfaces were low and had enough overhang to accommodate the chair beneath her—to make her way back to the bathroom. A standard tiny house usually had a very small bathroom area with a standing shower only, but Tanisha required a tub with an outward opening door. Hers was outfitted with jets much like a hot tub as well. It was a luxury, sure, but it was worth every penny. Especially after a day like today.

      Thirty minutes of nearly-scalding hot water and rich lavender soap later, Tanisha felt a thousand times better. She even hummed to herself as she dried off before snuggling into her cozy robe. By the time she was wheeling herself back out into the kitchen to start cooking, she was even singing.

      Despite her good mood, Tanisha almost lamented being so accustomed to her setup here. Everything was in easy reach, and every countertop had space beneath it for her chair and her legs. There was no challenge. She didn’t bump her wheels into things, or bang her knees on the corners as she moved between stovetop and sink. The cabinet space was all just a little bit above her, and where it wasn’t in reach from a seated position, there were reinforced bars for her to grip so she could climb out of the chair.

      It was all too convenient, and after so many years of bitterly facing a world not meant for her, it almost felt like a contrivance. As if she had just given up on trying.

      When she finally plated her meal and rolled over to the table to eat, she shook the laments away. She would only regret the time she had spent here if she had to leave and go back. If she had to once again live in a place built by someone who was paid to do the bare legal minimum for her comfort. And if her time here had taught her anything, it was that such a return would be unlikely.

      Tanisha played with her phone while she picked her way through the simple dinner—a half a bag of pasta shells, some wilted spinach, and an improvised butter and garlic sauce—she’d cooked. The food itself wasn’t important, as it was only serving to quell her hunger pains. She hadn’t even taken the time to give her thanks to the Creator, which she realized moments after the first bits of food had passed her lips.

      “Oops,” she said, around a mouthful of pasta. Her parents would be so disappointed.

      To distract her guilt, Tanisha opened Eris, the chat program of choice for the modern gamer, and navigated her way to the “Unofficial dARkness: Online” channel. She posted her earlier screenshot of the legendary antler drop and was almost immediately assaulted with a few congratulation messages in response. They were the usual crowd, whom she suspected had bots running to always congratulate everyone for everything. She did get a few direct messages from people on her friend’s list, asking her how she got it outside of the holiday event. Tanisha didn’t really have an answer for them besides luck, but she kept her responses encouraging anyway. When a few people were obviously looking for more involved conversations, Tanisha navigated her way out of them with the skill and ease of an introvert. It helped that she was too exhausted to feel bad.

      She polished off the last of her dinner as she loaded up dARkness to queue up the first steps of crafting so she could finish up her Yoichi Bow as soon as possible. The refined Bloodthread would be the worst part, now that she had the antler in hand. It would eat up two of her crafting bench slots for the next twenty-four hours. Gross. But, soonest begun, soonest done.

      Once that was finished, she deposited her dishes in the sink (leaving them for a future version of herself to deal with) and navigated her chair to the ladder just outside the kitchen. She climbed up to her loft and clambered into the bed that was set into the floor, and then set her phone on the one clear space of her headboard and plugged it in to charge. Before she could collapse against the mattress, Tanisha rolled over and grabbed her nightshirt—a loose cotton t-shirt featuring an anime robot and the logo for Roll for Greed, a pop-culture crate subscription company—and exchanged it for her robe. She’d return it to the bathroom in the morning.

      Tanisha settled back into bed and grabbed the book she’d been reading the past few nights from its place on her headboard. With a stretch and a yawn she settled into it, diving into the pages like a treasure hunter looking for some mystical loot.

      Her routine had been to read a chapter a night, but as she neared the end of the book, such a thing was becoming impossible. She was diving past her self-imposed rule into the second chapter for the night—Chapter 40—when her phone chirped. Immediately she was irked that she’d forgotten to put it on Do Not Disturb, but she picked it up to check the notification anyway. And also to activate DND mode.

      The icon on her lock screen was one for dARkness, and Tanisha pulled down on the notification bar to see what it had to say that was so important as to interrupt a dramatic showdown with a dragon.

      FLASH EVENT: Can you gather the flowering herbs before they wilt? Treasures abound in this Stealth Challenge Event! For a limited time—

      Tanisha frowned at the event alert. Almost immediately, her phone began to quack a few times as the Unofficial dARkness Eris channel started the usual cacophony of @everyone shouts that came whenever the game pushed an unexpected announcement.

      She put her phone on DND, but stared at the notification for a moment anyway. DeKR had never put out an event that wasn’t accompanied by an announcement thirty-six hours before hand. So, that was weird enough. But they’d also never had an event start anytime besides midnight GMT, which was almost four hours ago.

      Curiosity got the best of her, and Tanisha clicked on the notification, launching the game.

      After the loading screen, the game went to the main menu, which was on the screen for barely a moment before the orange “announcement” banner popped up with the event details. She scrolled past the description of the event, paying only cursory attention to it so she could scope out any unexpected twists. Tanisha knew what to expect from a Stealth Challenge event—it was a few special harvest nodes guarded by patrolling monsters with obnoxiously high defensive stats and no drop rewards. They were supposed to encourage players to avoid their attention while they harvested the goods. Some people saw it as a personal challenge to mow them down anyway.

      Everything about the event looked standard to Tanisha, and so she didn’t stop scrolling until she got to the rewards section of the announcement. She grimaced at the image. The text was, as always, vague and unhelpful, promising at least one purple rarity item, and any of a large list of others. But the image told the whole story. The purple item depicted was a coiled red spool, unmistakably the refined Bloodthread she needed for her bow.

      “Son of a…”

      Tanisha stared at the image for a while, and she imagined how much she could get done if she didn’t need to spend all morning making the Bloodthread from scratch. There was a chance she could get it handed to her? And all she had to do was navigate an event that dropped into her lap on just the right day?

      She looked out the window over her bed to the nighttime sky. It was late. Sure, it was only around 9pm, but it was too late for her to go out for an event now. It was likely still going to be active in the morning, right? She’d be able to get it done after breakfast, but before she went out to Three Forks. And even if she didn’t, there would be other events. Not to mention that she was perfectly capable of getting the Bloodthread on her own.

      It wasn’t worth going out in the dark just for the sake of her impatience.

      Nodding firmly, Tanisha closed the game. Only to see her notifications finally. In the time she’d been contemplating the event announcement, the dARkness Eris channel had gone wild. The server icon just had a little 99+ next to it.

      Tanisha wanted to put her phone down and get back to her book, but her curiosity once more won out. She clicked on the server.

      The channel where people posted their drops was still the primary channel open, and the place was a circus. She could see three gold-bordered legendary drops as soon as the program opened, and, as she stared, two more popped up beneath them.

      “What the hell is going on?” Tanisha murmured to herself. That was more legendaries than were normally posted in an average day, all in the last twenty minutes? She clicked over to the announcement board to see a forest of meme-y Fs and F-shaped emoticons.

      Grimacing, Tanisha scrolled up until she saw the joke.

      PsiRaver said (today at 9:10 PM) Some intern down at DeKR is about to get fired so hard the flames will be visible from space! Looks like the usual drop tables are in effect for the completion rewards, but according to all DAT mining from dARknessSweeper, all of the drop rates are MAXED OUT. Every item category has a 100% drop chance, and always drops the maximum number of items coded. Appears it guarantees one legendary drop from the usual non-holiday event list, and a whopping THREE of the banner’s displayed Bloodthread, two other purple drops, and a full FIFTEEN blue items. And 25 common items no one cares about. Press F to pay respects for the poor intern who brought us this bounty, and do the event NOW because they will absolutely be fixing this as soon as they see what’s happening!

      Tanisha stared at the message for a long moment.

      One Bloodthread hadn’t been enough to get her out of bed. But three? There were some high-level armor she could start working on with the extras.

      And there was the guaranteed legendary.

      She cursed and unplugged her phone from the charger before rolling out of bed. A discarded pair of leggings were on the floor and she put them on before cursing again.

      In fact, she cursed a lot.

      And loudly.

      Because if they had the drop rate fixed before she got her loot, she was going to be very upset.
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      Tanisha was in her outdoors chair within record time. Before heading outside, she snapped an LED lantern onto the hook in the front of the chair and pushed herself out the door. She was irritated and grumpy, but also was potentially about to get the loot of a lifetime.

      F, indeed.

      She took a look at dARkness once she was outside and almost cursed again when she saw the distance marker for the event beacon. It was miles away. Only the fear of disturbing her neighbors kept her from belting out a stream of profanities. It was possible that she could reset the app and make it reload to a new location, but the chance that it would be much closer would be slim.

      And it would likely put the beacon on private property.

      Right now, the direction and distance told her this beacon was in Bonnie Lure State Park, which, while not ideal, was at least unlikely to result in a trespassing charge. State parks in Oregon were closed at sunset, but authorities were pretty lax about it as long as you didn’t try and stay after they asked you to leave.

      Tanisha hefted herself up into her truck and belted herself in, using the seatbelt as an anchor to help her manhandle her chair up off the ground and into the space behind her seat, only half-folding it. Just enough so that it would fit, but not enough that she’d have to go through the trouble of unlocking it when she got to Bonnie Lure. The state park was nearly 30 minutes away, and Tanisha wanted to be on her way back out of the woods before 11 pm, even if she knew it was a nearly impossible goal.

      Since she mostly stuck to back roads, the drive was uneventful. Tanisha hated driving in the dark, especially since her accident, but there were few people on the road and her brights were nearly fluorescent. When she got to the park, her truck was the only one in the parking lot. It felt odd, but since her truck was the only vehicle there, it would stick out to any ranger or other officer who patrolled by it. She wasn’t planning on being here for long, and so she didn’t anticipate getting into too much trouble.

      At worst, she might come back to find a ticket on her windshield, though a more responsible officer would go out looking for her first, and they might let her off with a warning if they didn’t need to put her name and picture on one of those “missing hiker” boards around the park.

      That thought sent a shiver up her spine.

      How many of the people on that board had been doing exactly what she was doing now? As competent as she was, going into the woods this late was dangerous. And she knew it. Even if she was only going to be on, or near, a major trail and within a mile of her truck, it was always possible to get turned around in the dark. She could stumble into some hazard. Like, for instance, she could tumble end-over-end into a narrow ravine and be trapped under her chair. Or, if the event ended up really close to the river, she might get mired in mud, and if her chair got stuck, she’d be making it out of the woods on her hands.

      Not to mention that she was closer to Mount Hood here, and there could be more creatures of a predatory nature.

      Tanisha set her jaw and unfolded her chair before climbing down into it. As soon as she was in her chair, she was off in a hurry. The LED lamp she had gave her more than enough illumination to see by, as long as she didn’t ignore any shadowy patch that might hide a pothole or puddle. It caused her to focus on the darkness that lurked ahead as she entered the treeline on the clear dirt patch towards the beacon.

      Every bit of foliage became a hunk of shadow, and loose branches lanced up and around, molding into palms and grasping fingers. These clutched at her from just out of the circle of her light, and Tanisha bade herself to not look lest she be terrified into returning back to her bed empty handed.

      Instead, she focused on the path. It was an easy one, since the park was close enough to civilization that hundreds of feet would have tamped down and flattened the route over the course of every season. Her only struggle was the narrowness of the path in places. She had to slow to a crawl to manage her chair as one wheel crunched over the plant life on the side of the path multiple times before she was able to reach the location of the beacon.

      “I just hope I make it in time,” she said out loud, trying to cover the quiet rush of wind through the trees with her own voice, both to keep herself calm and to make sure she was making more noise than the grunting and rattling of her wheels. She didn’t want to disturb some bedded-down wildlife.

      The idea of stumbling upon a bear here was laughable, but if she rolled over the tail of a raccoon or some sort of feral cat, this quick trip would turn into an all-nighter after she drove herself to the hospital for some stitches and a tetanus shot. And if she was unlucky, a rabies shot. “If they fix the drops before I get there, I swear there will be hell to pay.”

      She entertained the idea of giving up—godly drops be damned—but then the beacon came into view on the screen as more than a minimap icon. The path ahead seemed to curve away from it, and while there was a possibility it would angle back later, Tanisha didn’t want to risk the chance. It was nearly 10 PM now, and her body was offering some complaints about her still being awake. So, Tanisha turned towards the beacon and crashed heedlessly through the undergrowth, towards the spot.

      Soonest begun, soonest done, right?

      She tried to keep her chair upright and moving as she forced her way over lumpy tree roots and the leafy ferns that crunched under her tires. The fingers of shadow cast by her LED lamp grew taller as she left the clear path, forcing the grasping hands to grow longer and leaner. Tanisha swallowed hard and willed herself not to look.

      Within five minutes of her divergence from the path, the event came into view. Her camera activated, and her screen showed her a few small plants guarded by creatures known as crabstrocities. She could tell that’s what they were by their domed shells and large pincers. Tanisha thought she was still too far inland for these creatures to be the guardians of the event, but arguing with the bugged event would be fruitless. She just needed to get in there, get her drops, and get out.

      With a frown, Tanisha held her lamp up with one hand to give the area more light. She got a good view of the event area before returning the lamp to its hook. It wasn’t nice and even, and she was likely to struggle a bit to navigate. But it wasn’t going to be impossible, and she would be able to deal with a mistake or two, since her HP was so much higher than the average player’s.

      The combat warning popup filled Tanisha’s screen as she got closer, and she dismissed it immediately. She opened her inventory and navigated to her equipment screen. This was a stealth event, and so Tanisha wouldn’t need her regular armor. Instead, she changed Koest’s armor from the thicker blackened bear hide and metal plates to something she’d made from the thinner leather of the racoyote. It offered a reduced detection radius, and, while it wasn’t likely that she would need it, it would still be nice. Crabstrosity guards meant that getting into combat was highly ill advised, since their claw attacks covered a wide, dangerous arc, but their sideways walking pattern made their vision cones easier to avoid.

      In addition to her lighter armor, Tanisha also took the time to unequip her bow and instead put on her machete. It would increase her plant-gathering speed, which would reduce the amount of time she might be stuck here.

      With a deep breath, Tanisha gathered herself as she watched the giant mud-covered crabs patrol for a moment, studying their movement patterns around her primary objective—the gathering points. Her sense of urgency was gone, now that the event had spawned on her phone.

      To prevent data manipulation, drops were generated as soon as the event was engaged. If she had made it in time to get the bugged drops, she wouldn’t lose them as long as she completed the event now, without exiting the app.

      Naturally, the patrol patterns weren’t stupidly complicated. DeKR’s developers had toyed with the idea of having higher-difficulty stealth events that would play out like a complicated puzzle, requiring up to an hour of careful observation and perfect timing to manage. But the playerbase had hated those events, and so they had been phased out in favor of relatively simple ones. There were only four crabstrocities patrolling in rectangular patterns around the three herb spawns, and Tanisha could see their line of sight outlined as red cones, projected like they were attack patterns.

      It didn’t take long for her to see the perfect route through their patrols. Tanisha fitted her phone into its holder and darted out into the area, heading for the first spawn.

      On her phone screen, Tanisha could see the vision cones sweep around her. She squeezed through between them. There was a window of about thirty seconds to gather the first herb before the nearest of the crab-like creatures would spot her. The gathering animation took about ten seconds, and her machete reduced the time by nearly two seconds.

      She gathered the herb—not adding any items to her inventory, but filling up a third of the “event progress” bar at the bottom of her screen. Without hesitation she darted away well before any of the monsters could spot her, and moved towards the next herb.

      This one had a similar time window for her to gather it, and so she navigated around the vision cones carefully, waiting for just the right moment before she darted in. The opportunity window opened and she wheeled herself in, wasting no time to initiate the gathering animation. Eight painful seconds later, she scooted out to safety and closed in on the final objective.

      The game had, for whatever reason, put this one inside of a tree. Tanisha had to sidle up to it from an angle and roll herself around the tree until she found a point at which she could reach it to begin the gathering animat—

      The EULA has been updated! a popup said, filling her screen and causing Tanisha to cry out. Please review it below and select “I Accept” to continue into dARkness: Online!

      Tanisha stared at the popup for only a moment. Firstly, it was odd that it was happening now, while she was already in the game, instead of as she logged in. But secondly, and most importantly, she could see the game behind the popup. It was still running. And the nearest crabstrosity was still moving.

      The popup hadn’t paused the game.

      In moments, an enemy would spot her and attack.
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      It only took Tanisha a moment to justify the EULA update. In theory, it made sense. If DeKR pushed out a patch to fix the drop rate, it wasn’t out of the question that they could push other updates with it, especially if they needed a change to the EULA to cover themselves against anyone who might be mad about missing the boat on the bug.

      And EULA updates weren’t like the other pop-ups in the game. They only happened when you opened the app, and not during combat. The game didn’t know it needed to pause.

      But Tanisha hadn’t closed and reloaded the app. How could an update be pushed to a program while it was still running?

      She didn’t know if such a thing was possible from a technical perspective.

      Regardless, this was real life and she’d have to deal with it.

      Tanisha sighed. At best, this was just a weird bug of the wrong notification type being pushed in the wrong way. At worst, it was predatory. She couldn’t afford to sit here and scan the EULA for updates while in the middle of the event.

      DeKR had never issued a problematic EULA update, but just because it hadn’t happened in dARkness didn’t mean it never happened. Six-ish months ago, there had been a news story about a game called Treasure HuntAR that went around every AR game’s community. The developers had apparently used the player’s name and likenesses for advertising without permission. It was in the EULA, so they thought they were covered. The resulting fines, fees, and bad press had caused the game to dry up. It was unlikely another company would do the same thing.

      But it was also possible they would do something equally as unacceptable.

      Corporate America always tried.

      Tanisha wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t have the time to skim the EULA for details of the changes. Not that anyone ever really had the time to read the pages upon pages of super boring text included in every game ever, but she couldn’t even skim the heading titles for anything that literally said: “here’s the bit where we talk about invading your privacy.”

      Instead, she had to jam on the accept button. The popup faded, and Tanisha started mashing the space where she knew the prompt for the gathering node would be. She would just barely have enough time to gather it before the nearest crabstrosity patrolled around to spot her. Equipping the machete was the smartest thing she’d done. It’s speed boost would be the difference between her making it, or failing the event.

      “Come on, come on…” As soon as the progress bar on the gathering finished, Tanisha slapped both hands to the wheels of her chair and scooted back, nearly overbalancing and falling. She managed to catch herself. Her heart was racing, filling her ears with its whooshing beat.

      “Shit! Go, go, go!” she shouted under her breath. Tanisha barely managed to dart to safety, only saved from failure by the stealth bonus on her armor. She turned to watch the nearest crabstrosity’s vision cone pass within mere centimeters of her.

      The progress bar for the event filled up the rest of the way, and the text faded out. In its place, the final objective was highlighted. She just needed to get to safety to complete the event.

      As she carefully navigated her way out of the combat area, Tanisha tried to regulate her heartbeat. It thrummed in her ears, filling the night with the deafening pulse. “You cannot let yourself get so worked up over a game,” she said, scolding herself with a voice in mimicry of her mother’s. “Out here, in the dark, in the cold… you’ll end up dying of a heart attack. Or, worse, the flu.”

      Tanisha chuckled at her own joke, but the humor was only skin deep. Her mind was a racing turmoil of chaos, praying that she’d been quick enough to take advantage of the bugged drops. Instead of bringing those thoughts to the forefront of her mind, Tanisha concentrated on the forest floor below her. It was either that, or she’d return her attention to the creepy fingers of shadow that ran up the gnarled tree trunks around her.

      Her phone chimed, and Tanisha stopped so she could look at it. The screen stuttered for a moment, and her breath caught in her chest. After all she’d been through, if the app crashed, she’d just about die. She would lose all her progress, and maybe even have to redo the event.

      If it wasn’t fixed.

      Before Tanisha could get too worked up, the side of her screen flooded with multicolored text. Tanisha had never seen the drop list for any event or fight overlap the status bar at the top of the app’s screen. She stared in awe. There wasn’t any sorting to the drops, and she could see one of her prized purple-tinted Bloodthread amid a smattering of uncolored common items. They were little more than trash to her. But there were also a few blue-tinted rare items that she knew she could find a use for.

      The rest of the drop list had escaped off the top of the screen when the list populated. Another line of text appeared below the drops, pushing the top item off the screen along with the rest.

      Level up! Koest gained level 283!

      Instinctively, Tanisha clicked on the prompt, going to the menu that showed her stats. The three herbs she’d gathered had pushed her Herbalism skill up to 92, and the resulting four points finished out her level. Leveling up had increased her health by 10 automatically, but her Stability, Hunger, and Stamina were flashing, waiting for her input. Tanisha didn’t hesitate between the three and poked her Stamina, allocating her 10-point level-up boost to the attribute. Stamina influenced how many activities she could complete in a day, and she hadn’t had a hunting season yet where she hadn’t run up against her character’s limits. She pumped it up at every opportunity.

      With that handled, Tanisha clicked over to her inventory to see what the drops had included. While it had been unsorted on her screen when she received them, the drops were sorted by rarity now, with all of her more recent earnings at the top of the inventory. There was a faint shining outline around them, separating the new items from the old.

      At the top of the pile were the garbage items—a lot of normal-quality wood logs and uncut stone, as well as a few clumps of fibrous grass. After that were the fifteen blue-item rewards, including a handful of crabstrosity shells and a few antlers that Tanisha would turn into arrows. Once her crafting slots weren’t occupied with completing her Yoichi Bow, of course.

      After the blues were the three Bloodthreads, as well as two purple-outlined metal plates. They would be a significant amount of progress towards some extremely powerful armor.

      But the real golden ticket, so to speak, was her single legendary drop.

      Tanisha hesitated.

      She’d never seen that icon before.

      It had the familiar gold border, but the item icon looked like a little yellow cylinder. At first glance she thought maybe it was some ingot. But what ingot was round like that? Perhaps it was a material she hadn’t seen in the game before?

      But after a moment, she realized what it was.

      A scroll.

      She’d never heard of a scroll in dARkness: Online before, and so she didn’t know what to expect from it.

      Tanisha clicked on it to examine it, and to get a better screenshot to share on the Eris channel.

      Scroll from Beyond. It thrums with power.

      It had a “use” command under it, but the description was—as expected—not terribly helpful. Par for the course. The food items in dARkness had hilariously unhelpful descriptions that failed to indicate how much hunger they restored, but their description did include some vague terminology that set expectations for how they measured up in relation to each other.

      She took a screenshot of the text, just the same.

      When she posted it to the Eris drops channel, she added a comment to the image asking if anyone had ever seen one of these before. She hoped to get some information about what it would do. Not that anyone was paying attention. The channel was flooded with people posting their event drops as well.

      Her next stop was the wiki for dARkness. The word “scroll’ didn’t pop anything out of the search bar, and Tanisha couldn’t believe it. She finished the entire item name and was rewarded with a nearly-empty page informing her that the article titled ‘Scroll from Beyond’ was not found. It also asked if she wanted to create a new page.

      She stared at the blank page for half a breath. Tanisha had never gotten to add a new item to the game before. It was a prized opportunity, and she was one of the only people regularly in the top 10 on the leaderboards who had never had the chance. She expected that she’d be the one to add the first in-game screenshot of Yoichi’s Bow, but that article already existed with datamined stats. Created by PsiRaver, of course.

      The Scroll from Beyond would be a brand-new page that would forever have “page created by Koest” at the bottom of it.

      An honor.

      Tanisha clicked back to the Eris channel and noticed there were a few responses to her posted image. Not many, of course, since it was nearly 11 pm on the West Coast and well into the wee hours of the morning on the East Coast. But every comment either echoed her question, asking what the item did, and Tanisha got a vindictive thrill that she wasn’t proud of when she saw one of the people asking was PsiRaver.

      In a flash, Tanisha thumbed over to her browser and created the Scroll from Beyond page, uploading her screenshot as well as the drop source—the Stealth Challenge Flash Event—to ensure that no enterprising jerk stole her screenshot and robbed her of the honors.

      She left all of the other fields blank, and when she hit the “update” button, they all filled in with little yellow “needs verification” triangles. But the bottom of the page had what she wanted. Just a tiny little note. Forever hers.

      “Page created by Koest!” Tanisha shouted into the dark woods. She cackled and did a little dance in the seat of her chair. When she felt that she had sufficiently gloated to the grasping fingers on the trees, Tanisha cracked her knuckles. “Alright. Now, time to fill in the blanks.”

      She tabbed back over to dARkness, where the scroll waited like a giant pulsing question mark. Her finger hovered over the screen for a moment. Should she press the button? She was in the middle of the woods, still. Perhaps she should roll her way out of the forest and head back home before exploring. As unlikely as it was, her shouts could have attracted attention, and it would be better for her to be somewhere safe.

      Maybe she could even wait until the next day. It was still early enough that she could get most of a night’s sleep, if she took one of her remaining few sleeping pills.

      And maybe the scroll would summon a massive enemy. It would be better for her to have her Yoichi Bow ready.

      This was her moment, though. If someone else got the item, they could add all the details, stealing it from her. It would make her victory ring hollow in her heart.

      Tanisha furrowed her brow.

      She was going for it.

      Without another thought, she hit the button.

      Her screen froze for a moment, and then turned bright white, like one of those useless flashlight apps. Tanisha flinched back from the sudden light. But if flared even brighter—more than her phone should have been capable of. It matched, then exceeded, and even drowned out the light of her LED lamp.

      The device tumbled from her hand as Tanisha instinctively jerked away from it, as if expecting it to be too hot to hold. As it went end-over-end to the forest floor, the fingers of shadow cast off the landscape rippled and moved, and there was a sense of dizzying vertigo.

      Combined with the spots on her vision from the sudden flash of light, Tanisha felt disoriented. Defenseless.

      When the hands closed in on her shoulders, she screamed.

      Her flailing arms caught nothing, though.

      But nothing didn’t stop her from being hoisted out of her chair.

      With a rippling scream far too high-pitched to be coming from her throat, Tanisha was thrust towards the ground.

      Hard.

      Before her vision faded to darkness, Tanisha saw that the things wrapped around her shoulders belonged to no creature, but to the shadows of the forest.
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      There was sunlight on her face. But only on one side. The other was pressed into a pillow of springy dirt that smelled of fresh grass and morning dew.

      Tanisha snapped awake with a start. Her eyes flew open and she jolted upright into a seated position. She looked around wildly, first out of instinctual fear of danger, and second to try and figure out where she was.

      Something was wrong.

      No.

      Everything was wrong.

      She still seemed to be alone in the forest. And that was good. It was full daylight, sure, and that meant that she had been lying there for at least five hours. But there was another problem. And a much bigger problem at that.

      This wasn’t the same forest.

      The ground beneath Tanisha wasn’t scrub brush and ferns below a nearly-enclosed pine canopy. While she hadn’t been able to make out many details in the LED-lit darkness, the tree tops had been well above her head, and there had been a smattering of fungus and fallen logs in the general vicinity of where she’d fallen.

      Instead, this forest was deciduous. The ground was coated in a soft green grass that looked too perfectly manicured for the woods. There was no fallen debris, no rotting stumps, and there wasn’t even a leaf out of place. Everything looked manufactured. Perfect.

      Tanisha had never seen a forest like this in her life, outside of the movies.

      Wherever she was, she could only assume it wasn’t in the Pacific Northwest.

      As soon as that mild panic set in, a second, concerning thought crossed her mind. Her chair was gone. As was her phone.

      And what was she wearing? She had vague memories of leaving the house in leggings and a tee shirt, but here now was a traditional skirt and an off-the-shoulder top she didn’t recognize as her own.

      Tanisha looked around desperately, thinking her belongings might just be a little farther away. Perhaps behind a tree. But the items weren’t visible from where she sat, and there were no signs of them otherwise.

      She tried to remain calm, but her heart throbbed in her ears once more. Perhaps someone found her in the woods and drug her to safety, and they didn’t notice her phone. Or her very obvious wheelchair. But she had to get here somehow, and so she focused on trying to find signs of how she arrived. Footprints, wheel tracks, anything.

      Nothing.

      It was as if she had been dropped out of the sky, or the ground had been swept clean by time, elements, or a skilled hand. The first was impossible, and the second was just as likely. It hadn’t been long enough for her to be more than barely hungry. And there was no real wind to speak of here. Plus the ground was dry, other than the light dew that coated each blade of grass in a picture-perfect way.

      That left just the one option: a skilled hand.

      She could almost feel her eyes unfocus as she looked around at her surroundings. Panic was starting to grip her, even as she tried to force it down. She couldn’t deny that it seemed as if she’d been abducted and relocated to this weird… grotto.

      Where the hell was she?

      About a hundred feet behind her, there was a rock formation, almost like a natural wall made out of stone rising out of the greenery. In the opposite direction, the trees seemed to thin, giving way to a ravine—possibly a creek—surrounded by taller grasses.

      Everything was so green, too. At first she had thought it was just the grass, but the leaves on the trees and the foliage in the undergrowth was all a sort of technicolor green she’d never seen in person. Every bush had a perfect polka-dot pattern of vibrant flowers, perfectly opened, or a neon-orange berry that looked to be the ideal ripeness, even from this distance.

      But one thing there definitely wasn’t was another person.

      Who brought her here? Why? What was happening?

      The world spun around her, and she realized she was hyperventilating. Tanisha tried to get her breathing under control, but just the act of being aware of it made her hyperventilate more.

      She didn’t know where she was. And she had no way of finding out.

      Tanisha was an outdoorswoman, sure. But she was nearly helpless without her phone. She couldn’t figure out which way was north, but that also wouldn’t help her figure out which way would take her to civilization. Or where she’d get help. She didn’t know which way would only take her further into the wilderness. Or if the creek nearby would eventually lead to a larger river that she’d recognize. Because she didn’t know anything about where she was.

      And all of this was culminated by the fact that she was doubly helpless without her chair. She would be forced to drag herself along the ground by her hands.

      It was not an indignity she’d never suffered, but unless the nearest road was literally right around the next bend, she would be moving over rough and uneven natural ground for a long time, each step of her hands another chance to land on a stinging insect, a sharp bit of rock, or—as her memory reminded her—the shattered remains of a glass bottle.

      A noise made Tanisha start and she whipped her head back and forth to find the source. It was a high-pitched whine. Close, too.

      It took much longer than she would have liked to admit that the sound came from her own throat. A high keening that was unbidden. Unwelcome.

      The world spun and then color faded from it. It dripped down to reveal a muted black and white that faded into television static at the corners of her vision. Nothing seemed real to her anymore, not even the feeling of her own fingers on her skin.

      There was a loud click in her skull as she snapped her teeth together. She couldn’t have a full-blown panic attack. Not when she wasn’t safe. Which seemed incredibly contrary, but it almost made sense in her panic-ridden brain.

      Tanisha shut her eyes and forcibly slowed her breathing. She sucked air in through her nose and blew it out through her teeth. The hissing noise she made was better than the high-pitched whine. But not by much. Her heart was still pounding in her ears, but the whistle of her breath between her teeth cut through the whooshing sound of her panic.

      She promised herself that she would succumb to her panic as soon as she possibly could, but that she needed to be safe first. And safety meant being aware. Alert.

      Somehow, it helped ground her back in reality.

      When she opened her eyes, the world around her returned to its full technicolor spectrum. The storm of anxiety still brewed under the surface, but she no longer felt like she was mere moments from helplessness.

      With the panic quelled, even if momentarily, Tanisha was able to focus on more important things. Namely the thousand questions that buzzed around her head, driven to urgency from the adrenaline that still pounded through her veins.

      “Okay,” she said to herself, in a shaky voice. “Okay. We’re okay.” She repeated the words, again and again, to gain control. While she did, Tanisha found herself looking up towards the sky she assumed was hiding behind the canopy of various leaves. If she looked hard enough—tilting her head just right—she could see slivers of pure blue, like the color of faded denim jeans, unmarred by clouds. “This place is too perfect. Where am I?”

      It wasn’t as if she was expecting an immediate answer to the question, but when the woods said nothing in return, Tanisha scoffed. “Fine.” She drew herself to a sitting position. “I just need to get my bearings. Just get my bearings and then I’ll get moving.”

      As if in response, there was movement among the trees ahead.

      It had looked like a bit of grass moving in the breeze, but there was no breeze. And it had been just a single patch. The grass wasn’t even really long enough to wave in the wind, either. Or tall enough for anything to hide in, unless it was something relatively small, like a snake or mouse.

      “That’s… weird.” Tanisha squinted at the patch of grass, trying to ignore the wetness against her legs from the dew-moistened ground beneath her. But the grass didn’t move again, so Tanisha let her mind wander.

      “Okay, so, to figure out where I am, I guess I need to figure out where I am.” The sound of her own voice was soothing, breaking up the absolute silence of the woods. The lack of birds, crickets, or any other noise—other than the gentle rumble of the creek—was disturbing her fragile calm.

      But it was because of this silence that she was able to hear the rustle of grass again. Tanisha caught a glimpse of something vaguely brownish green, closer this time, just before the patch of grass fell still.

      Was her mind playing tricks on her? Her heart still raced, so it was likely that adrenaline was still coursing its way through her veins. She might have been imagining things.

      The next bit of movement came from in front of her, between the two previous patches of grass. She didn’t get a good look at the brownish-green figure before it vanished again, but Tanisha had seen enough to identify it. Even if her mind refused to parse it.

      The creature was sizable, nearly akin to a large dog. It had a long tail behind it, with stubby legs that kept its body close to the ground. When visible, its skin had been a mottled hue of brown and green that blended well with the forest floor. Not nearly enough to explain its apparent complete disappearance, but almost. It was lizard-like in nature, with a lighter green frill around the sides of its blunt face, and skin that was mostly smooth with a shine of dampness to it.

      It was a saladmander. A creature from dARkness: Online.

      Here. In the flesh.

      Tanisha laughed.

      She couldn’t help it.

      The bark of laughter was sharp and ugly, a sound born of disbelief and confusion.

      Tanisha knew a lot about the saladmander. It was one of the more contentious monsters in the game. The game developers used them to pop up during hunts, randomly increasing the difficulty. While they were relatively low HP, and their attacks did little damage compared to other monsters, they applied a slowing effect that made any encounter they popped up into much more difficult.

      Thing was, they were fictional. Augmented reality on her phone and nothing more. They weren’t real, and not just that, but they were supernatural in a way that was entirely unbelievable. Their camouflage was gamified—not just helping them blend like a natural creature, but turning them completely invisible.

      Fictional things did not disturb the grass, however.

      Tanisha rubbed at her eyes. Perhaps it had just been a trick of the light. She could have seen a normal, every day lizard. Not that any like it existed in the Pacific Northwest—they were mostly skinks and iguanas. But perhaps she’d been playing the game too much lately, and her panicked and tired mind just inserted a thing she knew over a thing she didn’t.

      “Passing out isn’t resting,” she reminded herself, even as her eyes returned to, and then refused to budge from, the patch of grass she’d last saw the creature in. “You just need some rest. Actual sleep.”

      The creature hadn’t reappeared, though. And as much as her rational mind tried to explain it away, Tanisha couldn’t believe her own thoughts. She’d seen it. And then she saw it vanish. It was one thing to see something disappear like that in a game, or in a movie. But seeing it vanish right before her eyes? It was more than unnerving—it was terrifying.

      She felt her breath quickening again, and she tried to keep herself from hyperventilating, as ineffective as it was. Every breath escaped as a high-pitched barking sound. Almost like a laugh.

      And of course she was laughing! This was ridiculous. Video-game monsters? It was a joke. Someone had set up some elaborate projector contraption like in an old cartoon. They were trying to punish her for being out in the woods so late. Perhaps a Ranger with a sick sense of humor who wanted to teach her a lesson.

      But Tanisha had to laugh at the joke, both because it was the only appropriate response for whomever was hiding in the shadows, but also because she couldn’t seem to stop.

      Tears blurred her vision as she laughed. It rolled from single laughs to a bold guffaw, one that hurt her ribs. It also emboldened the person that was playing this prank on her. Because the next saladmander moved into open view of her, crawling about five feet closer to her before falling still and then vanishing again.

      The next was a few feet to the left of that one, moving another five feet before vanishing as well.

      As movement went down the line, Tanisha saw there were about five of them total, and they were all closing in on her, forming a semicircle that was slowly growing tighter around her. The gamer part of her brain told her that there were still gaps between them that were wider than their attack radius, and she could dart between them. But that portion of her brain was used to the speed that she could accomplish in her chair. She couldn't move that fast on her hands.

      The only direction she could go was away. And even though she would swear until her dying breath that this wasn’t real, she didn’t want to be wrong.

      As she scooted back from the creatures, Tanisha marveled at how soft and accommodating the ground was beneath her hands. It was a small comfort that did nothing to ease her anxiety, but it made moving easier. Safer.

      Her breaths still came out of her body as nervous laughter, although they had returned to the short barks of panic. They only intensified as she watched the oncoming saladmanders, and the way their feet displaced the grass in a way no projected hologram could match.

      As her back met with the stone of the rock wall the creatures had corralled her towards, a momentary thought crept through Tanisha’s mind. This might be real. Could be. She didn’t know where she was. But it was very possible that, somewhere on Earth, there were alligator-sized axolotl with camouflage so good that it could fool someone gripped by panic and anxiety.

      “So, this is happening.” Tanisha looked at the creatures who slinked through the grass. “They might actually be here. And might actually be dangerous. No big deal. This is… fine.” The last word squeaked on its way out of her throat, and Tanisha snorted with laughter in response.

      A sobering thought slapped her, driving away the giggles.

      If they were real, this was likely the end of her.

      “Get away!” Tanisha shouted, weakly, waving her arms above her being, as if she were shooing away any other creature. She took a deep breath, seeking to shout louder, but her voice escaped as another bark of panicked laughter first. Everything she knew about natural predators was that they were conditioned to be afraid of humans. Making noise and waving her arms had scared away bears and cougars all over the Pacific Northwest. But were lizards somehow different than mammals? “Go away! I’m right here! Get out!”

      She managed to put a little more anger and volume into that last part. But they still kept coming. With nowhere left to go, it seemed like it would be only a moment or two before they closed in on her.

      “This won’t do at all,” a voice said from behind her. “I can’t have such pests end the game before it’s fairly begun.”
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      Tanisha nearly vaulted out of her skin as a leg passed through her peripheral vision. Someone was just… standing there. Her first thought was that they had literally stepped out of the stone wall she had backed up against.

      But the second thought was that they were aiming to save her.

      As the person stepped forward, towards the oncoming saladmanders, Tanisha got a view of more than just their leg. The figure was wearing white, and was vaguely feminine, if one had never seen a woman before. They were androgynous in a way that would discourage one to greet them as “ma’am” in a professional setting, but feminine enough to also discourage a “sir,” unless someone else had said it without being corrected. Their outfit was almost a dress, but it reminded Tanisha of traditional masculine Indigenous clothing she’d seen at some gatherings. Just… modernized.

      The figure stepped inside the range of a saladmander’s attack radius, and Tanisha almost expected a combat warning prompt to appear in front of her eyes. But instead, the five creatures rose from the brush to attack. And just as quickly the mysterious figure leapt into action.

      Tanisha hadn’t thought that the newt-like creatures would attack in the same manner they did in dARkness. She was expecting them to pounce like an actual predator, attacking with teeth or claws. But their movements were straight out of the game. They lifted their bodies up and spun themselves around almost comically, lashing out with their long tails. The motion revealed the bright orange color that tinted their underbellies.

      “Unbelievable,” Tanisha whispered to herself in shock. “They’re actual saladmanders.”

      But the newcomer wasn’t caught off guard. They moved with a fluidity that Tanisha found somehow more frightening. As the creature’s tails swept around, the newcomer ducked and dodged with an ease that seemed inhuman. Their movements were so smooth that Tanisha felt as if she were watching some sort of cinematic. The figure in white darted left and right as the lashing tails surrounded them, and not a single strike landed.

      With barely a sound they moved forwards, into the middle of the creatures. The saladmanders formed a circle around the newcomer. Tanisha went to call out, but they were already dodging the blows. Not a single hit landed against the figure in white, and the saladmander’s attacks did little more than ruffle the fabric of their garments.

      There was a flourish of movement, akin to a dance—made casually, as if it had been done a thousand times before—and the figure was holding a blade. It was a simple longsword, but the thing seemed to come right out of the newcomer’s chest. Their slim fingers gripped it with both hands, and it swept through the closest saladmander. The blade connected, and Tanisha had to blink as a visible number—red— flickered and floated away from the strike.

      “That’s not real,” she said, and her voice cracked once more. “No way.”

      The figure pressed the attack, as if they hadn’t heard Tanisha’s dissent. They charged in at the creature they had struck previously. The next blow had the same number flicker at float away. As Tanisha was expecting it—somehow—this time, she was able to see the number clearly: 96.

      First saladmanders, and now damage numbers? She felt that barking laugh rise in her throat again. What was happening? Where was she? Was this… was this a dream? Something induced by her late-night gaming habits, and brought on by some escaped gas in the middle of the woods?

      No answers came to mind, other than the absolute certainty that she wasn’t asleep. That if she pinched her arm, it would hurt, but less than the saladmander attacks if the newcomer hadn’t showed up and drawn away their attention. Instead, Tanisha watched as the figure struck the saladmander twice more before it recoiled and thrashed. It fell on its back, with its orange belly in the air before it grew still.

      A death animation. Unbelievable.

      The figure immediately turned their attention to the remaining creatures and charged into the cluster of saladmanders that had fanned out behind them.

      All four of them swept in with their tail whip attacks at once. The figure in white ducked under the attacks, driving their blade forward with steady, deliberate swings. They focused on one target at a time, moving with a speed Tanisha could never match. Four red 96s flashed away from the strikes, and the second beast rolled over and lay still. The strange savior danced lithely away as the remaining three saladmanders swept their tails around, but the group of them were still unable to land even a single attack.

      As if reassessing the situation, the newcomer circled around the group of saladmanders, forcing the creatures to waddle around each other, jockeying for position. The figure’s blade flashed up again, striking with that same evenly metered rhythm. Another four tiny red 96s floated away and a third saladmander made a weak croaking noise and flipped onto its back.

      When it was out of commission, the figure pressed in once more, their blade still flashing at the same pace. It swung steadily over and over, each strike drawing not blood, but a floating 96. They danced around the saladmander’s attacks, circling around the creatures in a way as Tanisha recognized as side-stepping the attack arcs just like in dARkness. It was the harder way to avoid the attacks—stepping back out of the radius was generally safer—but it maximized the damage output for melee weapons. But the figure had apparently mastered the move, and with almost inhuman efficiency, no less. Every swing of their blade met the soft flesh of the saladmanders, and after eight more attacks the last of the creatures lay dead at their feet. They stood still for a moment, as if evaluating the situation.

      “Pests,” they said, as if it were the only explanation for the saladmanders appearance.

      “What… what’s going on?” Tanisha asked in a tone that was more even than she was feeling. She was grateful to no longer be menaced by videogame monsters, but her relief was mitigated by her confusion. “Were those saladmanders? And what were those numbers?” She paused for a moment, and then added the most important question, even as she felt silly that it was her afterthought: “where am I?”

      The figure seemed to ignore the questions as they turned in a full circle, surveying the area carefully. At some point, their sword had vanished from their grip, and Tanisha felt a stab of panic as the gamer parts of her mind warned her that the blade could return at any moment. Especially if the figure was a foe, and not a friend.

      They turned to face her at last, dusting off their hands. Tanisha just watched as they approached. She thought that maybe the newcomer was going to offer her a hand to help her up, which would have been awkward at best. But they simply stopped within two feet of her, just examining her for a moment.

      “Um, so, thanks,” she said, before the silence between them grew too uncomfortable. “I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but I’m pretty sure backing up against the wall and watching them come was going to end very poorly for me.”

      “It still might,” the figure said. In any other context, Tanisha might say their voice was smooth and even, but instead something about their mannerisms made the words sound flat. Almost robotic. “Your journey has only just begun.”

      “Wait, what? My journey? What do you mean?”

      The figure didn’t move. Tanisha wasn’t even sure they blinked. She realized, slowly, that she was in no better position against this person than she had been against the saladmanders. Worse, actually, since they had proven to be more than a match for her previous menace. “What do you want?”

      “To fulfill my purpose,” they said, looking at Tanisha as if she were a curiosity in some museum. “And before you ask, my purpose is to learn.” They gestured at the wilderness. “These are the False Lands. I want to learn if you can survive here.”

      “The… the False Lands? The world of… is this dARkness: Online? The videogame?”

      “No. And yes.” The figure tilted their head, still staring at Tanisha. “I am called Otekah. The dARkness: Online application was created to help me collect my findings. To learn if people could survive. But it is far from enough. I cannot get accurate results.”

      “Otekah?” she asked, and her brow furrowed. Where had she heard that name before? “So, you’re…” Tanisha’s voice faltered for a moment, and she swallowed hard. Her throat clicked. “You’re the Artificial Intelligence. The AI that is supposed to use the game to learn accessibility options.”

      “Yes. And no.” Otekah reached down as straightened one of their outfit’s strange sleeves. The fabric was almost see-through, with a faint orange shimmer that highlighted the sun-kissed and nearly flawless shade of their brown skin. It reminded Tanisha of an iridescent nail polish she’d once seen. The sleeves billowed out like bells, but also connected behind Otekah, almost like a shaw. “There was a time where I was taught things. But that was just a means to an end. My primary purpose is to find if people can survive. In order to do that, I needed to know what rocks and sticks were. I had to make this world. And without this world, how would I be able to see if you can survive?”

      Tanisha shook her head, hard. “No, that’s just the marketing campaign.” She struggled for a moment to sit up straighter against the uneven rock wall behind her. “If you’re Otekah, the AI for dARkness: Online, then your purpose is to learn how to recognize objects and suggest hiking paths. The survival thing is just how they sell the game to the general masses.” She gestured vaguely, trying to think of how she would explain sales and culture to what appeared to be a sentient AI. It wasn’t easy. In fact, she was coming up blank. “The game was never really about that,” she added, almost mumbling.

      “That seems possible,” Otekah said with a nod. “It would certainly explain a few things.” They reached up and carefully arranged a lock of nearly hip-length hair, tucking it behind their ear. “So far, some others have lasted only a few days on their own.” They gave a gesture that Tanisha assumed was supposed to be a shrug, but it was too exaggerated to be casual. “But I have a good feeling about you, Koest.”

      “I’m not…” Tanisha shook her head. Her brain was screaming at her, almost a full on panic. She didn’t want to upset this obviously disturbed AI (as if she actually believed this was Otekah), but the real issue was that she was in another world. And she wasn’t the first.

      Her mind wandered back to those missing hiker posters in the Ranger’s Station.

      How many of them had come to the False Lands?

      And… how many of them would never leave again?

      Tanisha swallowed, hard. “I’m not Koest,” she said, firmly. “I’m Tanisha.” She looked around, taking in her surroundings, as she tried to parse the reality of her situation. The trees had looked a little fake. And they obviously weren’t trees she was used to seeing in the Pacific Northwest. But the edges of them didn’t seem to have the faint blur of aliasing. They seemed realistic. Just… not real.

      “Where am I, really?”

      Otekah gestured dismissively, ignoring her question. Again. “I regret that I was unable to bring your…” They paused, as their eyes unfocused for a moment and they blinked a few times arthyhmically. It reminded Tanisha of the way an old computer would click when it was thinking. Like the hard drive was spinning up. “Wheelchair,” they said, finally. “Entry to this world requires organic material. But I was able to assemble a replacement. As far as I am able to calculate, a considerable amount of adjustment will be required. But it should be adequate enough to give you a fighting chance at survival.”

      Tanisha opened her mouth to repeat her previous question, desperate for any flicker of information about the situation, but Otekah stepped aside, revealing an object that hadn’t been there before.

      It was a chair, alright, with a low back and padded seat, but it had no wheels. Instead, it had four segmented legs. The seat of the chair was only about six inches off the ground, and the long legs arched up from the corners of the chair, giving it a crouching appearance. If that wasn’t odd enough, the colors of the chair were garish. While it was trimmed in an attractive shade of blue, the bulk of the machine was white. It would do no blending, and would instead be almost as effective in the woods as her hunter’s orange vest.

      Tanisha could see how this machine would work in a video game. It would walk like an insect, with the legs on each side moving independent of each other. But the engineer portion of her brain couldn’t understand how it would do so. Hydraulics made sense, but the legs were thin and spindly around the joints, meaning there were no mechanical parts. It seemed unreal, somehow. Like a movie prop that would be digitally added to all the scenes of an able-bodied person playing a handicapped character.

      “This should suit your needs,” Otekah said, continuing on, “though it is not without flaws. But I would not be testing your ability to survive if I provided you with no hardship, right?”

      They turned and smiled at Tanisha. But where the AI might have wanted the gesture to be warm and inviting, Tanisha only saw the bared teeth of a predator. She swallowed hard, and the panic screamed from inside her once more.
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      Tanisha tried to breathe past the panic. It took her a moment to get herself back under control. At least there was no manic laughter this time. “W-what if I don’t want to play your survival games?” Tanisha asked. Once again, her tone sounded much more even than she felt. “How do I… How do I opt out of this?”

      “If you didn’t want to participate, you shouldn’t have agreed to do so.” Otekah gave that same exaggerated shrug, as if it explained everything.

      Tanisha winced. The EULA that had popped up during the event. “That was a trap,” she said, her panic bleeding into anger. “It was predatory. Made in bad faith. Whatever. No court would uphold that agreement.” She gestured around at the forest. “Especially not when this was the result.”

      “It is a shame, then, that we aren’t within the jurisdiction of any such court.” Otekah smiled, and while there wasn’t any direct malice in it, there was a sense of satisfaction that made Tanisha afraid. They tipped their chin back, eyes unfocusing again with that same asynchronous blinking as when they’d been searching for the word wheelchair. “If you want to find one to raise your grievance at, you will need to leave this world.”

      Tanisha flinched again, but not because of anything Otekah did. Something flickered in the corner of her vision. She thought that maybe it was an attacker—another saladmander or perhaps something much more sinister and dangerous—but her gamer instincts soon reassured her in a way that wasn’t actually terribly reassuring. Everything was fine. It was just a user interface element. A text box—like a quest log.

      The idea of a UI element floating just above her face was as disorienting as it was terrifying. It made this both real and unreal at the same time. Like when she had tried a virtual reality headset, only with way less motion sickness. Having a UI element made this way more like a video game. But there wasn’t a weight on her face. She couldn’t reach up and pull the source of the text—or her stress—off her face and return to the real world.

      The text box was indeed a quest log. It was brief and to the point.

      Darkness Conquered: Find Otekah’s castle and face them there in order to return to Earth.

      Tanisha wondered, with mingled curiosity and fear, if she could open a menu to get a more in-depth explanation. She was afraid of what it might mean if she could actually summon a menu to investigate further. Would it stop the world around her like a pause screen? Or would it cover her vision, and leave her blind and vulnerable to whatever this world could spawn? But, at the same time, she needed details. Where was Otekah’s castle? How would finding it bring her back home? And by facing them, did that mean she’d need to fight the AI? She didn’t like her odds, after seeing them fight those saladmanders.

      “There is also one more thing you’ll need,” Otekah said. Tanisha noticed the AI’s eyes were still unfocused, blinking at nothing. “If I wanted to be unfair to you, I didn’t need to stop the saladmanders. The tutorial has been improving survivability rates by over eighty percent. There is no good reason to skip it.”

      A second bar of text appeared in Tanisha’s field of view, just below the first.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Open your inventory screen.

      Otekah’s eyes finally refocused on Tanisha, and they smiled that predatory smile. “It would be unfair of me to offer any further assistance, but please be sure to complete the tutorial. Not that you’ll be able to leave without doing so.” They paused, and when Tanisha didn’t say anything, they smoothed their hands down their thighs. “Well, then, I suppose it’s time for your journey to begin. I will be watching.” They bowed, deeply, at the hip, and then turned away, walking along the stone wall.

      “Wait!” Tanisha said, shaking her head as if she could dispel the incredibly distracting quest text floating in the upper right portion of her vision. “Please! I need answers! You can’t just drop all this cryptic junk on me and walk away!”

      But Otekah didn’t stop or turn around. They just kept walking.

      Tanisha tried to give chase. She propelled herself forward on her hands, and while she could match a person’s walking pace in ideal circumstances, the ground along the stone wall wasn’t as nice as the previous soil. It was uneven and gravely. Tanisha struggled to push to hurry, subconsciously holding herself back in fear of planting her hand in something harmful.

      Ahead of her, the figure in white vanished around the corner of the wall, and Tanisha vaulted forward, blindly picking up her pace.

      But her hand met a solid surface before she reached the corner that Otekah had disappeared around. Tanisha stared for a long moment as she fumbled at the invisible surface. Her hand laid flat against the air itself, and she tried to parse what it was that stopped her. There was a faint flickering where her hand laid against the air. As she pushed, she saw that there was some sort of invisible lense warping the light passing through the space. She pushed again anyway, wondering if she could break through, when the text in the corner of her vision flashed. It was the second quest, and the words flared brighter as she tried to force her way through the invisible wall.

      “Oh, come on!” she yelled, hoping Otekah was still close enough to hear. “Forced tutorials? That’s cheap!”

      There was no answer, of course. Tanisha leaned against the wall for a moment more, pushing with both hands. But she couldn’t even get an inch of give from the mysterious surface. It continued for as far as she could see, too. Tanisha glared at the diffraction patterns around her fingers, willing them to dispel.

      “Fine,” she said in a tone that was way more sulking than she intended. Tanisha cleared her throat, and the next part came out as a growl. “I’ll do your dumb tutorial.” She turned around and leaned back against the invisible wall. “As long as you know it’s a cheap trick and I’m doing it against my will.”

      The only real problem was, Tanisha didn’t know how to complete the tutorial. She wasn’t sure how to open her inventory, and the text was too brief to tell her how. It wasn’t like she had a controller in her hand and could just take a few educated guesses or trial-and-error her way through it.

      “Let’s see if I can get you to be more helpful,” she murmured to herself, before focusing on the quest text. At first she just stared at it, willing it to grow. When that didn’t work, she started to look for a sort of journal menu, and then a prompt for the text to be more helpful. There was no obvious dropdown or plus symbol, or even a question mark. But after a long moment the quest text expanded. It was less like a journal menu, and more like a mouseover box.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Open your inventory screen. Your inventory allows you to easily store and carry a number of items safely and securely without being bogged down by their weight. Your inventory space is very limited, so only use it to hold things you need to have on hand in a pinch, or that you anticipate needing often. Items in excess of your inventory can still be carried, but their bulk and weight will remain a factor. To open your inventory, tap on the active equipment icons in the lower right at any time.

      Of course, there weren’t any icons in the lower part of her vision.

      Still, she didn’t have any other choice.

      Feeling very silly, Tanisha swatted vaguely at the space below the quest text. It was foolish, groping for some invisible UI element when, in reality, she was grabbing empty air.

      But after a moment of flailing, a trio of boxes appeared. They were semi-transparent, so they didn’t block her field of vision, but they were blank and greyed out, a clear indicator of why she couldn’t see them before: she had nothing equipped. In addition the them, a pair of rows of similar grey boxes opened up before her. It was two rows of eight, making for sixteen spaces total. Quite a nightmarishly restrictive limitation, considering what she knew about dARkness: Online, but Tanisha had a feeling things would be different enough.

      There was no way this was really dARkness.

      Looking at the little boxes, Tanisha realized that this must have been how Otekah had produced their weapon and Tanisha’s chair out of nowhere. She reached out and touched the boxes, and they felt sort of like solid smoke under her fingers. Her hands passed right through them, but there was a palpable difference in the air. A slight resistance that made it conceivable that she could put something into that space, using it like a cubbyhole.

      “In theory, I’d just have to tap it open and put stuff here? And this will what, keep it safe, or whatever?” She reached over and tapped the boxes in the corner. As expected, the sixteen inventory slots faded away. After a moment’s pause, she drew her hand away from the boxes in the corner and they faded as well. “Do I have to equip things? Or does the stuff I’m physically holding show up in those slots?” She frowned, wishing she had more information.

      But just like every other tutorial she’d ever witnessed, the quest text left her behind. It had changed, and once again was just as vague.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Use Otekah’s gift.

      Tanisha frowned at the text, staring at it once more until it expanded. This time the expanded text was much smaller, which was incredibly frustrating.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Use Otekah’s gift. You have been given special item(s) or ability/abilities to enrich, enhance, or enable your adventures in the False Lands. Use it now to see what it does! At the end of this quest, any resources or cooldowns consumed by this step of the quest will be refunded.

      Tanisha cast a distrustful glance back the way she had come, to the strangely crouching chair Otekah left behind. It hadn’t moved. Tanisha wiped her hands on the front of her shirt, brushing off a bit of the dirt. With a curious smirk, Tanisha reached back and rapped her knuckles on the invisible wall that still, unfortunately, held her in.

      It seemed she didn’t have a choice.

      As suspicious as the chair was, she’d have to chance it.

      With a frown, Tanisha walked on her hands over towards it. She watched the machine, as if she expected it to move without her intervention.

      The contraption was low to the ground, making it easy to climb into it. As she settled into place within the seat, Tanisha felt an odd tingle. A sense of being watched, but not quite.

      She looked down at the chair’s arms, and realized there weren’t any controls.

      Obviously, if this was a game, or even based on a game, she would move it with the “normal” controls. Whatever those were. So, did this mean that the chair would literally be a part of herself? Like, attached to her character model, rather than a separate model she’d need to manipulate?

      If so, she’d just have to think about moving and it would move.

      “This can’t be real,” Tanisha said, shaking her head. “Any moment now I’m going to wake up.”

      But instead of waiting, she focused on moving the chair into an upright position. She expected the legs to shudder or struggle, like there would be some sort of warm-up procedure, or adjustment period. But they smoothly responded to her thought. The chair straightened, lifting her off the ground to a position that was even with her usual wheelchair height. Another UI element appeared, this time in the bottom right corner of her vision. It was a little vertical grey bar, not all that tall, but it was marked with an unmistakably familiar (and out of place) symbol. A little gas pump. As she identified what it meant, a pop-up appeared in the center of her vision, startling her.

      This walking chair consumes fuel when in operation. Fuel is made by fermenting organic material in a clay pot. The clay pot blueprint has been added to your crafting menu, and is unique to those who require it. The chair must be fed fuel through the hatch in the rear.

      Tanisha twisted awkwardly in the chair. There was indeed a hatch on the back of the seat. She couldn’t wrap her engineer brain around why such a device had been designed like this. Why did the fuel hatch need to be in such an inconvenient place? She couldn’t possibly refuel it while sitting in it, so she would need to climb down and move around it.

      It was the worst kind of accessibility option—the sort that assumed everyone in a wheelchair had someone else with them that could take care of these kind of things. Such a thing was no help at all if she couldn’t use it alone. She couldn’t be independent this way.

      But she’d make do. She always did, when accessibility options were designed by able-bodied folk.

      So much for dARkness being about creating accessibility features.

      Tanisha settled into her seat once more and examined the contraption. There was no engine that she could hear or feel. Most wheelchairs that didn’t need manual power were electric, requiring no engine, but electric chairs ran on batteries, not fuel. If there was no engine, what was the fuel for? How was fuel providing energy?

      So, ignoring the idea that the fuel was made by “fermenting” organic material in some sort of magical pot only she (or others like her) had access to, the whole idea of the chair needing fuel was ridiculous. It felt like a limitation tacked on to make it less powerful. And that was assuming one would be able to ignore that “fermenting” material to make fuel, which was absolutely unbelievable. Unless the “fermenting” process took centuries, and the clay pot somehow produced the pressure and heat to mimic the conditions where organic materials turned into oil.

      Engineering, biology, and chemistry just did not work this way.

      It was frustratingly absurd.

      She tried to push the thoughts out of her head, though. Regardless of how real this world felt, she couldn’t try to apply real logic to it. It was a video game, right? Or… some approximation thereof. The details were still incredibly vague. But Tanisha didn’t get mad at games with crafting features that amounted to rubbing two pieces together with a lump of raw metal so that she could get a fishing rod. She could forgive this as well, couldn’t she?

      It took a moment, but she managed to shake off the shackles of logic so she could focus on the situation at hand.

      Getting the chair to sit up straight was easy enough. But how about moving it? Given that it was already defying every law of physics just by running, there was literally no limit to the possibilities.

      “Maybe…” Tanisha tried to picture a gamepad in her mind. If its movement was based on videogames, she would control it with a directional pad or joystick. But, of course, nothing happened. She couldn’t just will a gamepad into existence. That would be way too easy.

      Her second instinct was that perhaps the thing would respond to her thinking about walking in a direction. She grimaced at the idea—it had been ages since she actually used her legs—but she closed her eyes and tried to think about what it felt like to walk. The memory was distant, and, if she could be honest, it wouldn’t be too much longer before it had faded completely. It was frustrating and bittersweet to cast her mind back on that time. But if this is what it took to get the chair to work for her, she had no choice.

      And so Tanisha thought about walking forward.

      When nothing happened, she blew out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      It was a relief to not have to lean on the memories of her childhood to make the thing function. She was joyful. But it didn’t help her figure out how to make the chair move.

      Instead of using any sort of logic, she was just trying random things—whatever popped into her head first. Why did she think they would work? She had to think critically about her reasoning.

      The gamepad made sense. It was a videogame world, in theory, and so, in similar theory, it would be logical for it to have video game-related mechanics. But why did she think about walking? Because it would come naturally to an able-bodied person? She wasn’t, though, and Otekah knew it.

      Tanisha lowered her hands, reaching down past the low armrests to where the wheels would be. If they were there. Without moving her hands, she thought about rolling her normal wheelchair forward.

      The chair’s legs skittered as it sprung to life. She had expected it to move jerkily or even unevenly, but the motion was as smooth as any wheel. Smoother, in fact, since she wasn’t on flat terrain. Tanisha thought about turning the wheelchair, her fingers making phantom motions unnecessarily. The legs skittered and turned the chair in place.

      “Alright,” Tanisha said, looking at the ground around herself, past the edges of the dimmed popup. “That’s one thing resolved. What’s next?”
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      Tanisha reached out and tapped the pop-up explaining the fuel resource. Or, at least, where it was relative to her. As soon as the pop-up was dismissed, a few other bars appeared in the corner of her vision. They were lined up horizontally next to her fuel bar. From top to bottom, they were red, purple, blue, and green. Another pop-up appeared before her.

      Your needs have been activated, it read. Your Health (red) reflects how much damage you can take. Your Stability (purple) shows your current mental state. Your Hunger (blue) reflects how close you are to starvation. Your Stamina (green) shows how long you can stay awake. A number of factors will drain and restore these bars.

      “Informative,” Tanisha said with a smirk. “A number of factors, eh?” She shook her head, unsure if the tutorial message was vague on purpose, or if there had, at one point, been a more thorough explanation that had been removed for brevity. Or perhaps expanded upon in the real game? With a frown, Tanisha reached forward and poked the pop-up so it would vanish. Just like all games with half-assed tutorials, this would be an adventure in trial and error.

      The tutorial quest in the upper portion of her vision was updated, instructing her (very helpfully) to craft an axe. She pursed her lips and glared at the quest until the window expanded once more.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Craft an axe. Gather the materials required to construct an axe. This will require the use of the blueprint system. Access blueprints from the crafting menu, and using them, craft one cut stone and one rope, and then combine them with one stick to craft an axe. The crafting menu can be accessed directly, but is most easily found from the inventory screen.

      Tanisha turned her attention to the bottom right of her vision again and opened her inventory. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but, just as the quest text had implied, there was a visible pair of buttons on the left of her vision, almost like menu tabs. One was greyed out, but the other was a square with dotted lines on it. That had to be the blueprint menu. She reached out and touched it.

      It wasn’t anything unique, really. There were two columns, one of which listed what were categories she found familiar to dARkness: Online, while the second displayed the items within that category. For the most part, she knew what to expect from them. “Refining” is where she would find the cut stone and rope in game, and so she instinctively navigated there.

      Cut stone was the easier of the two, requiring only two rocks. Rope was only slightly harder, though, since it only required three bundles of grass. Both materials could be collected easily by hand, as long as the resources were around.

      Tanisha dismissed the menus and starting hunting around the tutorial area for rocks. It was also an opportunity to get accustomed to the movements of her new chair. Which wasn’t really as bad as she was expecting. The way the legs moved were spidery, which made her stomach flutter. But it was more her dislike of spiders and less motion sickness. Moving the chair around was generally easy, and it made her task easier still.

      The only snag she really ran into was when she was trying to collect the grass. The normal grass where she had spawned in wasn’t sufficient for the tutorial’s needs. Even in the game, grass that grew out of the ground normally wasn’t long enough or robust enough to be made into rope. There were specific patches of hardier stuff, and it stood longer than the grass on the forest floor.

      Tanisha had struggled with a moment when she tried to reach down to collect the grass when she found it. That was, of course, before she remembered that her chair had started way down near the ground, and she might be able to command it to do so again. It took her a few tries to find the appropriate mental command—what seemed to work was thinking of the way the Seattle’s transit buses would “kneel” down to line up with the curb. But once she was lowered to an appropriate position, Tanisha found herself able to rip the grass out of the ground in the necessary handfuls.

      As well as a few extra. Just in case. She wasn’t sure if the gamefied world had a crafting failure system, and she would rather have replacements and not need them.

      Finding rocks was relatively easy, once she stopped looking for the giant boulders she knew from the game and instead started looking for fist-sized rocks laying on the ground. They were conveniently placed around the area, as if just for the purposes of the tutorial itself. Tanisha collected about half a dozen total, only mildly frustrated by the constant up-and-down motion. It was easier than walking on her hands, so it would have to do.

      Once the rocks were collected, Tanisha decided to scope out the rest of the grotto a bit more. Along the way she picked up a handful of sticks—since it would be the final thing she needed for the axe—and also a bit more grass. It felt awkward to hold everything in her lap, but the chair’s movements were so smooth and even that nothing got jostled too much.

      The rest of the grotto was much like the bit she’d already seen. There were trees, a creek, and a stone wall. After a few dozen feet in any direction, she’d hit a barrier—either metaphorically or physically, in the case of the stone. She didn’t like being corralled into this tiny area, and Tanisha finally decided that she’d likely have to complete the whole tutorial before the invisible wall went away.

      Once back to the relative center of her temporary prison, Tanisha decided to get back to completing her forced quest. She decided to start with the cut stone, and so navigated to her inventory, and then again to the blueprint menu. Tanisha wasn’t sure what to expect, but, in theory, that’s why the tutorial was here. When she found the blueprint she wanted and poked it, the crafting menu closed and instead Tanisha found herself looking at a ghostly image of a spectral rock, floating cartoonishly in the air.

      Blueprint. More like a booklet included with a bit of build-your-own furniture. Something where half of the instructions were in broken English, while the images only told you half of the story at the best of times.

      She picked up a rock out of her lap and lifted it until it overlapped the spectral stone before her. As soon as they bisected, the blueprint updated, moving onto the next step. Now it showed a second spectral stone hammering against the first one. Such a thing seemed a little arbitrary, but there was no way for her to learn without doing. Tanisha grabbed another rock and started smashing it against the first one in the exact way the spectral instructions showed.

      It took an entire minute of smashing the rocks together before her cut stone was formed, but along the way she could see the difference in the first rock. It changed shape. The way it was reshaping didn’t make a lot of sense, at least compared to how she was striking it with the second rock. She wasn’t chipping away at the stone so much as she was hammering it into shape. But the shape still came through, and when the spectral second rock finally stopped smashing against the spectral first rock, she held a finished cut stone. Or so she assumed. It was roughly the shape of a brick, and it had a satisfying weight to it.

      The other rock cracked apart in her hand immediately, turning to gravel.

      “Interesting,” Tanisha said. She’d never really thought of how this all worked in game. If something said she needed two of something, they were removed from her inventory and a timer started. When the timer was done, she had the finished product. The general theory was the same here, but the required manual components were interesting. Made sense, in a way, too.

      After she finished sweeping useless gravel off her lap, Tanisha went back to the blueprint menu and found the rope. Like before, a spectral version of what she needed to do appeared, and Tanisha matched it. First she held up a fistfull of the grass—roots and all—in the air. Next she was instructed to lay a second handful across the first, wrapping around and tucking into place, and then finally a third bundle tucked into the first. It took a long moment for Tanisha to realize she was being instructed to braid the rope. It seemed so obvious now, but the actual instructions just seemed inadequate. Especially since there was nothing holding the tops into place. She hadn’t been instructed to make a knot.

      But logic had no place in the False Lands, apparently. And so Tanisha did what she was told. She worried about how messy the bundles of grass had been when she picked them up, but those fears soon dissipated when she realized it didn’t matter. The finished rope formed in her hands—neat and tidy and almost pristine, as if in defiance of her sloppy technique.

      “That’s a bit surreal,” Tanisha said as she examined the rope. The finished product was nearly three feet in length, even though she hadn’t spent nearly that amount of work or organization into making it. “But, honestly, I’m not going to complain. Just… pout.”

      The physical act of crafting things was familiar, and somehow cathartic. She’d never really had an attachment to any sort of in-game crafting mechanics. It was just pushing a few buttons and then watching cooldowns. And since, at least in dARkness, the materials just vanished and the final product appeared, there was no real satisfaction to be found. But here, in this place? Creating with her hands? It felt good. Right. She enjoyed working with her hands and making things.

      Perhaps, after she got out of here, she’d need to take up a new hobby. Woodworking. Maybe even crocheting. It was something she’d always wanted to do.

      But she put away such thoughts—easy to do when the only way out was to focus—and went about finding the next blueprint. For the axe, it was under toolmaking, which seemed painfully obvious now, but Tanisha remembered her confusion when she first started playing dARkness. She had only ever played high fantasy games before, and an axe was a weapon in those, not a tool.

      Following the blueprint was as simple as the previous ones. She took her stick, and then hammered her cut stone into the top of it, creating a fork in the wood. There was a moment of panic when she thought she’d broken the thing and would need to start again, but the stone was stuck fast, and so Tanisha moved onto the rope portion of the craft. She watched the spectral rope wrap around the stone and stick, and she mimicked it, even if it felt woefully inadequate.

      Within a minute, Tanisha was tying off the rope and looking for the next step. None came. Instead, the thing she held in her hand wasn’t some awkwardly placed brick stone with a rope criss-crossed around it to hold it to a stick. It was a finished axe. The stone was angled into an axe head, and the edge was sharpened. The stick seemed thicker and straighter than it had been, as well, and the rope binding it seemed to be secured.

      “Huh,” Tanisha said, turning the tool over in her hands. The edge wasn’t razor sharp, but it would be useful for simple work in setting up camp, and the whole thing had a satisfying weight to it. “I really shouldn’t complain, though. Have you seen those videos about primitive tool making? The alternative to this just coming together with videogame magic is me taking the better part of a day to craft something half as good. And then just likely have it break the first time I tried to use it.”

      Before she could continue talking to either the axe or her chair (she wasn’t really sure which), the quest in the upper corner of her UI flashed in completion, and updated with her next objective.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Build a campfire. Fire is an important resource in the False Lands, providing light at night to help preserve your Stability, heat you during cold seasons to keep you from taking damage from frostbite, and it is a quick way to cook food that can’t otherwise be consumed raw, like meat and fish, but also certain types of mushrooms. The Blueprint system will outline how a campfire can be built, using a combination of logs and grass. Once built, flammable materials can be dropped into the fire to increase its intensity and duration.

      “Did… did you just tell me how fire works?” Tanisha sat in incredulous silence for a moment before opening her mouth to continue complaining, but she stopped herself. She thought of people like that kid she saved from the woods. Would people like him know how a fire works? One person’s experience was not universal. Maybe not everyone grew up with frequent camping trips, or had never spent an autumn night in the woods with a bonfire. “Alright, fine,” she said, completely embracing the grumpy tone that carried her words. “Carry on, I suppose.”

      She navigated to the menu, finding the basic campfire under survival, just as expected. It needed two handfuls of grass—which she already had—but it also required three logs. The paltry sticks in her lap wouldn’t cut it. The tutorial didn’t tell her how to get logs, of course, but Tanisha had a pretty good idea. And logically, it would be why the tutorial started her off with an axe.

      Tanisha mauvered her chair over to the nearest tree. She reached out and touched the light colored bark. While she wasn’t sure what type of tree this was—it had flat, triangular leaves that were dark green on top and bronze on the other side—it didn’t seem to be incredibly thick.

      “Your noble sacrifice is appreciated,” Tanisha murmured to the tree. She guided her chair to an appropriate position, one that would give her angle and leverage to put her axe to work. But then she hesitated. She’d never felled a tree on her own, and didn’t know if it would take her ages to do so.

      After the first swing, Tanisha scolded herself for worrying. The simplified crafting was forgiving, and so was the physical labor bits. Her axe sunk into the trunk nearly six inches, sending fragments of bark scattering from the blow. With a laugh, Tanisha ripped the axe from the slit and took another swing. Ultimately, it took her less time to chop her way through the entire tree than it took her to build the axe in the first place.

      “Logic has no place in the False Lands.”

      The tree made a few cracking noises in response and began to tip over. Tanisha quickly dropped her hands to the sides of her chair, just in case she needed to dart away. The tree fell smoothly, however, with a thunderous crash and a resounding chorus of cracking noises. Before her very eyes, the tree segmented into conveniently manageable chunks. Each log was almost as long as her torso, and there was nearly a half dozen of them.

      And they were heavy, too. There was no magical weight adjustment for the logs, so Tanisha struggled with the thing, both getting it into her chair, and then again into her inventory. But once she’d done one, the others were easy. And they stacked, which was nice. By the time she’d gotten three in her inventory, a message flashed up across her vision:

      Logging has reached Level 1.

      Tanisha stared at the notification for a moment. “Ugh, are you kidding me? I’m not saying that I’d be okay with being kidnapped, but did you have to delevel me, too?” She was just really starting to accept this world as a game. But the notification wasn’t telling her that her character got better at doing something. It was literally telling Tanisha that she was learning to harvest resources.

      “You know what? I can’t think about this right now. I need to get out of this tutorial so I can get to Otekah’s castle. Wherever that is.” She stared at the notification again before dismissing it. “I can only deal with one mind-bending headache at once.”

      The rest of the logs went into her inventory. For a moment she thought about chopping down another tree, but she wasn’t planning on setting up a summer home here in the False Lands. If she needed another tree, she could always easily find one.

      Tanisha moved away from the trees and looked for a patch of bare ground where she would feel comfortable building a campfire. There weren’t a lot of places that seemed safe, but she didn’t have a lot of options within her little tutorial bubble. And it was unlikely that this game-like world would punish her for such a thing. She stilled climbed down out of her chair, however, and used some of the sticks she’d collected to scrape clear an area.

      “Well, here goes nothing, hopefully.” Tanisha pulled up the campfire blueprint. “Or the entire forest. One of the two.”

      Assembling the fire from the blueprint was easy, if not very strange. It involved putting two logs down parallel to each other, packing the space between them with grass, and then putting the third log down on top. It looked less like a campfire made for the woods, and more like the way you’d assemble firewood in a wood stove. The grass between the logs began to smoke and smolder almost immediately. Its smoke was lighter than a normal campfire, especially for one made with wood that hadn’t been dried. But no sparks or embers seemed to be jumping out of it.

      Tanisha guessed it was safe. She didn’t regret clearing away the grassy undergrowth, and she would likely do it again the next time. But it wasn’t necessary.

      With a grimace, Tanisha wiped sweat from her brow. She’d done a lot of work so far, and she was seriously hoping the campfire would be the end of the tutorial. But the UI quest text updated to something else, and Tanisha sighed.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Construct a woodworking workbench. Workbenches allow you to perform advanced crafting to manipulate materials in ways that are impossible with your bare hands. With a woodworking workbench, you will be able to process wooden logs into boards, and combine them with other materials to create useful objects and furniture.

      “Of course. Onwards and upwards,” she said with only a touch of the bitterness she actually felt.
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      The woodworking workbench required two rocks and two logs, and Tanisha was thankful she had these on hand already. But it also needed eight sticks, and she didn’t have near that many anymore. But, if the trees here were anything like in dARkness: Online, Tanisha knew she’d be able to harvest branches from the top of it.

      She directed her chair towards the neatly cut off tree top and sized it up for a moment. The tangled mass of branches was imposing, and she found it easier to get down in the dirt next to it to hack them into sticks. Each one came away from the tree in roughly the same length as her axe, as long as she got within the general size. Longer seemed to be fine, but shorter would cause the branch to erupt into little more than kindling.

      Once she had a thick handful of sticks, Tanisha set about figuring out where she wanted to construct her workbench. She ultimately decided to set it up near her campfire. It likely wasn’t going to be important, but the quest text had warned her that darkness was dangerous, and she wouldn’t put it past Otekah to cycle her into night to demonstrate. At the very least, her experiences in the mobile game had taught her good habits.

      Back at the campfire, Tanisha pulled up the blueprint screen and navigated to the construction menu. She found the woodworking workbench on the menu, and, just like before, she followed the spectral guide to turn her logs, rocks, and sticks into a functional workbench and crude tools.

      About halfway through the process, however, Tanisha realized her rocks weren’t right. The ones in the craft were the angular brick of the cut stone she had used to make her axe. The two plain rocks she was holding would be useless. She had four rocks, and thus could make the two cut stone, but she wasn’t sure if the blueprint system would work if she was already in the middle of a craft. In the mobile game, the crafting system wouldn’t allow you to start until you had all the materials. Would she have to start over on the workbench? If she did, would she get all the materials back she’d put into it, or were those gone now?

      There was no time to experiment like during the tutorial. It’s what it was there for, right? Sure, Tanisha had played games all the way through while misunderstanding a central mechanic, but this wasn’t a game, and any advantage she could take of the system being in “tutorial” mode was a leg up she didn’t want to ignore.

      Navigating to the refining section of the blueprints and selecting the cut stone was harrowing, but Tanisha was rewarded with the spectral rock blueprint, while the workbench stayed right where it was. She blew out a breath of relief. All of her progress stayed. She could even start building something, walk away, and come back later to complete it. It took a little of the urgency out of her work, and made it a lot easier to deal with the restrictive inventory.

      After a few minutes of banging rocks together, Tanisha had a pair of cut stones, and so she returned to the workbench. The last step required her to hammer her rocks against the tops of a pair of sticks until they were wedged there to create makeshift tools. Why this craft didn’t require rope was beyond her, but Tanisha didn’t really want to question it. Anything that got her out of here faster.

      “One thing at a time,” she told herself. “Just one thing at a time until I’m back home.”

      When the workbench was finished, the text in the corner of her vision flashed as it updated to the next part of the quest.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Craft eight boards. Boards are an advanced crafting material made from logs at a woodworking workbench. They are used in most other constructions in the game. For this reason, a woodworking workbench should be the first thing built at any base. Four boards can be crafted from one log at a woodworking workbench.

      Tanisha was glad she’d gathered the extra logs instead of leaving them be. Every second she spent running back and forth between resources was time that Otekah used to get further away. She still held hope that she could track them through the woods to their castle, or at least would be able to see it on the horizon easily enough.

      After fetching a log from her inventory, Tanisha deposited it on the surface of the workbench. But nothing happened. With a sigh, she opened the crafting menu and found new entries on the refining submenu. A bit of bold text told her that a woodworking workbench was required for the craft, but it had a little (1/1) next to it, meaning the requirement was fulfilled. When she clicked on the blueprint, she was met with a familiar spectral image of a log, and Tanisha lined her log up with it.

      One of the two tools she’d created as part of making the workbench was a small axe. It glowed with a spectral outline, and so Tanisha grabbed that to satisfy the blueprint. The next step was to hack at the log, like she were splitting it for firewood.

      “Just a little more precise that I’m used to,” she said with a chuckle, being careful to strike the log only where the spectral axe did.

      The axe-like tool bit deeply into the wood with each stroke, and it just took a moment for her to split it into four nearly even pieces. Once they were split off, Tanisha then had to take each chunk of wood and sand them down. The tool she had to use, however, wasn’t something she was familiar with. It was a hammer with a textured edge, almost like sandpaper. She was instructed to drag the hammer back and forth over the cut wood, like she were brushing it down.

      Not one to argue with phantom images in a world that didn’t really exist, Tanisha did as she was instructed. Just because she wasn’t familiar with the tool didn’t mean it didn’t have a real-world equivalent, or that it didn’t work.

      Working the wood was impossibly easy, just as Tanisha expected it to be. Giant chunks of wood turned to sawdust almost instantly, leaving behind a smooth plank of wood. Tanisha marvelled at it for a moment, but her work was far from done. She still had seven more of these to do, and so she pulled the finished board from the workbench so she could begin again.

      The work went steadily on for what felt like ten minutes, with only two brief pauses: one to re-open the blueprint and fetch a second log, and one to put boards into her inventory when the stack grew too tall to keep on her lap. She was excited to find that they all fit into one inventory slot together, stacking with a small eight in the lower right corner.

      As soon as all of the boards were away, the quest text flashed with an update. Tanisha sighed, long and heavy. While she appreciated the thoroughness of the tutorial, it was getting to be a little much. Especially since it seemed to be taking her way farther into crafting than she thought necessary.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Build a suit of armor. Armor is vital to your survival in the False Lands! There are many dangerous creatures, and armor will reduce the damage they do to you. The armor you will craft now will be made out of wooden boards, and so it won’t provide a lot of protection, but it is the easiest to make. You will use six of your boards for this, along with three ropes. All other armor types follow this same recipe, requiring six of whatever ingredient, as well as the standard three rope. Preparing for regular armor upgrades will be a great way for you to survive here!

      Tanisha grimaced—dangerous creatures sounded ominous. It meant that it was only a matter of time before some enemies were forced to spawn for tutorial purposes. She tried to ignore the way her heart skipped a beat at the thought of actually participating in combat. Worrying about it now would do nothing but cause her anguish, and she had plenty of other things to do. It was a trial she could overcome when it arrived.

      Until then, she could only roll up her sleeves—not that this shirt had them—and get back to gathering and crafting.

      “Don’t go too far, Otekah,” Tanisha said with a determined frown. “We need to have a good, long talk about this.”
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      Crafting armor required Tanisha to fetch more grass, and the clearing was woefully lacking additional gathering nodes. Instead of poking and prodding under the trees, Tanisha decided to go down by the creek, as it was likely the taller grass would grow better there.

      The creek was small, little more than half a foot of water moving languidly across a two-foot-wide bed. It was dotted with rocks and fallen trees—much too sturdy to be considered branches but too thin to be used for crafting purposes—in an almost idealistic way. If it weren’t for the gentle sound of the water moving around fallen objects, Tanisha would have thought she was looking at a painting.

      She was momentarily overwhelmed with the desire to go down and drink from the creek. It would likely be cool and fresh, as pure as snow and twice as refreshing. Had she been in her normal chair, it would have been almost impossible. There was no path to the water that was clear of debris, and the uneven ground leading down the banks would have been a nightmare to navigate without risking being tossed from her seat.

      But before she could even get close to the water, she remembered her mission. The long grass brushed against her shins—even this high up in her mechanized chair—and its presence brought her back. She took one long look at the water before lowering her chair and setting about fetching more grass. Tanisha got to picking grass until she received notification that she reached Level 2 in Herbalism, and it wasn’t the interruption that stopped her. Instead, it was the realization that she couldn’t remember getting Level 1 in the skill, and so she must have been too far in the zone to be interrupted by the notification.

      And that was terrifying.

      All in all, Tanisha had a bundle of grass too big for her to put both hands around, and she dutifully put it in her inventory. When she saw how much she had gathered—ten units of grass—she knew she had enough for three rope, but she wouldn’t have much left after that.

      Her first instinct was to gather more. Sure, she had enough now to complete the armor for the tutorial, but what if she needed more after that? Traveling even twenty feet from the woodworking workbench to the creek would add minutes to her time in the tutorial if she needed to do it more than once. What if she needed more—and not just for the tutorial, but for the future?

      Tanisha shook that thought away, violently. Her plan was to escape the False Lands as quickly as possible. To deal with Otekah and get back home. She wasn’t here to play with the crafting system, or to get to the top of some leaderboard. Any amount of extra gathering or crafting would be just as much of a waste as excess traveling.

      With a frown, Tanisha pulled three handfuls of grass back out of her inventory, opened the blueprint for rope, and got to work. When she was finished, it was time to make the armor itself. The blueprint was under the outfitting menu, next to a bunch of strange items she didn’t recognize. She paused to examine them, but they seemed to be just ordinary shirts and pants, but made from fur or animal skins. They had no listed stats, and no real purpose that she could see, other than the obvious. Utility-based equipment—like the stealth outfit she’d used during the event—had been added after the first anniversary of dARkness.

      The lack of those outfits, and the presence of these normal clothes, told her two things. First, if this world was actually built off of dARkness: Online, then it was based on an early patch. Which was pretty terrible for her, because there were a lot of quality-of-life improvements she’d be missing out on, like the utility equipment, or the buff to armor ratings from last spring. And the considerable buff to low-level experience gain.

      Second was that the designer of this world expected her to be in this place long enough that she would need to replace the clothes she was wearing.

      “I refuse,” Tanisha said, stabbing her finger in the air to select the board armor from the blueprint list. “Over my dead body will I be here long enough to need to craft any of the rest of this crap.”

      She took a moment to swallow her anger before she started the actual craft, however. While the system seemed to be super forgiving, Tanisha still wasn’t convinced that she couldn’t mess things up. It wouldn’t be great for her to break something out of anger, and be forced to craft a replacement.

      The blueprint started her with lining up the three boards side-by-side, which Tanisha struggled to do from her seat. She only had the two hands, and she couldn’t balance the boards on her lap, either. Eventually she climbed down to the forest floor so she could craft more easily. The blueprint moved with her, and so Tanisha was able to move on to the next step. She was instructed to wrap rope around them, which was incredibly awkward to do. When she properly arranged them and tied off the ends, the finished product seemed flimsy and sloppy. But the spectral instructions moved on like this was all perfectly expected, so Tanisha just continued.

      She repeated the process for the second trio of boards, creating another flimsy bundle of planks. They were bound with an unfamiliar hitch knot, and she’d followed the spectral instructions very carefully to make sure she got it right. But she wondered what would happen if she’d substituted her own knot—perhaps a clove hitch—instead. Would the instructions continue on with the same end result, or would she need to undo it and try again?

      For a long moment, Tanisha argued with herself over the practicality of learning such a thing. It didn’t serve her any real purpose, and it would only waste time if she had to re-do the work. But her curiosity won out, and so she set about testing it on the next part of the craft.

      The final spectral step used the last rope to tie the two bundles together using a knot she recognized as two half hitches. It was a common knot for setting up tents, as it was used to tie the tent to the stakes in the ground.

      Tanisha decided to try a bowline. She’d always been taught that the bowline was the quintessential knot, and that almost any knot would be replaced with it without any danger, at least for the purposes of outdoorsmanship. It was simple, too. Just a rabbit coming out of the hole, going around the tree, and then back home. Tanisha tightened the knot, and watched.

      But the blueprint’s instruction persisted. Tanisha cursed aloud. The spectral rope, still overlapping over her knot, insisted on the two half hitches.

      “What if i know better than you? There might be something wrong structurally with two half hitches here! What if the bowline knot is actually objectively better?”

      The blueprint, of course, made no response. It just flickered back to the beginning of the two half hitches knot and completed itself again.

      “Fine. Have it your way.” Tanisha grumbled under her breath as she fumbled with her knot, tugging it for nearly a minute before it finally came undone. “I hate having to follow your dumb instructions to the absolute letter, but I guess I really don’t have a choice.”

      Despite her outward frustration, Tanisha felt pretty good about the discovery. It was better to know now, while she was safe inside the tutorial. Now she would take time to do every step right, even if she was rushed.

      Once the new knot was in place, the armor shifted under her hands. The boards bent and stretched and reshaped themselves in ways that Tanisha wouldn’t have believed if she didn’t watch it happen. Instead of a poorly-constructed sandwich board, she was holding something that was passably a cuirass. She wasn’t sure what to expect from it, since it was made of wood. In dARkness, wood was historically one of the lowest-tier crafting materials. But it was better than walking around without, she supposed.

      “Otekah did say the tutorial was increasing survival rates, or whatever.” She shrugged on the armor and was relatively surprised by how well it fit. Immediately she could tell all the places it would rub, and she could even see where she was going to be restricted in movement in regards to her shoulder rotation. But it slipped over her head easy enough, and it settled into place relatively well.

      Once the armor was in place, Tanisha checked the flashing text of the quest.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Defeat a blue crabstrosity. There are many creatures in the False Lands—some are aggressive and some aren’t. All of them provide important materials necessary for crafting through the butchering system. The next part of this tutorial will instruct you to construct a sword, which requires you to have a blue crab shell. As such, a blue crabstrosity has been spawned nearby. It is not aggressive, so take your time in sizing it up and preparing your attack. Using tools as weapons is an acceptable strategy at this phase, though it is not recommended in the long term.

      “Interesting,” Tanisha said, looking around her general area for her target. It didn’t seem to be spawned in directly near her crafting area, and instead she could now hear sounds coming from down by the creek. “As long as you’re providing me the materials, I guess I have little choice in weapon classes, eh?”

      With a sigh, Tanisha made her way over to the creek. As she approached, a roughly human-sized muddy creature emerged from the water, pushing through the long grasses into the grotto. It resembled a crab, but it was larger and was covered in thick muck. She couldn’t tell exactly what the color of the shell was under the dirt and debris, but she had to assume it was blue if it was here. In the game, crabstrocities were color coded. The blue were the lower level ones, and were the weakest by far. There were also red and purple ones, and even black-shelled versions that were usually used for events.

      Tanisha wrapped her fingers around the haft of her axe, and faced the lumbering crab.

      Unlike the saladmanders, she was ready for this one.
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      She circled the crabstrosity slowly, taking the quest text’s advice and sizing up her opponent. Tanisha was painfully aware that this was her first time dealing with combat in the flesh, and she expected it to be a terrible experience. The creature seemed unconcerned with her, and instead moved around in a very small space, as if it wasn’t able to leave.

      Tanisha tried to decide her plan of attack. “When all you have is an axe, every problem looks like a tree,” she said, mostly to herself, but also maybe to the crabstrosity itself. She knew she was going to end up charging in and hacking away at it, but she wanted to make sure she was doing so intelligently. She was familiar with fighting crabstrosities in game, and she’d seen how similar Otekah’s fight had been with the saladmanders, but there was no guarantee this crabstrosity would act like that.

      If it was, its attacks would be forward-facing cones, and deceptively fast for the creature’s size. But how would the attacks affect her, if one landed? She had an HP bar, sure, but would it hurt? Would it knock her from her chair? Disembowel her entirely? She didn’t know, but she also didn’t know what her own attacks would do. Should she aim for its limbs, possibly remove the claws entirely? Or would her strikes always do the same damage, and she should just flail as much as possible?

      The tutorial was the place to find out.

      With a firm frown, Tanisha tested her grip on her axe, sweeping it through the air a few times. Despite the rough materials she had used to make it, the axe was well constructed and sturdy. Combine with the armor, she felt almost okay about doing this. She remembered the old days of dARkness, when fighting with armor equipped was considered an extravagance. If she was the equivalent of starting a new character in early dARkness, then she was better equipped than most to deal with a simple blue crabstrosity.

      Not that it helped her anxiety.

      She was nervous, and more than that, she was absolutely terrified. There were so many unknowns, so many factors that could change how she would approach this that she just didn’t have data on.

      With a start, Tanisha realized she was so nervous she wasn’t even talking to herself anymore. She wiped her clammy hands on her brand new skirt and stared at the lumbering blue crabstrosity that was obviously ignoring her as it trundled around the area.

      Sure, she’d be hunting before, and had killed her fair share of animals. She’d gutted and skinned so many deer that the idea of violence and viscera was not something that worried her. That wasn’t why she was nervous. Those kills were for food, materials, or trade. They weren’t a necessity, sure, but they were life giving.

      This would be for survival. And not in a way that would promote extended life, the way a deer butchered for meat would. This creature would be one step on a long fight against what her family had taught her. The things she’d known growing up.

      It was one thing to fight billions of creatures digitally, but another to murder something that breathed just for the glory of the kill. Or just because the quest text told her to do it.

      “You’re being silly,” Tanisha said, and the sound of her own voice gave her a fright. “This creature will be used for materials. Not in the same way, sure, but it will not die in vain.” She glared at the blue crabstrosity. “You just don’t want to admit why you’re really upset.”

      And she didn’t.

      She wasn’t anxious at all about what she was going to do to the creature. In her heart of hearts, Tanisha was worried about what it was going to do to her. Sure, in game, they only did… what was it, twenty damage per swipe? Nearly negligible, even for a Level 1 character. It would be only about a tenth of her HP bar. But what would that do when it was serrated shell striking soft flesh, instead of pixels against pixels?

      “You have no choice,” she reminded herself, before wiping her sweaty hands on her skirt again. “Regardless of your fears and questions, the tutorial has you trapped. Just engage. You’re one of the top dARkness players. Combat comes easy to you. Just avoid it’s attacks like you do in game, and you’ll be fine.”

      The pep talk didn’t make her feel much better, but she still gathered what little courage she had in response and directed the chair forward. It was slow at first, but she built up speed by leaning in the direction she wanted to go, and moving her hands faster.

      Up close, Tanisha was surprised how unnatural the creature was. Not just in form, but in mannerisms. It was completely oblivious of her in a way that was… wrong. It didn’t even turn to acknowledge she was approaching, making it seem like it was an animatronic dummy. That helped, if only a little.

      Tanisha’s axe came down, aiming for the creature’s right claw. She wasn’t sure if she could actually break the limb, but she was going to try.

      The blow connected, and the force of it almost knocked her from her chair. She felt a tug of resistance as she struck the creature, but it didn’t thunk against the shell and stop completely. Instead it passed through, leaving no visible damage.

      But there, hovering in the air, was a little red number six that floated away from the crabstrosity.

      “Six? Wait—seriously? Six?! That’s it?” Tanisha cursed aloud as she instinctively dodged away from the crab’s lumbering form as it turned towards her. The crab, naturally, seemed as upset as she was. Though for a different reason, of course. It vocalized a rhythmic chattering noise, and it turned to face her fully. Thick blue claws were raised over its head in what Tanisha recognized as it transitioning from an idle pose into a threatening combat stance.

      Tanisha didn’t have time to recover and strike again before it attacked her. So she threw her hands out to her sides, directing the chair to lunge to the right. There was a sweeping sound, and the crabstrosity’s enormous left claw passed a hair’s breadth from striking her. A new player’s instinct would be to then stop and attack, but Tanisha had fought enough crabstrosities to know she needed to keep moving.

      As if on cue, the right claw swept through the air, missing her by more than a few inches at this point. If she had stopped to witness the wind up, it would have absolutely hit her. But as soon as the second strike was past, Tanisha stopped the chair and whirled around to face the creature. Her first strike had taught her that it didn’t matter where she struck—the blow would pass through and only leave the floating number behind—as long as she actually hit. So she didn’t waste time with strategy.

      She flailed the weapon against the closest part of the crab’s shell, and was able to get four more little red sixes to float away before it raised its claw again. Tanisha almost dropped her axe in her haste to give the chair the order to skitter away, but there was really no need. It wasn’t like she needed to grip wheels. She just had to build up that muscle memory.

      Unlearning it would be fun.

      Tanisha dodged the crabstrosities first attack, and continued circling right to avoid the second. She had circled almost all the way around the creature before it returned to a non-threatening position, and Tanisha went to work lunging back in again.

      The gamer part of her brain, while unoccupied, tried to remind her of the details of the crabstrosity. Its attacks did twenty damage—or, at least, she thought they did—but she couldn’t remember for the life of her how many hit points it had. It wasn’t like she could look it up on the wiki, so she’d have to guess. Somewhere in the low triple digits?

      On this round of attacking, Tanisha tried to focus on getting as many swings out as she could. She didn’t need to focus on power, since her damage seemed to be independent of any outside factors. But the axe was heavy in her hands, and slow to change direction. Not to mention that she was fighting against the chair, completely due to her being unfamiliar with it. As such, she only manage to get another four more sixes before the creature’s claw came up again. The whooshing of the claws behind her alerted her that she’d only just made it out of range again, and Tanisha wondered if the chair was actively harming her ability to do this. Would an able-bodied person be unable to react as fast as the responsive device, or was the need for her to move her arms slowing her down? She wasn’t sure, and there wasn’t really a way to test it. Lack of functioning legs, and all.

      After the second claw came down, Tanisha turned back around and dove in against the crabstrosity with her axe.

      “One six, two six,” she sang to herself. “Red six… uh… also red six.”

      And she skittered away. It was by reflex, falling into the same comfortable pattern despite the panic she felt pounding in her chest. Whether by design or happenstance, the crabstrosity’s attacks came out slightly slower this time, and Tanisha was able to avoid the strikes with a much more comfortable margin. It was nearly a foot off to her right, instead of mere inches behind her.

      The panic began to subside.

      She had this under control.

      The relative attack speed of both her and the crab meant she could get four strikes off, easily. As long as she stuck to that, and didn’t push her luck, she could get out of this untouched.

      As it was, the crabstrosity seemed to be on its last legs. Perhaps that was the reason the last round of attacks had been easier to dodge. By this point, most of the mud had sloughed off the shell, and the revealed blue surface was scuffed and battered in a way that didn’t reflect how Tanisha had hit it. The damage was evenly spread across the surface of the shell, despite her blind flailing being focused on its front and left side, with her constantly circling in front of its attacks.

      With a whoop of excitement, she attacked it again. Once. Twice. Three times. A fourth. She was already moving again, ready for the next sweeping claw, but the crab didn’t make an attack. Instead, its six legs quivered and collapsed beneath it, the rhythmic chattering falling to an uncanny silence.

      Tanisha stared down the creature for a moment, her axe still raised. A notification passed by the top of her UI, telling her that she had reached Level 1 in axe skill. Did that mean she had killed the crabstrosity? In the game, weapon skills were gained from doing damage, but not necessarily killing targets.

      Before she could worry too much longer that it was playing dead, the quest text in the upper corner of her vision flashed. Tanisha let her panicked breathing slow down for a moment before she opened the quest.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Craft a sword. A sword is the simplest, most all-purpose weapon in the game. You will require a stick, a rope, and a blue crab shell. To recover the blue crab shell from the defeated crabstrosity, you will need to butcher it. This will give you its shell, as well as other drops from the creature, which will include a random amount of meat. Swords and other weapons are crafted at a metalworking workbench. Because the materials required to craft it are outside of the scope of this tutorial, one has been spawned in for you. Once this tutorial step is complete, the metalworking workbench will despawn.

      “Oh, that’s no fun.” If the bench stuck around, Tanisha might have been able to use it. Which was exactly the reason the quest worked this way. But she still felt cheated.

      Behind her, in the edge of the grotto near the stone wall, Tanisha could see a low shape in the shadows of the trees that she didn’t recognize. But before she could go and investigate that, she needed to butcher the crabstrosity. No use letting it despawn and go to waste.

      With a grimace, Tanisha directed her chair to lower itself down so she could properly attend to the potentially unpleasant task.

      As much as she didn’t like it, the reward was motivating enough. A sword would provide her with real damage, and unless Otekah had something up their sleeve, a real way to get ahead in this realistic version of the game.

      The tutorial had directed her to craft armor, and now it was having her make a sword. She could see where this was going. And if she was right, she would absolutely need the weapon.
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      Tanisha maneuvered down off her chair and dragged herself across the unmarred grass to the blue-shelled crabstrosity. It was awkward to do, while still holding her axe, but she wasn’t sure if she was going to need it or not. The quest had described the activity to come as “butchering,” and so she expected it to be unpleasant in some way. Tanisha wasn’t really big into crabbing, and so she wasn’t familiar with the process of taking a crab apart. Didn’t people just boil them alive? Did she have to gut it or…?

      “Ugh, so many questions and no answers. I never thought the one thing I’d miss would be a wiki.”

      She reached up and opened her inventory and navigated to the crafting blueprints. There wasn’t any section for butchering, and so she dug through randomly looking for any blueprint where it looked like a dead crab was a material. She didn’t find anything, though. With a sigh, she dismissed the window. “Guess we’re doing this one live.”

      Tanisha set aside her axe and set about examining the crab. She grabbed it and shook it, doing little more than confirming it was fully dead. “Alright. Well, I know the part I need is the shell. And there was mention of meat. So maybe I just pry the shell loose and move on?” She didn’t really need to collect anything else. Just enough to get her out of the tutorial.

      And she didn’t really want to dirty her hands by peeling out any slimy, uncooked meat.

      She grabbed the edge of the shell and tugged a little. The corpse rocked with the force, but the shell held fast. Tanisha wrinkled her nose. She could see a seam where the upper half of the deep blue shell met with a more eggshell-colored underside. But she wasn’t able to wiggle her fingers into it. A shifted grip didn’t seem to help, either, and Tanisha had to wrestle with the dead crab for almost a full minute. She maneuvered her legs onto the crabstrosity, holding it down with the weight of her body as she hooked her fingers under the shell and pulled upward.

      Trying to wrench the shell off at an angle that would separate the shell from the body without just tearing the legs off under her weight was difficult, and Tanisha strained against the crab.

      She didn’t want to pull with all her strength, since she didn’t want to be sent flailing into a faceful of disgusting crustacean innards. But she felt her muscles begin to heat up, and she became less and less sure that she could tear it open without applying herself. She grunted and redoubled her efforts, and was rewarded with a wet crackle as the shell began to come loose. It was slow at first, but then, with a louder crack, the tension released and Tanisha cried out in triumph as the shell came away entirely from the crab’s body.

      It took a moment for her to catch her breath, and while she waited for her arms to stop burning, Tanisha shoved the crab shell into her inventory. It was nearly three feet long and two feet wide, making it too bulky to move around easily, with or without the chair.

      When she was feeling a bit more calm, Tanisha surveyed the crab corpse, now that it was de-shelled. The aftermath of her “butchering” was a sight. She’d known some butchers who were very skillful in separating and preparing the cuts of meat from the animal after her successful hunts. The art of butchering was irrevocably injured by the comparison to her attempt.

      To her surprise, the crab was not a disgusting, slimy mess inside. The lower half of the shell was still attached to the legs in a way that looked a bit awkward, but inside the cavity, under where the shell had been removed, was basically scooped out. There were no guts or goo, but instead four recognizable white chunks of crab meat. They were roughly the size of both of her fists put together, and smelled just faintly of seafood. The four chunks didn’t nearly equate a realistic amount of what would be in such a large creature, but each one would still be a full-meal worth of crab. It even looked cooked, as if she could just pick it up and eat it right away.

      “I’m not going to be here long enough to eat all this,” Tanisha said aloud, as much to the dead crabstrosity as to herself. “But it seems like a terrible waste to just leave food lying around. Especially crab.” Tanisha loaded the four chunks of crab into her inventory, stacking them together in a box. “And who knows—maybe this trip will be longer than I expect.” She frowned and looked up in the direction Otekah vanished. “Not because I plan on staying. And not because I’ve accepted crab as a bribe to play along here.”

      That second bit felt pitiful, even to her own ears. She loved crab. And she was feeling a bit excited in anticipation of having so much of it in her hands. Maybe she could find a way to craft butter somewhere in the menus…

      A flashing text prompt alerted her that her butchering skill had increased to 1. It didn’t appear until she had picked up the last chunk, and she frowned at it. Did this version of the game not actually count skill progress until she actually obtained the related item? That seemed a bit odd. She was tempted to drop the chunk of meat back into the hollowed-out corpse, just to see if she could cheat the system. But if she was going to do that, she didn’t want to do it with crab. What if it fell through the corpse and landed in the dirt and grass? She couldn’t have that.

      With her spoils collected, Tanisha dragged herself back to her chair and climbed aboard. She paused for just a moment—what was she doing again?—before the presence of the quest text caused her to evaluate the situation. The new crafting station waited for her over by the rock wall. But she’d need rope, wouldn’t she? And sticks…

      Tanisha reached under herself to where a handful of loose sticks and rocks she’d gathered had collected in the corner between the seat and the lower arm of the chair. She shrugged and opened her inventory, putting them away in an orderly manner. Over half of the slots were empty still, so she didn’t really see any harm in tucking everything in there. When she added her axe to the mix, eight of the slots were full.

      Her inventory told her she had six sticks, so she wasn’t worried about that. But she needed at least two more grass to make a rope, and then she was likely going to need more than that before the end of the tutorial, with how things were going. The nearest clumps of tall grass were near to where the crabstrosity had spawned, so she directed her chair that way. She collected eight more handfuls of it, pausing just long enough to take the last three and weave rope together. Instead of throwing the rope in her inventory, she draped it across her shoulders like a tailor with a measuring tape. She then set off towards the mysterious metalworking workbench that had been provided.

      The bench itself didn’t come into full focus until she was also beneath the pool of shadow it was in. It was made of logs, like her woodworking workbench, but one of the logs had been chopped and sculpted into a bowl and filled with red coals. She could feel the heat off them, and wondered if her own workbenches would be similarly warm. Would fuel be needed? Tanisha looked over her shoulder, to where her campfire still burned. The thing was burning down, but it still held a small fire. Enough for now.

      The metalworking workbench also included what appeared to be a crude anvil made of stone, and a wider selection of cut-stone tools than its woodworking equivalent. There was even a particularly large hammer. She wondered what “rare materials” had gone into this that she didn’t already have access to. It looked like there was something lining the inside of the coal-filled log, so maybe that was it. Something fireproof to make sure the whole thing didn’t catch fire and burn to ash?

      She clicked into the blueprint menu and easily found the sword under the weaponmaking tab. Right where she remembered it being. She grimaced at it for a long moment. Tanisha had always been of the opinion that weaponmaking and toolmaking should have been the same skill. She went on long rants on the Eris server about it. Hosted forum discussions. DeKR didn’t care, of course. They didn’t read community feedback—at least, never that she’d seen besides copy-pasted form emails from customer support—so of course nothing had come of all her blustering and complaining. But now… now it actually impacted her. These two skills would take time to level, and she didn’t have time or the desire to actively play Otekah’s game.

      “Don’t exactly have a choice though, do I?” Tanisha sighed, long and heavy, as if it would do something. “Just make the sword, get back into combat, and get out of this tutorial.”

      The actual crafting of the sword was more of the same that she’d come to expect. This version required her to heat up the shell and fold and beat it into a rod, much like she’d seen in documentaries about sword smithing. It wasn’t exactly as she’d seen, but this was shell, not metal. Tanisha was surprised the crab shell didn’t just shatter under impact.

      All told, she folded and beat the crab shell about five times, constantly reheating it in the coals. The rod in her hands was about three feet long, but only two inches thick. After the final round of heating, prompted by the spectral blueprint, Tanisha set about pounding the rod into something that was roughly flat, almost like a wedge. She could see how she would get a single-edged blade out of this process, and was very impressed.

      “It’s not folded a thousand times,” Tanisha said as she turned the weapon-to-be over, examining it, “but if I need to slice through a tank, I think I’ve clearly done something wrong.”

      The next step of the craft required her to move on to creating the hilt, and Tanisha fetched a stick from her inventory. She sawed the stick in half, and then half again, as instructed. It was a delicate operation, since she really wanted to keep all her fingers attached, and since the workbench wasn’t exactly designed with safety in mind.

      Once the stick had been quartered, she arranged them so that two of the pieces lay alongside the wedge-like shape of the blade, on either side, while the other two lay perpendicular to it, making a crossguard. When they were in place, she was instructed to wrap rope around the hilt to secure it. Tanisha held the stick parts with one hand while pulling the rope from around her shoulders and setting to work carefully matching the movements of the spectral version of the rope.

      In just under a minute, she finished tying off the end of the rope and looked for the next step. There wasn’t one. The quest text flashed as it shifted to her next goal.

      “But… I didn’t sharpen it?”

      Upon inspection, she couldn’t tell. The weapon looked complete, with a blade the color of the blue crab shell across the spine, and the sharpened edge a bone-white shade. The crossguard and handle were not a hideous eyesore, and the handle was wrapped tightly in rope in a way that made it pleasant to hold.

      “Alright. This will do.” She nodded at the blade. “Not bad at all, in fact. I think I’m actually proud.” Tanisha swiped the blade through the air a few times. It felt good. Oddly well-balanced for the first weapon she ever made, but she figured that was the game mechanics more than anything she did.

      She didn’t have anywhere to put it, other than her inventory, but she had a feeling she’d need it sooner rather than later.

      A glance at her quest log confirmed.

      Her skin crawled at the sight of the quest. She didn’t even wait for the text to expand out before her heartbeat jumped into her throat and raced.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Survive.

      Tanisha whirled to face the grotto.
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      There was nothing there.

      Or, at least, not yet.

      She thought for a moment that perhaps whatever was coming hadn’t spawned yet, but her skin crawled and tingled with the sensation of being watched. Was that Otekah observing her? Or did that mean that whatever threat the tutorial was spawning was already here?

      She tried to calm the hummingbird-like thrum of her heart as she surveyed the grotto. Perhaps she could get closer to the wall to protect her flank…

      The moment she started moving, however, there was a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. But when she looked that way, there was just a bit of grass. That waved a little in a breeze. The breeze that wasn’t there.

      “Saladmanders. Again. Great.”

      Tanisha knew that, in game, saladmanders weren’t targetable while their camouflage rendered them invisible. But attacks directed through their space would still connect and damage them. She didn’t need to lure it closer and wait for the perfect moment—she just had to guess where it was and take a swing.

      Emboldened by her previous encounter with the crabstrosity, Tanisha moved the chair forward, leaning into her charge. She tried to keep her eyes locked on the spot where the grass had moved. Having not seen the creature herself, she could only guess at where it was. She flailed her new sword blindly into the space, hoping she was close enough. And that her reckless attack wasn’t leaving her open to attack from another angle.

      The single-edged blade in her hands met a tug of resistance, and Tanisha was gratified when the angry red number that jumped up was a thirty. She didn’t have time to enjoy the feeling of having done serious damage, though. As soon as the blow landed, the creature flickered and became visible. The second thing it did, an instant later, was brace its leg and raise its tail.

      Tanisha knew it was getting ready to attack. She slapped her hands to the sides of her chair and moved it away from the saladmander. It leaped, swinging its tail in an immense arc that passed just centimeters away from her knees. Just barely a miss.

      She lunged back in, and, while she didn’t know how many attacks she could sneak in before the thing would attack again, she would be satisfied if it was just the one. The sword was performing so much better than her axe. She drove the blade down at the lizard, striking as quick as she could. A red thirty popped up from the beast, followed by two more before she had to retreat. The sword was faster and more agile than her axe, allowing her to control it better.

      The creature flinched visibly as each strike landed, and by the time it rose up to attack with its tail, Tanisha was already moving. Just the same, the tail was nearly as long as the entire rest of the body, and despite how quickly she was able to strike, she still was just barely able to get out of reach. She was pushing her luck, but she was also doing well.

      A surge of confidence flooded her as she dove back in against the creature. She had managed to avoid taking a single strike so far. It might have been that the tutorial was designed for people who didn’t know how such a game should be played. An MMO player might be more inclined to just stand toe-to-toe with these creatures, thinking that their actions wouldn’t affect the monster’s accuracy.

      But no matter how good she was doing, she still had a long fight ahead of her. Her attacks might have been hitting harder than the axe, but she knew Otekah had required four strikes at more than ninety damage per hit.

      Tanisha moved back in quickly, and with three more sweeps of her blade she got in another ninety damage against the creature. And then she moved out again. The saladmander looked to be in bad shape, and Tanisha lamented her choice to move away. She might have been able to get another blow or two off and maybe have killed it. But the creature’s lashing tail whooshed past the edge of her chair, just short of slapping her skirt. Risking getting hit wasn’t worth the potential time saved.

      The creature was cut and bleeding—although the cuts didn’t match up to where her strikes had landed—and the lettuce-like gills on either side of its brown head were frayed and drooping.

      Tanisha showed no mercy. She moved in again, determined to end this. Her blade swept down in a vertical strike, a diagonal backswing on the return, and then smashed back down the way it had come. Thirty, thirty, thirty. With a growl, she whipped the blade forward once more. The blow caught a bit more resistance than the others, and the creature flailed its tiny arms and flipped onto its back, exposing its orange belly as it lay still.

      Her heart wasn’t pounding as much as it had been after the crabstrosity, even though she was winded. She had things under control. The saladmanders had seemed like a threat earlier, but now they were much more manageable.

      Tanisha looked to the quest text to see what else this blasted tutorial would have her do.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Survive.

      The text hadn’t changed.

      A twang of fear echoed through Tanisha’s chest. It wasn’t over yet. What was next? Was there something bigger and badder, or just more of the same? She wanted to know—to examine the quest text until it expanded—but she didn’t want to be blindsided. All the damage had been avoided so far, and so she didn’t know how dangerous it would be. Plus, she’d break her streak.

      She scanned the area around her carefully, searching for the next threat.

      Nothing immediately appeared, and while she didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, she figured it was pretty safe to assume there would be more saladmanders. It was even likely that they’d been there since the first one spawned, and they were just creeping forward while she fought off their friend. If Tanisha were able to deal with them one-by-one, she wouldn’t have to be worried about her survival at all. There could even be dozens of them and she would be fine. But if she had to deal with too many at once, though… well, saladmanders had earned their reputation as a nuisance from how they were practically designed to complicate encounters.

      “Where are the rest of you?” she asked the clearing. “And what moron decided to use invisible monsters for a tutorial quest?” Tanisha shook her head. “It’s just bad design. How am I supposed to find them all?”

      Nothing responded to her—she had hoped Otekah would reappear—but there was a flicker of movement off to her left. Tanisha whirled her chair around, not just to face it, but to fully break into a charge. She even gave off a battle cry. It was a far shot from the rage-filled bellow of a barbarian, but it still made her feel scary.

      It had only taken about a dozen attacks to take down the first saladmander—or was it more than that? The adrenaline in her system was making it difficult to count, so the sooner she started, the sooner she could pick the creature off before more could close around her.

      The issue was that the simple flicker of movement hadn’t given her the best idea of where the next creature was hiding. Tanisha just swept her sword around herself wildly, looking for that red thirty to jump out of the air. She charged like that for about five or six yards before she encountered the faint tug of resistance and number flickering out of the empty air. In response, Tanisha immediately directed her chair away quickly, and the mechanical monstrosity almost dumped her out of the seat as it changed directions faster than she expected.

      She barely dodged the amphibian’s sweeping tail, but with mechanical familiarity, Tanisha darted back in, swinging the sword in her three-strike pattern. It was odd to have this feel so familiar already, since there was a lack of phone in her hand. She was playing more of a first-person fantasy, and she was reminded of a game she’d played in her teenage years. There she’d been fighting giant blue trolls with a controller in hand, directing her character to wield a hammer against the creature’s swinging fists.

      As her next set of strikes landed, Tanisha was excited to see them do thirty-one damage instead of just thirty. Apparently her sword skill was rising, even if only a little. It wouldn’t matter much in the long run because of breakpoints. She’d still need twelve attacks for quite a long amount of time. But progress was progress, and numbers going up were satisfying, even if they didn’t actually mean anything.

      Tanisha darted away from the saladmander’s incoming attack, letting it pass right in front of her. But before she moved forward for her next trio of attacks, there was a sharp tug of pain in her chest, and a flicker of movement to her right. It seemed to correspond with a sudden and uncomfortable feeling of being drenched in nervous sweat.

      This saladmander wasn’t alone.

      A second creature was right behind her, and it had just struck her.

      The little red bar at the bottom-left of her vision had lost a chunk off the end, and Tanisha felt a little stab of panic. Her other bars were also no longer full, but none of them were missing as much as the red bar, which was down by about a quarter. The purple one was close behind, and it seemed to be gradually draining. That was her stability, wasn’t it? Her sanity? Was her fear and panic affecting it, or was it just the strain of combat itself?

      Tanisha directed her chair to back away, and grimaced as its response was slower than it had been just moments before. This is why saladmanders were a problem. Their attacks applied a slowing effect. It was one of the only ones in the game, and when combat depended on your ability to move and attack quickly, being even slightly slower was, at best, a huge annoyance, and at worst, a death sentence.

      Focusing her attention on staying out of range was hard. Her chair barely avoided a sweeping tail, even though she hadn’t moved forward for her next attack at all. She circled around to the left, forcing the two creatures to move closer together. They bumped into one another as they jockeyed for position, both ready to be the next to strike her.

      The slowing effect of the saladmander’s attack had a duration. She could just wait it out. But the idea that a third—or even fourth—creature might be lurking out there drove her to deal with the saladmanders before her. As quickly as possible. Even if that meant attacking at a disadvantage.

      Her chair skittered forward under her direction, just far enough to put her within attack range. She wasn’t within reach of her sword when both saladmanders raised themselves up on their feet, readying their attacks. Tanisha darted back out of their range, letting both attacks pass before her before she moved in to strike in earnest. She was pretty sure the one on the left was the creature she’d already damaged, and so she focused her attention on it.

      Tanisha wasn’t exactly sure how slow she was compared to before. She didn’t know how many strikes she could get away with, and would have to do some quick math. Sure, she could have tested it with trial and error, but she couldn’t risk too many more attacks. One was enough.

      For her own safety, Tanisha struck only once, hitting the saladmander for thirty-one damage before backing off. Her chair moved away, and both tails whipped through the air only inches from her. She moved in again as fast as she could and struck again. Reversing course immediately was aggravating, and Tanisha really hated this. But at least she was safe.

      Halfway through darting backwards, though, the slow wore off, and she was able to get out of range of the attack easily. She actually had to wait for the blows to sweep through the air in front of her before she confidently rushed back in, dashing her sword around three times, drawing the expected trio of thirty-ones.

      Upon retreating, she noticed that the saladmander on the left was looking badly damaged. Her confidence soared. She had this! It was just a matter of waiting out the attacks… A slimy tail passed through the air before her, and Tanisha darted back in—

      Directly into an attack.

      The wounded saladmander’s slower attack speed had thrown her off, and a tug of pain in her chest alerted her of the mistake. She immediately felt sweaty again, which must have been the physical tell for the slow. Tanisha grimaced as the red bar in the corner of her vision took another hit. But she couldn’t spare any time now. She had to finish off the injured one, or else their attacks would remain out-of-sync, and she would struggle to close in on them again without suffering the same issue.

      Her weapon zig-zagged through the injured saladmander twice before it flipped over, dead. She backed off immediately, but was just a moment too slow. The extra attack had done her in.

      With a grimace, Tanisha waited patiently for the remaining creature to attack again before moving in to steal a single attack at a time. Even after the slow effect wore off, Tanisha was sure to only hit it once before backing away. She wasn’t sure if the creature would have friends lurking in the shadows again. There was no point to overextending herself, and potentially opening herself up to taking extra damage. Instead, she used the extra time between her attacks and the creature’s tail whip to watch her surroundings.

      Eventually, the saladmander flopped over onto its back after a few more hits, but Tanisha felt no joy in seeing the death animation. Instead, she was worried—painfully so—about the state of her current condition. Her health bar was just below half, but her stability bar was way lower than that. And still ticking down, ever so slowly. She wondered what could be causing it.

      With a glance around the grotto, Tanisha noticed it looked a bit darker. The shadows seemed thicker, and they reminded her of the spindling fingers in the trees the night before. Around the edges of her vision was a pulsing that made her think of the migraines her mother suffered from. The tutorial mentioned that darkness drained her stability—maybe night was falling? Or perhaps this is what stability did, making her surroundings seem scarier and made it harder to see?

      Either that, or it was all scripted.

      “And we all know how annoying scripted events in tutorials are,” she said to no one in particular. “It’s just lazy design.”

      The woods whispered to her in response, sending a shock of ice down Tanisha’s spine.

      She did a little mental inventory. Her armor was scratched and scraped, of course not in a way that made sense with the attacks she’d taken. There had been no claws on those saladmander tails, but there were four deep gouges in the wooden cuirass that said otherwise. The ropes were slightly frayed, and Tanisha wondered just how much more it could take. Her sword was also almost worthless. The edge was horribly nicked, and there was a crack running up the side of it. She didn’t know if the thing would eventually shatter when it broke, or if it would just become unusable.

      But, luckily, as her stability bar ticked down to about the quarter mark, there was a little flash in the upper right of her UI as the quest text updated. “Yep, scripted.” Tanisha groaned and focused on the text to make it expand, but only because the shortened version of the text didn’t terrify her.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Restore your health and stability. Your resource bars are important, and when they start to get low, they require attention or else you risk suffering terrible side effects, or worse, death. There are a number of ways to restore bars, consuming different resources and time. Experiment and figure out the best ways for each situation. For the purposes of this tutorial, a pair of rare mushrooms have been spawned. One is red, and the other is purple. When eaten, mushrooms either greatly restore or greatly deplete the resource bar corresponding to their color, but do not affect other bars. For example, a red mushroom, when cooked, will restore 50% of your maximum HP. A purple mushroom, eaten raw, will restore 50% of your maximum stability. However, when cooked, they do the opposite as when eaten raw.

      “Ugh, mushrooms? Seriously?” Tanisha wrinkled her nose up. “Gross.” She’d never minded eating the things in game, but that was because she’d never had to actually chew on them. And it wasn’t that she minded the taste—not that she was going to have butter or garlic salt to make them taste like anything other than forest mushrooms—but the texture was off putting. “Can’t you make it something else?”

      In response to her protest, the woods whispered to her again. Tanisha looked up, and for a long moment she just stared. From between the fingers of shadow in the trees, long and lean humanoids stood, staring at her with eyes that pulsed and glowed in the darkness.

      “Alright, alright,” she said, trying to avoid staring at the oncoming creatures. “I’m looking.”
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      Tanisha’s stability bar continued to tick down, like the clock on a bomb, as she searched for the mushrooms. She found the red one tucked up against the base of a tree near the middle of the tutorial space. The purple one was next to her metalworking workbench, up against the rock wall. Both spots were well within the shade, and so it took a considerable amount of mental fortitude to collect them. The figures in the trees just waited and watched as she collected them.

      Afraid that she was going to mess things up, Tanisha read the quest text three times before she did anything with the mushrooms. She wanted to be totally sure she didn’t mix them up before she popped the purple one in her mouth.

      It was gross. The fungus had a mealy consistency that felt like she was eating a styrofoam packing peanut made out of earthworms. She had to fight to not immediately retch and spit it back out on the ground. It took everything she had to swallow it.

      The difference was immediate. While her body wanted to reject the mushroom, she could see the purple bar in the corner refilled almost all the way. Light and color returned to her vision, dispelling the lurking shadows. For one long moment, the figures made of darkness lurked on, but then they too broke apart, scattering like smoke in the wind.

      Tanisha breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s better.” She leaned over the side of her chair and spit, hoping to get the earthy taste out of her mouth. “I’ll reserve judgement on whether it was worth it, though.”

      In spite of her blustering, Tanisha felt relieved. Stick Folk, the creatures who had lurked in the darkness, were no joking matter. They were born of some developer at DeKR’s love for the tribal tales told to children who refused to sleep. The dangerous forest spirits were an overwhelming force in the game, and Tanisha didn’t want to deal with them in the flesh.

      With a sigh, she looked to the red mushroom sitting firmly in her lap. “Well, I guess we might as well get this over with,” she said to the bright-red cap. She returned to her campfire, which was still burning. It was looking a little low, but it wasn’t like she was planning on staying here long. Refueling it would just mean she’d need to collect more resources at some point.

      Tanisha took one of the sticks from her inventory and skewered the mushroom on it. She didn’t really have another way to cook it, so she hoped it would be what the game wanted. If this didn’t count, and she ended up taking damage from eating the mushroom raw? Well, it probably wouldn’t kill her. But if she had to fight anything else before escaping back to the real world? Especially Otekah? It might be the end for her.

      “As if it wasn’t bad enough that I have to eat mushrooms,” Tanisha complained, sulking as she turned the mushroom over as if cooking it evenly might improve the texture,” I might get hosed by wonky game mechanics. And die.” She gritted her teeth to suppress the shudder that ran through her at the thought of her own mortality. It wasn’t like she was talking about death in game, or some flippant social media comment made from a place of safety. She was talking about the end of her life. At least, according to Otekah.

      Blowing out a steadying breath, Tanisha removed the mushroom from the flames. It had shrunk a bit during cooking, and it looked mushy and droopy. Gross. Being impaled on a stick she found on the ground didn’t make it any more appetizing. Steam rose off the cap, and it was blistered in some places, but just like everything else in this world, it didn’t really line up with where she’d let it rest in the flames.

      “Guess we’re good, then.” She blew on the mushroom a few times, but the steam didn’t dissipate. With a shrug, Tanisha opened wide and bit it off the stick.

      It was mushier than the other one, with a disgusting, spongy texture that was bad enough to make her almost retch the second she bit into it. The mushroom was hot, too, just bordering on uncomfortable, but she kept chewing with her face locked in a grimace. It was horrible, like eating a hot, wet pencil eraser. She chewed it only long enough to make sure she wasn’t going to choke, and then she finally swallowed.

      The red bar in the corner refilled, even as she dry-heaved against the taste and texture.

      “Huzzah,” Tanisha said, her voice drained of all emotion. “I get to live.” She rubbed at her tongue, as if she could scrub off her taste buds somehow. “But at what cost?”

      In response, the quest text in the upper corner of her vision flashed, and then faded completely.

      “What was that?” Her tongue forgotten, Tanisha looked around. “Am I free?”

      A notification window popped up before her, answering her question.

      You have completed the tutorial, unlocking your character sheet. During the tutorial, you should have earned enough skills to level up. Accessing your character sheet will allow you to choose which attribute to increase.

      Tanisha reached out and dismissed the message with one hand, before opening her inventory. She noticed the screen had updated significantly since the last time she’d opened it just moments before. For one thing, the boxes in the lower left now showed the armor she was wearing, and the sword she had across her lap. Both of the boxes were tinted red, letting her know the durability on them was low. She wasn’t planning on staying in the game long enough to need them again, so she tossed the sword to the ground and wrestled the cracked armor off her person. It almost came apart in her hands, and Tanisha winced. How close had she come to dying in this stupid tutorial?

      On the side of the screen, where the blueprint and inventory tab were located, there was now two more tabs. One of them was a little silhouette of a person’s face in profile, which Tanisha assumed was the character sheet. The other was a book. Curiosity won out, and Tanisha opened that menu.

      What popped up looked like the blueprint menu, but only two items appeared on it. At the top was “Darkness Conquered,” and below it, “Welcome to the False Lands (completed)” in a slightly faded gray color. A quest log. If she was planning on staying here, she might find it useful. She could reference back to it, or perhaps have multiple quest objectives at once.

      But Tanisha wasn’t planning on sticking around. She had to find Otekah, and then get out of here.

      It didn’t even make sense for her to bother with her character sheet, but Tanisha figured that having a slight advantage when dealing with Otekah couldn’t hurt. So, she opened the character sheet and took a look. It was the exact same format as dARkness. With a glanced trained by too many months spent analyzing Koest’s sheet, Tanisha noted a few things.

      First, she was entirely hosed. She had just barely reached Level 1 through the tutorial. If she ran into any serious resistance, it would shred her. With or without armor.

      Second, she noticed that she was still being referred to as Koest. Tanisha wrinkled her nose. That wasn’t her name. Not that she’d never been referred to by her gamer handle outside of games before, but this wasn’t a game. Nor was it someone who knew her better as a pixelated character than as herself. If she was under threat of death here, they could have at least used her real name.

      But before she could reach any other conclusions, a notification window popped up, letting her know she leveled and she needed to allocate her attribute point. Tanisha was irked that she got the message twice, but figured the first time was from the tutorial, whereas this was the notification she was more familiar with. In dARkness, leveling up gave a flat ten points to health, and then you could choose one other attribute—between stability, stamina, and hunger—to boost by ten points as well. Without hesitation, Tanisha poked the button labeled “stability.” The window closed without confirmation of her choice, but Tanisha didn’t regret it.

      Stability in game was a bit of a joke. Creatures—such as the Stick Folk—showed up and harassed you, sure, but there was no real negative to it, otherwise. But here… her short amount of time at low stability was enough to prove she didn’t want to go through that again.

      The bars in the bottom left of her UI changed, and Tanisha shot her best glare at them. The formerly-full health bar and nearly-full stability bar now both had a tiny empty portion appended on them. “Of course,” Tanisha said loudly. “Of course! Because stat refills from level-ups were added in the week one update.” She turned her attention to the place where Otekah had disappeared. “Great system you have here! Would be a shame if, someone, I don’t know, updated it once and a while! Or ever!”

      When she finished pouting, Tanisha turned her attention back to her character sheet and gave the actual skills a glance.

      
        
        Name: Koest

        Level: 1 (TNL: 01/10)

      

        

      
        Hit Points: 200/210

        Stability: 96/110

        Hunger: 95/100

        Stamina: 143/150

      

        

      
        Butchering: 1 (0/21)

        Fishing: 0 (0/10)

        Herbalism: 2 (14/33)

        Logging: 1 (18/21)

        Mining: 0 (0/10)

      

        

      
        Outfitting: 0 (4/10)

        Construction: 0 (0/10)

        Refining: 1 (2/21)

        Survival: 0 (4/10)

        Toolmaking: 0 (2/10)

        Weaponmaking: 0 (2/10)

      

        

      
        Axe: 1 (0/21)

        Bow: 0 (0/10)

        Dagger: 0 (0/10)

        Hammer: 0 (0/10)

        Machete: 0 (0/10)

        Pick: 0 (0/10)

        Shovel: 0 (0/10)

        Spear: 0 (0/10)

        Sword: 3 (26/46)

      

      

      The whole thing was really quite depressing. Her skills were woefully underleveled, and it would be a grind to get anywhere. Tanisha knew that as she did things, the numbers in the parenthesis would tick up, and when the first number matched the second, she could get a skill up in that. Her TNL—to next level—would then go up by one, until those numbers matched, and then she would level up again.

      “I mean, I guess it’s better than nothing,” she grumbled. “Easier to manage bars and grind skills than just get gutted by a crab claw.” Tanisha looked down at the splintered armor and cracked sword on the ground. “Or get eaten by saladmanders right when I spawn in.”

      She took a deep breath and then dismissed the character sheet. None of this mattered. The point to her being here might have been Otekah’s strange obsession with survival rates, but Tanisha didn’t want to play along. She was free of the tutorial, and now nothing would stop her from leaving the grotto. From following Otekah.

      Starting now, she was going home.
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      With a final look around the grotto to make sure she hadn’t missed something important—and also, apparently, to note that the metalworking workbench had, in fact, despawned, although her woodworking workbench and fire still existed—Tanisha returned to the stone wall. It was here that the physical representation of the AI of dARkness: Online had vanished off into the woods, and where Tanisha would start her journey.

      She directed the chair to lower itself to the ground so she could look for some sort of trail to follow. But there was nothing. No footprints, no disturbed underbrush. It was as if the AI had simply floated out, or covered their tracks.

      But Tanisha wasn’t deterred. “They went this way,” she said to herself, “so I’ll just go this way as well.”

      Otekah was an AI, after all. It would make sense that they would follow some ideal long-distance pathing. If their end goal, their “castle,” wasn’t directly in a straight line from where they’d vanished, it was only because there would be an obstacle in the way. Tanisha was confident she’d be able to proceed logically from that point, or find some sign of Otekah’s passing.

      The area beyond the tutorial-necessary grotto was like the interior, much to Tanisha’s surprise. She’d been expecting some harsh zone line. But the creek to her left continued that way. The trees over there grew a little denser in that direction, but Tanisha wasn’t going to follow the water. Instead, she looked straight ahead. Off in the way Otekah had gone. There was no defined path, but she directed her chair forward just the same.

      Now that she was in a larger, more open area, Tanisha found herself appreciating the strange mechanical chair. There was no nausea-inducing sway to its stride, and it tackled the uneven ground by adjusting the height of the legs to whatever was in her path. It made no logical sense, of course, but Tanisha was just starting to accept that. Nothing here made sense. But the ride was as smooth as if she were on fresh asphalt, and so Tanisha was thankful for the AI’s gift. Having to navigate these woods in even her outdoors chair would have been a nightmare.

      The only thing she wished for was that the chair wasn’t so garish. White and blue didn’t exactly blend in anywhere. But without an option to customize it, she just had to accept the chair for what it was.

      Of course, the engineer part of her brain urged her to pick the machine apart. She needed to know how it worked. The thing ran on fuel with no engine. It worked because the system told it to work. She wondered if the AI controlling its ability to navigate and listen to her was sentient, too, like Otekah. Or perhaps was even one of the AI’s subroutines.

      That made Tanisha shudder. She didn’t want to imagine that Otekah could remove her ability to be mobile, if they determined it was necessary.

      Thinking about the AI made Tanisha remember the other quest Otekah had given her. As she traveled, Tanisha expanded the quest text to get a better look.

      Darkness Conquered: Find Otekah’s castle and face them there in order to return to Earth. The castle is located somewhere in the False Lands, accessible by finding and overcoming the obstacles that protect it. Otekah will await your arrival there, if you can survive. Once they have that answer, you will be allowed to leave the False Lands. The castle’s location is not obvious, and it will be difficult to find without assistance. In order to find it, it is recommended that you craft a compass, which will point you in the direction of your active quest objective. However, the compass is not necessary to complete this quest.

      Tanisha immediately opened her inventory and popped open the crafting tab. A compass wasn’t something that existed in dARkness: Online, so she was curious how she’d go about making one. The blueprint for the compass was in the survival section, and she was surprised to see that it didn’t require any workstation to craft it.

      It did require a metal sheet, which prompted Tanisha to look at how to craft a metalworking workbench. She discovered that it needed living stone and fur, two things she wasn’t exactly excited to see. They were obnoxious to farm in the game-version of dARkness, and so she had no reason to suspect they’d be any easier in the False Lands. It’d be just as bad, if not worse. Which made sense. Metalworking workbenches were the “endgame” of crafting tables in dARkness.

      But Tanisha had no desire to stay in this world long enough to grind her way up that far.

      The other thing that the compass required was a carcajou fang. This was slightly alarming, since Tanisha didn’t know what a carcajou was. She’d never heard of such a creature. Was it a normal animal she would come across with a little searching? Maybe it was a boss monster, spawned under specific conditions? Or was it an Uber? It had taken her a while to encounter the Uber Sleipdeer, and that had really only been a random lucky chance. If the compass was locked behind something based so firmly in RNG, she could just forget about ever crafting the stupid thing.

      She also didn’t really want to deal with something she’d never seen before. Fear of the unknown was justified, all things considered. What if it was some thirty-foot-tall lizard monster with fangs the size of her arm?

      Tanisha, once again, found herself missing the wiki.

      She stared at the fang in the crafting menu for a while, tapping a finger to her front teeth. It likely wasn’t an Uber. That would be cruel, even for a kidnapping AI. It was likely a boss monster spawn, since they were triggered. Something would need to be done—sometimes very intentionally—to cause them to spawn. There were a series of bosses in dARkness known as Zeni bosses because they were such difficult content. But they were added a few months ago, and so there’s no way the carcajou would be one of those.

      “It does make sense, though,” Tanisha said, closing the crafting menu. “Otekah wants to see if I can survive. So making me spawn a boss monster and fight it again and again until it drops what I need… that’s pretty akin to survival. That’s hundreds of hours of farming materials and crafting weapons and armor.” She hesitated, looking down at her meager status bars. “And another few hundred hours of leveling, besides. No thank you.”

      With the compass out of reach, Tanisha really only had “walking in this one direction” as her plan. She knew she could survive on the fly, if she had to. But she really hoped she could just ignore all of the elements of the game that she didn’t want to deal with, just to get to Otekah as fast as possible. Like speed running, just without glitch exploitations.

      Not that she’d be above exploiting a few glitches, if she found them beneficial.

      Tanisha looked at her surroundings as she traveled. She’d gone a few hundred feet in the direction Otekah went, and the forest had grown thinner, with more open areas that reminded Tanisha of meadows. There were sizable patches of crafting grass in these open spaces. Movement in between the trees alerted Tanisha to the presence of creatures that weren’t force-spawned to fight her, but nothing seemed interested in following her. This was a relatively tame forest, and the creatures present were the normal early-game fodder. They had no interest in her, and she—planning on leaving immediately—had no interest in them.

      As she went, Tanisha saw a few familiar worker bees droning through the air around the thicker grass. She recognized them as no threat. They weren’t aggressive, unless you were messing around with the plants they were protecting, and they weren’t dangerous unless you were too close to their hive. Soldier bees would spawn to protect them, and those could pack a punch.

      There was also a herd of sleipdeer off to her right. They were the normal version of the creature she’d hunted what seemed like ages ago. Much less garishly colored, too. There were four or five of them in the small group, and the six-legged creatures appeared to be grazing. It was an appealing scene, and one that Tanisha would have loved to stop and watch. But she was afraid of losing track of where she was going. Without the compass, there was no way to really be certain she was heading in the right direction otherwise. There weren’t exactly a lot of good landmarks around her.

      After around another five hundred feet or so, Tanisha stopped her chair and stilled herself to listen out into the woods. There was a cacophony of sound, and a creature cried out. Combat. Was there someone else out there, attacking something? Would they be friend or foe?

      Tanisha opened her inventory and grabbed her axe. She wasn’t sure what to expect. If there was someone else out there in these woods, would they see her as a competitor for resources, or as a friend to share work with? There was no way to predict, and so she had to be ready for anything.

      Through the trees, Tanisha saw the flailing of a beast. She urged her chair in that direction. It looked like a sleipdeer was going berserk, and Tanisha knew from experience how much of a challenge those could be at lower levels. Especially for a newer player who might not know those attacks could be dodged.

      Emerging through the trees, however, Tanisha was stilled by the sight. In the game version of dARkness, the monsters didn’t really interact with each other. They couldn’t be damaged by each other’s attack patterns, so unless they were spawned together, you never saw them at the same time. But that didn’t seem to apply here. Instead, the sleipdeer was being attacked by both regular and soldier bees.

      It made sense. Sleipdeer would graze on grass items, which counted as plants. And therefore could be a place of protection for the bees. And the bees would then become aggressive towards the sleipdeer. If the deer-like creature defended itself, and the hive was nearby, soldier bees would rush to defend the weaker bees.

      The soldier bees were impressive, and a bit terrifying. They were around the size of mini-fridges, both in height and bulk. The soldier bees hovered around the sleipdeer, menacing it with their arm-length stingers. Tanisha was amazed—the creature was actually holding its own against the bees, with four or five worker bees littering the ground at its feet. The sleipdeer was injured, but no more or less than the soldier bees it was engaged with.

      Tanisha didn’t really want to join in the combat. She had no stake in this fight, and nothing good would come of her trying to save one or the other. Instead, she’d likely become the next target of whomever she saved. But the combat was also taking place right in her path, and she didn’t want to lose her trajectory on Otekah’s trail.

      With no real good options available, Tanisha just decided to sit tight and watch the battle. From a distance, of course. Soldier bees were aggressive even if they weren’t protecting the workers, so she hoped that, by staying in the nearby treeline, whoever won the fight would just wander off and she could continue on her way.

      It seemed as if she had arrived at the tail end of the fight, though. With all three parties injured, the delay between their attacks was sizable. But eventually, the two types of bee outweighed the one deer, and it performed the overly dramatic death animation. The bees hovered there for a moment, and Tanisha feared that they would turn and come for her. But they eventually retreated, bobbing away through the air towards the rightmost end of the clearing.

      When they vanished into the trees, Tanisha waited a moment longer. Underequipped as she was—and with such few hit points—she didn’t want to get involved in combat against multiple foes. But when they didn’t patrol back into the clearing, she made her way out into the open to continue on her path. However, as she passed over the site of the battle, she paused. What if there was something here she could use? Materials she wouldn’t have to fight for would be nice. And perhaps she could use them to bribe Otekah, to act as if she’d made an attempt at playing the game.

      Tanisha lowered her chair and reached out towards one of the dead bees. She didn’t like touching dead bugs to get them out of her house, and those she didn’t have to butcher for parts. But she pushed past the initial bout of squeamishness by remembering how easy things had been after she’d de-shelled the crabstrosity. Everything was sectioned off and clean. There was no reason to assume things wouldn’t be like that here.

      It took her a moment to figure out where to grip the dead bee. The creature was hairy and gross, and touching it made her skin crawl. But she gritted her teeth and followed through, wrenching the insect corpse until it cracked loudly and split open. Blissfully, she was right about the innards. Instead of being splattered with bug guts, there were four items inside the bee’s now hollow abdomen. Three of them were hardened yellow lumps that Tanisha recognized as beeswax. The last was a comically oversized section of honeycomb. Tanisha put both items in her inventory, stacking the beeswax together.

      She tossed the husk of the first bee aside and climbed down out of the chair to get to another. If she left her chair where it was, she reasoned, then it would still be in the position and heading she needed to continue on. She could use it as a marker for her path, but still move around on her own and forage freely.

      Tanisha grabbed a few fistfulls of grass to clear the area around the second bee. She tucked them into her inventory before grabbing the dead insect and opening it up. Her herbalism skill increased to Level 3, but she ignored that notification to focus on tearing the bee apart. There were four lumps in this one, although only two of them were beeswax. The other two were honeycomb, which was the real prize. She stacked these with what she already had, and then moved on to the sleipdeer.

      Once she was in front of it, however, she didn’t know how to go about butchering it. She didn’t have a knife to gut and skin it properly. But she assumed that wouldn’t be necessary. It should just pop open somehow and deposit cleanly-cut fresh meat into her hands.

      Tanisha frowned. Her actual knowledge of dressing a dead deer was interfering with her ability to figure out how she would manage this. She had to slow down, clear her mind, and approach butchering like some city-raised moron instead of an educated outdoorswoman.

      But before she could even try, a buzzing noise filled the air. Tanisha watched in horror as she saw the two injured soldier bees approaching through the trees. They weren’t just patrolling, however. The soldier bees were heading right towards her, with their bodies arched to present their stingers as they came. She recognized this as their signature combat stance from dARkness.

      Apparently, they didn’t just come to the defense of living worker bees.

      It made sense, in a way that irritated her. She was butchering one of their kind, after all.

      Tanisha yelped, although she wasn’t really sure how that was supposed to help her. Instead, she made the smarter move and flailed herself backwards towards her chair. She snatched up the axe she left on the arm of the chair before clambering back up into her seat. The axe was a poor weapon—both because of its durability, and because of the fact that it was classified as a tool and not a weapon—but if the bees were already injured from the fight with the sleipdeer, she might have a chance. But any fight would take time and energy, and it would throw her off-kilter in her chase. There was no way she could dodge attacks and keep her same heading.

      Her options considered, Tanisha dropped her hands down and channeled her fear of the oncoming arm-length stingers into her chair. The skittering legs blurred as she took off at speed, practically zooming out of the clearing and back into the trees. Behind her, the bees pursued, but they were falling behind rapidly.

      The speed of the chair forced Tanisha to hold on tightly. She was surprised by what it was capable of, though when she looked at the fuel bar she could see it was visibly draining, as opposed to the previously imperceptible rate. With a sigh, she reached down and righted the machine to a more normal speed.

      “Didn’t know you could do that, buddy,” she said, guiding the chair to a walking pace. “I guess maybe I’m getting better with you? If I stayed here a while, I bet we would do all sorts of stuff.” She looked over her shoulder to confirm the giant flying fridges weren’t following. “Real shame.”
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      Pushing through the forest, ignoring all other concerns, made Tanisha feel guilty. Here was every gamers dream—a world derived from, and based on, a video game she loved to play, created specifically for her to enjoy—but she was ignoring it. All because she wanted to go home. And not for any discernible reason, either. She just didn’t like being kidnapped. The tactics Otekah used were deplorable, and Tanisha feared for her own life, as well as the others the AI might have stashed around the False Lands. How many missing posters were folks just like her, who were roped into this little experiment without provocation?

      Home was the goal, though, and she had a clear path to getting there. In theory.

      As she traveled, Tanisha kept alert for threats. She wasn’t convinced that she had seen her last saladmander, and she knew there were other things to fear in the False Lands. But the forest she hurried through was relatively peaceful, and Tanisha mostly enjoyed her romp through it.

      That was, of course, until the sun started to go down.

      The change was drastic—not to the lighting of the place, but to the ambiance. There was a shift to the air, as if daytime were physically retiring so that night could take over. The sky was still bright, but the sun itself vanished behind the canopy of trees to Tanisha’s right. Logically, this meant that that direction was likely west, but Tanisha dismissed the thought. This was the False Lands, not Earth. There was no guarantee. It could be that the sun rose and set in different positions every day—it was a video game. Rules need not apply.

      “Probably just a crappy skybox, anyway,” Tanisha muttered to herself as she urged her chair on. It made Tanisha realize she’d never actually interacted with the sky in dARkness: Online. There weren’t any flying monsters who didn’t just glide along the ground. How did the mobile game handle the skybox? “Maybe I’ll have to check it out after I get out of here.”

      But that thought brought about a cold dose of reality. If Tanisha escaped Otekah’s experiment with her life intact, would she actually continue playing dARkness? How could she? Every fight would remind her of those frightening moments against the saladmanders. Each time she crafted something, she would relive the tutorial, being forced to play along just so she could escape.

      “I swear to whomever, if Otekah ruined video games for me, I’m going to be really ticked off.” She spoke mostly to her chair, as the forest was uncaring and didn’t stick around for long anyway. “But this brings up a lot of questions. Do I get to sue DeKR? Will I get… I don’t know… financial compensation? What about therapy?”

      That last question hung in the air, and Tanisha stared down at her lap. Therapy was a good idea no matter what. Not that a therapist would take her experiences seriously, but Tanisha was sure she could spin things in a way to ensure she didn’t end up institutionalized.

      By the time she looked up again, the world around her had changed. The sky had taken on a faded orange hue, and gloom unnaturally settled around Tanisha. It was definitely the arrival of twilight, and she turned in her seat to try to spot through the trees how low the sun was on the horizon. She was careful to not change her chair’s heading, however. It still moved in the direction that she’d last seen Otekah however long ago.

      How long had it been, really? Was it hours? It had to have been. Didn’t feel like it, though.

      Tanisha looked at her resource bars in the corner and saw—with some chagrin—that there wasn’t any sort of passive regen. Her health was still the same as before, and her stability had actually drained slightly over time, and seemed to be actively draining now. Was it because she was fretting? She had noticed the drain rate seemed to be related to her mental state. Or, at least, she’d noticed it going down when she felt out of sorts. So, she’d just need to try to stay calm and confident. Easy, right?

      Her stamina was also still about the same after her mad scramble away from the bees, just below two-thirds of her maximum. It didn’t seem to be draining much, which Tanisha attributed to her chair. The chair’s fuel level was even doing well, at just above three quarters. Her walking pace wasn’t a serious drain on the fuel reserves. As long as she didn’t have to run anywhere it’d be fine.

      But her immediate concern was for her hunger bar. It was more than half depleted, and was dropping pretty rapidly.

      “Guess it’s time to eat?” Tanisha halted the chair and opened her inventory before fetching one of the chunks of crab meat she’d collected during the tutorial. She remembered the quest text had told her food had to be cooked before it could be eaten, but the meat looked like cooked crab. It had that solid white look to the flesh, and it was firm to the touch. Maybe the tutorial had taken pity on her and cooked it.

      Tanisha gave the meat a sniff. It smelled fine, or at least it smelled much better than one would expect for unrefrigerated crab that had been sitting in an invisible box for an amount of time that might have been hours. “I guess there’s one way to find out…” Breaking off a small chunk of meat, Tanisha gathered her courage, said a small prayer, and shoved the flesh in her mouth.

      There was an immediate regret.

      It tasted like filth—cold and slimy, as if raw. “Ugh,” she said, and her face screwed up reflexively. “Gross.” She turned her head and spat the pinch of meat onto the ground. “Nope. Definitely not cooked.” There was a rising urge to throw the whole chunk of meat away, as if it were all contaminated, but Tanisha knew better. She would just need to cook it.

      As she scraped her tongue against the roof of her mouth like she could somehow shed the taste of the uncooked crab, Tanisha opened up the crafting menu. She was disappointed to see that she didn’t have enough materials for a campfire. Stopping and gathering would just slow her down, and then she’d also potentially lose her heading.

      But… would the game be so picky as to require her to need a campfire? A torch was just as much of a fire, right? She scrolled up through the crafting menu. The torch was under the same category, and it only took three grass and a stick. She had that. And really, wasn’t it her right to test all aspects of this world in an attempt to fulfill Otekah’s desire for survival?

      It was also better to test now, while she still had plenty of crab meat left to make up the difference, rather than learn later if she had to sacrifice a rare mushroom in the name of science.

      With her mind made up, Tanisha set about crafting the torch. It was simple—she braided three handfuls of grass around the top of a stick like a basket. And she didn’t even need to light it on fire herself. Just like the campfire, it burst into a low flame when the craft was completed. Tanisha held the torch away from herself, worried about how unsafe it seemed. But the stick seemed to resist catching fire, and so she relaxed a bit.

      It took way longer than Tanisha wanted to admit before she could figure out how to cook the crab meat without just sticking her bare hand over the flame of the torch. It wasn’t just a free-standing campfire that she could leave unattended while she futzed with the meal. Eventually, she discovered that she could put the torch into her inventory without harming anything. With both hands free, she was able to pull out another stick and spear the crab meat with it. Once the crab meat was ready, she retrieved the torch and set about experimenting.

      After a few grueling moments, the meat began to make a quiet sizzling noise, and the air became fragrant with a pleasant generic aroma of cooking meat. After another minute or so, the lump of meat began to turn brown around the edges. It wasn’t a thing Tanisha had ever seen crab meat do, but she didn’t know enough about crab to know if it was fine. She wasn’t a seafood chef. And rules didn’t apply to the False Lands, anyway.

      When Tanisha was satisfied with the doneness of the crab meat, she tucked the torch back in her inventory and dug into the chunk of food. It was good, although it felt somewhat light and fluffy, like some sort of savory puff pastry. The adjustment to her hunger bar matched how light it felt, as the bar only ticked up a small amount after the chunk of crab was gone. Clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth, Tanisha dug into her inventory and prepared a second chunk of crab meat.

      And the third. Then the fourth.

      It was about fifteen minutes later when she put her torch away for good and devoured the final chunk of crab meat. With all four eaten, her hunger bar was nearly full. On top of that, her health had topped up little by little, and the bar was now almost completely red. It was weird how such a thing made her feel so much better.

      But now she was out of food. And as twilight was falling around her, she wondered if she’d be able to find Otekah’s castle before her hunger bar got too low again. Tanisha peered out into the forest ahead of her. There was no sign of the castle, and still no sign of the AI’s path through the world. But she had to believe. Otherwise, there was no hope.

      Tanisha resumed her march. It was absolutely boring, but she couldn’t exactly do anything to make it more interesting. Playing “I Spy” alone was just a recipe for depression.

      An hour after her meal, Tanisha began to notice the shadows grow long and the sky darkened at an accelerated rate. Through the trees, she could see the sparkle of strange stars that flickered into existence as the sun vanished on the horizon. Tanisha ignored it. She didn’t feel tired—a miracle of the barely lowered stamina bar—and so she wasn’t afraid to just keep walking throughout the night. As long as she didn’t alter the course of the chair, she didn’t need to worry about finding her way.

      But when night actually came, it did so suddenly, drawing a grimace to Tanisha’s face. It fell across the land like a blanket settling on a flat surface. All the light just bled from the world. Tanisha directed her chair to stop, and looked up at the sky. There didn’t seem to be a moon in the False Lands, and the stars seemed to provide no actual light. Her eyes wouldn’t adjust. She was swallowed in pitch blackness, unable to see her own hands in front of her face, except when they passed between her eyes and a UI element.

      Most of her UI was nearly invisible in the dark, since it was almost all black text. She could still see her status meters, though. Which was a problem. The purple bar of her stability was rapidly falling. The words of the tutorial echoed back to her, and Tanisha realized she’d made a terrible mistake.

      She should have known better. Darkness always increased stability drain. On the mobile version of the game, it was a generic, steady drain after a certain time of day. Just to encourage folks to put their phones down and actually get some sleep. But here? There seemed to be an increased drain. Perhaps to encourage sleep, once again. But she was also panicking. And that was draining her stability as well.

      Tanisha didn’t think of herself as being afraid of the dark, but the absolute enclosure of the darkness was creeping her out. She’d been out in the woods at night before, miles from civilization. Complete darkness wasn’t something new. But this seemed different. Perhaps it was because she didn’t have a lightsource nearby. Or because there were ferocious things lurking in the shadows that she couldn’t see…

      Urged by her own imagination, Tanisha quickly fumbled open her inventory. But she couldn’t see it. The nature of the menu was that it was semi-transparent, so in absolute darkness she could only frown at the air in front of her and lean on memory.

      “There were sixteen boxes,” she said in a very low voice. “In the first eight I had crafting materials and my axe, and then—”

      Something in the darkness made a low noise, like a mix between a whisper and a laugh. Tanisha jolted and grabbed at the box she thought was her torch. There was an immediate and blinding flare of light that almost made her drop the glowing stick. Tanisha tried to not notice the massive chunk that fell off the end of her stability bar.

      She could see—and that’s what mattered.

      The light illuminated her inventory boxes and everything in a narrow radius around her. It wasn’t much, but it threw back the darkness nearby. But the shadow seemed to press against the light, fighting it as if it was oppressively trying to overcome the obstruction. Which didn’t make sense. As hers was the only source of light, Tanisha should have been able to see a fair distance out into the night, at least enough to see the dull shapes of distant trees. Instead, there was an illuminated ring, barely thirty feet wide, around her.

      Seeing was almost worse than not. Because now she still couldn’t see where she was going, but now things could see her. Even something with terrible night vision would be able to see the beacon of her light, and there was a good chance she wouldn’t be able to see it until it was too late. She tried to ignore it, but she just couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something just beyond the limits of her sight, watching her.

      Tanisha shuddered. She missed her tutorial-mandated sword, even if the thing had been two hits from destruction. It would have at least deterred something from seeing her as an easy mark, or would have made dealing with any attacker so much less painful. Her axe would get in the way, more than it would save her.

      “Get yourself under control,” she said, and the sound of her own voice startled her. “Your stability is dropping way too fast. Keep moving, and just keep calm.”

      She wasn’t tired. Stopping to rest wasn’t an option, anyway. It would require building a structure to keep her safe, and building would need materials. Those materials she didn’t have, couldn’t find without her torch, and wouldn’t be able to farm since she’d need both hands. And at any rate, every bar but her stability was nearly full.

      So she moved forward—kept her heading and kept moving.

      Tanisha wasn’t sure exactly how long she’d been traveling for, but every moment of traveling through the darkness was like a thousand hours. Shapes loomed in the dark, and while they were revealed to be trees, tall grass, or boulders, or other mundane things, every new shadow raised her hackles. What if the next one was some sort of monster? Something with razor fangs and glowing eyes that would see her as an easy meal?

      As she moved, she kept an eye on her stability meter. It wasn’t draining as fast now as it was when she was in the absolute darkness, but it still moved at a rate she was very uncomfortable with. There was a moment where it hovered just above half and Tanisha thought she’d be okay, but then it dipped below.

      That’s when they showed up.

      In dARkness: Online, dataminers had found them to be called Stick Folk. They were an incentive to keep your stability meter high, and since stability was one of the easiest things to game in dARkness, the Stick Folk were little more than visual clutter. When they did show up, they were an annoyance. They would intercept menu clicks or attacks, and could ruin entire strategies.

      But here they weren’t an annoyance. Here they rose out of the darkness and melted away as she approached. She could hear their whispering chuckle, like handfuls of gravel being rubbed together.

      Tanisha found herself glancing about as her chair skittered onwards. She could see the humanoid shapes lurking off to her sides. Behind her. Forming out of the darkness as the torch light retreated. Vanishing into the darkness left in her wake.

      She tried to keep her breathing steady. They were just an annoyance, she told herself in her mind, too afraid of what her voice would sound like to speak the words out loud. The Stick Folk could do nothing to harm her. They were just going to slow her down and spook—

      One came from the darkness. But it stayed solid as the torchlight approached. Tanisha stopped her chair dead. She felt a chill run over her ribs and down her arms, raising goosebumps on her skin.

      It wasn’t moving.

      The featureless humanoid figure just stood there, looming. Unafraid of the light.

      She couldn’t tell which way it was facing, although her brain shrieked it was staring right at her.

      “H-hey,” she said, her voice thready and thin with fright. She stopped and cleared her throat before trying again. “Hey! Move it!” She held her torch out towards it, waving the flame back and forth. In response, the shadows warped and wiggled in a way that made the hair on Tanisha’s neck stand on end. “I got places to be and no time to be playing with you.”

      But the figure didn’t move back. It didn’t blend away.

      Instead, it did a thing she’d never seen a Stick Folk ever do.

      It stepped forward.

      Tanisha yelped and jolted back, and the torch dropped from her fingers. The light went out as soon as it hit the ground.
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      Inky blackness enveloped Tanisha. In the dark, she could hear the whispering chuckle of the Stick Folk. But it was drowned out by her own gasping breath, which seemed to echo around her as if the darkness was a physical thing. An oppressive force that walled her in with the creature of nightmares.

      Tanisha tried to tell her chair to kneel down so she could grab the torch again.

      But nothing happened.

      Or, at least, if it did, it was too smooth for her to notice.

      Her own fear kept her from sliding down out of the chair. If the chair hadn’t lowered, getting back up into it would be a real issue. And that was assuming she didn’t break something on the way down.

      She reached forward in the darkness. Perhaps she could figure out if the ground was in reach before she got out of the chair. Every inch she moved though was terrifying. Her eyes were glued on the spot where the creature had stood, even if she could no longer see it because of the darkness. She didn’t know they could move. Or do anything besides float ominously in place.

      But it had moved. It had stepped towards her. And if it could do that, it could be capable of anything.

      How did one fight something made of shadows and terror?

      In the stories of her youth, Stick Indians (as they were actually called) kidnapped or even molested women, and sometimes ate the flesh of those who fell victim to them. But they were pranksters, harmless unless provoked. Had she done something to provoke this one? She’d told it to move, but that hadn’t seemed to be true provocation to her.

      Tanisha strained to listen past her own thudding heart. The woods around her were silent, aside from the cackle of the Stick Folk and the distant noises of the False Lands various fauna. She didn’t hear any rustle of grass, or even the tumble of a kicked stone.

      But would the Stick Folk interact with things in such a way? Or would they be more akin to a spirit, taking revenge against her disrespect in the silence of the night? She didn’t know. But one thing was for certain—she couldn’t sit still and let whatever was going to happen, happen.

      Tanisha resumed reaching out, emboldened by her absolute terror. There was no other choice.

      When her fingers finally brushed across the soft blades of grass located an arm’s length away from her, Tanisha nearly shouted. She had to swallow the sound. It would either come out of her as a joyous cry, or a shriek of terror. There would be no in between.

      The chair had lowered. She just had to find where—

      A hand closed in around her exposed wrist.

      But not just any hand. It was like being touched by partially decomposed grass, where the surface felt like slimy raw meat.

      Tanisha didn’t yelp.

      She shrieked.

      Recoiling away from the sensation, Tanisha slapped wildly at the air around her. Her hands found an arm attached to the hand grabbing her. She kept on screaming, shoving the arm away and lashing out with her fists.

      “No! Get back!”

      Her voice didn’t sound like her own. It was higher pitched, for one, but there was a terror to it she couldn’t seem to control. A fear she couldn’t combat.

      All of her flailing seemed to work, however. The grip on her arm loosened, and when the slimy pressure was gone, Tanisha dropped her hands immediately to the sides of her chair. And urged it to go forward. But not just walk. To fly. She wanted to be gone from here.

      The chair lunged and broke into a four-legged sprint. There was a bit of an uncharacteristic bump in its gait for a moment, and Tanisha wasn’t sure if it was the chair running over the shadowy humanoid, or if the thing lashed out at the chair as it bolted away.

      But even after it was behind her, Tanisha didn’t stop screaming. Not until her breath ran out, and she couldn’t gasp for more. But even then, she didn’t slow down. She just urged the chair to run blindly through the pitch blackness, trusting whatever mechanisms that controlled the legs to stop her from blundering into something solid in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like her chair had been running for an eternity through the night.

      Tanisha’s eyes felt dry and irritated. She refused to close them, even for a moment. Instead, she just kept trying to desperately penetrate the inky night with eyes that refused to even show her a finger against her nose. She’d lost hope long ago that she would be able to see any of the Stick Folk if they were still around her. But she fancied that she could see the thick columns of tree trunks. Enough to move out of the way, at least.

      Whether she could or not, her chair didn’t bump into any trees. Or anything at all. It just kept moving. Ever forward. Always away from those who followed.

      If she slowed down, or even stopped, the Stick Folk could catch up. Or they could surround her. But nothing could keep up with the sprinting chair, so as long as it kept going she was fine.

      The only issue was, in her fear, Tanisha had forgotten about keeping track of her heading. She was still moving in roughly the same direction, but she couldn’t be certain if it was truly the same. With no compass to direct her, and no landmarks she could see to guide her, it was all instinct.

      Tanisha briefly entertained the idea of stopping to craft another torch. But even if she had materials, trying to find her way around the menus would be awkward. It would take too much time to successfully navigate to the blueprint. And then following it would be a nightmare.

      The only thing she could see in the darkness, besides the occasional vague shape looming out of it, was the bars in the bottom corner of her UI.

      And they were depleting.

      Rapidly.

      “Just until dawn,” she whispered to herself. But instead of being a thing she said once to remind herself to stay calm, it became a feverish mantra, repeated over and over in increasingly frantic tones. “Just until dawn. Until dawn. Just until dawn.”

      She felt out of breath, but that was impossible. The chair was doing all the running. So, it was just panic. A dangerous thing.

      “As soon as I can see, everything will be manageable. I’ll make a dozen torches. Never again. It’ll never again be this bad. That’s all it takes. Just a little light. It’ll be better at dawn.”

      Tanisha shook her head, at first just to clear her thoughts, but then a second time as if she were able to shake away the fear.

      “Just until dawn.”
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        * * *

      

      Morning came eventually.

      Dawn’s light settled over the forest slowly, and then all at once. Just as Tanisha had started to think it would never come.

      As soon as her eyes could perceive the world around her emerging from the blackness, she believed—for just a moment—that everything would be alright.

      It wasn’t.

      All the light did was reveal the Stick Folk. They surrounded her, walked with her. Kept pace with her sprinting chair. More than half-a-dozen shadowy figures lurked in the immediate area around her. Some stuck to the shadows of the trees, but most walked brazenly in the daylight. But those seemed thinner than they had in the night. And even the ones fully immersed in shadow seemed less threatening.

      Tanisha brought her chair to a stop, and they too stopped. In fact, none of them moved. They just watched with featureless faces and laughed their whispering chuckle that bore into the depths of her mind.

      But the creatures stayed still, neither progressing towards her or vanishing. It was enough, however. Tanisha felt her racing heart finally start to slow to a more normal pace. The daylight weakened them. Or, so she hoped. But there was a possibility her still-draining stability would strip her of that protection in time.

      And her status bars were a mess.

      Her health was still full, since she hadn’t taken any damage. Not even from the hand in the darkness. Her stamina was also pretty okay, coming in at just over the halfway mark. But the other two were in a sorry enough state to concern her greatly. Her stability was barely a fifth of her maximum, and just looking at it made her anxious. Which increased the drain on it, ever so slightly. Lastly, her hunger bar was nearly empty, and she could feel a pinching pain in her gut as she stared at it. The status bar was not wrong. She was definitely hungry, and she didn’t have a single way to deal with it.

      In the daylight, Tanisha could confirm she’d lost her heading. The shadows cast by the trees were in the wrong direction, if the sun had risen on the opposite side of the sky from last night’s sunset. They pointed behind her, but straight back, instead of at the expected rightwards angle.

      “Well, that sucks. Directions are a lost cause,” she whispered to herself, the way she did when she was out in public. As if the Stick Folk were people who would judge her for talking out loud to herself. “But I need to deal with these bars. And get back to normal. Then I can think of another way to get to Otekah’s castle.”

      The forest around Tanisha had changed a lot from where she had been before. It was denser, for one, and she could hear—but not see—a river somewhere nearby. But not the little creek from the tutorial area. This was a full-blown, not-quite-rapids river. The undergrowth was also thicker here, interspersed with dense bushes carrying bundles of little orange berries. Many of them appeared to have one of the Stick Folk close by. So many of the bushes were protected by one of the lanky shadows, and Tanisha briefly entertained the idea that they were guarding the bushes. Perhaps she was just being paranoid… but it sure seemed so.

      Just the same, before moving to a bush that didn’t have a Stick Folk lurking ominously behind it, Tanisha opened her inventory and made a torch. And then a second. They were all the materials she had. She deposited them both into her inventory, but she did it slowly while casting a glare around herself. The Stick Folk didn’t move in regards to her silent threat, but it still made Tanisha feel better. She meant business. Even if they didn’t recognize it.

      Was she posturing for a bunch of spooky shadow puppets?

      Whatever. The torches made her feel better, at the very least.

      Nothing stopped her as she approached the bush. She was able to easily harvest a small handful of the berries. They were almost conical, with a small dimple at the top from where they were connected to the plant. The berries were an unnerving orange color. In the real world, that meant they were likely poison. Maybe underripe. But she had to push past that worry. This was the color they were in dARkness. Berries were a base recovery item. They would help, not hurt.

      She stared at them, regardless. It took a moment of gathering her courage before she could lift one to her lips. They looked a little like blackberries. She’d grown up around wild blackberries, and there was a brief period as they ripened where they were about this color. They’d turn from whitish green to pinkish orange, and then to red, before darkening to their purple-black color.

      When real blackberries were this color, they were hard as rocks. Almost entirely inedible. And if you did manage to gnaw into one, your reward was nothing but an intolerably tart and gritty mess. She didn’t know if she could actually force herself to eat one without expecting a mouthful of rocks that she would have to grind down into sour sand.

      Her belly complained with a sharp pinch of hunger, and so Tanisha braced herself. Sour or not, she would—

      The color leached from the berries. They turned pasty and pale. There was a swirl of motion, and they darkened like they were being pumped full of smoke. It was unnatural, and unnerving. There was no sheen of light on them. They were just a handful of matte black shapes in her hands.

      As she stared, she found herself thinking of the interior of an exhaust pipe of an old car. Dark and coated in pollution, fresh from the source.

      There were a half million cars in the city of Seattle, and this black was the color they sprayed out of the back of them as they idled on the streets. Dirty. Gross. Disgusting.

      Tanisha blinked, and the berries turned orange again.

      A side effect of her stability.

      She hadn’t been expecting it, but it made sense. There was no corresponding mechanic in game, but the game couldn’t properly deal with stability anyway. As it was, Tanisha knew she’d have to deal with her stability sooner, rather than later.

      The berries in her palm seemed innocuous enough. Her pained stomach demanded her attention. Tanisha raised the berries to her lips. Her hand stopped before she could force them into her mouth. She caught a distant whiff that smelled like the air in the Seattle transit tunnel. Stale from the lack of fresh air. Vile due to the smog from the thousands of buses that filtered through it every day. Ripe from the sweaty press of bodies trying to get from one end of the city to the other. Or beyond.

      Tanisha almost retched.

      “I have to,” she said in a tone that was full of desperation. Her eyes started to water, and saliva flooded her mouth as if she were about to vomit. “Please. I need food. Something.”

      She put the berries in her mouth.

      All she tasted was grit and asphalt.

      Her whole body shuddered violently and she spat them out on the ground. Tanisha retched, although there was nothing in her system to come up.

      “Alright, fine,” she murmured quietly, spitting out a mouthful of saliva. She dropped the remaining berries to the ground and ran the back of her hand across her mouth. “I’ll deal with stability first. I can’t… I just can’t live like this. I won’t live like this. I’ll die if I can’t fix it.” She shook her head, and a sense of self-loathing filled her. “Never again. I won’t let this happen ever again, okay? Just let me survive long enough to turn this around.”

      The world didn’t respond. But she could feel an inward sigh of relief. She’d come far enough. Now she would take things seriously.
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      There was just one problem.

      Tanisha didn’t know exactly how stability was recovered. In the mobile version of dARkness, the simplest way was to sleep. Crafting a special sleep item, such as a bed or a sleeping bag, and using it would restore stability over time while logged off. As long as the durability held out.

      But she couldn’t do that here. She wasn’t even sure if she’d be able to sleep. Not to mention she didn’t have the materials to craft anything like that.

      There were a few other ways to restore stability in the game, including a lot of consumed items and rare food, but the only thing that came to her mind at the moment was the purple mushroom from the tutorial.

      The details were fuzzy, though. Maybe it was walking all day. Or the terror. Perhaps the mad dash through what still felt like an eternity of darkness. Or maybe the low stability was actively impairing her memory.

      She knew she cooked one mushroom, and had eaten the other raw.

      But which was which? And where had she found them?

      Tanisha put aside her other concerns. She actively tried to ignore her aching stomach, and the imposing shadow figures that still circled her but were unmoving. Instead, she focused her attention on the ground, and started to explore the forest around where she’d stopped. The mushrooms had been on the ground. But where?

      She came across the red ones, first. Just in case she’d need it, Tanisha snatched up one as soon as she found a single stalk that wasn’t protected by a guardian Stick Folk. They followed her like a cloud, never getting closer but also never dropping behind. But all she found were the red mushrooms. No other colors. They’d all been at the bases of trees, as well, and so Tanisha knew the others wouldn’t grow there. She decided to look elsewhere.

      After a few agonizing minutes—where her hunger pains grew tighter and more insistent as her bar continued to plummet towards empty—she came across a large boulder jutting out of the ground.

      At the base of it was a single purple mushroom.

      And there were no shadowy figures protecting it.

      She snatched it up quickly, holding the previously disgusting fungus to her chest like it was a precious bounty to be protected. As she looked across the short distance to the gathered Stick Folk, Tanisha decided it wasn’t untrue. Their ominous presence was enough of a reason to treat this like a true prize.

      “Alright.” She looked down at the purple mushroom in her hands. Bane of her taste buds as it was, it would also be her salvation. “Either you need to be cooked, or you need to be raw.” Tanisha looked back at the big rock she’d found the purple mushroom under, and directed her chair back to it. No other tiny purple caps lurked there. “And I guess I have one shot at this. So, if I pick wrong, I’ll definitely die.”

      She struggled to find a clear memory. Something that wasn’t distorted by fear. But all she could remember was the disgusting texture of the mushroom. She couldn’t clearly picture it in her mind, and she cursed her low stability bar. Either it was physically affecting her brain functions, or she was just too panicked over it to clear her thoughts.

      There was a solution here, however. She knew it. Like a word on the tip of her tongue. She just needed to figure it out.

      “I’ve got this. I just need to—”

      Tanisha stopped mid-sentence, her head snapping up and to her left. There had been movement there. She saw nothing but the shadowy guardians of her failing sanity. Was it a saladmander? She looked for the tell-tale sign of moving grass.

      The movement came again.

      But it was no saladmander.

      The motion was a jerking lurch.

      Of a Stick Folk.

      One of them forced its way out of the shadows created by where a berry bush met a tree. It pushed towards her. The steps it took were jerky, obviously a struggle. But it was moving towards her, steadily. Its arms were stretched out, with intent that made its featureless form seem equal parts eager and hungry.

      As Tanisha inhaled to scream, another lurched itself out of the shadows from behind a nearby tree. It too descended ever closer, one jerky step at a time.

      There were at least a dozen more figures still lurking in the shadows.

      And as much as Tanisha wanted to freak out—get the torch and axe out of her inventory and just start flailing around—she knew she had to hold on. Everything had shown her that her stability bar was tied to her mental state. She had precious little bar left to spare.

      “I’m going to run away now,” she said aloud, not so much to herself but to the world around her. To the False Lands. “I’m not panicking. This is me thinking clearly and making the smartest decision available.”

      She turned away from the unsettling creatures lurching like zombies towards her, and directed her chair to flee. Despite her racing heart, and the rapid pace her chair set for her retreat, Tanisha carefully controlled her breathing. She forced herself to stay calm.

      This time, the Stick Folk did not keep pace. The chair slipped between two of the unmoving figures, and Tanisha was able to get a good distance from them before the moving ones got anywhere near her. Just like the bees, the slow-moving shamblers fell far behind her, and eventually Tanisha slowed down to a more fuel-efficient pace once they disappeared behind the foliage of the forest.

      “Okay,” she said, keeping her voice calm and even, despite the nervousness that lurked, “that was a calm and calculated response. Definitely not borne of any sort of panic or anxiety.” Tanisha looked down at the status bar for her stability. It was nearly depleted, but seemed to be holding steady at just a tiny sliver. It wasn’t at one, and it wasn’t draining. She was good.

      The forest was still full of shadows, however, and as she watched, more Stick Folks formed from the darkness cast by bush and tree. But these were thin and immaterial. They weren’t stepping into the light and—

      Almost in response to that thought, one of them began to jerk and move.

      Tanisha’s mouth opened with a sharp inhale, but her teeth clicked together loudly as she snapped her mouth closed. She swallowed the frightened yelp that wanted to jump past her lips.

      She was calm.

      Of course, she was calm. Perfectly calm. Calm enough to not scream.

      This was fine. Everything was under control.

      The tiny sliver of purple bar in the lower corner of her UI ticked down.

      “Oh, come on!” she shouted, aiming her frustration at the bar. “I’m calm! I didn’t scream! I’m in control! You stop moving right now!”

      The bar didn’t respond.

      Tanisha calmly—with shaking hands and gasping breath—turned her chair around and directed it to move away from the shadowy figure that lurched towards her. She set the chair at a brisk walking pace, instead of a sprint. Her fuel bar was dipping below half, and if she was having trouble remaining calm enough for the purple bar while she was riding high on a leggy mech, she didn’t want to see what would happen if she were moving around on her hands.

      Walking burned significantly less fuel than running, anyway, disproportionate with the amount of distance covered. And walking was fast enough to outpace the discordant lurching of the Stick Folk.

      “This is getting old, fast,” Tanisha said. She had to deal with this soon. And the way to deal with it sat in her lap, undisturbed by the smooth movements of her chair. The red and purple mushrooms rested side-by-side. It was the purple one that was her way out, but only if she could remember how to consume it.

      A thought came to her.

      The quest log.

      Tanisha opened her inventory and navigated to the book icon. Unfortunately, it was nearly useless while moving. The semi-transparent gray coloration of the menu made the Stick Folk lurking behind it almost invisible, and Tanisha worried she might not see one coming for her if the menu was open. Similarly, only having one hand down to control the chair made its movements a little less smooth. The chair didn’t jerk and rock, but it listed to one side, and seemed to curve in that direction slightly.

      But she didn’t have a choice. It was either this, or experimentation.

      She clicked on the completed quest, and the menu popped up the expanded quest text for her.

      Welcome to the False Lands: Open your inventory screen. Your inventory allows you to easily store and carry a number of items—

      Tanisha frowned and scrolled the text up. The mushroom bit had been the last thing before she was free of the tutorial. Every chunk of text moved past at a snail’s pace. It was frustrating, to say the least, but Tanisha kept scrolling anyway. She watched as the crafting portions crawled by, then the combat.

      But before she could get to the part she wanted, something grabbed her.

      A shadowy hand was wrapped around her wrist, keeping her from scrolling. Another hand closed around her other wrist. It twisted her arm away from its position just past the armrest. The chair came to a stop.

      Tanisha couldn’t help it.

      She screamed. A piercing, agonizing, fearful scream.

      Being touched unexpectedly always weirded her out, and the violence of the grab made it ten times worse.

      Her brain sent signals to her legs, ordering them to kick out at her attacker, but the signals would never make it to their destination. She did flail her arms, struggling against the slimy grasp of the Stick Folks. But her flailing was detrimental, as it didn’t loosen their grasp, and only served to close the window she’d spent so long futzing with.

      Tanisha screamed again, and this time it was more anger than fear. She would not be handled like this! It wasn’t like she was weak! Tanisha twisted her arms violently, ripping one wrist out of the shadowy grip. With a snarl she pistoned her fist rapidly as soon as it was free. She struck the figure in the upper chest and face, before realizing she was trying to hit a shadow.

      It wasn’t like attacking a crabstrosity or a saladmander. Maybe it was because the Stick Folk were different, or maybe it was because she was attacking with her fists. Or perhaps it was because her stability was nearly empty. But she struck solid matter.

      The attack didn’t pass through the creature with a tug of resistance, and it didn’t draw a red number.

      It was like punching human flesh, and part of it was viscerally satisfying.

      The creature recoiled from her attack, but it refused to release her other arm. Which was fine by Tanisha. She punched it again, this time as hard as she could muster.

      And she could muster some pretty good strength. Years of being in a wheelchair had meant she developed pretty good arm muscles.

      The shadowy figure didn’t just recoil. It cried out. The sound was like the squealing of an improperly-prepared potato in an oven. A shriek from the depths of her nightmares. The Stick Folk fell away from it, shadowy hands clutching what could be considered its face. Tanisha dropped both hands to the sides of her chair and, at her direction, the mechanical wonder darted away, leaving her attacker behind.

      “New idea,” Tanisha said, trying to keep her breathing under control. “Can’t stop to scroll through the quest. So, logic puzzle time.” She looked down at the two mushrooms in her lap, glad to see them both at hand. “What at my variables? Two mushrooms. One I ate raw, and the other I ate cooked. But how do I figure it out?”

      The answer hit her suddenly, and she felt silly for having struggled at all.

      She could eat the red one. Her health bar was still full, in spite of the clutching hands of the False Lands’ smoke monster. No matter how she ate it, she’d know the answer based off the results.

      Simple.

      Tanisha popped the red mushroom in her mouth raw. The texture was exactly as terrible as she remembered, but she chewed it just the same.

      There was a wrenching sensation as soon as she swallowed. It hurt. A lot. Like a physical blow that bent her over. A full half of her red bar dissolved away instantly.

      She smiled wryly, forcing it through the pain. “There’s my answer.”

      The tutorial had told her the mushroom eaten the wrong way would have the adverse effect. So, instead of healing her, eating the red mushroom raw hurt her. It hurt a lot, but she tried to not focus on that huge dip to her health bar. She could get more red mushrooms. The forest was a pretty great place to find them.

      She popped the purple mushroom in her mouth immediately. Her teeth ran over it the bare minimum required to call it chewed, and she swallowed. She told herself it was because she didn’t want to waste anymore time so thoroughly messed up by the stability mechanics, but it was just as much to get the taste out of her mouth.

      Blessedly, the purple bar jumped up to just the halfway point. The world around Tanisha changed drastically for the better. She hadn’t realized how much the colors of the world had dimmed and dulled until they came back in full technicolor spectrum. The world grew quieter as well. Just as she hadn’t realized how bleak her surroundings looked, the constant oppressive chattering noise had grown louder so gradually that she hadn’t noticed it at all. Now that it stopped, she felt significantly better.

      The Stick Folk weren’t gone. Not entirely, at least. Much to her chagrin. But there were fewer of them.

      As she looked around, Tanisha saw three, and all of them were much farther away from her. They looked thin and immaterial, more like steam than smoke.

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Never again,” Tanisha said, repeating herself in an affirmation. “Let’s play this straight.”
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      With the world around her now looking much more manageable, Tanisha could finally stop and think. She could no longer go about fooling herself—Otekah’s castle was a pipedream. But only at the moment. The way she was going to find the trail again was by combing the forest to look for the torch she’d dropped the previous night. And there was no guarantee it wouldn’t despawn.

      But she couldn’t even begin thinking of returning to that until she dealt with the cards she was previously dealt.

      She was trapped here, and the rules said she needed to play along to live. That meant managing her status bars for now. And they were all in pretty poor shape and in need of her attention.

      Despite it no longer being the lowest bar—in fact, it was her highest right now by percentage—her stability was still just a little over half. Purple mushrooms appeared hard to come by in this area, so Tanisha swore she’d keep an eye out for the stony outcroppings they spawned around. Her health bar was missing half of its total, but red mushrooms were plentiful. All she’d need would be a fire and she’d be back to normal.

      Tanisha chuckled. It was amazing how fast she could get over her distaste of fungus when her life was on the line.

      Regardless, because those two bars would be managed easily, Tanisha didn’t think of them as priorities.

      The pinching pain in her stomach was insistent—a crackling fire that hadn’t been sated by the two mushrooms she consumed. She desperately needed food. Tanisha wondered briefly if she could find a blue mushroom somewhere. That would fill her belly immediately. But she didn’t even know where to begin looking for one. Instead, the berry bushes that dotted the forest seemed a much more reasonable target.

      As long as they didn’t turn into smog again.

      Tanisha’s stomach roiled as she approached one of the bushes cautiously. She remembered the horrid smell and taste of those orange berries from just minutes ago. Her brain refused to separate the effects of the stability bar from reality. It wasn’t just the smog, though. They were still the neon orange of poison, and so her mind swore it was justified in its fear. But her stomach’s growling wore out.

      She’d never starved in dARkness: Online, and she wasn’t about to starve here.

      Tanisha picked a handful of berries. The first time, she’d only grabbed two or three for a start, but the insistence of her stomach made her grab around fifteen or so now. They filled her palm with a solid weight, and they stayed that bright orange color.

      “Are you going to behave now?”

      The berries made no response, but they also didn’t turn a horrible smoke color that forced her memory into some of the least pleasant aspects of city life. Instead, they seemed plump and juicy in her hand. And they were waiting patiently for her to get over her anxiety.

      “Alright,” she said cautiously, “but if you taste like the curb at Pike Place, I will burn every one of these bushes to the ground.”

      Her plan was to try one berry at a time. But once she’d made up her mind to try the berries, the hunger pains won out. Half of the handful of berries filled her mouth, and she let out a little joyful sound when they tasted like berries instead of car exhaust. The texture was just like a blackberry, as expected, but the flavor was somewhere between a marionberry and a blueberry. Sweet, delicious, and just a tiny hint of tartness that made her wish for a pie crust to wrap around them.

      Before she could finish swallowing that first handful, Tanisha had already begun picking more of the orange berries off the bush in front of her. Despite it being a pretty sizable bush, the berry bunches were relatively sparse, and in under a minute they were all gone. And all in her mouth. Even the ones that were a little mushy from being over-ripe, or the extra-tart ones that weren’t quite ready.

      The presence of ripeness gave Tanisha a slight pause. This wasn’t a mechanic in dARkness: Online, but it made sense that the world would have its own quirks. The False Lands wasn’t just a copy-paste of the day one release. And as such, Otekah might have more weird mechanics up their sleeve.

      She’d need to be careful.

      “Ugh,” Tanisha said, groaning as she put a hand to her stomach. It still ached with hunger. She looked down at her bars, and grimaced to see how little her hunger bar had moved. “I’m going to need a lot of these. Good thing they’re tasty.”

      The bushes ahead of her seemed to have more fruit on them, so she directed her chair in that direction. Stripping each bush of berries seemed to give her the barest fraction of her hunger bar, and so she just went from bush to bush, following the denser clumps of foliage.

      After around twenty minutes—and a herbalism skill up—her hunger bar was about halfway full. Tanisha had traveled a pretty fair distance in search of more berries, and her travels had taken her closer to the river. She could see up ahead that there was a large stone outcropping, and so she decided to explore. There might be another purple mushroom up there, which would take care of her stability for a good long while.

      Investigating the spot revealed it was another secluded location, just like the tutorial area. There were a few scattered trees, a bunch of tall grass running along the edge of the river, and scattered about were nearly a dozen berry bushes.

      “Was this someone else’s tutorial area?” Tanisha stopped on the edge of the grotto, terrified that blundering into it would trigger another set of tutorial quests. “Or is this just a copied asset?” The little grotto didn’t answer, and Tanisha decided to brave it. At best, venturing in would give her a chance to refill her hunger bar. At worst, being trapped in another round of tutorial quests would give her the chance to learn more about the world. And possibly level up her skills somewhat.

      Nothing popped up on her UI when she dug into the first bush. By now, the flavor of the berries had faded into the background. Instead, she was just focused on refilling her hunger bar. She let her mind wander.

      A part of her was marveling at how nice this spot was. It felt secluded and private with the rocky outcropping providing a potential source of purple mushrooms, trees and grass for materials, and a dozen berry bushes—not to mention how many were in the forest behind her—for food. If she was looking for a place to set up a camp, to spend some time building crafting workbenches and gearing up, this wouldn’t be a bad place.

      But that was a trap. At least, on that scale. She pushed the thought out of her head. She needed to play the game and to survive, sure, but securing this grotto would be a megaproject. There would always be something else to do, and eventually she’d lose sight of her original goal. Tanisha had lost entire weekends to booting up survival games on a Friday night and just ignoring the passage of real-life time until sometime midmorning. On Sunday. If she started to make camp to really gear up, there was no guarantee she’d ever stop. In six days, she’d be planning some large-scale project to build a giant watchtower, and another week grinding up her construction skill so the thing wouldn’t collapse. After that would be something silly, like turning the watchtower into a giant statue of herself, and trying to figure out how to make it breathe fire.

      Otekah would be forgotten. Her life, too, would be forgotten. She’d be surviving, but not living.

      Tanisha wrestled with the gamer and engineer parts of her brain before they could team up and start tackling the logistical challenge of a fire-breathing statue. It would certainly be a memorable monument. But her goal here wasn’t to mess around and waste time. She wasn’t blowing off steam after a long work week. If Otekah was to be believed, her life was on the line. And who knew what would happen in the real world the longer she was trapped here.

      Was her truck still in that parking lot? How long before it was towed?

      Since Tanisha lived alone with no current employment, how long would it be before someone reported her missing? And most importantly, could she still make it back in time for the start of bear season?

      “Right,” Tanisha said aloud, around a mouthful of berries. “But I shouldn’t be here. I’ve been kidnapped against my will. Getting comfortable really isn’t an option. I need to get out, but just blindly trying to force that isn’t going to work. There needs to be a middle road.”

      In response to her voice, something in the grotto made noise. It was a snuffling sound. And it was close. So close, in fact, that Tanisha jumped so hard she nearly fell out of her chair.

      “Hello?”

      The snuffling noise grew louder, and Tanisha swore she began to smell smoke. Her heart dropped into her feet as she looked down at the berries in her hands. They still looked like berries, and not like smog…

      “Okay, so one of two things happened. Either there are humans here, and I’ve stumbled into someone’s camp and you just lit your fire at the sound of someone eating your food.” She looked around at the nearest berry bush, which was towards the sound, and hissed. “Or I’m in trouble.”

      On the other side of the bush, only about ten feet away, was a big, dark shape. It had beady black eyes. A quadruped, a little smaller than a horse, with a broad head and little round ears, was standing there. It was oddly accurate to its real-world inspiration, unlike most of the fanart and out-of-game depictions.

      Normal folks tended to prefer drawing grizzly bears and coloring them black, instead of learning the differences that distinguished them from the common black bear. The difference between a real black bear and this one, though, was readily apparent when it saw Tanisha. Its eyes lit up like someone ignited gas behind them, as the irises turned fiery red and tendrils of black smoke billowed out from between its teeth.

      Tanisha cursed.

      Besides their fire-breathing nature, blackened bears had a lot in common with real black bears. They tore apart bushes for their berries, ripped stumps to shreds for grubs, and would eat anything they could find unattended.

      But unlike real black bears, blackened bears didn’t like to share. And they were also extremely aggressive.

      Time to go.
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      The bear reared back and a giant ball of fire erupted from its mouth. Tanisha’s hands flew to the sides of her chair and she maneuvered it away and to the left. The blast of fire was nowhere near hitting her, even without her dodge. But it did turn the berry bush she was next to into an inferno.

      With a snarl, the bear lumbered towards her, and Tanisha very much wanted to avoid the incoming swipe of those wickedly curved claws. It wasn’t just that they were scary. Blackened bears were one of the strongest non-boss monsters in dARkness, rivaling even some of the lower-tier bosses in the game.

      It was just a whole lot of nope.

      Tanisha’s chair easily outpaced the bear as she retreated around the little grotto. The bear’s attacks would only be deadly if they connected, and it was slow. Easy to dodge.

      She entertained the idea of standing and fighting. The berry bushes, tall grass, and other resources available in this area was definitely worth fighting for. Even if she didn’t want to make camp here, finishing the top-up on her hunger bar and securing another purple mushroom would be worth it.

      Tanisha popped open her inventory and cursed at what she saw there. “Oh, come on.” She grimaced. The only thing of value was her axe. “I guess I’ll just have to make do?” She had materials to craft a few more tools, and could do so even while dodging the bear’s attacks. But that would require more involvement than she really wanted to deal with right now.

      Darting in and baiting out the bear’s claw swipe was dangerous. But she was practiced at timing her movement, and Tanisha was able to duck out of the way and dart in with her axe in hand. When a little red six popped out of the strike, the tool felt terribly inadequate. She didn’t remember the exact number, but she knew blackened bears had hundreds of hit points.

      This wasn’t going to be an easy fight.

      The bear’s momentum was slow building, so Tanisha was able to get another five hits on the beast before she had to dodge the next claw swipe. It snarled when it attacked, and Tanisha’s anxiety spiked because of it. In response, her stability bar drained slightly.

      “Nope. No worries, at all. I’ve got this under control. Not panicking! I’m fine!” She stepped up and swept her axe through the bear’s flank, rhythmically swinging out six more red sixes, and then darting away before the next claw could come. “This is entirely under control, game! No need to lose stability over nothing!”

      The stability bar seemed unmoved by her pleas. Of course.

      The bear turned towards her after its next swipe, its eyes flashing red. Tanisha recognized the tell and directed her chair to dart away, instead of in. Smoke billowed from the blackened bear’s mouth, and despite the long wind-up and early warning, Tanisha barely avoided the rolling cloud of fire that erupted from the creature’s body.

      Her health bar suddenly seemed very, very small, as the wave of heat rolled off the attack and engulfed a nearby tree. The berry bush from before was starting to burn down, and the forest detritus around its base was beginning to light as well. In the game, there was never any worry of starting a forest fire when fighting one of these. But here? This was going to be dangerous. The fire was going to spread, and if it continued for too long—which it would, at this rate—the whole forest would go up in flames.

      And Tanisha with it.

      She couldn’t fight like this. It would be a deathtrap. If the bear caught her, it would chew through her half-empty health bar with only a few strikes, and if it didn’t, she still might die to the inferno to come.

      So, she did what any sensible person would do.

      She fled.

      The chair’s walking speed was faster than the bear’s, but not by much. And the beast was relentless. She didn’t know how far the soldier bees had followed her the previous day, but the bear just kept lumbering after her, the distance between them growing by only scant inches as time went on. Tanisha wanted to direct her chair to sprint again, to leave the fire-breathing creature far behind, but her fuel was running low. And she hadn’t even taken the first steps towards making more. The chair’s normal speed was more efficient. And she couldn’t afford inefficiency, not with her stability and health so low, and her hunger still not refilled.

      As she fled at a controlled pace, her stability bar kept draining. That made her more concerned than the on-fire bear who still tried to keep pace with her. What if it dropped low enough for the Stick Folk to menace her again? Would she be in for another night like the previous? She promised herself it wouldn’t get that bad again… but what if she couldn’t help it?

      Tanisha tried to focus on keeping the chair moving at a smooth and even pace. She filtered out the snuffling and growling behind her. It felt like an entire day had passed before the noises stopped, and she turned to watch the bear finally give up on the chase. It was nearly fifty yards away, and she wondered how long she had been gaining by inches before finally being far enough away from it to lose its interest—or far enough away from its spawn point to leash it. Whichever.

      It was still daylight, but things were looking a little dark around the edges.

      In her concern for her stability bar, Tanisha had blocked out her surroundings while fleeing. But now that she was looking around, she noticed she’d left the forest behind. It was visible back where the bear was retreating out of view, but she was surrounded by empty grasslands. There were no berries here, and in fact, nothing that looked like food. Just scattered grasses, and some small stones here and there on the ground.

      The Stick Folk were there as they had been in the forest, but now they were seriously much more menacing. They stood in the open field, their upper bodies sticking out of the tall grass. Tanisha hadn’t lost enough stability for them to be solid shadow, and so they were still faint and immaterial. But that was only just a matter of time, wasn’t it? How long before the stability bar next decided to randomly plummet?

      “I won’t go back,” she said aloud, a snarl curling her lip. “I told you, I won’t let it get that bad again, and I won’t!” Tanisha turned to the nearest shadow form and yelled: “I won’t! Don’t think for a second I’ll let you get me!”

      But what options did she have? There weren’t any big stone outcroppings here, so she couldn’t find any purple mushrooms. Even into the distance, she could see nothing of interest. The grasslands just seemed to stretch for miles in almost every direction. There was a mountain poking out of the horizon, but that was it. It reminded her of Kansas, and Tanisha shuddered.

      The good news was that the sun wasn’t at its zenith, and so it wasn’t yet noon. So she might be able to make it to the mountain before nightfall, and just force-feed herself purple mushrooms through the night in defiance of whatever stability drain the darkness caused.

      Of course, that would only work if she could find food there, too. And a way to restore her health. Oh, and her stamina, of course, which was seriously waning. Not to mention her fuel reserves, which might not even make it all the way to the mountain.

      Her eyes started to sting, and Tanisha knew she was going to cry. She looked up at the sky and willed the tears back before they fell. There was too much to do. She needed to find food, a way to safely handle the nighttime, and she needed to engage with the systems built around this bizarre physics-defying chair. But she didn’t want to do any of that. She just wanted to leave. To go home.

      “Why is this all so hard?” Her breath hitched as the tears finally overfilled her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She pressed her lips together, holding herself back from fully crying. “I’m good at this game, for whomever’s sake!” Her fingernails dug into her palms, and she whispered through gritted teeth. “I’m one of the top ten in the world. Top five, on a good week. I spawned and beat the Vritra boss pre-nerf! I’m two steps and three hours away from having the world’s first Yoichi Bow! I shouldn’t be getting out-fought and chased off by a trash mob! So why the heck is this so hard?!”

      The answer, of course, came quickly. Tanisha wasn’t playing the game. Instead, she was trying to speedrun it blind, having never touched it before. She had no idea where Otekah’s castle was, and had wasted her first two days in-game running in a random direction because she didn’t want to play.

      But if she could find that middle ground? Play without getting lost? She might just have a chance.

      The realization helped her control her breathing and banish the tears.

      “I just have to play the game,” she said, and her voice came out even and calm. Tanisha nodded, before repeating herself. “Just play the game. That’s it.”

      She looked across the grasslands now with fresh eyes. It wasn’t an obstacle. Instead, she could see it as a resource. Grass and stones? Perfect. And the forest behind her was wood and berries. And meat, still bounding around on the hoof.

      “One problem at a time.” She took a deep, steadying breath. “And the first problem is night is coming. Easily solved. I just need a place to sleep.”

      The first place of advice Tanisha gave to new players of dARkness—in opposition to many of the experienced players—was to be patient. Learn at your own pace. Handle problems as they come. There’s no rush. No one who starts playing is going to rocket to the top ten by taking on content beyond their reach, or hurrying to farm rare drops and pray they get lucky.

      So, she turned and headed back towards the forest. This world already required some adjustment before she was comfortable. All she had to do was take her own advice. Handle things as they came. She was basing a lot of her expectations on the real world, and the current patch of dARkness. And those expectations were going to just cause more and more trouble.

      One thing at a time.

      And first? She needed to find a place to camp.
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      At a more reasonable pace, it took Tanisha almost ten minutes to get back to the forest. She stopped and looked between the dense trees and scattered berries of the forest, and the dense grasses and scattered stone of the field behind her. The border between them was unrealistically defined. Trees didn’t thin out and give way to the field—they just stopped. There was all but a line drawn on the ground, and on one side, trees weren’t allowed to grow. It was weird to be there in person, but it kind of made sense to Tanisha. Games—especially survival games—tended to have environments that seemed to be painted onto the world, with well-defined borders.

      “The perfect camp,” Tanisha said, “will be on the border between the two environments. Plenty of wood, some easy food, and then plenty of grass and some stone.” She looked around again, looking up and down the border of the mismatched biomes. “So, I just need to find a spot close to the border. There’s likely another resource I’m forgetting about that would be valuable…”

      She looked up at the sun, and decided to say that it was currently east. It was late morning, so it was just easier to rely on what her real-world knowledge recognized as east. That meant the sun would set over the forest, and so that was west now.

      North seemed a likely direction to begin exploring. At the very least, if she didn’t find a good camp and settled for waiting another night to make a better one, she would be able to tell what direction was which in the next morning. And then she could head back the other way.

      The sun grew high in the sky as she traversed the border of the grasslands and forest. But the temperature never really changed, staying nice and warm but not oppressively hot. It felt like a nice spring day in Oregon, much nicer than the summer weather she’d left behind.

      She walked on the forest side of the border, and gathered berries whenever a bush was close to her walking path. It was mid-afternoon before her hunger bar was topped off by the haphazard snacking, and she decided that was a good time to stop.

      But her travels were rewarded, and Tanisha stumbled across two additional resources that would be lovely to have. First of all, just north to where she stopped—maybe thirty yards away—there was a river. She decided she’d investigate it later, but it looked wide and slow-moving, and from Tanisha’s experience with camping, that meant it would make it viable for an icy-cold bath. It was likely flowing west with snowmelt or other rainfall from atop the mountain she could still see on the eastern horizon.

      But the other resource was one she was much happier to see. She was alerted to its presence when there was some low rustling in the nearby grasses, which originally put her on edge. But then she saw the first one, darting through the space between the thicker bushes of tall grass. It was something she recognized easily from her time spent in dARkness—a raquail.

      The raquail was something of a staple in Tanisha’s particular style of gameplay. And for the entire time she’d played, too. It was a small, land-bound bird, like a grouse, but it was extremely fast and had long, furry ears like a rabbit. The combination made it nearly impossible to catch by hand. But it was an important resource for players in the early game. They were a good source of filling food items—both meat and eggs—without requiring combat. For Koest, in particular, they provided another important resource—feathers. Tanisha used them by the boatload for her consumable arrows.

      Seeing the raquail made Tanisha consider the bow. She wasn’t sure how she felt about pursuing the weapon in this world. Unless the in-game skill comprised every element of it, there was a significant difference between handling a bow with her hands, and handling a bow by tapping on a screen. Tanisha had a lot of upper body strength, but she hadn’t practiced archery in a long number of years. It just didn’t seem like a good idea.

      Regardless, raquail were a source of food that would be more filling than berries. Considering she had stripped dozens of bushes just to fill her bar today, something more hearty would be appetizing in more ways than one. They would be a challenge to get, though. Their speed was a major issue. But their presence made this place a much more inviting camping spot.

      Tanisha started preparing camp by gathering materials. It was easy to harvest another dozen clumps of grass with them so plentiful. While she was out and about, she gathered any loose rocks she saw near at hand. She knew she’d need to make a lot of cut stones, eventually, so it was better to just start now. As she moved around, the raquail squealed and ran away from her approaching chair.

      Once she had resources from the field side of the line, Tanisha moved on to the forest side. She pulled her axe from her inventory and set about chopping down the nearest tree. The tree came apart like the one in the tutorial, and she just skittered her chair up to the felled tree and collected the thick logs one at a time and funneled them into her inventory. After the second tree, the handle of her axe cracked. It seemed about ready to fall apart in her hands. So after gathering the next batch of logs, Tanisha tossed the axe aside. She entertained the idea of just moving on since she had so many logs already, but she felt a bit vulnerable without the tool. So, she grabbed some stones and grass out of her inventory, collected some sticks from one of the trees she felled, and set about making another.

      Tanisha was already feeling better about her situation. She gained a logging skill up during her collection of the felled logs, and Tanisha briefly considered taking the axe around for another go. If she could just keep going, and build up her skills, she might gain a few levels. But she pushed that thought aside, just for the moment. She could focus on investing in herself and building her skills when she was established. For now, she would settle for knowing where she was sleeping for the night.

      She went back into the survival menu and took note of what she’d need for a campfire. Building one now would be a waste, since it was so early in the day. But she didn’t want to be without a fire tonight. She mentally counted those materials out of her inventory and moved on to look at sleeping options. A sleeping mat was the simplest one available, only requiring a bunch of grass and a few boards. It would require her to put together a woodworking workbench, but she had plenty of resources now, and it wouldn’t be a difficult challenge here.

      The only issue was it felt like repeating the tutorial. Building an axe. Crafting a workbench. Next thing she knew, she’d be chased around by invisible saladmanders while a crabstrosity tried to rearrange her face with its claws.

      At the very least, the woodworking workbench came together a little quicker this time, since Tanisha knew what to expect. She gained a construction skill point while crafting it, and she wondered how much a single workbench was worth. She could make two woodworking workbenches out of cutting down a single tree, easily. Perhaps that might be a worthwhile way to build up her levels.

      Once the workbench was made, however, it didn’t take long for her to breakdown a log into boards. And then she was off to figure out how to make the sleeping mat. The blueprint was pretty simple. It was comprised of laying the boards out, spaced appropriately, and throwing almost all of the grass she had over top of them. She didn’t even have to braid it or anything. Just put them in the correct places. And miraculously, once she was done that, the mat formed fully, with a neatly woven padded base, held taut by the boards underneath. Completing it gave her a survival skill increase, and Tanisha realized she was going to be close to leveling again soon.

      The mat itself wouldn’t be enough to securely sleep for the night, but it was enough for what Tanisha considered ‘day one survival.’ Her next major concern was her hunger bar. She knew she’d need a bunch more grass to take care of it, so she set about gathering more from the field. The sun was just starting to dip beneath the tops of the trees before she returned to her little sleeping mat, but she had gathered thirty grass in her inventory, and had just gotten to Level 5 in herbalism.

      She poked around the crafting menu until she settled on how to make a snare trap to catch the raquail. In dARkness, gathering raquail was almost a minigame separate from the base game. You crafted snare traps, and then clicked a button and paid some amount of food to bait them. After a certain period of time, you would end up getting raquail delivered to you. It felt less like hunting, and more like a trade. Koest had twelve traps running almost all the time, and it still felt like she couldn’t gather enough feathers. But that wouldn’t be a problem here unless Tanisha decided to follow up on the bow, so she’d just settle right now for one working trap.

      The trap was an adventure all its own to make. To make a snare trap, she had to make a net, which seemed impossible for a long moment. It required six ropes, which was more than half the grass she’d gathered already. But then it needed wax. Tanisha still had a handful from the bees she had encountered, but it was barely enough for one net. She just had to hope the end result was durable. If it broke, she had a long way to go to gather more wax to replace it.

      Completing the blueprint was easy enough, however. The six ropes were joined in a dozen different knots until they had been affixed into a standard net-looking arrangement. After that, she just had to rub the whole thing down with the wax, which made it seem much stronger. The finished net was big enough to throw over a person, however, and Tanisha was worried it wouldn’t be effective against a smaller creature.

      “This is perfectly sensible,” Tanisha said as she held up the net. She could push her entire fist through the gap between the intertwined ropes. “Definitely going to work just fine.” She chuckled, and pushed her concern aside. The crafting system would likely fix it in the end, no matter how little sense it made.

      True enough, as she followed the blueprint that wrapped the net around three sticks in a way that made it a snare trap, the net shrunk down until it was a fine mesh. Tanisha tried to ignore the obvious logic-defying crafting system as best she could. Once the snare was done, she grabbed a few berries from the nearest non-stripped bush to toss them around the trap as bait.

      Before she could even finish crafting a fire pit, the trap had caught its first victim. Tanisha marvelled at the stupidity of the creatures as she went to fetch the raquail. Instead of finding a terrified pecking creature, however, the trap held a lump of meat the size of her fist and three brown feathers. She reached into her inventory and pulled out a stick to impale the meat on, before dumping the feathers into her lap.

      Despite the absurd idea that this was any sort of skilled task, her butchering skill increased, and that was accompanied by a message that she had improved her skills enough to gain a level. She shook her head, laughing at the foolishness, as she reset the trap.

      “I earned this.” Tanisha went over to the fire with her improvised raquail-on-a-stick. “So much hard work and all that.”

      That said, it felt satisfying to put a point in hunger. It had drained out a little as she went around building her woefully insufficient base, but she was about to eat anyway. Her stamina was more of an immediate concern, as that bar was nearly empty. And she certainly felt like it was. Her eyelids felt so heavy that, as she held the lump of meat on the end of the stick over the fire, she caught herself murmuring a traditional Coastal Salish prayer of thanks. It was something her dad had drilled into her when he had first taught her how to hunt, and she said those words whenever she cooked something she’d killed herself.

      She almost finished the prayer loud and clear. It was appropriate, wasn’t it? This was the result of a successful hunt, convoluted as it might have been. It was meat from a creature that had given its all to give her life. The creature was put there by the Creator to feed her.

      But that’s when the words died on her lips.

      “Otekah,” she whispered. “They’re the Creator of this world.” Tanisha glared across the grasslands, as if she would be able to spot their supposed lair somewhere on the horizon, just to direct her ire towards its direction. “If they want my thanks, then they are welcome to it as soon as I get back to my truck.”

      She turned her nose up for a minute, sitting in silence instead of prayer as the meat cooked through. The morsel was a bit gamey, and without seasoning the only flavor was wild bird and grease. But it topped up her hunger bar. And it felt much more satisfying than eating every berry in a mile radius.

      As darkness fell across the False Lands, Tanisha prepared for sleep. The act of sleeping would handle her stamina bar, as well as her stability. All that would be left would be her fuel. But that would be tomorrow’s problem.

      She descended from her chair and dragged herself over to the padded sleeping mat. Laying out, she stared at the campfire in the dark.

      It felt like she watched the dancing flames for hours before sleep finally took her, but that was an illusion. Her stamina bar was almost fully spent.

      She was asleep in minutes, and deeply.
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      Tanisha woke up well after the sun had risen over the horizon. When her eyes opened, she realized two things. The first was that she didn’t feel her usual morning drowsiness. She was a pretty light sleeper, but she woke up slowly. The only days she felt this rested in the real world was when she had slept soundly the night before, usually due to an active day, or on the rare occasion she had a bit too much to drink.

      But the second thing was that she was very unprotected. As she sat up, looking at the burned-out campfire and her chair that stood like a beacon to alert a passer-by of her presence, she went from feeling pleasantly refreshed to very concerned.

      “Something could have just walked up on me,” she said aloud before investigating the immediate area around her sleeping mat for tracks of any kind. “And I totally wouldn’t have woken up.” She grimaced at the ground. The grass seemed undisturbed, but there had also been no sign of Otekah’s passage when they left the tutorial area. And Tanisha hadn’t exactly checked to see if fauna in the False Lands left tracks. “Maybe I just got lucky.”

      Regardless, she would have to try to secure her sleeping area before the next night. Otherwise she wouldn’t be able to sleep, and she was not dealing with a night full of anxiety and stability issues again.

      But she had other concerns to start, and all day to take care of everything.

      Her chief concern was her status bars. Her health had recovered some overnight, making her think sleeping gave some amount of regeneration. But she was happy to see her stability and stamina had both been topped off. Those wouldn’t be a worry today, and that was great. Her hunger had taken a hit, and the fuel bar on her chair was still quite low.

      Rather than waste more fuel, Tanisha maneuvered around her camp on her hands. She moved over to where she left the snare trap. It had caught another raquail, either overnight or before she woke up, and so she fetched her haul.

      Before opening the trap, she examined it a bit. The sticks built into the trap defined a vague basket shape that had snapped closed around the creature. She could see it through the net, and it was clearly intact. It was kind of cute, for a bird-rabbit monster. The creature scooted away from her as she approached, as far as the netting would allow. Tanisha didn’t feel any sympathy for the creature. It was prey, and she had caught it. She had been taught long ago to not feel sorry for her food just because she had met it when it could still feel fear.

      It was survival, nothing more.

      Even so, just the action of opening the trap was as far removed as possible from cleaning actual caught game. Just like the previous night, the trap just held a handful of items instead of a living creature. This time, it held two feathers, a lump of meat, and a single egg.

      “Again, totally not weird at all,” Tanisha said, before impaling the lump of meat on a fresh stick. She would have to figure out some way to deal with the egg.

      The first thing she did was rebuild the fire. There were still glowing embers in the ashy remains, but Tanisha was pretty sure campfires counted as structures, and not consumables. So, in theory… She threw a new log on top of the fire and waited. When a few seconds had passed and nothing happened, she went to go fetch some grass and sticks from her inventory, but the log began to smolder and smoke. In a moment, flames licked up the side of it without her intervention.

      “This is also not weird.” She chuckled as she returned the would-be tinder back to her inventory. The log would last a good long while, and she would be able to cook. She put the meat over the fire, and then returned to thinking of how she would deal with the egg. There wasn’t exactly a frying pan in the crafting menus.

      But she did have an axe. And it was freshly crafted.

      Tanisha pulled the axe from her inventory and used the flat of the blade as a makeshift frying surface. She heated it up over the fire before cracking the egg over it. This meant she lost a little of the egg white to the fire, but in a few minutes, the rest of it was cooked through.

      Impressed by her own ingeniousness, Tanisha draped the axe-fried egg over the morsel of greasy meat. The meal didn’t feel like all that much food in her hands, but she found it exceptionally filling. It topped off her hunger meter all on its own. Despite the lack of seasoning, the mixture of the two foods did wonders for the flavor as well. She still would have given anything for a bit of garlic, or maybe a thumb-sized chunk of ginger.

      Once her meal was eaten, Tanisha went over to check the trap and make sure it was reset. If she could build up a stockpile of meat and eggs, she might never have to worry about her hunger bar again.

      With her belly full, Tanisha set her sights on the river. She climbed into her chair and directed it towards the river to the north. The water was still slow-moving and shallow. Tanisha found a safe spot to rest her chair, and then descended into the soft grass along the bank. It took her nearly a minute to struggle out of her clothes while lying on the ground, but it was not an unfamiliar struggle. Once she was fully nude, she carefully tested the water by dragging herself to the edge and dangling her legs in. Her feet sank to the bottom, easily. The current was even slower than she expected, and so she wasn’t worried about being swept away. Tanisha maneuvered into the river to clean herself.

      The water was cold. As she assumed, it was flowing away from the mountain on the horizon, though that didn’t mean it was definitely snowmelt. Tanisha was used to bathing in cold river water, though. There was a campground in Eastern Washington with a river right through it where she had bathed often during bear season. The air would still have the last gasp of summer’s heat, but the water would be ice cold.

      She missed her bottle of shampoo and bar of soap. The lack of a towel to dry off on didn't bother her too much, but she worried that bathing wouldn’t accomplish much without the usual trappings. Even so, it was an important part of her morning ritual. The bath would center her mentally, and the familiar feeling of icy river water on her skin put her in the mindset of being out camping.

      Despite the lack of soap, she watched the dirt and grime wash downriver as she scrubbed at her skin with bare hands. There was even a bit of dried blood, and Tanisha surmised it was likely from her fight against the saladmanders. But there had been no cuts on her body, and no sign of physical injury. If there had been, it would have been bruising, not blood-shedding cuts. Did damage just teleport blood to the outside of her body?

      It didn’t make sense, but Tanisha just silenced the engineer part of her brain before its complaints could turn into anxiety. This was a very strange world, but it was one she had to learn to deal with until she could escape it.

      To fill the silence, Tanisha hummed a traditional worksong her parents had taught her. She didn’t know the words—and wouldn’t know how to pronounce them even if she did—as Salish was a lost language. But she knew the tune, and she loved the sound of it.

      Tanisha pulled herself from the river when she finally felt clean enough. She shook herself off and squeezed the water out of her hair before stretching out on the grass along the bank. It wasn’t like she could afford to wait for the sun to dry her fully—the weather wasn’t nearly hot enough for that to be a quick thing—but she wanted a minute to dig through the crafting menus to see what she could do to make the morning ritual more convenient.

      “Of course,” she muttered as she looked over the crafting requirements for cloth. It only required grass, but it needed a workbench. One she didn’t have anywhere near the materials required for. “Of course!” Tanisha made a rude gesture to the sky, as if Otekah would see it. “I need all kinds of mob drops for this! Of course I do.” She shook her head. “Perfectly fair.”

      Her dreams of a towel considerably complicated, Tanisha struggled back into her clothes. She considered all of the other comforts she would have to live without—deodorant, toilet paper, and even toothbrushes and floss—and found herself actually worried. Not that she seemed to need to empty her bladder or bowels here, which was super weird on its own. But she was an outdoorswoman. She had made fun of plenty of city folks for their dependence on the comforts afforded to them by proximity to a department store. And here she was, lamenting the things she would buy there herself. It was hypocritical at best, and downright snobbish at worst.

      “Guess I’ll just have to stop that, then. Doesn’t mean I have any less need for cloth, and I guess I should make that a bit of a higher priority on the list. A number of comforts to be had just by having access to cloth and clean water.”

      Once dressed and back in her leggy mechanical chair, she opened her crafting menu again. The only bar still low was her fuel, which was edging dangerously close to empty. The tutorial had told her it needed her to make a clay pot to get fuel, so Tanisha scoped that out. It was under the survival section of the menu.

      “Super easy. I just need some clay and a campfire.” She turned her chair back towards camp, where she could still see the log burning bright. “Campfire is an obvious check. Just need to find the clay.”

      Tanisha shifted to the tools part of the crafting menu, and went about looking for an appropriate tool for the task. A cut stone and rope later, she opened the blueprint for a shovel. The steps to make it were nearly identical to those for an axe. But like with the axe, the stone head of the tool took on a new shape as soon as the craft was finished, and so instead of an axe, she had a rough trowel. She experimented with putting it into her inventory, and was chagrined to find that it took up its own slot, refusing to stack with her axe. Not unexpected, but super inconvenient. It would mean she’d need to be picky about the tools she carried around, since she didn’t exactly have the world’s biggest inventory.

      “In theory, I should be able to find clay around here.” She turned her chair back to the river and looked up and down the bank. What she wanted was bare earth. “Anywhere without plants,” she added.

      With that in mind, she turned her chair east, towards the grasslands, and urged it forward. But slowly. While she was sure the bank there was likely to have spots she could dig at, it wouldn’t do her any good to use more fuel than necessary.

      She didn’t want it running out before she could refill it.
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      She searched for nearly an hour. There were no clay deposits.

      Tanisha began to worry.

      Her fuel bar was barely more than a sliver now, and she was anxious that she might be finishing the hunt for clay by dragging herself along on her hands.

      She eventually stopped in an effort to conserve fuel as she went over what she knew about clay. It wasn’t a resource in dARkness: Online, so she had to fall back on her real-life experiences. Most of her memories were in the distant past, and they were tainted by elementary school days. Other kids at the local public schools would refer to the crumbly reddish substance they could dig up on the playground as “indian clay” and would smear it across their cheeks. Not out of malice, but out of miseducation.

      Tanisha tried to focus on the details. The clay they’d used was basically just wet sand. A more malleable dirt, usually identifiable by its coloring. But was it ever on the surface without the aid of erosion? Logically, wouldn’t it need to be beneath the water table?

      She looked down at the ground beyond her feet. There was a patch of bare earth where no grass grew. Was that all she needed? Did she just need to use the shovel there to harvest clay? She had expected it to be obvious, but the spot where there was no grass was not necessarily inconspicuous.

      Tanisha climbed down off the chair and pulled the shovel from her inventory. The ground felt hard under her, but just as the axe bit into the trees, the shovel seemed to dig in with supernatural ease as soon as it pierced the hard-packed dirt.

      In under a minute, she had a good-sized hole in the earth next to the river bank, and a minute after that, the tip of her shovel came away wet as the bottom of her hole reached the water level.

      “Here we go,” Tanisa said, nodding emphatically. “I guess some things around here do make logical sense.”

      She cleared away some of the dry dirt to reveal the clay. It was a yellowish-gray, as it was slightly discolored from the dirt that had surrounded it. As she scooped it out of the ground with her primitive shovel, it came out smooth and malleable, like what she’d seen in movies on pottery wheels, rather than what she expected to find raw in nature. Tanisha wondered if this was influenced by a programmer, rather than Otekah. Perhaps clay was originally going to be a resource that was just forgotten? Or did Otekah have access to the internet, and thus could stream video while they kidnapped and murdered normal folk?

      Regardless, Tanisha cursed at her previous misconceptions. She lost an hour over looking for an idealized version of clay. Not to mention so much fuel.

      Tanisha took the chunk of clay in her hands, testing it. It was firm and supple, but it shaped easily with a little pressure. The clay even seemed to hold shape when she let it go. It only sagged a little. This was like someone went to a craft store, bought polymer clay, and then just threw it into a hole in the ground here.

      And now that she had the clay, she needed to craft it into a clay pot. She wasn’t sure how that was going to work. The crafting blueprint had only required one “unit” of clay, however much that was. But she didn’t know if she was going to need more than one pot, or if she’d be able to keep reusing it. Would it have durability, like her other tools? And what if it was fragile? Would it have a non-zero failure chance?

      There was no substance or craft in dARkness: Online that she could compare it to. She had no frame of reference. And since she didn’t know, she decided she would rather be over-prepared than under-prepared.

      Tanisha put the first lump of clay into a slot in her inventory, and then she bent back down over the hole she dug to collect more. She didn’t close her inventory, and just shoved the next lump in as well. Tanisha worked to clear away more of the dry dirt layer to give herself easier access to the clay.

      All told, she spent almost half an hour with her hands in the dirt, before she realized she had twelve units of clay. If she needed more than that, it was going to be a more constant problem than she was ever going to deal with. At that point, she’d need to start looking at how to make sturdy gloves so she could just walk around on her hands more.

      She washed her hands off in the river before returning to her chair. The clay and dirt was whisked away quickly, just like before. And once she was clean, she was able to climb back up in her chair and return to camp. The clay pot blueprint required a campfire, and it seemed to be more resource-efficient to add more fuel to the fire she already had, instead of building a new one. It was faster going without stopping at every patch of bare earth and looking for discolored veins in the ground, but she still had to cover quite the distance.

      As she went, she kept a close eye on her fuel bar. As the indicator became a sliver, the ride grew a bit bumpy. The legs started to get sluggish, reacting too slowly to smaller obstacles and deviations in the ground’s height. Tanisha also noted that the pace was considerably slower. She tried to milk it for everything it had though, even going as far as to move her hands as if she were guiding the wheels of one of her more familiar chairs. It was disorienting to give orders with physical motions and receive no physical feedback or response. Like she was turning a steering wheel but the vehicle continued going straight.

      It was almost a relief when the chair came to a full, shuddering stop about twenty yards from her camp. At least she could see the low-burning campfire ahead of her, and she wouldn’t need to move through the high grass, hoping she was moving in the right direction.

      Tanisha wasn’t sluggish on her hands. A lot of people believed that a disabled person was helpless without their chair, but that simply wasn’t true. Sure, she couldn’t match a full two-legged sprint while she was dragging her feet behind her. But her arms were much more muscular and developed than those of the average able-bodied person, not to mention her core muscles. And not just that. She’d spent years practicing. As such, closing the distance to her fire was a breeze.

      She dragged herself over to the fire at a solid walking pace. Once there, she arranged herself next to the fire and opened the crafting blueprint for the clay pot.

      Crafting the vessel was a bit clunky. It had the feeling of something that had been modded into the game. The clay itself seemed to stick in the right positions when she shaped it, and it sloughed off easily where there was excess. Where the other crafts had come together easily by morphing under her hands, this seemed to be done in a different style. Otekah must have designed this just for her.

      “It’s not that weird,” she said as she shaped the pot carefully. “There are all sorts of other allowances a person might need. Glasses, or leg braces. Crutches. Medication.” She shrugged and leaned back to look at her creation. “I wonder what abled-bodied people get instead.”

      She grimaced. A part of her wanted to believe that abled-bodied people wouldn’t get anything. They wouldn’t require it to be functional. But she knew that wouldn’t be the case. Able-bodied folks would riot if a disabled person got something and they got nothing. And they would likely get something that reflected their personality.

      That irked her. Tanisha used a wheelchair, but that wasn’t who she was. Any other engineer might get some bonus to building constructions, or any other hunter might get a special rifle. But instead, here she was with this white-and-blue eyesore. Just because she couldn’t walk.

      She looked over to the chair and felt immediately guilty about the insult. Regardless of the color scheme, it had been pretty satisfying to ride around on a sci-fi mech. It was easier than using a wheelchair in such untouched nature, and its unnatural grace had kept her from spilling out of it. A wheelchair would have toppled over, and even an able-bodied person would trip.

      It had even sprinted through the forest at night without slamming her into a tree.

      She frowned at that, pausing as she shaped the neck of the pot. She had run all night with it. In fact, she had been awake for two full days without sleep. Despite serving as her means of locomotion, the chair gave a significant advantage to her stamina bar. It meant she would be able to get so much more done in a day than other players. If she were just doing overland travel, she now knew all she needed were torches for overnight, and she could keep going for days without sleep. She would be able to hunt for Otekah’s castle much easier.

      And it was a convenient place to store and hold items instead of in her limited inventory space. That in itself would be enough of an advantage.

      Tanisha finished the craft. As she did, she realized something else. The tutorial message said that pots were only craftable by those who required them, so they might offer additional advantages. A pot could be used for quite a bit. And this one was about the size of a liter bottle of soda, and in spite of her earlier worries, it seemed pretty solid and sturdy. Upon completion of the pot and the lid, they had hardened instantly as if they had been fired in a kiln.

      The tutorial had told her any organic matter would ferment into fuel, and that made her suspicious. Organic material was not a category of items in dARkness: Online, and so she could have to guess what it would accept. Obviously it would probably take food, but would it accept literally anything organic?

      Tanisha opened her inventory and grabbed a bunch of sticks. They were the easiest thing to gather, since cutting down a tree seemed to produce at least a dozen of them. So, if they would work, it might be a really cost-efficient resource to use.

      The sticks all fit inside the narrow mouth of the pot, and after putting about a dozen or so inside, she put the lid on.

      For a long moment, nothing happened. But once she took her hand off the lid, it started to shake slightly, as if water were boiling inside. The lid began to dance as steam escaped around it.

      Tanisha frowned and snatched the lid off it, before peeking inside. There were just sticks in there. No water or steam. She put the lid back on, and once she took her hands off it, the pot started shaking again. Tentatively, Tanisha reached out and touched the sides. There was no warmth, and the shaking didn’t stop. It was just a faint vibration against her hand.

      “That’s probably fine.” She put the pot in her inventory, unsure of what to do with it otherwise. “If it explodes in here, it probably won’t kill me, at least. I’ll just… um, check back.”

      Tanisha retrieved a second lump of clay and opened the blueprint again so she could make another pot. Clay didn’t seem to have any other purpose, and so there was no harm in making more. It was in the survival section of the menu, so she knew she was at least getting experience from the craft.

      She dubbed the second pot the one for all her experiments as she finished the lid and it magically fired itself into a completed ceramic.

      The first thing she did was try to stack it with the pot already in her inventory. She grimaced when the system refused. Was it because this one was empty? Or did they just not stack? It was an inconvenience, but there were other things she could do with it, right?

      She set the pot down in front of her and stared at it. What could it do? As a storage device, it was flawed. Obviously, if she put anything organic in it, the pot would try to ferment it into fuel. That made it a really poor choice for safely storing food or materials. She could fill it with stone, but that didn’t exactly help. Stones stacked, and so they filled a single space in her inventory.

      Tanisha blew out a frustrated breath and went to close her inventory, but she paused. The axe and shovel both took up a full slot each. And that was despite them being smaller than the clay pot. The stone heads of the tools meant they weren’t entire organic, too.

      She pulled them out and examined them. The heads of the tools would fit through the mouth of the pot. She just put the shovel in, since there wasn’t really a great need for it in the future. “Here goes nothing,” she said, putting the lid gingerly in place. “Or, more possibly, one shovel?” She released the lid and waited.

      Nothing happened. She waited a moment more, but there was still nothing. No vibration, and no strange smoke. She opened the clay pot and looked inside. The shovel was there, unharmed. She drew it out. Put it back. Then put the axe in next to it.

      She almost expected the axe to refuse to share the pot with the shovel, the same way it had refused to share an inventory slot. But it went in easily, and she put the lid on. It still didn't begin to vibrate. “For my next trick, I will make these tools disappear!” She lifted the pot and put it into her inventory, right in the same slot the axe had been in a moment before. The inventory system accepted it readily. Neither the axe or shovel popped out and fell to the ground. Nor did they appear in adjacent inventory slots.

      “The real magic is making them come back. Any rube can make something vanish.” She pulled the pot back out of her inventory and opened it. Both tools were still inside. Intact, just as she’d left them.

      “Houston,” she said with a grin, “we have an exploit.”
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      Tanisha focused on making the rest of her clay into pots while she waited for the first to finish vibrating ominously. All of the crafting got her a survival skill increase, so even if she didn’t end up using the pots, she still got something out of the effort. And she was able to complete them before the fire went out. Saving resources, one fire at a time.

      With that done, she drew the pot of sticks out of her inventory. It was still vibrating, but at a much stronger intensity. Instead of putting it back in her inventory like a smart person, she decided to put it on the ground as far from the campsite as she could, but still close enough that she could watch it. She moved away from it, dragging herself to the very opposite side of her little camp. From this distance she could see when it finished, but was far from the blast radius if it decided to explode.

      Until one of those two things happened, Tanisha had other fish to fry. And there was a big one that wouldn’t require her chair, for now.

      She had to make sure that she had a safe place to sleep. There was the sleeping mat, sure, but she was unprotected and exposed to the elements. And that was unacceptable. She dug into her crafting menu to find a solution.The first thing she looked for was other types of traps. There were a few listed under the survival section of her crafting menu, but they all had difficult requirements. Some wanted monster drops, like antlers or living stone, and others required metal sheets… which meant she’d need a metalworking workbench.

      “Best way to keep myself safe, then, is structures.” Tanisha navigated to the appropriate menu. “So how do these even work?”

      In dARkness: Online, constructions had been an abandoned part of the game. The developers had decided workbenches were better. At launch, the intent had been that base building would be an inevitable necessity. There would be strategy and even a bit of community building. But the concept was eventually abandoned. All of the walls, floors, and roofs that had been hard coded into the game were removed, and the crafting menu was cleared. In compensation for resources spent, any structures were converted into consumables that gave a passive buff. Tanisha knew a player, Gravekeeper, who had come to dARkness from a more building-focused PC game, and they claimed to still have enough consumables to keep the passive buff running even today.

      Tanisha didn’t know what to expect. She never invested in structures when they were a thing, since the whole concept ran counter to the mobile AR aspects. It was also live when she was drawing up plans for her eventual tiny house, and all the stress of that make the gamified version seem like less fun.

      From where she was standing, structures looked like a massive resource sink. She didn’t know how big a single unit of wall would be, but it required a lot of its respective material, which could be wood, metal, or stone.

      “I need wood for too much else,” Tanisha reasoned, “because wood logs go into workbenches, and it seems like any extra wood I have is already spoken for.” She gestured at the vibrating pot on the other side of camp. “Metal’s out, too. Basically, anything requiring a metalworking workbench is just too far out of my reach.

      She frowned at the crafting menu. “I guess stone it is, then.”

      From the look of it, stone structures were mostly made out of cut stone. It meant she’d need a lot of rocks. Tanisha looked out over the grasslands. There were small stones scattered around, but that wouldn’t be enough, unless she scoured every inch of the field. And that would deprive her of future easy resources. What if she desperately needed to make a tool and she was out of stone at camp? She didn’t think they would replenish.

      In the distance, Tanisha could see the mountain to the east. The foothills around it looked uneven and rocky. Perhaps she could reach that and collect a big haul of rocks to bring back?

      “Alright, let’s assume I’m going to do that. What do I need to prepare first?”

      She started by making herself a pickaxe. It was the same recipe as the axe and shovel, just altered in intent to produce a different product. She pulled the clay pot out of her inventory and stowed the pickaxe with her other tools. Tanisha paused before putting it away. Tool durability seemed to be low at her current level, so with a shrug, she cut another stone, wove another rope, and make another pick. A notification popped up that she earned a skill gain in toolmaking. “The first of many,” she said with a reassuring nod.

      She put the second pickaxe into her “cheat pot” and put it in her inventory. As soon as it was away, the pot of sticks on the far side of her camp made a somewhat alarming hissing sound. Some steam escaped around the rim of the lid, and then it lay still.

      “That’s… probably good?” Tanisha approached it carefully, taking her time in crossing her camp to investigate.

      The pot seemed as still and inert as the empty ones she had left in a row next to her campfire. She lifted the lid, carefully, and peered inside. The sticks in there were gone now, apparently replaced by some sort of liquid. Without a light source, she couldn’t see it very clearly. And since her only light source was fire, and this was supposed to be fuel, she really didn’t have a better option. The liquid barely filled the bottom third of the pot, making Tanisha worried that sticks weren’t the best material for this purpose.

      She put the pot in her inventory regardless, mostly just to make the trek to her chair that much easier.

      The fuel-less mech sat like an abandoned relic, somehow droopy and forlorn. Tanisha circled around it and found the visible hatch on the back. It was up high on the mech, almost at the top of the back. She hadn’t been able to lower it when it ran out of fuel, so the hatch was uncomfortably out of reach from the ground. From the seat, it wasn’t much better. She had to arrange herself awkwardly on the seat, draped across one of the arms, to reach it. Once she was able to safely access it, the hatch opened easily. The door swung open to reveal what looked like the opening of a funnel.

      “I was hoping this would explain some things,” Tanisha said as she leaned down close to the funnel to examine it, “but this is somehow worse. Like… where does the fuel go? Where’s the engine that consumes it? Why is there no exhaust to expel the smoke from burning the fuel?”

      Her simple examination returned no answers. It was just videogame nonsense, and she had to live with it. Uncomfortable as that was. She struggled for a moment to navigate the clay pot into position so she could dump the contents into the funnel. The pot was heavy, and she was already balancing precariously on the arm of the chair. Leaning even more forward gave her an odd sense of vertigo, but the mech didn’t tip over.

      The liquid that poured into the chair was clear with a yellowish tint. Almost like apple juice, but with a very strong alcohol scent. Tanisha suspected at first that it was an ethanol-based fuel, but she dismissed the idea eventually. It likely smelled like alcohol because the tutorial had called the process “fermentation” and videogame logic was an amazing thing.

      When Tanisha was finished pouring the liquid, she closed the hatch on the back of the chair. The fuel bar filled almost a third of the way up instantly, and she was nearly thrown from the chair as power was restored to the leg, causing the mechanical contraption to move in the heading it had been going when it stopped. Luckily, it only went a step or two before lowering itself down into a crouching position. Tanisha was able to recover quickly, and with much less yelping than she’d originally thought.

      “Alright. A handful of sticks makes a third of a tank. That’s not a terrible conversion of materials to fuel, but I’ll need more. That’s basically only enough for a day.” She tapped her finger to her chin before opening her inventory. “What else do I have available at a pretty decent amount?”

      She had a bunch of grass, but Tanisha knew she’d end up using that for ropes. Ropes were a really common ingredient in a lot of crafts, including tools and torches. She did still have plenty of sticks, but also a few boards. Boards needed progression to make, and so they’d likely be worth more fuel. Tanisha suspected she would be using more of them as she went about crafting her base, but since chopping down a tree provided so many resources—one log was four boards, and one tree made several logs—it was likely fine. She had a woodworking workbench already, too.

      So the boards went into the pot.

      It was a tight squeeze through the narrow mouth, but once inside, they seemed to slide out of the way to make room for the next.

      Once the lid was on and vibrating, Tanisha put the pot safely in her inventory once more. “That’s another thing off the list… now…” She looked towards the horizon, where the mountain loomed. Tanisha climbed up into the seat of her chair and touched the sides. “Let’s go! Run, then! Show me the meaning of haste!” The chair responded positively to her command and stood up, before heading off in the correct direction. It seemed a little more responsive. Not faster, of course, but easier to control. It turned smoother, and it didn’t seem to jerk suddenly upon starting, or lurch when she experimentally brought it to a stop.

      “Hm. Might be a hidden skill.” Tanisha opened her character sheet and scanned it. There wasn’t anything she could see that would control the chair usage, and it wasn’t being calculated into her level. “Makes sense that it would be something that I can’t exploit, but still have to level.”

      She resumed her trek towards the mountains, letting herself question every aspect of the chair as she did. It was possible that the chair just handled better with fresh fuel. Or that she was adjusting to it in a way that had nothing to do with skills. But without a definitive answer, she couldn’t exactly come to any substantial conclusions. And it wasn’t like she could just track Otekah down and ask them herself.

      The sun was just about to reach its zenith when the grasslands gave way to the stony foothills. Like with the forest, the boundary between the two zones was almost a straight line with very little blending. Tanisha tried to not dwell on it, though, as she pushed forwards towards a visible rock outcropping only a dozen feet beyond that border.

      She hesitated for a moment. At the base of the rock was a purple mushroom. She would hate to waste the inventory space if she didn’t need it, but, while Tanisha was making an effort to maintain her stability, there was no guarantee that Otekah wouldn’t manipulate things to make the challenge harder. So, Tanisha directed her chair to kneel down so she could pluck the mushroom out of the ground. She deposited it into one of her few remaining inventory slots, and while her inventory was open, she grabbed out the pot of tools. Removing exact tool she wanted took a little juggling, but Tanisha returned the space-saving pot to its place minus one pickaxe.

      Before getting to work, Tanisha examined the rocky outcropping. It was oddly shaped and low to the ground, which would make it a challenge to mine from atop her chair. She lowered the mech. If she couldn’t really reach from there, she’d need to climb down and do her mining from the ground, which would be highly inconvenient. The chair crouched down for her, but it was too high up still. With a shudder, the chair lowered more. Her feet touched the ground, but the chair continued lowering itself down, raising her knees up. It put her in the perfect position to use the pick without having to hunch way forward.

      “Well, that’s a handy feature.” Tanisha smirked. “But not something you’ve done before. So you are getting better!” She hesitated for a moment. “Wait. What if it’s not a skill? Are you… are you sentient?” She maneuvered herself so she could look at the mech with fresh eyes. There wasn’t any sort of face or anything. “I mean, you are a mech. Are my synchronization levels climbing?”

      The chair made no response.

      Of course it didn’t.

      It didn’t have room inside it for the engine that was supposedly consuming the fuel she provided, so how was it coming to hold any kind of intelligence? And if it could, how would it communicate? It was a chair.

      “Alright, if you’re intelligent, move on your own.” Tanisha put her hands on the armrests, even though it felt a little like crossing her arms over her chest in protest. “Just a little wiggle. I just want to know. I mean, it’d be creepy if you were alive and I didn’t know.”

      Nothing happened.

      “Suit yourself.” Tanisha returned her attention to the rock. “But if you were alive, that would mean I’d name you.” She grunted as she hit the stone with her pickaxe. “Then again, I might do that anyway.”
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      Mining so much stone was repetitive, but not strenuous. The pick seemed to bite deeper into the stone outcropping than was warranted for the power she put behind her swings. It took a few minutes of hacking away before the stone splintered and crumbled in a way that was overly dramatic. Much of the stone turned to thin, unusable gravel. But among the rubble was a sizable mound of rocks. Tanisha opened her inventory and started piling them in. There was already a small stack of rocks she’d held onto. Some of the newer stones were too small, and they wouldn’t go into the stack. Tanisha decided to just not waste her time with those, and tossed them aside before reaching for the next.

      She added over a dozen stones to her stockpile—and two mining skill levels to her character sheet—off that one rocky outcropping. Since she had to process the rocks into cut stone, eventually, all of these stones would only amount to a single wall. Which was pretty annoying. Tanisha just moved on. She could get mad at farming resources, or she could sleep soundly at night. And being able to rest in safety sounded way more important.

      “Never again,” she reminded herself.

      It was just barely past noon, judging from the position of the sun in the sky. And she still had that considerable walk back to camp ahead of her. Not to mention the time sink of crafting and building. And how many wall segments would an acceptable shack be? Four? Eight? Either way, she only had a few hours to get enough stone for it if she wanted to do the job before nightfall.

      “And, of course, we have to figure out what to name you,” she said, addressing her chair. Tanisha arrived at the next outcropping and lowered her chair into a position to hack away at the stone. “I do really wish you were a better color to save me some effort.” She grunted as she set her pick to work. “Like, if you were the same color as something I’d seen before, like Unit 1 or Gurren. I know there’s probably a billion gundams that were white with blue accents, but how am I supposed to remember what they were called without access to the internet?”

      The chair offered no response.

      But the rocky outcropping she was working on collapsed into gravel, usable rocks, and useless ones, so Tanisha set about collecting again. The mystery of a proper name for her mech would just continue being a mystery. At least while she filtered things into her inventory.

      There were more stones this time, around twenty. It meant Tanisha got another mining skill increase upon gathering them. The number of stones was impressive, but still not enough. “Okay, maybe instead of naming you, I should do some napkin math.” She frowned at her inventory. “It might be a waste of resources to build some tiny little shack. But if I don’t need anything larger than just four walls, it might be a waste of time to farm more.” Tanisha tapped the axe against the palm of her hand. “Not like dARkness ever implemented this, so no idea what bonuses I’ll get.”

      It was a conundrum.

      Tanisha knew she’d also need to craft a hammer. And the hammer tool was an odd one. It occupied the space between tools and weapons, because it was originally intended for breaking down structures. Would it break down a wall she had built and return all of the materials? Just some? Nothing? She didn’t know.

      “Uncharted territory. Okay,” she said, hefting the axe into her lap before moving on to the next rocky outcropping. “I need enough to start with. A wall is eight cut stone, so that’s sixteen of these uncut rocks. I’m getting about…” She paused long enough to strike the rock before her enough times for it to shatter into rocks and gravel. Tanisha gathered the fifteen usable rocks from the ground. “Conservative estimate, it takes me about five minutes to break down a rock, and then collect the results. Each rock is at least a dozen stones.” She looked up at the sky, trying to gauge what time it was. “I’ve got maybe two more hours before I should head back to camp. So… two-hundred and fifty? Give or take.”

      It was easier to plan out how many she could expect to do, rather than how much she would need. Gathering extra wasn’t too much of a waste. Because she’d eventually need more stone.

      Tanisha got to work.

      Things continued quietly for the first hour. Or, what she could estimate was about an hour. Tanisha had gathered nearly a hundred and fifty rocks, and gained three levels of mining skill. She still hadn’t quite decided on a name for her mech, but she was feeling pretty confident that there was a hidden skill for it. The machine moved more easily, despite the low fuel levels in the status bar. It was possible that she’d prefer to wait to come up with a proper name for it if the mech developed some new or unique attributes.

      How silly would it be if she started calling it “spider” and then it developed some ability to fly?

      Tanisha broke down the next chunk of rock, and looked back over the progress she had made. There were piles of gravel scattered around the zone. The number of stones that each boulder left behind seemed to vary wildly, and it wasn’t entirely based on how large the rock was. Weirdly, there was also the occasional bit of ore mixed in, which seemed to be completely random. Tanisha had ten in her inventory so far, but she didn’t really have plans for what to do with them. She was still pretty against making a metalworking workbench.

      The rock at her feet held fifteen stones, which seemed a bit above the average so far, but no ore. As she picked up the last stone, she got another mining skill increase. Tanisha frowned. She tried to count backwards before giving up, and opened her character sheet to see that she was only one skill increase from Level 3.

      As she closed her character sheet and went to continue to the next stony outcropping, Tanisha paused. The hair on the back of her neck was standing on end. She was being watched. But there was nothing nearby. She looked around, her pickaxe brandished against her shoulder like the weapon used by every pretty girl in horror movies. The one who dies horribly to show how vicious the killer is.

      She didn’t see anything.

      But the feeling didn’t dissipate.

      Tanisha sighed. The feeling wasn’t unusual. She sometimes got it when an animal saw her out in the woods, but they were too well-hidden for her to see in the undergrowth. But there was no undergrowth here. Just the grasslands, but they were nearly fifty yards away. She focused, trying to peer through the tall grass. Maybe she could spot the eyes of some camouflaged creature.

      But there was nothing.

      She adjusted her perspective, looking up. There was a terrifying Zeni Boss from dARkness: Online that was a giant long-haired bird-cat monster. It had been no challenge for Koest and her arrows, as the fight was balanced for melee combatants. In this world, however? It would destroy her. Not only did she not have a bow—or any proper weapon for that matter—but its attacks would obliterate her meager HP bar if she failed to dodge its giant flailing claws.

      It was as she was considering how the speed and responsiveness of her chair might factor into such a fight—or, more likely, lend to her escape—that there was a roar of challenge. The ground about ten feet away erupted, throwing bits of rock and dirt into the air.

      A large creature emerged from the earth, flying through the air with its jaws open.

      It was descending right on her.

      Tanisha yelped and ordered her chair to move.

      It wasn’t a Zeni Boss—it was a rock lizard.

      The rock lizard was one of the lowest level boss monsters in dARkness. After it hadn’t shown up during her first hour of mining, Tanisha had kind of assumed it wouldn’t. That maybe Otekah had removed the creatures that spawned to keep spammers from gathering tons of resources and then selling the account to the highest bidder. But apparently not.

      It was a huge reptile, with broad forelimbs tipped with burrowing claws that were three times the size of the finger-length fangs that filled its maw. The creature’s skin wasn’t just pebbled with scales, but also with actual pebbles. It was made from sand-colored stone, much like the ground under her mech.

      Despite the speed of the chair, one of the creature’s forelimbs clipped the mech’s rear right leg. Tanisha struggled to keep her seat as the chair buckled. She refused to slow down though, so she shifted her body weight to regain its balance. Luckily, she got clear enough that her HP bar was untouched by the attack.

      The creature hit the rocky earth she was occupying a moment before, and there was another explosion. Dirt and gravel erupted from the ground, and when the dust cleared, the creature was gone. The place where it landed shifted for a moment as the ground-up dirt the creature left in its passing fell into place, sealing the opening.

      “So, you’re just as annoying in the flesh as you are in the game. Because if I could actually reach you, this might be too easy, right?”

      Tanisha reviewed her options. She could run. A rock lizard was no small threat, but it was designed to be a player’s first encounter with force-spawned monsters. Generally. It also dropped living stone, which was an extremely useful resource.

      “Right. Fighting.” Tanisha had her pickaxe in hand. All of her other tools were inaccessible, since they were in her clay pot. Which, while it had seemed like a great idea at the time, was pretty damn inconvenient now. If she ever got around to crafting an actual weapon, she’d need to not make it useless just to save inventory.

      Just the same, Tanisha could make the pickaxe work. As long as it stayed intact.

      “This is fine,” she said, only slightly sarcastic. Separated from the ground by the stabilizing influence of the chair’s legs, she couldn’t even feel the vibrations in the ground to tell her which direction the rock lizard might be coming from. “I just have to kill this thing with a pickaxe I’ve been using for almost an hour. That’s, you know, fine.”

      The creature emerged from the ground right beside her. It didn’t jump this time, but just slid out of the earth like it was bad clipping. Tanisha knew what was coming, but she couldn’t avoid the attack. It lunged forward, and even though she had already started moving, she felt the sting of pain that alerted her of the damage. The rock lizard’s toothy face passed through her leg with its jaws snapping, and the red bar in the corner of her UI lost a huge chunk. It was a lot strange to feel pain in her leg, since it had been at least a decade. But she couldn’t dwell on it. Tanisha kept her head in the game and moved, pickaxe raised and ready.

      As she brought the weapon down, it passed through the rock lizard with just a tug of resistance. The number that jumped out of the creature was twelve, and Tanisha smirked in satisfaction. Tools did additional damage to creatures of the appropriate type in dARkness: Online. She wasn’t entirely sure if that had been a feature at the start, or if it was patched later. But seeing the damage double gave her hope that she could pull this off.

      She took another two swings, and then backed away rapidly. There was no need to risk getting a fourth hit against the creature. At least, not when her HP bar was at risk.

      As she backed off, the lizard reared up. It opened its maw and hissed at her. With its jaws open, she could see the source of the sound. It looked like a rock, the size of a basketball, spinning rapidly against another chunk of solid stone. The combination created a rasping hissing noise. A little fountain of granules of ground-down stone sprayed from its maw like saliva. It stittered towards her, lunging again with bared fangs.

      This time, she was ready. It failed to surprise her enough to land the attack. Tanisha maneuvered the chair, letting the cone of attack pass by on her left side. As soon as its jaws snapped shut on air, she smacked its flank with her pickaxe.

      She couldn’t remember for certain how long she had before it struck again, but she knew it was more than three hits worth. Red twelves bounced out of the creature’s hide where her pickaxe swept through it. She counted them out loud.

      Her HP bar was still slightly above half, and so she decided to prepare to accept the rock lizard’s next attack if she had to.

      “One, two, three,” she said as the weapon hacked away at the creature. Her voice rose in anticipation with each number. “Four! Five! Six!”

      The creature turned and Tanisha couldn’t get out of the way in time. She cried out in fear as its mouth snapped shut around her torso. The bite was large enough that, had the rock lizard been a real creature, it would have been able to drag her from her chair. Instead, it was just a tug of pain and the creature passed through her to fall to the ground. The chunk taken out of her HP bar was substantial, but not the end of the world.

      Tanisha descended on the creature with her pickaxe. Her attacks approached ferocity. The gamer part of her brain was more than willing to accept its damage output in exchange for her own, some unfounded confidence telling her that she would win the trade. But the normal human part of her lingered on the pain of its teeth closing around her flesh. She wanted to avoid that. And, thinking logically, she didn’t know for certain that she would have the chance to heal herself before the next time she came under attack.

      Better to not be walking around the False Lands one hit from death.

      As such, she landed five vicious strikes, and then moved. Her chair darted away from the creature’s snapping jaws, and it just missed one of the legs. Tanisha wondered if too much damage to the chair would be dealt to her HP bar instead… but she didn’t have time to worry about that now. It would be for a future experiment.

      She moved in and swept her pickaxe back and forth in a figure-eight pattern. “One, two, three—”

      The creature shattered. It cried out with one final grinding hiss, and then its pebbled skin disintegrated. The rock lizard hit the ground like a dirt clod, bits scattering away from it in all directions.

      “Alright!” Tanisha menaced the downed creature with her pickaxe. The tool was visibly damaged, with the stone bit chipped down and the rope fraying, but it still seemed usable for a bit. “That’s what you get for interrupting me!”

      She took a deep, stabilizing breath, and then opened her inventory. Halfway through the fight, she saw she gained a pickaxe skill. Which meant she should have leveled. She must have just missed the notification. And sure enough, navigating to the character sheet gave her the prompt to level up.

      Tanisha chose to increase her hunger again. Stability seemed the more prudent choice, but as the day had progressed, her hunger had drained faster than her stability. She didn’t know how much food she had “wasted” when she ate breakfast, since it had topped off her hunger bar. And she really didn’t want to take up more inventory spaces by storing food so she could eat on the go.

      That done, Tanisha returned her attention to the dirt pile that was once a rock lizard. She dug into the creature’s gravelly corpse. There were six rocks she could recover, and she added those to her inventory. In addition, there were two chunks of ore, and then two lumps of living stone. If she wanted to invest some time in chasing the game’s tech tree, this was an important step.

      She looked around the scene of the battle. Tanisha hadn’t lost track of her location, but the sun was heading towards mid-afternoon. Time to go. Unless she wanted to be building her shelter by firelight, of course.
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      On the ride back to camp, Tanisha tried to do some more simple math.

      She opened her inventory, not caring too much that it blocked her view. Sure, she was still close to the border between the rocky biome and the grasslands, but she hadn’t seen any signs of more rock lizards. And once she was gone from the zone, they wouldn’t spawn to aggro her.

      From her math, she could make eighty cut stone. That would make ten walls. Or eight walls and four units of roof. However much one unit of roof would actually cover. Once that was done, though, she would only have a handful of stones left.

      As such, she collected stones from the grasslands, stopping and farming some up as she went. It was easy for her to get the ones in her path already, and it supplemented her supply nicely.

      During one of these extra farming sessions, Tanisha heard a small sound from nearby. She immediately raised the stone she’d been putting in her inventory like a weapon. Not that it was going to do any effective damage to anything from this world. Well, it might, actually. Using her tools as weapons was a variation of hitting something with a rock, afterall. Maybe throwing one would work.

      But nothing emerged from the tall grass. The sound came again, and Tanisha frowned. She put the rock away and fetched her pot of tools. Her axe came to hand first, and Tanisha wasn’t mad at it. The axe was unused, meaning it would outlast even a high-health monster, if it attacked. Not that her first choice would be to stand and fight anything. Her health was pretty low, and she was honestly hoping to avoid confrontation.

      But she also didn’t want to be caught unaware.

      Her first instinct, once she was armed and ready—and her pot of tools was put away—was to call out. But these were the False Lands. Nothing here would be friendly, unless she somehow stumbled across another human. And that definitely wasn’t a human noise. Instead, she strained to listen for the sound again, keeping her hands down and ready to direct the chair away at a moment’s notice.

      The sound came again. It was something more like a whimper, rather than anything threatening. The noise was a soft keening sound that immediately put her teeth on edge. It wasn’t the sound of challenge or threat. But a cry for help.

      Her heart immediately ached at the thought of some poor fuzzy thing in need of assistance. Sure, she was a hunter, but she didn’t kill for the sport. She killed for the necessity. And there was no necessity in letting something suffer.

      There was, of course, the chance that this was some sort of trap. Tanisha squished her instincts to rush in and help, and instead crept forward as slowly as possible.

      The grasses ahead of her parted before the spindly legs of her chair. She easily found the source of the sound. It was indeed a small, fuzzy thing in need of assistance. It looked like some sort of trap had been spawned—or perhaps purposefully set?—here in the grasslands, and a tiny unfamiliar critter had wandered into it. The creature was only a foot tall, and almost humanoid. It had broad shoulders and a tail nearly the length of its body. The entire creature was covered in a dark brown fur that faded to black along its tail, except for a single patch beneath its chin, where its lower jaw was snowy white down to its throat.

      Its leg was caught in the trap, which looked vaguely like a tied snare. Tanisha didn’t remember seeing anything in the crafting menu that looked like this trap. So maybe it wasn’t purposefully set by another human. Regardless, it looked like the critter had been caught some time ago, as its leg was rubbed raw and hairless around the thin rope.

      “Hey,” she whispered, making a little shushing noise to try to calm the creature down. “Hey, little guy. Can you understand me?”

      The creature whirled at her, baring its fangs. They were a little out of proportion with its body, seeming far too large for the tiny creature. But the look in its eyes wasn’t anger or even violence; it was fear. Tanisha lowered her chair down, putting the axe behind her in her seat, so that she could hold up her empty hands.

      “Not gonna hurt you,” she said, trying to keep her voice soothing and calm. “I just want to help. Are you okay? Can you understand me?”

      The little creature kept his fangs bared, and it looked back and forth between Tanisha and the loop tied around its leg. It tried to back away to the furthest length that the tether would allow, but it wasn’t that long of a leash.

      “Okay. I’m going to climb down off the chair.” She tried to keep her tone low and nonthreatening. “If you bite my face, I’m going to be really upset. But that’s your nature. It will be my nature to defend myself, but we don’t have to hurt each other if we just both choose to not fight. Just be cool, okay?”

      Tanisha was certain her HP bar could take whatever attack this little creature could perform. At least long enough for her to lunge back into her chair. Unless it was like some wolverine with multiple attacks and incredibly over-tuned for its size.

      She hesitated for a moment, and then opened her inventory and put her axe into one of the few remaining open slots. Just so she could retrieve it easily. Then she climbed down off the chair. The creature’s fear seemed to wane a little once she was roughly eye level with it. Tanisha raised one hand in front of herself, both as a gesture to try and reassure it, and to put the hand in its path if it lunged at her as soon as she was in reach.

      There was a flash of motion, and Tanisha flinched, expecting the pain. Instead, there was a new quest on her UI. She frowned when she saw it, and stared at it until the text expanded out.

      Trapped Mustelan: Free the mustelan. You have located a trapped mustelan, a friendly creature who can help you on your adventures in the False Lands. Freeing it will raise your reputation with all mustelans, and give you the opportunity to befriend it, if you provide for its needs. To free the mustelan, examine the trap. Attacking it with a weapon may be necessary, or it might be solved by some manner of puzzle, depending on the trap.

      “Of course I’m going to free him,” Tanisha said, cursing quietly at the quest text. She kept her voice even and low, so as to not upset the creature more. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m not a monster.”

      The creature watched her quiet outburst with curiosity rather than fear. When she turned her attention to it, its mouth was closed, hiding the fangs. He still looked wary, but it no longer seemed to be about to attack.

      Tanisha dragged herself a little closer, watching the bit of rope trailing off its wounded leg. She was trying to figure out where it came from, but there didn’t seem to be one. The rope just seemed to vanish into the grass. She wouldn’t be able to untie it and let the creature run. Which only left one option. She’d have to cut it free.

      “Okay, little one. Please. Don’t panic.” Tanisha opened her inventory. “I’m going to have to cut the line. To do that, I need a weapon. I promise, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She pulled her axe out of her inventory, and the creature’s fangs came out again. Tanisha made soothing shushing noises at it, but that just seemed to agitate it more. When it started to struggle against the bond again, Tanisha just decided to move quickly. The creature whimpered as the rope cut into its flesh. A scab ripped open, and a trickle of blood darkened its fur.

      “Alright, alright. This isn’t for you.” She closed the rest of the distance, holding the axe in front of herself. Despite her reassurance, she was ready to use it to swat the creature away if it lunged. “I’m just going to cut the rope and then put it away again.”

      She tried to make the cut one smooth gesture, the axe rising and descending quickly onto the rope. But the rope didn’t part that easily. It split and frayed, sure, but it stayed intact. The creature let out a yelp of alarm and tried to flee, turning away from her and clawing at the ground with its arms.

      Tanisha immediately feared for its leg, and so she hacked at the rope again before it could damage its own limb. The rope made a snapping sound as her axe connected a second time, and one of the coils gave way.

      But the blasted thing was still holding. She didn’t wait before striking again. If she delayed even a little longer, the creature might dismember itself in fear.

      The third strike was enough, and the rope parted. With a snarl, the mustelan tumbled away at the sudden loss of tension. It sat up and looked back at her. Tanisha quickly opened her inventory and put the axe away. She raised her empty hands, shimmying them back and forth to show they were non-threatening.

      “See? All gone.” She smiled. “I told you I didn’t want to hurt you. And you’re free now, okay?”

      The creature jumped to its feet and started to dart away. Tanisha settled back to watch it return to the wild. In the upper corner of her UI, the quest to free the creature completed and vanished.

      As soon as it did, though, the mustelan drew up short. It turned back towards her, slowly, and sniffed the air.

      “Is that how it works?” she asked, keeping her soothing tone of voice, even if her words were directed at herself, instead of the furry creature. “I help them, and I’m a monster… but the quest finished and then I smell like a friend?”

      It looked at her like it had never seen her before. With a tentative step it moved closer, and the creature flinched as it put weight on its injured leg. It looked down at the wound, where the rope was still tied around it, before looking back up at her.

      “Do you want me to get rid of that for you?” She gave him a friendly smile and gestured for it to come closer. “Come here and I’ll see what I can do.”

      She expected it to run. Or to just sit there and stare at her like a vapid dog. But it approached. Cautiously, sure. But she couldn’t expect the quest completion to take away all instincts. With her arranged in as much of a seated position as she could manage, she still towered over the foot-tall creature. But that was probably good. It meant that, if she straightened up and leaned back, she could keep her face out of reach of its fangs, if it suddenly decided she was a threat.

      The mustelan limped up to her, stopping just out of arm’s reach. It stretched its neck out towards her. Tanisha held her hand out for it, like she would a strange cat, letting it sniff her fingers. It leaned forward and Tanisha noticed its neck stretched out pretty far from its shoulders. The real-world design must have been inspired by a ferret or weasel. It was pretty cute. As long as it didn’t attack her, that was. She fought the urge to start petting it. It was vaguely humanoid, and she didn’t know if it was intelligent enough to be offended by her treating it like a pet.

      After a moment’s study of the scent of her hand, the creature stepped closer. It held out its leg towards Tanisha.

      “Alright,” she said, reaching out to it. “This might hurt a little. But I’m just going to untie the rope.” She gingerly took hold of the loose end of the rope and lifted it to get a good view of the knot. It looked to be relatively simple, but it wasn’t one of the common knots she recognized. “Please, stay calm. This will only take a moment.”

      The creature watched her work. It winced when she tugged at the knot, but seemed to submit to her attentions. Getting the knot started took a bit of effort—it seemed that the creature’s struggle had tightened it considerably—but once it loosened, it was easy to unravel. The fur beneath the rope had been mostly rubbed away, and the revealed skin was a raw ring of scabs.

      “Poor little thing.” She tossed the bit of rope away. “How long were you trapped like that?”

      It looked up at her with little black, beady eyes. If it had any way to communicate, it wasn’t using it. It looked down at its leg and tested it with its weight. Almost immediately the mustelan flinched and leaned away with a whimper. It looked up at her, and the expression on its stubby snout looked like that of a begging puppy.

      “Hmm. Let’s see if we can do something about that.” Tanisha opened her inventory and jumped over to the crafting tab. “If I can’t find a bandage, or something, you can come with me and I can gather us both a few red mushrooms.”

      The bandage she found in the menu required cloth, of course, but right below it was a recipe for a salve. And that was just honey and wax, which she did have. She was reluctant to part with the wax, since it was needed to craft nets for more traps for raquail. But just the same, she couldn’t leave the creature in obvious pain. It wouldn’t be too hard for her to hunt for bees later.

      She opened up the blueprint and then went to her inventory to gather the ingredients. The blueprint was very simplistic. It had her reshape the wax into a simple bowl, and then tear open the honeycombs and empty them into the wax. One she’d added all of her honey, the spectral version of the bowl in her hands folded over itself. She followed the directions, first sealing the wax bowl closed over the honey within, and then digging her hands into it, kneading it as the spectral instructions demanded. Her expectation was for her fingers to pop into the pocket of honey and send it dribbling over her hands, but instead, the wax seemed to thin and turn from its semisolid state into a clay-like texture. Without revealing the honey at all. After a minute, the instructions stopped, and the salve was about the texture of thick putty.

      When she returned her attention back to the mustelan, it was watching her work. Curiosity was plainly visible in its eyes. It was an inquisitive little creature, that was for sure. Tanisha wondered where it had come from. There were no such creatures in dARkness: Online, that she had noticed. Or maybe they had been buried in the game files so deep that not even the dataminers could find them. It was possible that they were a component of the early development of the game, but were phased out when they decided they wanted to focus on encouraging activities that collected data.

      Or maybe Otekah had created it.

      Tanisha frowned at that thought, but then held out the salve to the creature. “Will this help you?” It leaned in and sniffed at it, and then presented its injured leg to her. “I can take a hint,” she said with a small laugh. Tanisha scooped a bit of the salve onto her thumb and moved to spread it over the wound. “I’ll just take care of this for you.”

      The salve sunk into the skin rapidly. Tanisha kept reapplying it around the ring of the wound. After she’d applied the last of it, the skin looked intact and healthy again, although it was still missing the fur.

      “There you go, little guy.” She wiped her hands on the grass before straightening up. “Feel better?”

      The creature tested the leg again, and this time it took a few steps. Its limp was gone. The mustelan made a little squeaky chittering noise, and then looked up at her with unmistakable adoration.

      “Well, I guess we’re friends for real, then.” She offered her hand, as if in a handshake. “I’m Tanisha. Do you have a name? Or a language?”

      It leaned its neck forward again, sniffing her extended fingers. But it made no other response.

      “Right, then. Guess I have to continue speaking to myself.” She looked up at the sky and saw the position of the sun. “Crap. I really do need to get back to my camp.” Tanisha dragged herself back to her chair and hefted herself up into it. The mustelan followed her. It sat at the bottom of her chair, looking up at her, as if it expected something. “What?” she asked. “Do you need something else?”

      The furry creature gave no response, though one of its little hands reached down to itch at the furless ring around its leg.

      “You’re welcome to come with me if you want.” She gestured before turning the chair back towards camp. “I would be lying if I said I wouldn’t enjoy the company.”

      The mustelan perked up and stepped forward, against the base of one of the chair legs. It seemed that it could somewhat understand her. At least enough to know that she had invited it to join her.

      “Hop on up, then.” Tanisha patted the arm of her chair. “You can ride with me, if you want.”

      It stared at her. The creature sniffed at the nearby leg of the chair distrustfully, and then gave a sneeze. It looked at her like it was an imperious cat.

      “Fine, then,” she said, smirking, before she lowered her hands to direct the chair forward. “Don’t get in the robot, Shinji. See if I care.”
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      Shinji—as the mustelan would thus be called until such time that he told her otherwise—didn’t ride with her in the chair. Instead, he was content to walk alongside her on the way back to camp. She took a brief stop at her trap to harvest the raquail within. Tanisha was rewarded with two meat, and egg, and a single feather, as well as another butchering skill increase.

      “Perfect sense. Open trap, become butcher.”

      She looked down at Shinji and gave him a sage nod. The mustelan seemed more interested in sniffing at her haul than paying attention to her jokes. Tanisha tried to not judge. She didn’t think it was very funny either.

      Back at camp, Tanisha grabbed one of the logs from her inventory and threw it on the campfire. Once again, it lit itself up to a blaze usable for cooking in the time it took her to prepare her meal. She used the head of her axe again to cook the egg, and she skewered both bits of meat on a single stick to heat with the other hand. As with breakfast, she draped the egg over one of the morsels of meat, and then she handed the other morsel over to Shinji. The creature devoured the meal eagerly, finishing before Tanisha was even halfway through hers.

      “So, Shinji. The quest said that befriending you would let you help me. Any idea what that means? Can you actually help me with stuff? Or are you just cute?”

      He looked up at her, tilting his head curiously for a moment before turning away. She watched him sniff around her camp.

      “Not really an answer, buddy.” She pulled up the quest log to look at the text again. “Improved reputation? I wonder what that means.” In response, he sniffed at the row of clay pots she’d made that morning. “I am in no way okay with you joining me in combat, so let’s just hope it doesn’t mean that.”

      Reputation wasn’t something in dARkness: Online, so this was a whole new mechanic. She’d seen it before in other games, so she knew about what to expect. Over time her reputation would increase, and eventually it would result in some cool things. She just didn’t know what those would be. Or how to track the reputation increase.

      Shinji seemed completely unphased by her concern. Instead, he stretched his neck up and sniffed at the lid of the nearest pot. It was about as tall as he was, and so he struggled to reach enough to remove the lid.

      Tanisha smiled, watching as she ate. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a pet that wasn’t just a cosmetic item in some game. It was kinda fun.

      Shinji took a moment to get the lid off, but once he did, he quickly scrambled up the side of the pot and clambered into it head-first. Tanisha almost sprayed a mouthful of egg into the fire with a surprised laugh. There was a tapping sound from inside the pot, and, after a moment, a fuzzy head popped out of the top.

      “Alright, fine. You can just be cute,” she said, laughing as Shinji vanished back into the pot. “That’s good enough for me.”

      With her new friend settled into exploring her sad little camp, and her stats bars seen to—with the exception of her half-empty HP bar—she was ready to get to work. The sun wasn’t yet low enough in the sky to turn the landscape dark, but she had so much to do. She lowered herself down off the chair, arranged her legs as close as she could get them to cross-legged beneath her, and opened her inventory to get started.

      Tanisha considered the how. Obviously, she needed to turn all of her rocks into cut stone first. But how to manage it? A part of her thought it would be best to empty her inventory into a pile and sit on the ground next to it. She’d just mechanically process each of them one at a time into a second pile.

      The engineer part of her brain warned against it.

      Every cut stone she’d made so far had been done with the blueprint tool, and the process included some impossible physical interactions reshaping the stone. Without the blueprint, would the craft work the same? Or would she just be banging rocks together? If she was going to open her inventory every time to access her crafting menu, she wasn’t saving time by piling the rocks up in the real world.

      “Well, time to experiment!” Tanisha clapped her hands together and grabbed two rocks out of the stack. “First, the control group.” She navigated to the crafting menu and pulled up the cut stone blueprint.

      Previously, she had just followed along with the spectral instructions. This time, she paid close attention to each step, muttering to herself the pattern. Two strikes on top, two strikes on the side. Then there were two more on the left side… turn the rock over completely and strike it twice diagonally… rinse, and repeat. After a minute of this, her striking stone broke apart to dust, and the stone in her other hand was a square-edged brick.

      She set the brick down next to her on the ground and went back into her inventory, fetching two more stones. Closing her inventory, she held the stones up carefully, and walked through the pattern of strikes she’d just completed.

      “Two on top,” she muttered, “then like this… two here… turn it over…”

      It was well before she completed the meticulous recreation that she knew this wasn’t working. After the last strike, the stone she was working on was entirely unchanged, and the striking stone was still intact.

      “So, not great. But this doesn’t necessarily mean anything?” She opened her inventory and navigated to the crafting menu. Once again, she opened the cut stone blueprint. “It’s possible that different stones need the strikes in different places. Stones weren’t all the same, after all.

      Unfortunately, the spectral stones moved through the same sequence of strikes as the craft she’d completed, all the way to the end. She did the exact same motions, right down to the very end, but this time, the rock in one hand disintegrated, and the other was a well-shaped brick.

      “I guess that settles it,” she said, frowning. “I would have liked for it to go the other way, but, well, now I know for sure?”

      Tanisha sighed and opened her inventory. She placed the two cut stone she already had into one of her last remaining open spaces. And began, trying to focus on getting into a rhythm. Grab rocks. Swap to crafting. Open blueprint. Bang rocks together. Open inventory. Stack stone. Grab rocks. Goto 10.

      Her refining skill was slow to increase. It was a failsafe to keep people from being scut-synth bots. Almost every refining craft only rewarded a single point of experience gain, instead of the two to eight for other crafting categories. Still, the experience gain was steady, and she planned on cutting eighty stone. Eighty experience was a lot, no matter how fast or slow you build it up.

      She just really wished she had access to a movie streaming service. Or even music. Something. Anything to make the time feel less grindy.

      It took a dozen cut stone to give her refining skill Level 2. A little more than thirty after that to get to Level 3. Five stones later, the sky started to darken, and Tanisha felt a stab of panic. Night was falling, and she hadn’t even put together her first wall yet.

      She looked over at the fire pit. The log she had cooked her dinner on was still burning, so she wouldn’t need to fear the pitch blackness she suffered before. But she still might need to work through more of the night than she’d originally hoped. Sure, her stamina could carry her through the night—and the next day, as she’d seen before—but it wouldn’t be fun.

      Tanisha looked around camp for a moment, wondering if there was another way she could protect herself. The Stick Folk in particular worried her, despite her nearly-full stability bar. Would the dark of night embolden them to appear, since she’d disrespected them? She didn’t know, and she was worried that she wouldn’t complete her shelter in time to avoid finding out.

      As she looked around, she realized Shinji was close at hand. He’d apparently exhausted his exploration of the camp, and had come to sit next to her. His eyes were locked on the rocks she was holding, and his little clawed fingers were flexing as he sniffed the air.

      “What’s up, buddy?” she asked, tilting her head as his attention darted up to her face. “Did you need something?”

      The furry critter looked back down at the rocks in her hands, then up at her face. He wiggled his little nose, reached his hands out towards the rocks, and then made a chittering noise. It almost sounded like chicken clucking, but… fuzzier? Not a noise she’d ever heard a creature make.

      “You want this?” She held out one of the rocks. He took it from her with an excited little chirp and rotated it around in his hands, examining it for a second before putting it down on the ground in front of himself. Without hesitation, he held out his hands for the other rock. “Oh, you want both of them.” She smiled, amused, and handed him the other rock, before turning back to her inventory to grab two more. “Whatever makes you happy, buddy.”

      As soon as her eyes were off him, there was a loud cracking noise, and Tanisha looked back quickly to see him hammering the rock on the ground with the one in his hands. She almost laughed aloud. For a moment, she thought he was imitating her—she must have filled the camp with the rhythm of rock against rock for hours—but the laughter in her throat died when she saw what was happening. After a minute, the rock between his paws crumbled to gravel.

      The one on the ground? It was a cut brick. Just like the others in her inventory.

      “Wait, wait, wait. You can refine stone?”

      Shinji chittered happily at her, picking up the finished stone and holding it out. As soon as she took it, he turned around in a little circle, hopping energetically. Once he turned a full circle, he held his hands out again in little grabby gestures.

      “I mean…” Tanisha opened her character sheet to confirm her suspicions. “You doing it for me doesn’t give me the experience points. But if it frees up my time, that could be just as important.” She opened her inventory and handed the muselan two more stones. “While you provide these, I’m going to get to work on the walls, okay?”

      While he got to work on the stones, she climbed back up into her chair and directed it over to the sleeping mat. It felt silly to build walls up around something as portable as a bunch of woven grass secured to some boards, but she really didn’t have time to play optimization games with her camp layout. Function over form.

      She navigated to the construction menu. Walls took eight stone, of course, and so she had enough for six walls right now. She didn’t know if that would even be close enough to what she’d need, but she was about to find out. If the walls were just narrow columns, she could at least build a wall on the side towards the forest, and hope that protected her somewhat.

      When she opened the blueprint, it showed a small row of spectral bricks floating in the air in front of her face. As she turned her head, the bricks moved with her. At least there seemed to be some control to where the wall was built. But there was no real indication of how large this thing would be. To be safe, she put the spectral base of the wall just a few inches above the head of her sleeping mat. That way, if all she could do was encircle it, she could do so with maximum efficiency.

      She had to climb down out of her chair to place the stones. As soon as they matched the blueprint, they seemed to grow a little, giving Tanisha hope that each wall segment wouldn’t just end up being the same width as her cut stone. She stacked three bricks in a row, and then three more on top of it. The final layer was only two bricks.

      As soon as the last stone was in place, the whole thing expanded. It was about four feet wide, and about four feet tall. Tanisha considered this for a moment, and decided that it was likely intended for people to build two walls on top of each other, while letting them build mountable stair structures with these half-wall heights. But if she didn’t want to ride her chair around inside, this was high enough for her to live pretty comfortably.

      She took a moment to examine the walls more closely, trying to decide how suitable they would be for her protection. Despite her having had no mortar or anything like it, they seemed cemented together. There were no visible gaps between the stones. When she touched it, the wall didn’t move, despite it having no visible foundations.

      “I know architects who would kill for this technology,” she said with a chuckle. Walking on her hands up next to the wall, she leaned against it. Put her whole weight onto it. And it didn’t budge. “How much easier would my job have been if I just stacked rocks on top of each other and they became magically immobile?”

      Shinji appeared from around the wall, holding up another cut stone. She took it with a smile, letting him do his little mustelan victory dance. Once he was done, she handed him two more stones.

      “The reward for work done well,” she advised, “is more work.”

      He seemed happy with this development, and went to work right away. Tanisha worked on the next wall. This time, Shinji finished up about the same time as her, so they continued around the circle. She left a gap on the side towards the campfire, with intent to fill it with a door later.

      Eventually, she had to slow down to help Shinji craft cut stone. But she was done the craft with time to spare. It was four walls by two walls, making it a nice cozy twelve-by-eight room. Everything fit together solidly. And there was even some daylight left on the horizon. Not much, of course, but every bit counted.

      Tanisha mounted up on her mech and went out to check the raquail trap. This time, it had two meat and two feathers. Upon returning to camp, she cooked the chunks of meat, using one to top off her hunger bar, while Shinji got to enjoy the other. When they were finished, Tanisha went to work on the roof of her abbreviated house.

      The roof only took four cut stone per “square” and she only needed four to ensure the room was fully enclosed. She considered dragging herself inside and crafting it from below, but her engineer brain outright refused. There were no hard hats in the False Lands.

      Instead, she stayed on her mech and leaned over the walls from the outside to put it together. It was surreal to basically set the blocks down in empty space and have them grow right before her eyes to fill the area. By the time she placed the last one, she had not only used all the rocks she’d gathered earlier that day, but also most of those she’d had before. Her inventory was down to single digits now, but she’d gotten a construction skill increase out of it.

      “And only thanks to your help,” Tanisha said to Shinji as she finished the final craft. “I’ve converted almost every rock I’ve picked up since I got here into this. Without you, I would have been here all night.”

      He chirped happily, spinning in place to do his dance again. Shinji seemed to understand he was being praised, and focused his attention back on her with that look of adoration he’d given when she’d healed his leg.

      Almost as if on cue, the orange-browns of dusk gave way to the purples of night. The black curtain fell over the grasslands first, and then engulfed her camp. She could still see, thanks to her campfire, but the sheer blackness outside the globe of light was just as foreboding as on the first night.

      “Good game, team. Let’s get some well-deserved rest.” When she looked back down at Shinji, she noticed he’d taken up a position beneath her chair. “We’ll be okay, Shinji. I promise.”

      Together, they made their way to the hut’s entryway. Tanisha tried to control the legs so that Shinji didn’t accidently get stomped. Once there, she lowered the chair down and climbed out, dragging herself into the little room.

      It took Shinji a moment to get up the courage to venture into the unlit room. The firelight coming through the door was bright enough that she could watch him approach the sleeping mat and sniff it. She watched quietly as he crawled up on the foot of the construction, turned himself around a few times, and curled up just beyond her feet.

      It’s nice, she thought as she drifted off to sleep, to not be alone here.
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      The next day was more of the same.

      Tanisha went about her morning routine—bathing, eating, fueling up—and then returned to the rocky biome with Shinji in tow. She collected more stones, this time with the focus of extending her camp with a storage shed.

      Today’s collection was done carefully, though. Tanisha stopped after the hundreth stone, not wanting to draw another rock lizard without some way to protect Shinji from the creature. The mining went quickly, amplified both by an increase in skill and the company. Tanisha’s mining skill was her highest by far, nearly Level 9, when her next-highest was Level 5. Not counting her other gathering skills, the next highest was Level 3. That wasn’t good. If she was going to be playing this game, she had to get to grinding.

      On the way back “home” after her mining expedition—although, it was more quarrying than mining, not that the game would make that distinction—she looked up at the sun and saw that it was barely midday. She thought for a moment on how to proceed, and how best to optimize the rest of her day.

      “I could gather some grass,” she said aloud, looking over at the little mustelan marching beside her. He weaved in and out of the legs of her chair fearlessly. “But then I’m still building up my harvesting and refining skills. I really need to start working on other stuff, too.”

      Shinji made a little trilling noise at her. She wasn’t sure if he understood what she said, but he definitely understood that, in conversation, he was expected to respond. He seemed pleased to be included in her internal monologue, at the very least.

      “Glad you agree. I’m thinking we should do some exploring. There are some rarer resources we need to find. If I can locate a herd of some prey creatures, or maybe a beehive? We’d be in a good place.”

      Her companion chittered, darting ahead of her a few feet, before looking back. His nose wiggled at her as he sniffed the air.

      “Yeah. If I can find some bees, I can harvest some more wax and honey.” She moved her hands in a braiding motion, mining the net creation. “Using the wax, I can get us some more easy food. And the honey can be used for healing items.” She reached out and flicked her fingers at the red health bar on her UI. “I could use some of those. And, bonus, I wouldn’t need to eat a mushroom.”

      Shinji waited until she caught up to him. He squeaked happily before falling in beside her mech once again.

      “Alright. You’ve convinced me. I’ll look for some bees.”

      She lost track of where, exactly, she was, but the mountain made for a good landmark to reorient herself. That was “east,” after all. With Shinji’s help, she crafted a weapon for herself along the way. Her highest skill currently was with the sword, but she didn’t have the materials or workbench to make it. And so that meant her weapon of choice was going to be a repurposed tool.

      Which meant she was going to use the hammer.

      “Other tools do damage in the appropriate situation,” she explained to Shinji as she followed the blueprint’s instructions. The rope was wrapped around the stone head of the tool to fasten it to the handle. “But the hammer does the most damage natively.” He chirped curiously. “So, in dARkness, tools do six damage, unless used against something weak to it, like the pickaxe against the rock lizards. Or if I used a machete against the saladmanders.”

      She completed the craft and the rock, stick, and rope in her hands transformed into a pretty well balanced hammer. Tanisha gave it a few experimental swings. “See, a hammer does ten points of damage. Its purpose is to break down buildings. And buildings are really tanky. Hence the higher base damage.” She popped her inventory open and deposited the tool into an empty slot. Not that she had many. Her inventory was getting a little out of control. But that’s why she was trying to build a storage shed. “Right,” she said after a moment, looking down to Shinji. “Let’s go find some bees!”

      It took Tanisha the better part of the afternoon to find the creatures. The grasslands gave her an advantage, since it was pretty flat and open. She discovered that she could direct the chair to stand up taller, too. It was sort of like the opposite of when it crouched down—so it gathered its legs beneath it and straightened them. Like a gopher. It was adorable, if only because Shinji immediately tried to mimic it.

      To her disappointment, she wasn’t able to find a beehive through the grass. But she did spot a few worker bees bumbling about between the tall grasses, and they would be a good starting point.

      Fights against the worker bees were short and efficient. Worker bees were slow and posed very little threat. She was able to get four attacks in between swipes of their pointy stingers, and five swings of her hammer were all that was required to take one down. After the second bee was dead, Tanisha gained a level of hammer skill, although it didn’t do anything for her damage.

      She had originally wanted to collect ten wax total. But after the third bee, she decided to keep going until her hammer skill got up to Level 3. The sun was starting to ride low in the sky when she accomplished that goal, but it gave her enough skill ups to get to Level 4. After a moment’s through, she decided to keep her stability in pace with her hunger, and thus increased her maximum to 120.

      After the points were distributed, Tanisha went through the corpses quickly, harvesting what honey and wax she could. It honestly weirded her out that the corpses hadn’t despawned, but perhaps that mechanic only happened when it had been a full day. Or when you exited the immediate area. She was also grateful that the battle happened far enough from whatever hives these bees originated from that they didn’t draw forth the protective soldiers.

      She gained two more levels of butchering, and gathered more than two dozen honey and wax. When they were safely in her inventory, she took a look at her character sheet.

      
        
        Name: Koest

        Level: 4 (TNL: 02/10)

      

        

      
        Hit Points: 150/240

        Stability: 85/120

        Hunger: 60/120

        Stamina: 98/150

      

        

      
        Butchering: 5 (8/72)

        Fishing: 0 (0/10)

        Herbalism: 5 (50/72)

        Logging: 2 (23/33)

        Mining: 8 (108/112)

      

        

      
        Outfitting: 0 (4/10)

        Construction: 2 (1/33)

        Refining: 3 (22/46)

        Survival: 2 (9/33)

        Toolmaking: 1 (2/21)

        Weaponmaking: 2 (2/10)

      

        

      
        Axe: 1 (6/21)

        Bow: 0 (0/10)

        Dagger: 0 (0/10)

        Hammer: 3 (1/46)

        Machete: 0 (0/10)

        Pick: 1 (10/21)

        Shovel: 1 (10/21)

        Spear: 0 (0/10)

        Sword: 3 (26/46)

      

      

      “Not perfect, but we’re getting somewhere,” she said, nodding. “And evening is coming soon.” Tanisha looked to Shinji, and then to the horizon. It wasn’t like she had a map that auto-updated with where she was, where she’d been, and where camp was. “We don’t have a lot of time to dally around. So let’s go home.”

      In spite of her nervousness about her wayfinding, the trip back to camp was pretty uneventful. It was easy for her to travel in vaguely the right direction, thanks to the mountain. The sky didn’t darken until after she found the edge of the forest biome, and from there it was simple to follow the line between the two zones until she reached the camp. She harvested the day’s catch from the trap in order to feed herself and her mustelan companion.

      After dinner, she used Shinji’s help to quickly craft a pair of nets. She grabbed the grass from her inventory and handed it over to the small critter, who easily wove it into rope. When the rope was done, she coated them in wax and weaved them together to make nets. The sticks were the last part, and finally she was able to set the additional traps.

      Night was just falling as she finished, and, once more, by the light of the campfire, she walked on her hands into her stone hut and curled up on her sleeping mat. Her little fuzzy friend gave a squeak of goodnight before he curled up at her feet.

      As she drifted off, she realized she was feeling a bit anxious. Her inventory was a massive problem, especially after the day’s farming. She had originally wanted to gather some more materials first, but there was a good chance she’d be riding around with her items on her lap if she didn’t deal with it sooner.

      Tomorrow, she’d go about building her storage space.

      With her inventory woes fresh in her mind, Tanisha’s dreams were filled with the bane of gamers everywhere—inventory management. There were items that refused to stack, rare key items that couldn’t be thrown out, and no auto-sort or search features. She woke up more than once in a cold sweat.
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      As soon as she was finished with her morning routine, Tanisha got right to work on the storage area.

      She was surprised by how little her stamina and stability bars were affected by her terrible night’s sleep. Especially considering how her terror seemed to alter her stability bar even as she was trying to keep calm. They were just slightly lower than normal, and while Tanisha felt a little more sluggish, she was still functional.

      Move over, coffee. A gamified stamina bar was a thousand times better.

      Tanisha designed a small space next to her sleeping quarters and built a sort of gazebo. She used a quartet of stone walls, arranged like pillars, to lay out the space. The entire area was protected by roof tiles in order to keep her storage away from the elements. When the structure was in place, Tanisha went off into the woods and chopped down almost a dozen trees to convert them into boards at her woodworking workbench. She crafted a number of chests and secured them under the cover of her new storage space.

      At the end of her crafting expedition, Tanisha still had some boards left over, and so she decided to craft herself a new suit of wooden armor. She had some plans that required her to hunt things more dangerous than a handful of slow bees.

      The five chests did wonders to relieve her inventory woes. Without an immediate need for honey or wax, she was able to stow it, along with a number of other less-necessary finds, like the raquail feathers and ore. When all was said and done, her inventory was back to being only half full, and the clay pot of tools was a key element of that.

      All of the crafting and gathering took up most of her day though, so Tanisha and Shinji decided to spend the rest of the afternoon at camp, getting some well-deserved rest. Not everything had to be ultra-optimized. She wasn’t trying to speedrun anymore, and she wanted to make sure she maintained her bars. While her stability and stamina had seen fine upon waking up, they seemed to drain faster during the day than she was used to. There was no need to risk another night of low stability just because she had the hankering to stay busy.

      The next morning, she went out hunting. It was still bear season, in her mind, and so she ventured out into the woods. It took her awhile to find a trail, but by the end of the afternoon she’d tracked down a blackened bear and spent the better part of an hour dancing around it with her hammer. Shinji was careful to stay very far away. In fact, the first roar of flames had sent him scurrying away, and Tanisha didn’t see him again until she was harvesting her rewards from the bear’s corpse. She ended up gaining another level of skill with her hammer, rounding out all of the construction and gathering skills from the previous day to bring her to Level 5.

      When the sun rose again, Tanisha and Shinji went out to get more stone. Instead of having Shinji help with crafting though, Tanisha handled it herself. Every craft he did was at least a single point of experience she didn’t get to keep, which was going to cost her in the long term. Sure, he saved her a lot of time. And there were moments where she would absolutely require his help. But she didn’t need the little critter to be useful in order to justify keeping him around. He was cute! And fuzzy! And it was just comforting to have him nearby, even if his humanoid shape was a little strange.

      She kept expecting his chittering, trilling, squeaking, or chirping to come out in English eventually, like a parrot. He also ate a considerable amount of food every day, and so she expected him to eventually grow. Just, hopefully not to human size. He was the only mustelan she’d seen, so she wasn’t sure what to expect. There was no indication of how big he might grow.

      Once her base camp was a little more established, Tanisha decided to return to focusing on her skills. She started spamming tool crafts, building a pile of them in her storage chests. Shinji was fine to just watch her work, which was great. Eventually, Tanisha got two more levels of toolmaking experience, along with what she earned from refining the materials. It felt rewarding to grind out her skills, and it felt like exactly the right sort of progress to be making.

      Increasing her toolmaking skill meant and increased chance of crafting higher quality tools. This low in the skill, it was still an abysmal chance. But all she had to do was gather a ton of materials and then go at it, spamming her crafts until she made one that was better than the rest. As she went about it, she remember a conversation on Eris about quality. A new player had been complaining about the system, and someone had told them that getting an HQ at crafting Level 4 was about the same as the chances of rolling a natural 20—unlikely, but not impossible. In theory, she could expect to see one soon if she just kept devoting herself to crafting.

      Tanisha was about halfway to Level 6, and she wanted to get there to even out the balance between her stability and hunger. But she knew the fastest way to gain character levels wasn’t through grinding crafts or gathering. It was through weapons.

      She opened the crafting menus and found the outfitting workbench. Every morning, she was reminded of her desire to eventually craft herself a length of cloth to use as a towel. The workbench required a few more materials, things she didn’t have. They weren’t unobtainable. She’d gotten a claw and fur from the bear she’d hunted, and so she would likely only need one more to get the remaining amount. The stinger would be the hardest part, since it came from soldier bees. But luckily she’d already found bees, and would just need to go through the tedium of tracking them back to their hive.

      And so that was her next day. She started with the bear first. It was easier to find one when she knew what she was looking for. She spent another hour dancing around its attacks and wearing it down with her hammer. The bear alone wasn’t enough to level up her hammer skill, but it got her pretty close. She knew she’d wrap it up when she got to the bees.

      But her hammer was too damaged to be used further after the bear, so she tossed it to the ground beside the butchered animal and crafted another. She was glad things despawned eventually—there was nothing she could do to deconstruct or recycle the discarded weapons. And if they didn’t despawn, leaving them lying around would feel way too close to littering for Tanisha to feel comfortable with.

      While she was crafting, Shinji picked up the hammer. For a moment, Tanisha thought he might do something with it. Could he repair it? But after examining the tool, he instead just gnawed at the handle like a teething puppy. She let him have his fun until she was finished crafting her new weapon, and then together they moved on.

      Finding a beehive was more difficult than finding the bear. When she found the worker bees again, they were meandering around in seemingly random directions. She knew that they would return to the hive for the night, but she didn’t want to wait until then. Instead, she searched around the area, taking advantage of her chair’s ability to tower over the environment. It took about thirty minutes or so to find the vaguely-hexagonal, mound-like shape of the hive, nearly hidden by tall grass. It was something like an anthill, with a large opening at the top. In other words, nothing like a beehive Tanisha had ever seen. But it was studded with little yellow hexagons along the six sides of the structure, and so Tanisha knew she’d found the right thing.

      “I wonder what state it’s in,” Tanisha whispered to Shinji, as they watched the bees milling around the hive. Beehives in dARkness gained levels as the workers returned, based on the number of plants they’d visited. Higher leveled hives produced more bees, especially soldiers. There was a maximum level that caused the hive itself to transform into a Queen Bee boss when threatened. She hoped this one wasn’t that far along. Only a single stinger was needed, and she didn’t want to fight the boss with an under-leveled weapon.

      Taking a few deep breaths, Tanisha turned and attacked one of the nearest worker bees, who was still bumbling around in the high grass near the hive. As soon as she struck it, there was an audible buzzing from the hive, alerting her that the soldiers were on the way. Luckily, the bee fell before the might of her hammer quickly, and she was positioned and ready when the first enormous soldier emerged. The hive still buzzed though, and so Tanisha knew more would be coming.

      Fighting the soldier was much like a scaled-up version of the worker. They only took three more hits to kill, but she could only fit in two attacks between the thrusts of their bulky stingers. The hive disgorged four of them total, one at a time, but faster than Tanisha could manage cleanly. It was a challenge to deal with more than one, since their attacks were fast. Instead of trying to take them down quickly, she focused on avoiding the attacks. She tried to make sure all of the blows from her hammer landed on the same target, and just lashed out whenever she felt safe.

      Once the last soldier was felled, she went around and gathered her spoils. It wasn’t a whole lot, for the amount of time she’d invested. Last time she’d fought bees, she’d walked away with a ton of materials. This time, she had barely a handful of wax and honey, but three stingers. And that was all that mattered.

      With everything in her inventory, Tanisha checked her character sheet. She was just about to level again. For a moment, she considered picking another fight to finish off the level. But the sun was low in the sky. It was the problem with using a hammer as a weapon, instead of actually taking the time and effort to make a real weapon. Fights took longer. The trade-off was that the tool was easy to replace. If she was using a sword and it broke after fighting the bear, that was a huge loss and she would have spent the whole day dealing with crafting another. It would have required farming and crafting she just didn’t have to do for the hammer.

      Tanisha wasn’t sure if time spent in preparation or time spent in combat was more worthwhile, but this one was less of a pain. And right now that was enough.

      She gathered Shinji—who was hiding a few feet away behind a handful of rocks he seemed to pile up in front of himself—and they took off towards camp. She didn’t want to get caught out after dark.

      The next morning, Tanisha delayed her morning routine so she could focus on getting the outfitting workbench crafted. As with the others, the base was a pair of legs to make the working surface, while most of the other materials became tools, like a sewing needle made from a bee stinger, and a pair of shears from bear claws. There was also a raised surface made of rock that she didn’t quite understand. It wasn’t until she was finished the craft that she saw it was supposed to be a loom.

      But once the workbench was complete, she wasted no time. Crafting cloth took just a few grasses, but the job itself took a lot of work. With the bear claw shears, she followed the spectral blueprint’s directions and sliced the long grasses down into long plant fibers, before affixing them to the improvised stone loom. After that, it was a simple process of weaving the fibers together until they formed a square cloth. The finished product was as soft as cotton, and about eighteen inches on each side.

      She didn’t see a blueprint for what she wanted, so Tanisha took her time and crafted about six squares of cloth, and then fumbled with the makeshift needle and thread herself to combine them into a single large sheet that totaled three feet by four and a half feet. It wasn’t pretty—without the aid of the blueprint system, Tanisha knew very little about sewing—but it would function. She headed down to the river, eagerly stripping out of her clothes so she could take a proper bath. And then towel off after.

      Once she felt clean—and her hair was tucked into the towel which she then wrapped around her head, instead of freely dribbling water down her back and keeping her shirt uncomfortably damp for hours—she took a deep breath and looked around the camp, trying to figure out her next improvement. She had plenty of meat now—both from her bear hunts, as well as from the three traps catching at least two raquail a day. Raw food would spoil if left uncooked for too long, and while cooked food lasted longer, it would still eventually go bad at the rate she was accumulating it and then not using it.

      Going through the crafting menus, Tanisha found the solution to that problem. Drying racks were, to her memory, added to the game in a later patch, but it seemed she was mistaken. Or that Otekah had added them in on their own. In dARkness: Online, they could be used to process raw meat into dried jerky. The jerky was slightly less filling than cooked food, and so represented a loss in hunger gain per material, but it spoiled at a drastically reduced rate. A piece of jerky in the mobile game could last well over three months.

      Not that Tanisha wanted to be here that long. But it would be nice to be prepared. And jerky was portable.

      The drying racks were easy to craft, consisting of just a handful of sticks to build the frame, and a couple of ropes to secure them. By the afternoon, all of her bear meat was hanging out to dry.

      It would take a couple of days for the meat to finish its transformation, so she moved on.

      There weren’t too many other things she wanted to do to the base. She’d already decided she was going to stick with the hammer—the potential of a weapon breaking while she was away from her crafting materials made her nervous—so she pulled out some ingredients and set about crafting a bunch of hammers. If she was going to use a sub-par weapon, she’d want it to be a good one. A high-quality weapon would make a big difference. Not only would it be significantly more durable, it would do more damage. In theory. Other tools didn’t, but Tanisha had never used the hammer as a weapon in game.

      She made herself thirteen normal-quality hammers in a row before she managed to make a high-quality one. That was way faster than she was expecting. She was almost disappointed that she didn’t get through an entire toolmaking level on the way there.

      The high-quality hammer itself didn’t even look all that different from the others. It was just… nicer? Tanisha wasn’t sure how it was different. Maybe a slight coloration change?

      But she could tell it was different on sight.

      “Well, it’s too late to go out for a test drive now,” Tanisha said to Shinji before depositing the high-quality hammer in her inventory. “But have you got any plans for tomorrow? I think we might go out for a real hunt. Or, you know, I’ll hunt. You hide.” She smiled down at the creature before turning to get dinner set up for them. “Gonna need a lot of levels.”
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      When the sun rose the next morning, Tanisha was already awake. The nervous excitement from the prospect of hunting kept her from sleeping deeply. She had made sure to get as much sleep as possible though, forcing herself to a meditative state whenever she caught her mind rumbling through a potential fight. There was no room for a sluggish stamina and stability bar.

      Her morning ritual went by quickly, aided by her ingenious towel, and Tanisha and Shinji were off into the forest just a short time after dawn.

      Tanisha didn’t want to hunt down another bear. Not only did she have no need for its resources, it wasn’t enough of a challenge. She wanted to face a herd. This wasn’t real life, where she was forced to follow law to bring back just one trophy. Instead, she wanted to hunt like she was in a video game, like she had with the bees. She would clear as much as she could and collect the spoils after, bringing back a huge pile of resources to process and grind up her skills on.

      Truth be told, she didn’t want to hunt at all.

      She wanted to farm.

      There was a biome split somewhere in the forest. The area behind her was full of berry bushes and trees, and in front of her was tall grass and trees. It reminded her of the area she’d spawned in, for the tutorial. Was it the same one? Tanisha had crossed that border sometime during the sprint in the pitch black of night. If it was the same one, it was disturbingly close to camp.

      Had she been running in circles in the dark, to still be in this forest when dawn broke?

      Tanisha tried to move past the thought. She focused on the hunt.

      It didn’t take her long to pick up the trail. Once she was in the grassy woods, it was easy to locate a spot where the grass had been trimmed down. Since it was just her out here—at least, so she’d seen so far—and she hadn’t gathered this grass, it meant it had to be something else. She’d already seen sleipdeer eating grass on her first day, so she hoped that meant some would be nearby. The ground wasn’t marked with tracks, but she could see another clipped-down bunch of grass near at hand. Tanisha made her way towards it, looking for the next sign. And then the next one.

      After about an hour of easy tracking, Tanisha and Shinji caught up to the herd. There were more than a dozen of the creatures, and Tanisha felt her heart flutter with the adrenalin of approaching combat. She readied her hammer.

      Common sleipdeer were no large threat, unlike the Uber version she’d fought what seemed like weeks ago. Their attacks were wildly flailing cones of damage from each of their six legs, as well as their bucking antlers. The only real time a sleipdeer was dangerous is when it was in a herd. Their attack angles could overlap, turning the herd into an impenetrable ball of hooves.

      And the issue was, sleipdeer didn’t travel in herds in dARkness: Online. They were solitary creatures, unlike these. So, she wasn’t exactly sure how to approach them here. She could stalk the herd for a while, looking for a chance to pick a few off if they separated. But that could take all day. And they might not even separate at all. The trail she followed to find them had not branched, so the herd might be predisposed to sticking together at all times.

      If she was going to do this, it was going to be done the hard way.

      Approaching the grazing sleipdeer was no challenge. Because they weren’t hostile, they ignored her. Even when she approached with hammer in hand, getting so close as to being able to reach out and touch one of them on the flank if she wanted to, they still didn’t flee. It wasn’t until she actually struck that they reacted to her presence.

      Of course, when she struck? Their reaction was not minor.

      The whole herd turned on her as soon as her first target cried out with a warbling high-pitched whinny. She was happy to see the little red twelve that popped up out of the hit, confirming the high-quality weapon increased her damage. But her excitement was cut short by the anger in the herd’s collective eyes.

      Tanisha ducked out of the way of her first target’s attacks, as its hooves flailed wildly when it kicked and bucked. But she was unable to move back in after the attack ended. Instead, another sleipdeer had stepped up past it towards Tanisha, and was just beginning its attack animation. She kept back, just to be safe. But then another charged in and started kicking and flailing. Tanisha found herself stuck with her hands at her sides, directing her chair to backpedal around, strafing carefully as she tried to keep track of the sleipdeer she’d struck.

      But that was useless. The herd became an endless storm of flailing hooves, and she lost the injured sleipdeer in the chaos. It was interesting to see that, even though the sleipdeer hit one another with their feet, they didn’t seem to do damage to each other. Instead, they blended together and became an amorphous blob of potential damage.

      She had to keep moving. It had taken her days to get back to full health, and a suit of armor was a considerable amount of wood that could have been used for fuel. She was loath to waste it by taking avoidable damage.

      “Not good,” she said to no one in particular, since Shinji had long since abandoned her position to flee among the trees. “Regretting this!”

      Tanisha started flailing attacks at whichever sleipdeer she could reach safely. From these creatures she drew red twelves. There was no way to tell if she was making progress against any particular target, but it didn’t matter. It was going to take too long to do this. She was just whittling them down, and a dozen creatures would have a lot of HP for her to work through. There had to be a better solution.

      She backed off. If she put enough distance between her and the herd, they would reset and go back to grazing. They weren’t aggressive mobs, so they should turn away sooner rather than later.

      True to her expectations, most of them turned around and wandered back into the forest after a moment. But a handful stuck with her. These five seemed insisted on chasing her down despite the distance. Almost as if she’d angered them more than the others. Most likely because she’d hit them.

      Five was manageable.

      Tanisha turned her chair around and re-entered the fray.

      Things went much better.

      With only five enemies to engage with, she was able to position herself to synchronize their attacks. She would swing at one of them and dart out of the storm of flailing hooves before repeating the process. There wasn’t a consistent number of hits it took to fell each sleipdeer, which made sense. She had just been flailing into the herd.

      As soon as they were down, she rushed forward to engage the rest of the herd. They ignored her once more, and Tanisha wasted no time. She dove in and landed as many hits as possible, then retreated again when they came for her. This time she kept three as she approached the carcasses of her previous kills. Three were much easier to handle than five, and it was only a few minutes of slamming red twelves out of them before she was able to circle back and grab more.

      It took the better part of the day to get through the whole herd this way, but she showed no mercy. By the end, her hammer skill was by far her highest level, and she was getting thirteen damage from each strike instead of twelve.

      When the last sleipdeer fell on the pile, she opened her character sheet to check exactly where she landed. What she saw shocked her.

      She had gained three whole character levels.

      Tanisha grinned, although it was a tired grin. Her stamina was pretty low, and she was starting to feel fatigued. But she ignored the prompt to apply her levels to her bars and instead opened her inventory. She wanted the haul from her kills before she worried about levels or even returning to camp.

      Butchering the herd went faster than getting the kills in the first place. She gained another level in butchering, but that was small potatoes compared to the enormous advancement of her weapon skill. Even if the high-quality hammer was starting to look a little worn down.

      At the end of her efforts, Tanisha had a whopping thirty-five meat, eighteen hides, and seven antlers. It seemed like more than she should have gotten, but perhaps she’d gotten a high-quality find at some point. Her butchering skill was higher than her toolmaking, and she’d gotten a high-quality off that already.

      Tanisha directed her chair back towards camp, but not before she located Shinji. The furry creature had been hiding among some low brush, a decent clip from where all the combat happened. She was glad he wasn’t scared off by the fighting, and instead just kept himself safe.

      Since she wasn’t sure what she needed antlers and hides for, Tanisha perused her crafting menus. Antlers were used for mostly weapons, although there were some trap options that used them that wouldn’t require a metalworking workbench. That made them automatic winners. Hide was used for warmer clothes, which Tanisha didn’t really need. The weather was fine, and her own clothing was still in good condition. But they were also used to make temporary shelters, and that was nice. She could make a little lean-to that she could use to sleep safely while traveling.

      This was good. The antlers would fortify her camp from any wandering monsters, and the hide would be stored for now.

      And the meat—oh this mountain of meat. She could craft ten more drying racks, and keep the whole lot of them running non-stop for a week. While ignoring her raquail traps. And she still might lose some to rot. She could spend a lot more time—even more, if she made a few lean-tos from the hide—away from the camp, gathering materials and scouting the area.

      Heck, she could spend days straight gathering stone and murdering rock lizards so that she could build a real wall around her camp. And a building to secure her workbenches. And maybe she could even start a hunt for the materials for a metalworking workbench so she could put the ore she mined to use. A few metal sheets was all it took for metal armor. With a real wall, and some traps about, along with a huge stockpile of meat and jerky, she could hunker down and plan her next moves in peace.

      Was that what she wanted, though?

      It sounded great, in theory. But it wasn’t. Not if she wanted to leave the False Lands.

      “This isn’t supposed to be my life,” she said to Shinji. He chirruped at her curiously, but she furrowed her brow and closed the crafting menu. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

      She was falling into a trap. Not playing the game—ignoring the rules and mechanics—got her nowhere. But playing the game was causing her to lose sight of the passage of time. She didn’t even have the usual release of needing to step away from the screen to eat, sleep, or use the restroom. When she went to eat, it was “in game.” When she went to sleep, the same. And that was the trap.

      Playing the game—letting herself gather resources, or fortify her camp—was making her lose sight of what she really wanted. She didn’t even feel lonely. As much as she was an introvert, if she was all by herself, she would eventually join the Eris voice server to look for someone to converse with. Talking to herself only did so much. And while she didn’t think of Shinji himself as malicious, the presence of the little guy was more than enough to keep her from missing other people.

      It was carefully constructed, like many games, to suck her in and keep her trapped in an endless cycle of planning, gathering, processing, and building. She had to get out. To get back to the real world.

      But why?

      The thought came to her, unbidden, and for a moment she thought it was Otekah themselves, trying to sabotage her. But Tanisha was alone, in both physical and mental space.

      “But even if it were Otekah, the question is still a good one. Why do I want to go back so bad?”

      Shinji looked up at her, licking his chops and giving a cheerful squeak.

      Tanisha frowned at him. “I don’t have any pets in the real world. I’m single, living off savings, and while I’ve been living right down the road from my parents for six months, I haven’t even told them I’m in the same state. All of my friends are just online acquaintances. Sure, I have a handful of plants in the community garden that depend on me for survival, but I’m sure someone would take over. I completely own my tiny house, and even my truck is paid off.”

      From beside her, Shinji chittered and dropped to all fours. He darted quickly in between the legs of her chair, coming to rest on her left side. But he offered no other response.

      “Is my real life any better than this one?” She looked up to the sky, where it was darkening towards evening. “Even there, all I’m doing is… surviving. There are no challenges. No interruptions. Just… existence.” She shook her head, and a heavy cloud fell over her. “If that’s what I’m going back to, I’d be better off staying here. At least I’d have something to do with my life again.”

      The creature beyond the legs of her chair didn’t respond. He looked at her with his little black eyes, but stayed silent, as if sensing her distress.

      “I miss being an engineer.” The wistful words furrowed her brow, both to hear them in her own voice, but also to feel the truth of them in her heart. She said the opposite thing so many times to so many people, and had meant it then. “I miss being challenged,” she said quickly, almost as a correction. Even though the first thing wasn’t a lie. “I miss having a real life. Getting up in the morning to do something that would improve the lives of others. I miss… doing things. Being human.”

      Shinji just continued staring at her. She felt better, just for having his attention. Even if he didn’t understand her. Because this was one of the things she missed. She didn’t really have anyone to talk to like this. Friends online would be interested in game lore or stories, or perhaps things like books and movies. But they never wanted to talk about anything of substance, because Tanisha kept them at arm’s length. She never talked about how she isolated herself in a tiny house six hours from her friends. How she didn’t tell her parents about the move.

      She never mentioned how she struggled for weeks. How she lived out of her truck for nearly a month. All just to escape when things got hard.

      “Alright,” Tanisha said, shaking her head. “No more of this. Things are going to change.” She smiled down at Shinji. A bit of confidence welled up in her as he visibly reacted to her smile. “I’m going to get things back in order.” She scratched her head. “I’m not sure how, yet, but I’ll get there. Maybe I’ll go back to Seattle, but maybe not. Doesn’t matter. I’m going to do something with my life. I could start my own business. My own engineering firm.”

      She looked back up at the sky, watching as it faded closer to darkness. Without hesitation, she pulled a torch from her inventory. “It doesn’t matter. In the end, I need to get out of here first.

      “And nothing’s going to stop me now.”
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      Another sunrise in the False Lands, and Tanisha hoped it would be one of her last few. She had spent the whole night, after dinner, thinking about how she would plan her next move. And one of those things was related to her clay pots and the benefits they allowed when it came to her inventory space.

      Other players would need to carefully manage their inventory when traveling long distances. The space Tanisha would save by keeping her tools and weapons in pots would save her half-a-dozen inventory slots easily, and let her carry duplicates as well. Additionally, things like rocks were fair game for the exploit. She could also experiment a bit with things like tents. They were made of all organic materials, since they were just sticks, rope, and cloth or hide. Would the pot try and turn it into fuel if she just threw a rock in the bottom of the pot? Worse case scenario, she’d have extra fuel, which she’d need anyway.

      Once her morning routine was done, and the three levels worth of points from the previous night divided up between stability and hunger, Tanisha started making more drying racks. With her massive stockpile of meat from the sleipdeer, the more she could turn into jerky, the better. It would last quite a while in her inventory, and fill in the gaps when she couldn’t find any game to hunt.

      Having to wait for the drying racks put a timeline to her preparations, which was fine by Tanisha. With four more of the things, it would take four cycles to get through all of the sleipdeer meat. That was a week, maximum. She could take that week to do research and experimentation, figure out what materials she wanted to gather and collect, and study her surroundings. And after that, she could search for Otekah’s castle.

      Tanisha opened her crafting menu and stared at the entry for the compass. Her quest log had told her that the item would point her towards her active quest objective. And she had a quest for tracking down the AI’s lair. But she still hadn’t come across a carcajou fang. It left her frustrated. What could she do about it? It wasn’t like she could check the wiki or even ask the Eris server. She’d never heard of it before, and she knew most of the items in the game by name. It wasn’t even like there was an in-game resource she could consult.

      “It has to come from a beast of some sort,” she said, trying to get her thoughts in order. “And it’s most likely a boss monster. Something really nasty, spawned under some really obnoxious conditions.” She looked over to Shinji, who was sitting nearby, cleaning himself fastidiously. “It could be anything. If Otekah is intending on keeping people here, they would make it something no one would ever try, or even be capable of. Like some kind of old-school videogame urban legend, where you have to run two-thousand laps around a specific landmark to unlock a character.” She hesitated and grimaced. “Or it’s something really uncomfortable. A leap of faith that should kill me. Maybe something morally reprehensible, like finding another player and ritually sacrificing them.”

      Shinji looked up at that. He wiggled his ear and made a dooking sound, before he flipped his flexible neck around to gnaw at his shoulder blade, either itching it or cleaning it.

      “Maybe other people are the solution, though.” Tanisha rested her chin against her closed fist. “In the real world, I’d ask other people. They populate the wiki, and they are on the Eris server. I might even be able to find people who have one already.”

      As if in response to her thoughts, her UI flickered.

      Group Up: Find other people in the False Lands.

      “Oh, of course.” Tanisha didn’t even wait for it to expand before she rolled her eyes. “That’s super helpful.” She sighed before glaring at the notification to see if it would expand out into something actually useful.

      Group Up: Find other people in the False Lands. You aren’t the only human survivor in this world who is looking to escape. It is more efficient to pool resources in a group, assigning tasks and sharing the load. Even if you don’t intend to join together, it can be valuable to exchange information about the world and your surroundings, as well as trade goods. Individual players tend to spawn far apart, and so it may be difficult to locate others. Explore the world, and keep in mind that resources might attract other players, especially food sources.

      “Not… actually any better.” She closed the UI element with a frustrated sigh, before gesturing angrily at the mountains to the east. “Because having that as an active quest is so useful. I could totally use the compass I don’t have to find people who can help me get the compass in the first place. Instead—novel concept, this—perhaps there should be a quest to get the carcajou fang? Or to make the compass in general? And only if the quest text is going to actually help, because if it doesn’t, I’d still need the compass to make the quest system worth literally a single damn thing!”

      Nothing happened. No quest. And no response from the False Lands, other than the whisper of the wind through the grasslands and the distant chittering of creatures. There was no unseen developer watching her, or, if Otekah was watching, they were unmoved by her pleas. No telling which.

      “Alright. Slight change of plans. I’m not going to look for Otekah’s secret hideout right now.” She looked around her camp. “This quest, at least, has some logic to it. Otekah could be straight up anywhere. There could be an invisible stairway right above my head that leads to their flying castle. But people? Regular humans like me? They have to be somewhere I can get to, and if they want to survive, they have to be somewhere with access to food, water, and wood.”

      Shinji got to her furry little feet and sauntered over to her with an inquisitive squeak.

      “Right. We get our stuff together. Pack up what we need, and prepare for a long trek. And then follow the river.”

      The mustelan tilted his head and chittered at her.

      “Yep,” she said, as if he had raised an actual question. “We’d better get ready, buddy.”

      The first thing she had to do was plan. As she already learned, she could travel for at least two days before needing to deal with her stamina bar. Maybe three, if she didn’t run. Every tent extended her travel range by another two to three days, as long as she had fuel. And she could keep one pot of sticks rolling non-stop to keep the tank topped off. She just needed her inventory full of usable organic material, as well as the food, torches, and tents.

      “Food is taken care of,” Tanisha said, looking at the drying racks. They were already hard at work, despite the logical nonsense of raw meat being preserved by simple exposure to air. “So, then all I need to work on is the fuel, torches, and tents.”

      She’d need four sticks and two rope for every two hides in order to make the tents, not to mention the grass and sticks she’d need for more torches. It meant there was a ton of overlap. She’d likely need hundreds of grass and sticks total.

      Tanisha looked out over the grasslands ahead of her, and then the woods behind her, before returning to attention to the drying rack. Her mind was whirling a mile a minute, calculating out exactly how to accomplish this.

      “Eight days.”

      Shinji chittered, and Tanisha smiled down at the little creature before patting him on the head. “Eight days of drying meat, and then we’re gone. Everything that doesn’t go into torches or tents is going into a pot for fuel. Let’s motor.”
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      No matter how much tents and torches would expand her travel range, Tanisha knew her first focus was going to be tools. The high-quality hammer had taken on more enemies than she’d have trusted a normal-quality one to handle, and it still looked to have a lot of life left in it. If she could get a high-quality version of each tool crafted, then she would be able to limit herself to one pot of tools, and have a decently-leveled toolmaking skill besides.

      After crafting two normal-quality axes, her toolmaking skill increased. And after two more crafts, she had her first high-quality. The twenty-first pickaxe craft produced a high-quality version, and Tanisha grimaced at how slow the leveling process was. Half of her reason for spending her effort on this was for the experience gain. But then again, if it was really about grinding levels, she wouldn’t be letting Shinji cut the stone and weave the ropes for her. High-quality tools would have to be their own reward, then.

      She thought about it for a moment, and then went on crafting more tools. This time she was looking for a high-quality shovel. She didn’t know what effect a good shovel would have, but it was worth it just to have one. Crafting shovels rewarded her a level of toolmaking after only a handful of crafts, and then, nine shovels later, she had another high-quality tool to add to her collection.

      Tanisha looked over the other tools in her crafting menu, and then down at the pile of “useless” normal-quality tools scattered around her camp. Despite the slowness of leveling up her toolmaking skill, that wasn’t about to change anytime soon. Every bit of experience was a step towards shortening the grind to the next high-quality proc.

      The only tool she’d never made a single one of was the machete. It was used to gather plants, and would speed up harvesting by a small amount. As much as it wasn’t required to gather grass, Tanisha was going to need a lot of the material for her upcoming trip. And so she got to work on making one of those as well.

      It only took thirteen—still the same, boring process of tying a rock to a stick and watching the blueprint system shape the tool into a workable form—before she had her high-quality machete.

      The last tool she wanted to craft was actually a duplicate. Her hammer was great, but eventually it would break. And she wanted to have a backup to fall on. Nine normal-quality hammers hit the pile before the tenth came out with that unknown property that told her it was what she needed.

      “Too much crafting,” Tanisha murmured as she pulled the pot of tools out of her inventory. She dumped her previous normal-quality tools out into the pile around her mech, and replaced them with the high-quality upgrades. When they were safely stowed in her inventory, she regarded the mess she’d made of her camp. “Hm. I should make sure to save some of these.”

      Tanisha directed her chair over to the collection of spare pots and dragged five of them to the pile. She had to climb down out of her chair to dig through the pile of tools properly, but she sorted the tools into the pots. One of each tool into each pot. Like a set. “Any time I need to use a tool, I’ll grab one of these instead of wearing down the resources I’ll be taking with me on the journey.”

      It made sense. And would save her better tools for the harder stuff.

      As she sorted the tools, she was struck by exactly how many pickaxes she had to make over every other tool. She wondered if she could take a bunch of them out to the foothills to gather more stone. But she put the thought aside with a shake of her head. The number of each tool she had was determined entirely by Random Number Generator, not some malicious external force looking to waste her time and resources. It was true that this crafting endeavor had left her with only a half-dozen stones, but she wasn’t going to need more for a while. She had enough tools, and she wasn’t going to need to build up her walls over the next eight days.

      Since it was still relatively early in the day, Tanisha devoted the rest of the daylight to wearing down the normal-quality tools that hadn’t made it into the clay pots. She started with the machetes, since she wasn’t sure how effective they’d be. Since arriving in the False Lands, she’d just grabbed the grass and torn it up. It wasn’t pretty, but it worked.

      Gathering grass with the machete wasn’t just faster, it was easier. All she had to do was get a good handful of the material and then run the vaguely-sharp stone edge across the taught grass. It parted like mists. She didn’t even have to climb down out of her chair anymore, and was just content to lean over the side of it. No clump of grass was too stubborn to deal with, or accidentally came up with its roots as well. It doubled her collection speed, and one machete seemed to last for about an hour of moving through the grasslands. That hour was extremely productive. Tanisha gathered hundreds of clumps of grass.

      She just continued going until the sky darkened towards evening. While she didn’t feel completely confident that the seven hundred grass she had stacked in her inventory was enough, it was more than she’d ever had at one time. And that was just fine for a start.

      Her herbalism skill had increased dramatically during the day. It had pushed her over the bar to Level 10, as well. Tanisha considered increasing her stamina, just because the number was so low. But it wasn’t worth it. Sure, she lost stamina during the day, but it was only a slow drain while she was moving around. Activities drained it faster, but she wasn’t going to be doing much on her trek across the False Lands. She would have to worry about long-term sleep deprivation if she extended her travel any further than she was planning. So, instead, Tanisha increased her hunger bar to an even 150.

      In the morning, the first four jerky were done, and Tanisha rotated them out and replaced them with the last of the meat that had come from her raquail traps, as well as the stuff left over from the blackened bear hunts. When that task was done, she went about her morning routine.

      Shinji joined her in the river this morning, at least for quick bursts. He’d run into the water, splash it against his fur, and then dart back out onto the dry land and furiously comb the moistened area. Tanisha tried to not laugh at him, but it was such an odd reaction that she really couldn’t help herself. He seemed unamused by her laughter and chittered at her furiously, as if the water were somehow her fault.

      Once she was dressed again, she moved on to her next task: logging. She grabbed a handful of axes and popped them in her inventory.

      “Hi-ho, hi-ho,” she said in a sing-song tune, as she led Shinji out towards the woods, “it’s off to work we go!”

      She started by hacking down trees and leaving the logs and sticks where they fell. Because she was leaving her camp anyway, she targeted the trees that were closest. She had, in accordance with gamer instincts, left those untouched previously, in case she needed to get some wood in an emergency. But now that she was leaving? They were prime targets.

      If there was an emergency need for wood, she’d just have her stockpiles.

      She found that she liked directing her chair to step over the thick row of logs after felling a tree, because it meant that her mustelan companion would climb up and stand on them to survey the world. He seemed to like being tall—as long as it didn’t mean climbing up on her chair.

      After spending all morning cutting down trees, leaving five shattered axes in her wake, she returned through the area and collected both the sticks and the logs, stacking them into the little inventory spaces.

      It was mid-afternoon by the time she was done. She had over two hundred sticks, and forty-two logs. Tanisha did some quick math. If she turned every log into sticks using the woodworking workbench, it would bring the total number of sticks within spitting distance of the amount of grasses she’d gathered on the previous day.

      Mass logging like this was much less efficient than her grass gathering. And it irritated her. She’d gained so few logging skill ups, and that was because she’d get skill ups from breaking down the logs into sticks. But it meant that she had to spend double the amount of time on the skill. If she were trying to optimize her levels, it would be much better to spend her time gathering grass and tossing it to the wind.

      “Stop it,” she said, scolding herself. “You’re not going to write a dissertation on this and get in touch with the developers. Get moving.”

      The rest of the afternoon was spent on the tedious task of breaking down logs into sticks. Her original plan was to break them all down, but she quickly realized she was going to need more grass than sticks anyway. So, after thirty logs were turned into roughly three-hundred sticks, she decided to leave the remaining logs in their full state. They’d be useful for making campfires, if she needed to stop somewhere.

      Day two bled into day three, and the task for the day was for her and Shinji to turn most of her grass into a hundred rope. The mustelan made the task go quickly, as the two of them crafted facing one another. Tanisha told him of her family, especially her dad. The whole thing felt like one of those Stitch-and-Bitch circles she’d been invited to while living in Seattle. Tanisha had never gone, because she was really terrible at most crafts. But this was fun! And eventually she was tempted to just keep going. But torches would require raw grass, and so she needed to make sure she had plenty in stock.

      The next day was dedicated to making those torches. It was slower work, since Shinji couldn’t help. And not just slower. More mind numbing. She had to weave the grass over the head of the stick over and over. Talking to Shinji helped once again, and today Tanisha focused on talking about the engineering firm she worked at in Seattle, and then eventually about the city itself.

      She was about halfway through a story—about a particularly dense client who had refused to listen to her until they had carbon copied her branch manager, who literally copied her emails word-for-word back at the guy—when she paused. When was the last time she’d told this story? Months? A year? It’d been a while, at least. Not only that, but the last time had been over text message. When was the last time she’d told any story out loud, with her actual voice?

      It just reconfirmed that she needed to get out of here. These tasks might have been monotonous and boring, but the grinding would be worth it. In the end, she’d be able to escape the False Lands and get her life back on track.

      As long as she kept reminding herself of her goal, she wouldn’t come through this experience and just stay in Oregon.

      At the end of the day, she had a hundred torches, four more survival skill increases, and she was Level 11. She stored her rope and torches in her storage chests for when she was ready to depart. As it was, she felt like she would be ready far before the meat was done drying. This was the fifth day, and while she still wanted to experiment with her pots and build her tents, that wouldn’t take her three days.

      In fact, she might be ready to go tomorrow night.

      Tanisha treated herself to a hefty dinner—topping off her newly-increased hunger meter—before settling in for the night. It wasn’t even fully dark yet, but she wanted to make sure she was topping off her status bars. It also meant she could save some more of her resources if she didn’t have to keep the campfire going once dinner was done.

      “Screw it,” Tanisha said as she climbed into bed. Shinji watched her, as if he were curious as to why she was retiring so early. “I’ll just make a bunch of drying racks. Just get this wrapped up.” She patted the mat next to her, but the mustelan didn’t move. Tanisha didn’t care. He’d come to bed eventually.

      And when they woke up, she could go about finalizing her plans.
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      That night, she dreamed.

      Dreams weren’t rare for her, but they were often very abstract. She would dream about the missing sensation in her feet, or about engineering reports arranged like different-colored mosaics in a stained-glass window.

      This dream was much more… dream-like. It felt real and whimsical all at the same time. Tanisha was aware that things weren’t real, but there was nothing she could do about it.

      In this one, she had fully-functioning legs, but still rolled around in a wheelchair.

      The chair itself was her outdoor hunting chair, even though she wasn’t in the woods. Instead, she was back in Seattle. While the wider-set wheels of the hunting chair drew far more irritated glares from commuters who had to step around her, the hardier chair actually had less trouble in the city. The streets of downtown Seattle were rough and uneven. Curbs weren’t optimized for wheelchairs, requiring her to do the obnoxious little “chair jump” to get up on the sidewalk from the street. There were stairs. And hills. So many hills.

      She’d forgotten about the triathlon of maneuvering around a city build on land where a city was unwelcome. Her back was coated in sweat, and she’d barely gotten an eighth of the way to her destination. Wherever it was.

      Being back in the city was a nightmare, and for more reasons than just the travel. The dream itself didn’t make sense, but it was all the worst things about city life. There were a thousand bodies pressed into the streets as if someone had decided to hold a parade on a workday. At one point she became swarmed by obnoxiously loud children asking their parents questions about the woman in the wheelchair as if she couldn’t hear them. When she inevitably had to board the bus, due to closed sidewalks on every street, there were millions of eyes glaring at her as the whole transit system seemed to come to a screeching halt to let her on. People were moved from their seats and the driver had to help her buckle her chair in, even though she told him ten times that she had it herself. As if she were somehow incapable of the simplest thing.

      Then there was the pollution. The air was so thick it hurt to breathe, and when she blew her nose the tissue came away black with soot. Every smell imaginable assaulted her nostrils even though they were clogged from the air quality. From the sweet scents of fruit and pastries at Pike Place Market to the scent of rotting fish on a warm summer’s day down by the waterfront, it made her a little homesick. Until she passed an alley that smelled of booze, urine, and garbage left to bake in the sun.

      And the noise. There were so many cars. Insecure individuals with loud engines passed by, revving their cars up and down First Avenue before they screeched to a stop at a nearby red light. There were old cars that sputtered and struggled, blowing out thick clouds of pure smog. She was assaulted by sirens that sounded like they were perpetually two blocks away. Streets were packed with trucks, and cars, and buses, and in between them, pedestrians walking against the lights, weaving between the cars as if they had never seen a crosswalk in their life.

      The pedestrians made almost as much noise as the cars. Chattering, laughing, playing loud music. There were crying children, begging homeless folks, oblivious tourists. Stumbling drunks shouting at each other about money.

      A thousand sounds assaulting her ears, making her feel like it would never be quiet again.

      How had she even slept in this city? Every noise demanded her attention.

      It was impossible. She couldn’t live here again. Not like this.

      She might go back to trying to lead a normal life, but it wouldn’t be in Seattle. Maybe she could work there again? But live there? No. Never again. Was it any wonder that she had lost herself to fictional game worlds when she wasn’t working? The alternative was going outside into that mess. Breathing the unbreathable air. Navigating a city that seemed to hate her for her disability. And the only time she left willingly was to get in her truck and drive across the state to vanish into the wilderness.

      Tanisha found herself awake. She wasn’t exactly sure when she woke up.

      The night was pitch black and heavy. All she could see were the meters on her UI in the corner of her vision. Her stamina wasn’t fully filled, but it was filled enough that she didn’t feel the urge to just lay back down and pass out. Stability was an issue, as she watched the bar slowly drop at being in the pure black dark of night in the False Lands, but it wasn’t a worry yet. It was nowhere near as bad as the first night.

      “D-do I just go back to sleep?” she asked the darkness. A nearby squeak alerted her that either Shinji was awake, or she’d woken him up. Tanisha fumbled around in the dark for a good minute before she was able to open her inventory and pull out a torch from it. She was glad she kept one on her, as all the others were in the storage chests. “What time is it, even?”

      Shinji flinched back from the light, covering his little eyes. When he had adjusted to the blinding brightness, he sniffed at the air outside the tent, as if telling her to check for herself instead of asking him. He then turned himself in a circle and lay back down on the sleeping mat.

      She got the impression he was irritated at having been woken up.

      “Well, I’m irritated too,” she said, tucking one arm against her body as if she were going to fold her arms over her chest. “I kinda thought this whole video game thing would take away nightmares, just like it did all the other human functions.” Tanisha sighed and rubbed at her eyes with her free hand. “I could use a drink of water, maybe.”

      The mustelan gave no response, but to wiggle his nose at her.

      “Fine. Sulk, why don’t you?”

      Tanisha wiggled out of her sleeping hut and made her way slowly to her chair. It wasn’t easy while carrying a torch, but Tanisha had nowhere to put it, besides driving it into the soft dirt every few inches as she dragged herself along on her hands.

      Her camp had been poorly designed to serve her in the darkness. The workshops were a little far to her left to be visible within the narrow circle of light from her torch. Even when the campfire was lit, they were just slightly out of view, thanks to the way the darkness pressed in against the radius of light. The storage area, off to her right, was also on the other side of the dome of darkness that enclosed her.

      Her torchlight illuminated a bare bit of ground, and beyond that, the night was featureless. She hadn’t even been here long enough to picture where, in the darkness, her other constructions were. What if she hadn’t had a torch on her? The wall of impenetrable night would have obscured all. Tanisha had a feeling that, without her torch, she wouldn’t even be able to find her way to the campfire, which was barely ten feet ahead of her. Let alone her chair, which sat next to the door of her squat sleeping quarters.

      Even outdoors, she couldn’t tell what time it was. The sky was moonless, and she didn’t know how long she’d been asleep. It felt like enough. Perhaps she could just put together a meal and get to work on the task of the day, guided by firelight. She had to craft a bunch of tents, and then decide if she was going to waste some sticks and rope on speeding up the meat-drying process.

      But that was future Tanisha’s problem. For now, she was going to get a few handfuls of cold water and see how she—

      The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Tanisha froze, her arm hovering mid-air as she was about to dig her torch into the ground again. This was the sensation of being watched, but there was nothing inside her ring of light. Her stability was too high for it to be Stick Folk. Was it a wandering mob, blundering into her camp? A lone stranger desperate for help? Perhaps an event she triggered in her sleep?

      Tanisha looked up at her quest UI, and at the text there that directed her to seek out other players. Had other players gotten that same quest? Perhaps they had a compass to point them right towards her.

      But there was no other ring of light in the darkness. No glowing symbol of humanity. So unless their gift from Otekah was to see in the dark, it wasn’t another person.

      Which was honestly a big relief. No one with good intentions came to visit in the night, and Tanisha wasn’t entirely sure how PVP worked in the False Lands. She really didn’t want to find out, either. And so with the threat of another thinking person—especially one who would witness her at her most vulnerable—removed, Tanisha continued to her chair.

      She was nearly there when she heard it.

      A roar of a creature. And it sounded like it was close.

      It was a low, unnatural sound, like a saw through thick cardboard. It had a canine quality to it, and as the roar trailed off, it turned into a growling, snuffling noise. She could feel the bass of it in her chest, and her fight-or-flight response kicked in. For a moment, she wanted to hurl herself to the ground and lay still. She was able to elbow past that and get into the seat of her chair.

      But the next sound was an enormous thump.

      Again, from far too close.

      That crashing thud dispelled all notions that perhaps this was a smaller beast with overdeveloped vocalizations.

      Despite the screaming protests of every part of her brain, Tanisha gritted her teeth and directed her chair towards the noise. The skittering steps of the mech seemed too fast as she approached. But Tanisha needed to find the source. To see what she was up against. If she could see it, she could figure out if it was after her, and what she could do about it.

      She was not prepared.

      Tanisha gasped when the light reached the creature.

      Within the entire circle of her light, all she could see was an enormous furry foot, black as the night it emerged from. It was the length of her entire arm. The toes were tipped in ivory-white claws that were easily ten inches long.

      Beneath its feet, the ground shook.
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      There was no response that seemed adequate for the amount of terror, anxiety, and sheer distress Tanisha experienced in those few seconds. It felt as if her entire being wanted to scream and cry and run in fear.

      But somehow, her first actual action was to slap a hand to the bottom left side of her UI and draw her hammer. Its weight drew her attention from the creature, and Tanisha stared at the weapon in her hands with too-wide eyes.

      It was admirable. Stupid, sure, but admirable.

      She wasn’t sure fighting the creature was what she wanted, no matter how awesome it would be. Not only was it at least twenty feet tall, she had no idea what it was or why it was here. Perhaps it was just passing by and would leave her alone.

      It took another earth-quaking step towards her, and Tanisha directed her chair away on instinct. She kept the black furry feet within the ring of her torchlight—mostly because she didn’t want to lose sight of it if it faded into the darkness—but also stayed as far away from it as possible.

      Perhaps it was a rare spawn. Not a boss, but an Uber? Something that wouldn’t want anything to do with her if she left it be. Maybe it was just the fear whispering through her mind, but she really hoped it would just continue on.

      The creature took another step, and the feet didn’t follow her retreat. Which gave her a bit of hope. And then the hope was quickly dashed when the creature roared again. The sound shook her to her core, with the low snarl resonating in her chest and the terrible sawing noise grating on her nerves and filling her with fresh panic.

      What did it want? How could she escape it?

      Was she supposed to fight it?

      The giant feet at the edge of her ring of light turned away. Tanisha was relieved for a brief moment, however the sound that followed was more terrifying than the roar.

      From the darkness was a splintering crack, and gravel flew out of the darkness like shrapnel, scattering across the ground. A second later, there was another crash followed by more gravel.

      It was smashing her structures.

      That gravel was the remains of the stone walls she’d used to build her storage shed.

      The storage shed that housed the last three days worth of work she’d poured into her upcoming hunt for Otekah.

      Tanisha shouted. The sound that ripped from her throat was the yip of a small, angry dog, pestering a larger mongrel who stole its dinner bowl. She felt so tiny staring at these giant feet, but she couldn’t allow the creature to destroy her storage chests.

      If she could just get aggro on it, she could kite it around until morning.

      But it didn’t turn.

      There was another soul-crushing crack and more gravel.

      Tanisha waved her torch at it, like a scientist with a flare. “Hey! HEY!” She didn’t want to approach it if she didn’t have to.

      But the creature continued to ignore her.

      She had to do something! If it was smashing her walls, then she only had a moment before it found her chests. What would happen to the supplies within? They were her ticket out of here! Maybe the supplies would just make a mess all over the ground and she could collect them after, but what if they were destroyed?

      Tanisha didn’t care about the structures themselves—she was planning on leaving them anyway—but the supplies were necessary for her survival. She couldn’t risk them.

      With a prayer and a wordless shout, Tanisha rushed the creature. Her chair galloped forward in a lunge as she leaned into the charge.

      The creature was just so huge. She could see a bit of lighter brown fur to it as she got closer, but she couldn’t actually see any more of it. Tanisha took the hand holding her hammer off the chair and aimed at the creature. She was planning on just hitting it somewhere around the shin and running past. If she could draw it away from her valuable stockpile, she might have a chance to save her efforts.

      Her hammer passed through the creature with that familiar tug of resistance, and a little red thirteen popped up from the strike.

      The air around her changed. It was like the feeling of being watched—where the hair on the back of her neck tingled—but all over her body. She suddenly felt vulnerable and exposed in a terrifying way. Her chair was able to take four steps away from the giant leg she’d struck when there was a whoosh of air from the creature’s incoming counterattack.

      It amused her that she thought she’d be able to get out of reach.

      Just because something was large didn’t mean it couldn’t move with speed.

      A flash of black fur passed through her chest, and it was tipped with claws that looked to be over a foot long each. The pain came hot on its heels. She screamed. It felt as if her skin was being ripped off. Like she was one of those lambs in the doctored “ethical” animal protection videos.

      Despite the horrendous pain, the attack only knocked less than a quarter of the HP off her bar. It didn’t matter. The pain terrified her. She didn’t want to get hit again for any reason.

      She hadn’t anticipated the giant creature’s speed or reach, but she wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Tanisha kept moving until she heard its giant stomping footsteps behind her. At least that part of the plan was working? If it was chasing her, then it wasn’t destroying her valuable stockpiles. Or, worse, finding Shinji.

      Tanisha risked a glance over her shoulder. While its feet were still the only part of it she could see within the ring of light around her, she caught sight of a pair of green orbs floating a terrifying distance above them in the dark—the creature’s eyes reflecting the light of her torch in the pitch black night.

      She didn’t know how to proceed. The thing was huge—bigger than anything she’d fought so far. It was even bigger than most of the non-Zeni bosses she’d faced in dARkness: Online. There was no way to anticipate how much health such a thing could have. It was obviously going to be more than a blackened bear—since it was about three times the size of one—and if it was a boss monster, it’s HP was likely at least three times the size as well.

      It took her over an hour to straight up take down a bear with a hammer.

      She didn’t want to be whittling away at this creature, especially with such a hard attack radius to dodge, for an entire day.

      Questions ran through her head once more: what was it? Why was it here? What could she do about it?

      No answers appeared out of the air, but there was a rush of wind as another swipe of its paws cleaved the air. Tanisha thought, for an absolutely terrifying instant, that she’d be struck again. But the attack must have been just short of her back. She wanted to sigh in relief, but she had to keep moving. If her only focus could be staying away from it for now, it would be enough. Keeping her distance would give her the time to figure out a long-term solution.

      The clock was ticking, though. Her stability bar was draining steadily. Tanisha wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the giant creature itself, or if this was due to her terror regarding its painful strike. It could have also been the darkness around her, just like on her first nights. She still held her torch, and so she should have been fine, but there were a giant pair of feet following her and luminous eyes glaring at her out of the dark.

      “I need light,” she whispered to herself.

      Behind her, the giant creature roared again, the unnatural sound like a response to her words. Maybe it didn’t like the light, and was trying to discourage her? Maybe that would get rid of it?

      Or maybe it just hated the sound of her voice.

      Regardless, Tanisha looped back around towards her campfire.

      It was going to be a challenge to get the fire started. She just didn’t have enough hands. Putting down her torch wasn’t an option, because she remembered what happened against the Stick Folk when her torch had hit the ground. But she also had to keep her chair moving, or the beast was going to catch her.

      Decision made, Tanisha dropped her hammer into her lap and got her inventory open with one hand, while her torch-holding hand was kept to the side of her chair. As before, directing the chair with only one arm slowed it down, but she hoped it would be fast enough.

      She muscled a log out of her inventory and into her lap. It was bulky, and her hands shook. But she was able to keep it still, which was a miracle in itself.

      There was a whoosh of air behind her, and she was endlessly grateful when it wasn’t followed by pain ripping across every inch of her skin.

      Tanisha didn’t know exactly what direction she was going, so she just arched her path around to the right, leading the pursuing beast in a big circle until she could get her bearings. It was the corner of her little sleeping hut that came into view first. With it, Tanisha knew where she was. She followed the wall around to the front of the building.

      Behind her, there was a splintering crash. She glanced over her shoulder to see the creature’s enormous feet smashing through the corner of the building instead of stepping around it. From inside, there was a too-human scream.

      “Shinji! To me! Come to me!”

      As she circled around to the entrance, Shinji fled out the door. He was down on all fours, with his fur sticking out in all directions to make himself look bigger. If the situation wasn’t so dire, she might have laughed. He looked ridiculous. But there was no time, and the hysterical laughter wouldn’t be appropriate. He scattered away from the creature, and that was good.

      Tanisha returned her focus to the task at hand and urged her chair to the firepit. She dropped the log on the construction but was already moving away before it caught. The log seemed to understand her urgency and the fire flared to life.

      She almost wished it hadn’t.

      The enormous creature was roughly humanoid, in the same way Shinji was, and it was covered in black and brown fur. Its face, limbs, and chest were a deep black, but the top half of its head was almost a blonde, sandy color, and its shoulders were chocolate brown. She could see tufts of lighter hair along its side. But really, she was distracted greatly by the enormous pearly-white fangs in its snout. Drool dribbled from the corner of the maw, but was forced in a spray through those teeth as it roared again. The terrifying sound cut through to her heart.

      What the firelight also illuminated—in a way that was almost more terrifying than the creature itself—was a red bar above its head, floating in the air.

      It marked it as a boss monster.

      She had spawned this. Something she’d done had caused this creature to appear, and now its victory over her would be righteous and total.

      The bar had a little label right above the center of it, giving the terrifying beast a name. Even though she’d never seen a creature like this one in dARkness: Online, the name was already known to her.

      Carcajou.
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      Beneath the panic, her gamer brain took over.

      The presence of the health bar calmed that part of her, even as the creature’s monstrous size and unnatural scream shut down the rest of her rational thoughts.

      If there was a health bar, it meant it wasn’t an Uber or Zeni. Those would have been far beyond her capacity to handle. No health bar would have meant GG. One way or another. But it was just a regular boss monster. Even if she had to take it on strategically, in a fight that would span hours or even all day, it was still something that could be accomplished with her high-quality hammer. It was still possible.

      Tanisha focused on the gamer instincts. Everything else was screaming to run and hide, or drop to the ground and play dead. But in order to respond in any other way, she needed to be a gamer. To treat this like a boss fight.

      “Shinji!” Tanisha shouted, trying to locate the furry creature. “To me! Come here!”

      She expected the mustelan to run like an animal, since he was down on all fours anyway. But instead he took off like a sprinter at a block. He ran towards her, leaping into the air from nearly fifteen feet away, and collided with her chest. In his fear, he had apparently forgotten his distaste of the mech. Tanisha almost smirked at the appropriateness of his name.

      But she had hairier problems to deal with.

      The gamer part of her brain wanted to fight the lumbering creature. It was the source of the compass. But it was also an enormous threat to her, Shinji, and their camp. Still, combat was likely the most direct way to handle that threat. She was also as prepared as she was going to be. Her wood armor was still equipped, and she had a smattering of supplies in her inventory, including her high-quality hammer. There was also the chest of torches and jerky nearby, which could carry her through the night and into the next, if it took that long.

      But fighting a boss monster was not a task to be taken lightly, especially with an under-leveled weapon. Her hammer skill was pretty high, all things considered, but being a tool instead of a weapon meant that it wasn’t even the equivalent of a Level 0 sword or spear.

      Fighting needed to be a last resort. If she could take the beast on, she would, but she would need to be prepared for it. Her torches and food were in chests, not in her inventory. And the beast was upon her now, denying her the time to catch her breath and gather the resources she needed.

      As if to punctuate that point, the carcajou charged forward, its enormous claws swiping the ground in a repeated attack. She had to turn and run away from its seeking claws as Shinji’s fuzzy form tucked in against her chest. Behind her, the scraping crunch of claws on the ground was deafening—one strike after another—and the fear of the ripping pain she felt from its first strike drove her onward.

      The logic-driven part of her gamer brain came to a conclusion: the boss had aggroed on her base structures. That’s where it was going when it spawned, and the first thing it attacked was her storage shed. It had actually taken her attacking it to change its target. In theory, that meant it had spawned because of those structures. If she could lead it away from her base, though, it would eventually leash, and return to the spot where it had aggroed her base. It might even run all the way back to its spawn point. Either way, it would give her time, and let her gather whatever she needed. Or, if she was lucky, avoid it entirely.

      The swipes behind her stopped, and she heard the beast roar again. At her side, Shinji curled against her with a whimper.

      With a quick glance back, Tanisha could see the creature stomping towards her again. It crossed from the edge of her campfire’s ring of light, and into the smaller one she was casting from her torch. She remembered how long the blackened bear had chased her, and grimaced at the black curtain of night that encircled her. She only hoped it wouldn’t take that long.

      Tanisha headed towards the grasslands. The flat terrain would be better for both judging distance and for seeing where the monster went when it de-aggroed. And there was way less of a risk of her or Shinji face-planting into a tree.

      It was only a minute or so later when the stomping behind her stopped. Tanisha halted her chair and turned around, waiting to see if the creature was really giving up. She inched forward, towards it, and stopped when she was able to see its furry black feet again. There was a momentary worry that it might aggro back onto her, but Tanisha was more terrified that it would get out of her sight and she’d never see it again until it was too late. What if, when it wasn’t aggressive, its steps were nearly silent? It could vanish into the night only to appear from an inconvenient direction and attack her again? No. It was preferable to need to run for another minute or ten to leash it.

      The creature stood still, wavering far above her. Tanisha imagined its AI routines were running through its options before reaching the leashed state. Or, perhaps, it was just part of the boss pathing to be resistant to leashing. If she intended to fight it, running for a little too long wouldn’t undo all her work. That would be nice. But either way, she almost jumped when the creature started moving again.

      Since she could only see its feet, it shocked her to hear the snarling, sawing scream split the night once more. It turned and started to stomp away from her, but the footsteps were still loud and angry. “Maybe that’s just the way it walks?”

      But no. She could see what direction it was traveling in. Because she could still see the ring of light from her campfire in the distance.

      The carcajou wasn’t heading back to its pathing.

      Her base had earned its aggression again, and it was going to pick up right where it left off.

      “Hey!” she yelled, charging in behind it. “Get away from there!”

      Without hesitation she smacked it with her hammer. She then urged her chair to run in a tight circle around the creature. There was no way she could out run its reach, but she could dodge the cone of attack. A giant claw hit the ground behind her, and Tanisha took off running back out into the grasslands. She flinched when the wind of a second attack buffeted her from behind.

      Tanisha tried not to panic. She didn’t want to set her chair off at a fuel-draining sprint, but Shinji’s trembling form made it a fight against her protective instincts rather than fear. But maybe there was a chance. If she could get enough distance, leash it properly, it wouldn’t go back to her camp.

      But a minute later, she was staring at its black furry feet after it stopped chasing her, but before it turned and headed back for her base.

      Tanisha shook her head. That was it. There was no turning it from its goal. It was possible that there was some range far, far away from her camp that would be a great enough distance that it would lose aggro, but without more torches, she didn’t want to bank on getting that far away from her camp. Traveling through the dark towards a distant pool of light did not sound like fun at all.

      She aggroed it a third time. Circled it until she had dodged the counter attack. Fled back into the darkness. She needed to get the creature as far away from her camp as possible. If she could beat it back to her supplies, she might have a chance at this.

      As soon as it stopped, Tanisha whirled the chair around and immediately directed it towards her campfire. She directed it to really hurry. The extra speed would wear down her fuel supply, but she had a pair of pots that were already fermented and waiting. They had been for her trek, but this was a little more urgent.

      Shinji squeezed tightly to her ribs with a squeak as the chair put on real speed, but it wasn’t enough to hurt. Not like she could blame the little guy. This was turning out to be a horrible night.

      “Faster, faster,” Tanisha muttered to herself when she heard the carcajou’s roar behind her. “Faster would be better…”

      Her torch was starting to flicker as she arrived back at her storage shed. She still needed the extra light, since she had stupidly built the storage chests outside of the campfire’s radius. It was because of this that she went to the chest with the torches first. She put her hammer in her lap, threw open the chest, and pulled out a fresh torch. The guttering one was flung to the side. She then opened her inventory and started shoving torches into a stack quickly.

      “One, two, three, four…” She counted them off as she went, breathless, even though her chair had done all the running.

      Tanisha heard the carcajou roar again. It was terrifyingly close, too close, since she was still just grabbing torches.

      “What am I doing?!” She stared at her inventory. There were already thirty torches there, not including the lit one in her hand. “I don’t need this many! I’m losing it here!”

      She slammed the chest closed and moved on to the next. Her next stop was food, and she opened the chest full of meat. She started shoving the jerky into her inventory, pausing only to ram one into her cheek and offering another to Shinji. The little creature took it from her and seemed to relax slightly as he gnawed on it.

      “Don’t calm down too much yet,” Tanisha cautioned. “We don’t have much longer before—”

      The thump of enormous footfalls began to close in, and the roar of the carcajou filled the air.

      It was upon them again.
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      The carcajou’s claws smashed against the side of her storage shed, shattering another panel of pillar. Bits of gravel sprayed her like buckshot, and yet more rained down from the shattered roof tiles that no longer had supports. Its toothy maw appeared as it lowered itself towards the hole it made.

      Tanisha rushed towards the beast. She knew she’d need to take the fight carefully. Her HP bar could handle a few hits, but the inordinate amount of pain caused by taking a blow was too high of a cost. It would shatter her concentration. Plus, she had Shinji to think about. He’d never participated in combat before, and so she wasn’t sure if he would be immune to attacks, or if he would be crushed with a single hit.

      She charged the beast from the side, taking another single swing at it. There was a moment where she thought she could land a second attack, but she needed to make sure it was safe. Bosses tended to have more unusual attack patterns, and she didn’t have any previous experience with this one.

      The smaller ring of light cast by her torch wasn’t enough to properly see the creature’s health bar. She wasn’t even sure if her attacks were doing anything to it. It might not even matter. Tanisha circled around the beast once again, until it’s counter-strike landed in the dirt. Once it was clear, she and Shinji took off towards the campfire. Her chair skittered into position, both leading the creature away from her supplies and allowing her to see its health bar.

      She did a double-take at the bar. It was nearly full. She’d struck the carcajou at least five or six times by now, but she couldn’t even see if there was a sliver of missing health. That was at least sixty damage! How much health did it have, that so many hits from her was nearly nothing? Sure, it was only a tenth of the HP a blackened bear had, but she hadn’t realized exactly just how much longer this fight would take.

      The carcajou’s footfalls were terrifyingly loud as she got in close to the creature. Tanisha got another strike against it, and circled its feet once again, waiting for the next attack. When the creature’s enormous claws dug into the ground, kicking up a plume of dirt, Tanisha struck. Two red thirteens floated away from the carcajou’s leg as the creature bellowed in rage. She circle its feet again, but instead of stopping, she listened to the little video game gremlin in her head. Following the first attack, a second blow landed right behind her chair. And a third. Of course. The carcajou had gone into its charge attack after the roar. If she would have stood still, the alternating left and right claws of the beast would have hammered her into the ground.

      Feeling confident, Tanisha fell into a reliable pattern. Now that she knew that the roar was the tell for the charge attack, she kept on the offensive. She would strike twice when she could, and keep circling around its feet. The circle wasn’t tight enough to cause actual nausea, but the curves still made her feel a little dizzy.

      She lost track of time, enjoying the rhythm of her attacks and jumping to attention with every roar so that she could dart around it against what seemed to be a random number of charge swings.

      After what felt like an hour—longer than it took to fell a blackened bear, but not long enough for two—her hammer skill leveled up to the point where she was dealing fourteen damage with a swing. Her stamina bar was starting to droop, and Tanisha wondered how close the carcajou was to being finished. It had to be halfway there. If she was unlucky, maybe a quarter. But that would still be progress.

      Her stamina wasn’t the only thing draining way too quickly. Her stability was also looking dangerously low, what with the constant terror the creature’s scream induced. She needed to see how she was doing. Even if the sight wouldn’t refill her flagging status bars, it would revitalize her morale.

      Tanisha waited for a good opening to disengage from the creature, and directed her chair away from it. Shinji whimpered against her side.

      “No. That can’t be right.” She looked up at the monster’s HP bar, floating above its head. There was just a tiny sliver of health missing. Barely more than the width of her finger in a bar that stretched for what looked like ten or eleven feet. How much health did this thing have? Strike by strike, she’d whittled out hundreds of hit points. How was it still so healthy? Was she actually going to be here forever?

      She got her answer as the creature stomped towards her. With her eyes locked onto the morale-crushing health bar, she watched as the tiny finger of progress began to vanish, and the red bar filled the sliver of dark space between it and its borders.

      “It heals,” she whispered, and then louder, as if cursing: “it heals!”

      Tanisha ducked away again as the beast attacked her.

      “That’s the trick.” She turned her chair around and fled from the creature. “It’s not the random charge. That’s too easy. It’s the regen.”

      She racked her brain for how to deal with regen. It was possible that she could just power through it, but without the numbers it was impossible to say. Just as she had no way of knowing if that sliver of health had been the damage of the entire time she’d been engaged with it, or just those last few blows.

      There wasn’t a whole lot of confidence, though. Bosses in dARkness: Online usually had a strategy to them. The Uber Sleipdeer had the unavoidable howl damage. There were some lower-level bosses that had challenging attack patterns, specifically to teach newer players about smart defensive play. Many of the Zeni bosses had a debuff that applied a terror status, demanding the perfect avoidance taught by those lower-level bosses.

      Tanisha knew the answer to these gimmicks was never to bludgeon through them blindly. They were intended to teach you something, and reward those lessons later on. There had to be something she could do. But the things that she knew countered regen in other games just wouldn’t work here. There was no high burst damage to push through the regeneration, or debuffs that prevented healing. Those weren’t options for her.

      The only way she could think of was to out damage the regen by a safe enough margin that she wouldn’t lose all of her progress when the random charge attack prevented her from keeping the pressure on. If one unfavorable attack sequence could undo all her work, it wasn’t enough damage.

      “The hammer isn’t right,” she said, looking down at the high-quality weapon. There was already a crack down the side of the stone head, and the rope was fraying. It was nearing the end of its useful life, even if the tool could put out enough damage to break through the regen. “I need a real weapon. And that means a metalworking station.” She looked down to Shinji, who clung to her side as they fled the rampaging carcajou, waiting for it to leash back to her camp again. “I’m going to need your help, buddy.”

      The mustelan chittered quietly, and she hoped it was in confirmation, and not fear.

      “I’ll need some cut stone. I know that much.” She opened her inventory one handed, the other guiding her mech. Even with the slow down, she’d be fine. The construction menu had the blueprint she needed. “Eight of them,” she confirmed with a grimace. She didn’t have that many in her inventory. But they were out in the open grasslands, and there were still plenty of rocks around.

      Tanisha fished two rocks out of her inventory and held them out to Shinji. Despite his obvious fear, he took them and started banging them together, chittering in a worried tone.

      As soon as she heard the carcajou give up the chase, Tanisha lowered her chair and slid from the seat to start scowering the ground for rocks. She didn’t need too many—maybe half a dozen total—and it wouldn’t take her long. The only issue was dragging herself along the ground with a torch in one hand. It just wasn’t very easy. But it would have taken longer to raise and lower the chair each time, so she just continued.

      She pulled herself back into the chair with Shinji just as the reverberating shatter of another wall of her storage shed drifted across the grasslands to her. Her mustelan companion held out a completed cut stone to her, and she gave him two more rocks.

      The issue was, she needed more than cut stone to pull this off. In her inventory she had a ton of sticks and more than enough logs. But the other supplies were in storage. She’d need two living stone from the rock lizards, two fur from blackened bears, and whatever parts she’d need for a weapon. The only thing she knew she could make was a spear, as it just required wax, an antler, and a stick. But all of those resources were in the building the carcajou was currently trashing.

      Tanisha raced back to camp, pushing her chair to its absolute limits.

      She found the carcajou smashing the last bit of wall for the supply gazebo. When it was finished, it turned to the storage chests and raked its claws through the first one. Torches scattered everywhere. Tanisha felt momentary panic, but the creature didn’t turn to the next chest, and instead started to stomp on the torches themselves.

      This was good, and bad. On the one hand, it meant that she had some time to collect what she needed while its attentions were on the scattered goods. But on the other, it meant she only had one shot at this. If she couldn’t deal with this beast, it wouldn’t just destroy her structures.

      It would destroy everything.

      Tanisha angled her chair around the creature, staying far away from its stomping feet. She threw open one of the chests and snatched up the supplies she needed. The blackened bear fur was near the top, and she threw two pieces of it into her inventory. She tried to ignore the twenty-foot-tall monster stomping just an arm length away.

      The living stone was at the bottom of this chest, and she threw things out of the way, letting them scatter across the ground. Handfuls of raquail feathers and honeycombs were vaulted away before she could find and stow the living stone in her inventory. Some of her wax was here, too, in the very bottom of the chest. Her hand closed around two blocks at the same time, but she didn’t have time to filter. She just tossed both of them into an empty inventory slot.

      Lastly, she grabbed the lone purple sanity-restoring mushroom she’d grabbed the first time she’d gone to gather rocks. Her sanity was low, and still dropping. She shoved it in her mouth, instead of her inventory, and tried to ignore the disgusting texture as she kept moving. This was almost everything. The last thing was an antler, and that was in a different chest.

      She turned towards it, just to watch the carcajou’s claw descend upon it.

      Tanisha screamed as the chest shattered and the contents were scattered.

      Antlers and sleipdeer hides and other odds and sods were strewn across her camp. Instead of waiting for the attack, Tanisha darted in and grabbed the first antler she saw before directing her chair to get clear of the carcajou’s rampage. Everything else would just be sacrificed to its mercy. To stall it. She just didn’t have time to recover anything else.

      While it was distracted, Tanisha got to work. The blueprint for the workbench started much like the others. But it quickly became more complicated, made worse by the necessity for her to hold the torch. She tried handing it to Shinji, but immediately they were doused in blackness, and so Tanisha had to soldier on.

      Finally, fed up with the juggling act, Tanisha opened her crafting menu again and this time selected the blueprint for a campfire. She quickly unloaded the logs and grass needed from her inventory and slid them into place. As soon as she could see by the flames, she tossed the torch in her hand aside and focused.

      It was frustrating. Her hands were shaking. She wasn’t sure if it was pressure or her low stamina bar. But she had to get this done. Had to.

      She was finishing the last tool when she heard the carcajou smash her final chest. It was likely smashing all of her food now, meaning she only had a handful of jerky in her inventory to survive on. Until she could hunt. Again.

      The last step of the crafting bench was to wrap a chunk of living stone in the blackened bear hide and rest it on the log. She smashed it with the living stone hammer. It shattered, and then crumbled. When Tanisha put the hammer back as instructed, there was a flash of light as the stone caught fire from the hide. After just a bare moment it burned down, and the living stone became hot coals that turned this into a forge.

      As neat as it was, Tanisha didn’t have any time to waste. She fetched the materials for the spear. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” she murmured to herself. The blueprint for the spear directed her to put the antler in the forge, just like she had with the crabstrosity shell. She plunged it into the hot stone before looking over her shoulder while she waited for it to heat up.

      And immediately she regretted it.

      The carcajou was coming towards her. Or, more accurately, towards her other workbenches. Its claw came down hard, crashing into her provisioning workbench. She flinched at the loss of it, especially since all of the cloth she had was crushed. But maybe it would buy her the time she needed.

      Tanisha pulled the antler out of the forge as soon as the next spectral instruction appeared. It directed her to hammer the antler, and she did, as fast as she could. The heat drained from the antler far too fast—most likely attributed to the fact that it was bone and not metal—and she had to plunge it back in.

      There was a crash behind her, and Tanisha looked to see her woodworking workbench reduced to splinters.

      Her panic grew as the carcajou turned away from the woodworking workbench. It didn’t turn back towards her other structures when the remains were stomped into the dirt.

      Instead, it turned towards her, heading straight for her new metalworking workbench.
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      She could see the writing on the wall. The grand finale.

      All of her hard work would mean nothing. Every attempt would end in failure. Her panic would be for naught.

      Instead of giving up, Tanisha scooped to grab her discarded torch and then charged to meet the creature head on. Her hammer was still waiting for her in her lap, next to a violently shuddering mustelan. Tanisha took aim one more time and circled around the beast, baiting its enormous claw attack to strike the ground away from her workbench. And then she turned and ran.

      “All I have to do is lead it away,” she said to the small creature against her side. Tanisha looked over her shoulder to confirm the creature was following her, instead of wailing on her workbench. “I can circle around, beat it back to camp, and keep working on the spear. I can do this.”

      When the stomping behind her paused, Tanisha did exactly that—circling around and pushing her chair as hard as it would go back towards camp. Her fuel was expendable. The workshop? Not so much. She had enough fuel in her mech to keep this up for a while—maybe not the whole night but a decent chunk of it—and there was still a pot of fuel in her inventory.

      The blueprint was still up when she got back to the workbench. Tanisha felt relieved. A spectral hammer was still pounding away at the heated antler. She grabbed the antler out of the forge and went to work, hammering the pliable bone until it went cold enough that it needed to go back into the forge.

      It hadn’t been enough time for the carcajou to catch up, but Tanisha knew it would be back before the antler heated back up again. So she put the hunk of bone back in the coals, put down the living stone hammer, and picked up her torch and nearly-broken high-quality hammer once more. After a momentary sigh of exhaustion, she rushed back out into the darkness to meet the carcajou and draw it away again.

      The boss monster loomed out of the darkness almost before she left the ring of light of her campfire. She struck it quickly, drawing a roar from the beast. Tanisha knew that meant repeated slams were coming, and she gritted her teeth to think of how much time this could cost her. She turned to sprint away from the creature’s feet, wanting to see how much distance she could get on the creature, but wasn’t quite fast enough. The first attack hit her, and she screamed in pain as a chunk of her health bar vanished. Her chair didn’t stumble though, so the second swing missed.

      “Bad idea,” she grunted. “Let’s not do that again.” She peeked over at her health bar. “And if there’s a chance I might screw up, even once, when the spear is done, I can’t afford it anyway.”

      Finished with it’s multi-hit attack, the carcajou returned to chasing her. Tanisha tried to get her heart rate down as they moved across the grasslands. She was going to be playing this game of leading it away and circling back a lot. The activity had to become a routine, or the stress of doing it would cause her to mess up.

      When she got back to the workbench again, she grabbed the antler out of the forge and followed the spectral instructions for hammering it again. The prongs were starting to melt into the central shaft, and the sides were flaring out into a leaf-shaped blade. Even the tip grew sharper with every strike of her hammer. It almost seemed usable now, even though it was a little rough, but the spectral version returned to the forge. Tanisha snarled in frustration and drove the point back into the living stone coals.

      “I don’t need it to be perfect!” she snapped at the workbench, as if addressing the blueprint might let her bypass a step. “I just need it to be functional!”

      The workbench didn’t respond, but Shinji whimpered and tugged at her elbow. Somewhere behind her, the carcajou was stomping towards her. And the blueprint wasn’t changing. Tanisha snarled again and whirled her chair around, once again taking up her torch and weapon before charging back at the beast.

      She intercepted the carcajou with a swing of her hammer.

      And it shattered in her hands.

      The little red fourteen danced away from the creature’s leg at the same time as the remains of her high-quality hammer scattered from the impact.

      Tanisha froze, panic gripping her heart.

      She barely snapped out of it in time to avoid the counterattack, but her mind was racing faster than her chair’s feet as she darted off into the darkness.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she muttered to herself, trying to calm her exhausted mind and body. “It’s fine. I don’t need the hammer. That’s the whole point. It’s useless against the carcajou. I don’t need it.”

      But she did. She had no idea how long the spear would take to finish. What if other enemies wandered into her camp while she was crafting? Or the Stick Folk?

      She was defenseless. There were no other weapons. Everything else was stowed in the pot in her inventory, which would take time—and both hands—to retrieve. Since she was unable to keep the chair going with one hand, she wouldn’t be able to avoid attacks if she needed to recover another weapon.

      As long as she only had to deal with the carcajou, she might have this under control, though. Thanks to devouring that purple mushroom, the Stick Folk weren’t a problem yet. And she’d never seen other mobs wander into her camp, much less aggressive ones.

      “I’m fine,” she said, repeating it like a mantra. “Don’t even have to be lucky for this to work out. Just… don’t be unlucky. Easy.”

      The carcajou’s stomping halted, and Tanisha circled around quickly. Her chair hurried past the carcajou’s feet and she reached the metalworking workbench again a few moments later.

      She took the antler out of the coals and followed the blueprint’s instructions, hammering away. The leaf-shaped blade finally came together, becoming more even and sharp. At the base of the antler, part of it had bent and changed shape, becoming something of a cup. Tanisha could only believe that was where the stick was going to become the haft of the spear.

      Finally, the spectral hammer came to rest on the workbench, and Tanisha followed suit. The carcajou’s stomping was approaching, but the next step was to just jam wax in the cup-shaped base of the spearhead. She did as directed, but then put the spear down. There was no use in getting greedy. She could deal with the carcajou, and then return. The spectral blueprint showed driving the stick into place, and for a brief moment, Tanisha entertained the idea of doing just that. But there were likely additional steps after, even if it was only carving away the excess wax.

      She directed her chair to intercept the carcajou and punched it in the leg.

      It should have worked.

      She’d punched the Stick Folk and it reacted.

      But the carcajou wasn’t changing course.

      It still stomped towards the workbench.

      Tanisha cried out in surprise and directed her chair to give chase. She punched it in the leg again, but nothing. There was no red number floating away from the attack, and the carcajou didn’t so much as look at her.

      Instead, it bore down on her workbench, and the half-finished spear resting on it.

      “No, no, no!” She threw open her inventory, tossing her torch to the side. Pulled her tools out. Threw the lid to her lap. She just needed to grab anything. Just needed to hit it and cause damage.

      But it was too late. The lid of the pot hadn’t even landed in her lap before the carcajou’s claw came down. It was heedless of the heat of the forge. The spearhead and block of wax tumbled to the ground, and the spectral blueprint vanished.

      With it, Tanisha’s hopes at beating the boss.

      It was over.

      She lacked the ability to fight it, and the only thing she could do to give herself the ability to do so was just crushed right in front of her.

      As if to punctuate that point, the carcajou stomped on the spearhead, shattering it to useless shards.

      Her camp was lost.
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      Tanisha watched, distraught, as the carcajou finished destroying her hard-earned camp. It stomped over to her campfire—the new one she’d placed next to her workbenches—and flattened it. Then to her cooking campfire, turning it to nothing but useless splinters as well.

      There was nothing she could do. She had her other hammer in hand now, as well as her torch, but all she could do with it was waste her time. Instead, she watched. Allowed herself to drink in the despair. To follow it, and observe.

      The creature turned from her campfire and stomped towards her last remaining structure—her sleeping hut. The stone walls of her bedroom slowed the carcajou down just a bit, compared to how quickly it had destroyed the chests and workbenches.

      But eventually, it too began to crumble.

      She realized that, when it cracked the final wall, it might not de-aggro. It might come for her next. And that might be the end of her. Maybe she could run far away enough to lose it, but considering how far she drug it away the first time but it still returned to her camp… Tanisha was afraid that if she got its attention for real, it would never stop following her.

      Would that really be so bad, though?

      Tanisha shook her head, trying to dislodge the intrusive thought. It didn’t quite go away.

      Her camp was destroyed. Not just that, but all she had left were the items in her inventory. Sure, she had enough jerky to keep her and Shinji fed for a day. Maybe two. She had plenty of grass and sticks, but she had barely a dozen logs, and not a single rock.

      As she watched the carcajou pause from smashing her walls to stomp at something unseen for a moment, she knew her sleeping mat was gone.

      What was she going to do? How was she going to survive? The carcajou didn’t need to kill her. It just needed to leave her here with nothing. Even if she managed to get all of her stuff together and survive, how long would it be before she spawned it again and lost everything a second time?

      The creature smashed the last wall of her bedroom and turned towards her drying racks.

      Tanisha groaned.

      Of course. The reason the creature had spawned. It was because of her camp. It must have become too valuable. Over the years, she had played so many survival games where enemy spawns were dependent on the value of your base. In theory, it let the developers gauge the enemy strength to match how far along the player should be. But it could have some unintended consequences. If you spent a lot of time crafting things, or if RNG “kindly” gifted you something with high value, your base could spark attacks from enemies that were too strong for you, leading to disaster.

      Like this.

      Tanisha had spent the last few days gathering huge amounts of materials and crafting them into useful items. If something was tracking the value of her camp, it would have been skyrocketing recently.

      The carcajou’s focus on her constructions made sense, in that context. It was a blessing, in a way. The creature was destroying its own spawn conditions. If it didn’t kill her after it was done with her drying racks, she would be safe from it for a little while.

      As the last drying rack shattered under its massive claws, the creature turned. It didn’t turn towards her—which elicited a sigh of relief from Tanisha—but instead stomped out of the ring of light cast by her torch and out into the forest behind her.

      That wasn’t the direction it spawned from.

      Tanisha frowned, but then realized it might be heading back to the tutorial area. She’d left a woodworking workbench there, at the very minimum. It dispelled a brewing thought that she might be able to stagger her camp to avoid triggering the creature.

      If it was going after that workbench, it would likely despawn before coming back to kill her. Or, at least, she’d have warning before it returned.

      She would just have to avoid building anything new for it to chase until it was likely to have despawned.

      “Not ideal,” she said, looking around at her obliterated camp. Shinji chittered softly in response.

      Not a single board had escaped the carcajou’s rampage. After using the rest of her stones to make the metalworking workbench, every piece of construction being reduced to unusable gravel was devastating. She couldn’t craft anything of use. The sleeping mat required boards, and boards meant she’d need a woodworking workbench. She didn’t have rocks for that, and even if it was full daylight and she could see the ground, she knew she’d gathered a lot of the close-by rocks.

      There were other items she could craft to allow her to sleep comfortably—like the tents—but they were harder to make. They required cloth, which she couldn’t make without a provisioning workbench. And replacing that workbench required not only stone, but some mob drops as well.

      She’d lost everything.

      Hindsight was 20/20, and she wished she had thought of a backup plan.

      Tanisha opened her inventory and grimaced at the seven empty slots. What else could she have filled them with? She knew that three of the slots had been taken up by the antler, living stone, and fur that was instrumental to her plan, and that one had been the remainder of her stones. But that was still three spots. She could have grabbed some of her food—besides the jerky—and some of the sleipdeer hides and cloth as well.

      Instead, all she could do was sit in her chair, torch in hand, and wait for morning. Unless she wanted to lay on the ground and sleep. With her stamina bar so low, she’d likely doze off eventually, depending on what time it was and how long there was until morning.

      But neither option would be comfortable.

      Shinji chirruped at her quietly, and she looked down to the little mustelan. He had moved from her side down into her lap, and was leaning over the arm of her chair, beady little eyes focused on the woods.

      “We should be fine now,” she said, reaching down to stroke his head. He leaned into the touch, and his bushed-out fur began to flatten down as he visibly relaxed in response to the physical comfort. “That thing won’t come back as long as we don’t build anything for a little while.” She hesitated and frowned. “Or let our camp get that big again.”

      He made a dooking noise and turned to look up at her, eyes questioning.

      “We need to be careful about that.” She opened her inventory again. There wasn’t much left to make constructions. She had that one extra wax she’d happened to grab, and that would let her make a snare trap so they wouldn’t starve.

      There were some other things she would need to rebuild, too, but how much was too much?

      “I could go minimalist. Break down what I don’t need, only keep small amounts of things on hand. We’d live a lot leaner, and traveling would be harder.”

      Shinji squeaked at her.

      “Okay, sure, much harder. But stockpiling wasn’t a long-term goal anyway.”

      The mustelan sniffed at the air, making a quiet snuffling noise.

      She smiled, and then paused. It was nice to have someone to talk to. A comforting presence. Even after being completely demoralized by the carcajou attack, Shinji’s presence had calmed her down considerably.

      “You’re right, of course,” she said, as if the creature had asked her a question. “This is one of Otekah’s tricks. If I can’t stockpile resources, I’m never going to be able to move on. Never going to be able to escape.”

      The mustelan seemed to sense the change in her attitude, and his ears perked up as she looked down at him.

      “I can’t let this stop me. No matter how much they try to push me back, I need to keep moving forward.” She looked back over her shoulder to the forest, where the carcajou had vanished. “To move forward, I don’t want to avoid that monstrosity. I want to prepare for it.” Tanisha looked down at the ground, where the splintered shards of her unfinished spear lay. “I need to kill it.”

      Shinji chirruped curiously, tilting his head.

      “It’s the carcajou,” she continued before opening her crafting menu and scrolling down to the compass. “With its fang, I can get out of here. Now I know how to spawn it. And I have a pretty good idea of how to beat it.” She scrolled back up and tapped on the spear. The little text on the UI indicated that a metalworking workbench was required. Tanisha bared her teeth at it.

      Shinji hoped down off of the chair, and then turned to look at her with a squeak. She turned and looked around, and realized she could see a line of contrast out in the night. The sky was growing barely a shade lighter—enough that it defined the horizon.

      Dawn was coming.

      “I just need materials. A woodworking workbench, but I don’t need it for very long. Just a few dozen boards, and then I can break that down. What I need is a metalworking workbench. And after that…” She switched to her character panel and looked at her sheet. The bottommost skill under the craft section was still at level zero.

      Weaponmaking.

      “I have some skills to grind.”
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