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      I cracked my neck, and then I bent back, feeling every bone in my body snap with resistance as I sat down in my custom chair, surrounded by the gear of a professional gamer.

      I’m 24 years old, and for the past three years I have been living the dream of just about every young guy my age—every young guy living in the first world, I mean. My screen name is Si1ence, and with the usual blend of luck, skill, and quick fingers, I’ve built a resume good enough that I live a life in the digital wilds.

      I am, in every sense of the world, a killer. Just not in this world.

      As I adjusted my chair, medals clinked with deep tones—awards from tournaments across the world. I prefer cash, caffeine, or crowds, but in a pinch, carrying away and award is acceptable, especially if it’s put around my neck by a beautiful girl.

      I know I’m not—well, normal it too strong a word. Let’s say standard. My life isn’t typical, and no one was more pissed than my parents when I chose to live a life doing battle on servers, instead of a college classroom like my other friends.

      My parents were not happy at first, but after seeing a few monthly statements from my bank, they changed their tune. Shortly after leaving college, I left my competitive team as well, but that didn’t stop the checks from coming in. I had already built a strong foundation for my brand.

      Fans didn’t just follow my team, they followed me. I started a YouTube channel where I would play and review games. More sponsorships flowed in just to get a mention on my videos. Fans donated simply because they wanted to see more. I got tons of free shit from everywhere—products from my sponsors to test out, presents from my fans, stuff like that. As viewership increased, so did the paychecks from the streaming sites I worked with. From that, I got even more sponsors and was able to sell more merchandise. People just could not get enough silence.

      For the next year or so, I followed a simple algorithm for success in my line of work: pick a popular game, play it, record it, review it. Among my friends and fellow gamers, I refer to it as PPRR, for pick, play, record, review—sometimes, PR-squared. It was that simple. I actually had enough clout in the gaming community to call up a company and request my gamertag be made available if it was taken by another player, which, often times, it was.

      Si1ence is a fairly generic gamertag, but like most veteran gamers, I stuck with my childhood character name as an homage to a simpler time. I thought it was a cool name when I was five, so I was determined to make it my gamertag for the rest of my life. The companies I called up would often honor my request and change the name of the previous account owner, usually just adding numbers to the end of their tag, like Si1ence156 or something like that.

      After leaving my competitive team, I stuck mostly to the games I was passionate about: massively multiplayer online games—called MMO’s for short. If you’re not familiar, these games are like good ole’ World of Warcraft or Everquest Online. They’re usually based in either science-fiction or fantasy worlds, or, sometimes, a combination of the two. Character types, known as “classes”, are a common element in most of these games. Silence always dual-classes as a thief/mage. If a game does not have that class combination as an option, I just don’t play it. This is also a throwback to my childhood, but it has an even more personal significance to me than the origin of my gamertag.

      I grew up playing Dungeons and Dragons with my dad, my late uncle Jim, and some of their friends, and I always gravitated towards the magic-using rogues. To me, those classes just make sense. Sure, a pure thief is decent enough, but think about a thief that can literally make himself invisible. Or one who can cast a spell to impersonate someone else. The possibilities are endless there. Even in the sci-fi games where literal magic doesn’t exist, there’s always an equivalent class I can use, often based around psychic abilities or some kind of extra-dimensional manipulation.

      It all adds up to the same thing. But all that aside, when I play these games with that kind of character, I often find myself drowned in nostalgia, reliving my childhood, hanging out with my cool uncle Jim and feeling like one of the guys. I’m always chasing that feeling; there’s nothing that brings me more satisfaction in life. There is no greater high.

      So that’s what I’ve been doing for the past few years—playing games, making money, and graciously accepting payment and gifts from my adoring fans and sponsors. My fans went from numbering in the thousands to hundreds of thousands to a couple million in that short time. Freshman year, I would have thought someone was crazy if they told me what my life would turn into.

      So, on this day-- a day like any other, I was back at my “workstation” after having just finished up editing on a video. I began uploading it, which always takes longer than I would like, and cracked open a can of Hwangso Gong, my favorite energy drink—a gift from a Korean sponsor of mine.

      With my multi-hundred-dollar headphones—another sponsored gift—resting snugly back around my ears, I turned on some Tool—another nostalgic tip of the hat to my childhood—and began skimming my emails, as was my preferred way of passing the time while I waited for my uploads to finish.

      Each day brought at least 200 new emails for me to wade through—a combination of promotional offers, sponsor communications, and fan mail. I could have reduced a lot of these with my spam filter settings, but I had taken a pretty relaxed approach to that after having previously almost overlooked a very appealing offer from about a year prior. No matter how specific I got, my filter always seemed to have a hard time distinguishing between useless junk ads and business proposals, so I just decided to forgo the thing almost entirely, save for classifying a handful of repeat-spammers for what they were.

      It was no big deal, only requiring some extra clicks to get rid of the worthless stuff. The way I saw it, if a few dozen clicks a day could make me several thousand dollars, there was no reason not to go that extra mile.

      I skimmed through the first few fan emails. Those made my day, because I know how hard it is to make in this arena, and I also understand that luck had been my friend.

      Less common, but still fairly frequent, were the lesser brands that wanted a mention in my videos or wanted me to try out their products. I would check them out every once in a while, but usually I’d pass them over with no more than a glance, if even that much. Like I said, I had several hundred emails to swim through every day, and the virtual world was always waiting.

      I thought I had come across one such email after reading some fan mail. This one kind of stuck out because the sender field for the message was blank, kind of like getting a phone call from a private number. Nigerian prince, I thought. My old friend, the displaced Nigerian prince. He once again needed my help in reclaiming his rightful place on the throne of his country after his family had been killed by an evil usurper. He had narrowly escaped with his own life, and was looking to take back what was rightfully his.

      The only problem was that he needed the capital to do it. If I could graciously provide him with $100,000 through a money order, he would guarantee that my generosity would be repaid tenfold once he had overthrown this evil tyrant. He simply needed my money upfront to fund his small uprising. It sounded like a noble effort, and I always wanted to help him every time I got the email—I really did—but I could never bear to part with that kind of money. I would always say a silent prayer for him, check the box next to the email, and hit delete.

      I had already checked the box but stopped short upon seeing the title of the message. It read, A Once-In-A-Lifetime Offer For Si1ence. My cursor hovered over the “delete” button. The sender knew my gamertag. This was not my friend, the Nigerian prince. It had to be one of those nobody-sponsors, which usually suffered the same fate at the end of my cursor.

      I’ll never know why I clicked on that mail, and I’m not sure I’m ever meant to know.

      It was an invitation to try out an MMO that I had never heard of, called Circuit World. It promised to be the most immersive MMO ever, even. I stifled a laugh upon reading that. All of these dime-a-dozen half-assed pay-to-win money-grubbing MMO’s promised things like that. To accompany their ads, they usually employed some kind of sex appeal aspect geared towards horny young men like myself. There would be a buxom, scantily-clad blonde elf, and the ad would read something like, “Your Kingdom Awaits You, My Lord” or “Play A Game Where You Can Do Whatever You Want”.

      This email struck me as odd because it was completely bare-bones, using none of those laughable tactics to draw me in. There were no pictures to reference, no description of gameplay, or anything like that. It simply wanted me, silence, to beta test the “newest, most immersive MMO ever”. There wasn’t even a signature at the bottom.

      “This is pitiful,” I said. While other attempts to get me to participate bordered on ridiculous, this email displayed a true lack of effort. “I’m not your charity fund.”

      My cursor moved back to the delete button, ready to obliterate the meaningless offer into nothingness, but I was once again stopped in my attempt to do so. This time I balked because of something beyond my control. My computer screen went black.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, slamming my fist on the table.

      I consider my self a patient guy, but when it came to my computer or internet messing up, I had little tolerance. No doubt I was going to have to restart the upload process on my video.

      I moved to press the power button but realized that the computer had not actually turned off. There was a blinking neon-green underscore in the upper left corner of the black screen, like on the ancient MS DOS machines.

      The moment I noticed it, other characters of the same color began to pop up on the monitor, as if someone was typing to me. When they had finished, the completed message read, Do you accept our challenge? Y/N.

      I stared at it for a long moment, thinking that it must have been in reference to the email I was just reading. They had my attention, whoever they were. I was definitely curious, but I was also suspicious that I had just given my computer a virus. Maybe, I thought, it was time to update my spam filter.

      After a minute or so—I wasn’t watching the clock—the line disappeared to be replaced by another question: Don’t you want to know? I thought it was a little odd that the last word of this question was italicized because the old MS DOS machines did not allow for that kind of formatting, to the best of my knowledge. Though, I thought, this actually was not an MS DOS window, just some kind of potentially malicious software made to look that way. Yes, I thought, I actually do want to know. A little delayed this time, the same Y/N prompt appeared to punctuate the question as before.

      I reached forward with an eager hand to hit the Y key but stopped, almost having a heart attack in response to a sudden banging noise.

      “Oh fuck!” I shouted in surprise, looking all around for the source of the sound, thinking for a split-second that I might have stumbled upon some digital Jumanji and this thumping I heard was the pounding heart of the game beckoning me to play. That, or a tree was about to fall on my townhouse.

      It was not the heart of the game or a tree, I soon discovered, but a simple assertive knock at my door. My bedroom door. Inside my house. My house, where I lived alone.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      There was a rack of decorative swords hanging over my bed. I grabbed the katana I was most fond of and unsheathed it. Its tip was pointed enough to stab through someone for sure, and the blade was mildly sharp. It would certainly cut a motherfucker if put enough effort into it. I don’t mess around.

      I crept toward the door and swung it open, brandishing my blade.

      “What the…?” No one was there.

      A simple brown box was at my feet, resting just on the other side of the threshold. I stepped over it an into the hallway, looked from right to left. No one was around, which was both comforting and unsettling at the same time.

      Holding my sword aloft, I did a quick sweep of the house. Ever since some asshole jacked my roommate’s laptop freshman year, I had always been mindful to keep my door locked. Even after I moved away from the dorm life, I carried that habit with me into my young adulthood, thinking it was always best to take precaution. The doors were the first places I checked for intrusion. Both still remained locked. It was possible, I thought, that someone had picked it and then relocked it upon leaving, but I thought that was a lot of effort to just drop a package off when they could simply dingdong ditch me and leave the box on the stoop.

      I checked the windows. Again, there was no sign of intrusion—no shattered glass or anything. There was one window which had a broken latch, but it had been painted shut before I bought the place, and I had never done anything to fix it. In the unlikely event that a would-be intruder discovered this, it would take a good bit of elbow grease to pry the damn thing open, but it could theoretically be done. If I was home at the time someone tried this, I would likely hear it if my music was not on full-blast, which it had not been. I found that this is not what happened though because the paint remained undisturbed.

      I felt my face get hot and sweat begin to bead on my brow. Somebody had entered my house, that was for certain. Another unnerving fact was that I was the only person in existence who had the key to my house. Not even my parents were given a spare. I began to worry that this person was still hiding around somewhere.

      I frantically hurried around my house, looking everywhere a person might fit—behind the curtains, in the kitchen pantry, the tub, the fucking clothes hamper. You would think that each unsuccessful search would help to ease my mind, but it only worked to do the opposite. I pulled the attic ladder down and did a thorough search up there. Someone accessing the attic is another thing I would have likely heard, but it did not hurt to check.

      Upon a 30-minute search of my 1800 square-foot townhouse, looking everywhere I could possibly think, I was forced to give up, but I refused to give up my suspicions, declaring, “I know you’re here somewhere! You better come out! I’ll call the fucking cops!”

      I waited around a few more minutes for a response, but nothing happened. With a huff, I returned to my room. I had forgotten about the package in that time and was surprised anew to rediscover it.

      “What the fuck even…?” Probably anthrax, I thought.

      I picked the box up and brought it over to my desk, clearing off the half-dozen empty cans of Hwangso Gong and putting it where they had been. Some motion on the monitor drew my attention away from the package. More words were on the screen now. This time it was a command which read: Touch for yes. You’ll know where.

      I figured they must be talking about whatever the hell was in the box, so I jabbed the tip of my sword into the packaging tape and dramatically sliced it open. There was a shiny black something-or-other peeking out at me from a sea of packaging peanuts. I pulled it out and scooted the box off the counter, placing this new object where the package had been.

      At first, I thought it was a helmet of some sort, but there was no place for a head to go. It appeared to be a solid black egg-thing. I turned it around and found a hand-shaped indention. I hovered my hand over it without pressing down. It looked to be a perfect fit, as if the thing were made for me. Interesting, I thought. As if to prompt me to follow through with the action, the whole object began emitting this faint blue pulse from the inside, a blue as neon as the MS DOS-green on my computer monitor.

      I looked back to the screen and saw that the previous command was replaced by another message: Are you ready for battle?

      “Yes, I fucking am,” I whispered, touching the cool surface of the black object.

      I almost jumped back but did not have the time to as sparks leap to my skin, crawling up my arm. A coil of some golden energy lashed out and wrapped around my wrist like a questing snake. I wanted to scream—I tried to scream—but found that I was unable to.

      The world fell away in the next instant. My senses were overwhelmed by a kaleidoscope of light and pain—not just of sight and touch but also of sound, smell, taste, and spirit. It was a brief occurrence that would be impossible to truly describe to someone who has not experienced it, and to this day I am uncertain of if I would want to go through it again.

      When it was over, I heard a booming sound like a digitized trombone announcing my entry into whatever the hell land I was teleported to. It had all happened in the span of a few seconds: bedroom, kaleidoscope, trombone-boom, grassy field.

      I gulped in air in a futile attempt to collect myself and jumped at the sound of a menacing voice coming from behind. “Delicious!”

      Without even thinking, I whirled around and severed the head of a creature using a scimitar I was not even aware of wielding.

      “What the fuck!” I shrieked, taking a step back.

      The creature was clearly humanoid but in no real way human. It was more of a cross between a zombie and a person, covered in wrinkly ashen skin and devoid of eyelids as far as I could tell. It wore a chainmail and some tattered rags for pants, cut off above the knees. Gravity took a moment to catch up to the decapitated body, finally bringing it down next to the thing’s head some five seconds after I had ended its life. I hoped it was an enemy. It certainly looked the part, and its unconventional greeting gave me no reason to believe otherwise.

      Its nailed mace rolled from the hands at the end of its scabby long arms to my feet with a pool of black blood soon to follow, coating the dainty blue flowers around us. I heard a sound that I do not quite know how to describe—kind of like a metallic pop with a bit of an echo proceeding after—and was startled at the sight of a neon-blue two-dimensional screen appearing to my right—the same color that glowed inside the black egg-thing in my room. The screen read:

      
        
        
        Exp: 60

        Kill: Mangler

        Search?

      

        

      

      “This isn’t real,” I gasped. “This can’t be—”

      
        
        
        Search?

      

        

      

      “This—Jesus Christ—this isn’t—”

      
        
        
        Autoloot engaged. 4br coins.

      

        

      

      The sound of metal clinked in my ear. I felt the blood begin to drain from my head. Looking up, I saw the sun begin to spin. Looking down, the ground rushed up to meet me.
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        * * *

      

      It was getting dark when I awoke, still in the foreign prairie from before I passed out. Further inspection showed that it was actually a valley of sorts, but that was of negligible concern compared to everything else.

      The Mangler thing had disappeared when I came to, leaving nothing behind to study. I had killed the thing in the blink of an eye. One might say it was done with rogue-like efficiency. I was no longer wearing the plain blue t-shirt and shorts I had on in my room. My house clothes had been replaced by a mail of battle leather and leggings which provided decent flexibility.

      In my right hand, I no longer wielded my imitation katana but a very real scimitar like one might see handled by some Hollywood desert-marauding character. In my left hand was a small knife with a rounded tip.

      I took a seat where I stood to try and soak it all up. I had killed that thing in an instant, harnessing battle tactics that I did not even know I had. The move was familiar enough though, that was for sure. My rogue characters started out with such a move in a lot of the games I played. It was a sort of psych-out slash that was supposed to make an opponent think you were retreating when actually you were about to spin around and slice him when he began to pursue. I loved that kind of move. In the game I had been big on for the past year, it was called Reverse Slash, and I used it quite often. I had seen it done thousands of times, but I had never pulled it off physically myself. I had never tried to until right then with the Mangler. It proved effective, that was for sure.

      I sheathed both blades and leaned back on my arms, looking up at the sky as it transitioned to night. There was no moon, I noticed. I was never much of an astronomer, but the stars looked different to me. It was always a quiet point of pride that I could even pick out Orion’s belt—or at least what I thought was Orion’s belt. I had actually seen that combination of stars a night or two ago but could not find them as I lay there in the grass. The realization was a little unnerving.

      I took in a deep breath of air and thought some things over. The egg. The package. The email. The flashing green console. The kaleidoscope . . . It all pointed to one thing: I was inside this Circuit World place. It was an outlandish idea. It did not really even make sense, but there was no other way I could explain my situation. I was in Circuit World. Beta testing it, I supposed. Well, I had accepted the challenge, but I had certainly not expected . . . whatever the hell this was.

      I sat in silence. Time did not seem to matter. Eventually, a tiny reddish moon found its way into the sky, from where I did not take notice. Perhaps it simply appeared out of thin air.

      I laughed and shook my head. “I’ve really got to get stricter with my spam filter . . .”
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      I slept there that night in the valley. The gentle blades of grass were my bedspread, the dainty flowers my pillow. I awoke at dawn, startled, and was reminded of the numerous times during sleepovers in early childhood. It took me a few seconds to remember where I was and what had happened.

      The events of the preceding day had been a blur. The memories of it all were hazy and out of focus, like a fading dream, yet here I was, lucid once more and still in this strange world. This strange digital world, as everything had led me to believe.

      I yawned and stretched, taking in a massive gulp of the crisp morning air. The sun was twinkling at me from over a hill in the far distance. My stomach grumbled, and the sound was promptly followed by a pang of hunger. It was enough to remind me that the only thing I had consumed in the past 24 hours was a can of Hwangso Gong. Even then, my taste buds pined for that citrusy sweet flavor. If someone had asked me then, I would not have been able to tell them the last time I woke up without one of those cans in my hand. It had taken the place of my morning coffee over the past year or so.

      Despite my stomach’s insistence, I sat there for a while longer, thinking things over. This was not your typical virtual reality experience. I had definitely never experienced anything like it before. That email wasn’t lying about it being the most immersive VR experience ever.

      Unless someone snuck up behind me in my bedroom, knocked me out, and dragged me to some Matrix-style life support chamber that fed this reality into my brain via some node grafted onto the back of my skull, all that was delivering this experience to me was that little egg-shaped thingy I stuck my hand on. I could not make any sense of that. As far as I knew, there was no technology in existence—especially not gaming technology—that was so minimally invasive and could still provide the user with anything close to what I was seeing and feeling in this virtual plane. Maybe, I thought, the military might have some prototypes of stuff like this, but nothing in the gaming world. I would have known. I was subscribed to every gaming magazine worth mentioning and was a prominent contributor on a handful of well-known forums.

      Thinking about all that made me a little paranoid. I began to wonder if this was some kind of military experiment. Surely, I thought, they would not test this kind of stuff on citizens without someone such as myself being made fully aware of what was going on. There would be waivers to sign, non-disclosure agreements, and stuff like that. But then again, what did I really know about my government and the kind of liberties it took in protecting its freedom? If something needed to be done to further the military’s goals, were minutiae like personal freedoms and consent really of any concern? Whatever was going on, I was strapped in and the ride had already started. I just hoped to get off in one piece when it was all said and done.

      The constant babbling of a stream found its way into my attention, and I suddenly became aware of how thirsty I was.

      “Water?” I said, thinking of one of my favorite movies. “You mean the stuff that’s in toilets?” My friends and I had all taken to energy drinks over the past couple years and we often liked to joke about what a large part of our lives they had become. Our desire to drink plain and simple water was at first pushed to the wayside and then swept from the table entirely—but now, my thirst was intense, and my body was demanding actual water.

      The stream was running just on the other side of a small hill not far to the right of where I sat. It was wider than I expected, and I was willing to bet there were some fish swimming in it.

      There was a sort of plain dirty brown rucksack thing I had been teleported in with in addition to my weapons and clothing. I pulled the strap from over my back and sat it in the grass a few paces away from the water.

      The water was cool to the touch—not freezing, but not warm enough that I felt I’d be comfortable swimming around in it. It felt like water though. It danced like water, too, glimmering in the morning sun. The graphics of this game—if it was even accurate to call it that—were beyond belief. I was there—touching the water, feeling the gentle breeze, breathing the air.

      I looked toward the sun, and my eyes tried to retreat in response to its brilliance. I cupped my hands together and scooped up a bit of water, and then tossed it ahead of me. Most of it fell back to the stream, but some of it was carried for a few seconds by the breeze. I had learned a bit about game design during my time as a student programmer. I wasn’t really taught anything having to do with game design, but, rather, I looked up random stuff on the subject purely out of curiosity. This water’s behavior defied my understanding of how videogames worked.

      Just to be sure, I scooped some more up in my right hand and drizzled it onto the grass. The droplets that stayed to rest among the blades did not vanish, as one would expect of a game. Each one stayed put as if it were its own individual entity in the game world. To someone who does not play games or understand much about programming, that might not seem significant, but I had to actively try to prevent my jaw from falling open after witnessing it.

      I was in a daze for a few moments trying to comprehend the computing power necessary for a game to account for every individual droplet of water. The leaves told a similar story. I pinched several of them between my fingers and pulled them from the ground. They answered my call and came free, roots and all. In every other game in existence, a player could not do something like this. The ground is the ground. The grass there is little more than a picture if it’s anything more than a picture. Usually, it’s just an illusion to try and simulate a sort of depth or texture in the game world that is not really there. You cannot even interact with it. The same goes for bodies of water. A pond is a pond. A river is a river. There are no droplets of water that the player can take from those bodies of water and interact with, but-- the stream I was looking at was not simply a stream. No, it appeared to be a combination of millions of droplets that flowed together to make a stream, each droplet with its own physical properties somehow simultaneously accounted for by the GPU running the game.

      Those thoughts hit me like a tidal wave. The kind of computer needed to calculate those kinds of physics for an MMO would have to be the size of a warehouse. There would be billions upon billions of individual entities to account for, and, as far as I was aware, nothing like that existed outside of government-funded experimentation environments, which again aroused my suspicions of military involvement.

      I took a clump of dirt and chucked it into the water. The current carried it away out of sight. There was a splash that soon followed the plop of the clod I threw. I turned just in time to see the tail of a fish disappear beneath the surface. My stomach rumbled again.

      “Time to go fishing!” I shouted.

      I stood abruptly, feeling the kind of excitement a child might feel when waking up on Christmas morning; a kind of excitement I had not felt since the days of my early youth and had never expected to feel again; a kind of excitement that my pursuit of nostalgia constantly brought me near but never quite allowed me to touch. Being in this wonderful new place that defied logic felt akin to discovering a new sixth sense I was not aware that I had. I imagined that this must be how a blind person would feel if they woke up one day and were suddenly able to see. I had heard the color blue described to me all my life. I had felt blue things, smelled them, tasted them, but I had never truly experienced blue because I could not see it until now. And now, looking at this digital water which was a perfect representation of the real thing—even better than the original if I dared say so, a high definition version of high definition—I felt as if I were actually seeing blue for the first time. I had lost my religion shortly before going off to college, but in that moment, I was tempted to say that I’d found it again because there was no other way to describe my feelings as anything other than spiritual.

      Despite my initial hesitation to get acquainted with the water, body and all, I leapt in, eager to see what else this game world had in store for me. If there were fish, I was determined to catch them and see what they had to offer.

      As if in answer to my enthusiasm, several more broke through the flowing curtain of the stream, too fast for me to react to. I waited a moment and saw the action repeated. It seemed that there was a certain rhythm to their movements. Splash! Pause. Splash, splash!

      I would hear three splashes at very specific intervals, then a long pause, and it would happen again—and all in the same spots. I had to wonder if the fish were getting recycled. Perhaps the same three would travel a bit, jump, and then sort of teleport back to where they started and do it again. It seemed like a boring existence, but I doubted they minded much.

      After I observed their behavior several times, I stuck my hand out above a spot in the water where I noticed one of them landing. Not five more seconds had passed before they popped up again, and one of them bumped right into where my hand waited for it, but it managed to flop out and into the water again.

      “Sonofabitch!” I cursed, not out of frustration, but rather giddy enthusiasm. I curse just as frequently when I’m excited as I do when I’m angry, if not more so. “Next time, fucker!”

      I stooped down and splashed a handful of water in no particular direction before putting my hand back to where it had been hovering in wait for my prey. Little more than ten seconds passed, and there they were once again. This time, when I felt the scaly sucker land in my palm, I closed my fingers around it.

      “Yes. Victory.”

      It flopped uselessly in my iron grip, as good as dead and eaten.

      “It’s for a good cause, I promise.” I laughed, bringing it back to the shore.

      I took note that the water dried from my clothes and body almost immediately. It was as if my skin and everything that was essentially a part of me was suddenly coated in some kind of aqua phobic spray. The moment my foot touched dry ground, the water that had been clinging to me gathered up into tiny drops and just rolled away.

      “Well, that’s pretty fucking convenient.” I laughed again and tossed the fish to the grass a little further away from the water than where I stood.

      I licked my lips like a hungry cartoon character and noticed how dry they were, which served to remind me of my thirst that needed some serious quenching. I turned and completely submerged my head in the water, gulping in as much as my body would allow. The coolness did not really bother me then, nor had it when I jumped in a moment ago, I realized.

      When I was satisfied, I pulled my head back out and watched the water flee from my person for a second time as if it was wary of invoking my wrath by staying longer than it was welcome. The water certainly tasted like water. That was to say, I would have preferred the sweet citrusy kiss of some good ole’ Hwangso Gong, but this bland refreshment did the job.

      I was drawn back to the fish by its desperate thumbing against the ground. It seemed like a kind of trout, about four times the width of my hand, and looked tasty enough for someone in my current situation: on the verge of starving. I had gone fishing with my dad several times when I was really little, but I had never taken much of a liking to it, always opting to bring my handheld games along while we sat in the sun and he laid out like half a dozen lines to increase his chances of catching something. It always seemed so boring to me, and once I reached the seventh grade, he just quit asking me to join him. The payoff never seemed worth the effort expended.

      This type of fishing was different. When I set out to catch something, the results came almost immediately. If I failed one attempt, another would come along a few short seconds later. This was the kind of fishing I could get behind. This was the kind of instantly gratifying fishing for gamers. I wondered how my dad would feel about it.

      “A-plus, Circuit World,” I commended the virtual environment. “A-plus.”

      I opened my sack to see if there was anything in there that would help me cook the thing. I was tempted to just go full Chinese on it and bite its head off. I was tempted to do a lot of things in this simulated world that would not be safe back home. I chuckled at the thought. Back home . . . Was I not home? Was I not lying in a vegetative state in my bedroom with my hand plastered to a pulsating black egg?

      “What do we have here?” I said, rummaging through my equipment.

      There was a small pouch inside of my bigger one. I opened this first and found a bunch of little bronze coins. There were probably 50 or so, but I didn’t take time to count them all. I remembered when I killed the Mangler-thing, the screen that popped up told me I had looted some bronze coins—at least, I assumed that was what the “br.” abbreviation was for. It stood to reason that those coins had automatically found their way into this little pouch of mine. The next thing I pulled out was a coil of rope—a must-have piece of equipment for any rogue worth his salt. I set that aside in the grass beneath the fish as a barrier between it and the stream in case it got any bright ideas. Next, I found an axe, presumably for chopping wood. After that came a few handfuls of forest debris that I assumed would be good to use as tinder, and then I found some flint and steel to light it with. I had never seen flint and steel together as a means of starting a fire in the real world, but I had come across it enough in my time as a gamer to recognize it.

      I studied the modest pile of twigs and dead leaves, fairly certain that it would serve as good fuel to start a fire, but doubtful that it would last long without a bigger source of fuel for the flame. My stomach cried out again. The fish flopped at my side, giving me the impression that it just wanted to be put out of its misery.

      “Well, let’s see what this’ll do . . .”

      It wasn’t long before I realized that starting a fire with flint and steel was more difficult than prior experience had led me to believe. The steel was roughly in the shape of an oval and large enough for me to wear around my fingers like a set of brass knuckles, though it was not thick enough to use as such. I was not sure how best to grip it, so that was how I decided to treat it. The flint was a jagged brownish stone of varied shades—darkest in the center and gradually turning lighter as it fanned out to the sharp edges. Holding the steel steady around the fingers of my left hand, I took the flint in my right and rubbed it against the metal as if I were trying to sand it down. Nothing happened except for the scraping noise one would expect to hear.

      “Hm . . . uh, let’s try that again,” I said.

      I had no luck the second time. Or the third time. Or even the tenth time. It seemed like the fates just were not on my side with it.

      “There must be something I’m missing,” I said. I looked to the fish and asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know how this works, would you?” It flopped.

      I held my hands over the debris and tried a few more times. I expected to see sparks with or without the tinder, but saw none either way.

      “The fuck?”

      I pulled it back and really put some force into it for my next handful of attempts. The only response I got was that same scraping sound. I was really starting to get fed up then and began slamming the metal and rock into each other, not expecting any positive result from that, but more or less just trying to vent my frustration. It seemed as if the instant gratification of this game world had disappeared all of a sudden.

      The fish continued to flop at my side, in no apparent hurry to die from its world-shattering change in environmental conditions. “Shut up.” It seemed to be laughing at me, but that was more likely due to my habit of personifying things. Spending the majority of my time sitting in a room in the dark by myself had a tendency to make me talk to anything and everything. I guess it helped me to keep from going crazy. Or perhaps it was a sign that I was beginning to go crazy. Either way, I did not blame the fish for being rude.

      Trying a different approach, I took the flint and angled it before swiping it across the steel once more. Still, nothing happened, but it was never good to give up after a first try. At the same 45-degree angle, I brought it down a second time and almost jumped with joy after finally seeing a few sparks scatter in the air above my curled fist.

      “Told you!” I was satisfied with simply pumping my fist a few times.

      I tried it a bit more just to get the hang of the motion. That was definitely the trick: running the sharp edge of the flint against the steel. I supposed that maybe it was either breaking off metal flakes or specks of stone. The sparks flew bigger and brighter. It got to the point where I could pull it off without fail.

      “Told you!” I shouted again, bringing the two objects together once more and adding a thoughtful “Fuck!” after I missed the next attempt and felt the sting of the stone slicing the middle knuckle of my left hand. I wasn’t certain who could hear, but it didn’t matter. I swore and cheered like I was online.

      I flung the flint to the ground and pulled the ring from my hand, tossing it next to its partner in crime. I had really cut my knuckle. In a virtual world. Not only did it actually hurt, but it was fucking bleeding. In a virtual world. I was losing blood. In a virtual world.

      The implications of this uncomfortable discovery invaded my mind. I felt pain. Could I die in here? Not even just from physical harm, but if I let my thirst or hunger go on for too long, would I die? It was a sobering thought. More reasonable to assume was that the program allowed me to feel pain in the same mysterious way that it allowed me to feel the ground beneath my feet or taste the water in my mouth. Perhaps it could allow me to feel all these sensations but had some sort of safety mechanism in place that prevented things from getting too serious. I wanted to believe that but was not willing to bet my life on it.

      “All right, you fuckers.” I dismissed my worries for the time being and turned back to the task at hand, taking the flint and steel up firmly in each paw.

      In one swift motion, I struck the bladed edge of the rock against the metal and allowed the sparks to eat into the pile of underbrush at my knees. Several bits ignited, and the embers slowly consumed leaf and twig, trailing along the length of whatever lay in its path. Remembering what I had seen in probably over a dozen movies throughout my life, I flattened my hands and began gently fanning the embryonic blaze. As the flames really began to come to life and lick the air above, I exhaled a slow, steady stream of breath, sharing with it my own life force to help it grow. When I was confident that it would last for a while without any more of my help, I sat back in the grass and studied my handiwork.

      It was the first fire I had started without a lighter, and, even though I was trapped in the confines of a virtual world, bound to its laws and physics, it was a decently satisfying experience. Several minutes passed, and the fire appeared to stop consuming the tinder. For the longest time, it just danced there, seemingly content with its current size and situation. This was clearly not how a fire behaved in real life, I noted, and in a weird parallel way, this thought comforted me because here was an example of the limits that I was hoping that the program imposed on itself. Hopefully, if this game was programmed to stop a fire from burning under certain conditions, it would prevent its players from suffering too much if things went too far.

      The fish was still flopping near my leg when I finally managed to resurface from my thoughts. It no longer looked like it was mocking me.

      “Well, my friend, are you ready for the next stage of life?”

      I grabbed it by the tail and paused, unsure of what to do next. There was a sudden feeling of empathy that came over me then. If I had to kill and eat it, that was fair, I thought. That’s just nature. But here I was about to burn the poor thing to death. I couldn’t think of many worse ways to go, especially for a fish. In my head, I knew it was nothing more than data—just bits of code programmed to behave a certain way and keep track of their state in the world. I knew that. But it looked and felt real to me, and the thought of burning it alive made me feel like kind of a psycho.

      I pulled the thing away from the flame, where I had it hovering inches away from agony, and sat it in my lap. This was the first time I felt as if it were actually looking at me with those big fish eyes.

      “Hey, man,” I whispered, “this really isn’t anything personal. I just”—I was interrupted by my stomach grumbling—“need to eat. You understand.”

      I looked around and reached for the little round-ended knife I’d teleported in with. That would be more humane. I held the blade right up against the creature’s throat area and paused, watching the stream babble by to my left. My breath ceased until I saw fishes burst through to the surface. There were only two this time, not three like before. Logically, that made sense since I held the third in my hand, but that was not the way many games behaved. The fact that I plucked this creature from the environment made it seem all the more real, all the more alive.

      I looked into its eyes as I gave in to the rumblings of my belly and quickly slid the blade across the wriggling thing’s underside. It spasmed for a few brief seconds and fell limp, not to move again. Its eyes still seemed to be looking at me though, and I was once again left wondering if there was anything behind them to begin with or if the innerworkings of this world were just made up of more advanced illusions compared to the game worlds I grew up in.

      Then came three splashes, breaking the silent trance I had lost myself to. I looked back to the running water, waited, and saw three fish burst through. They were just as they had been before I fished mine out. Now that it lay dead in my hand, it seemed as if it had respawned in the water. I gasped.

      “It’s just a game,” I whispered. “It’s just a really convincing game.”

      I fried the fish, and not a moment too soon. When I was ready to consider it fit for consumption, the fire began to shrink and then disappeared, leaving nothing but a momentary puff of smoke trailing behind. It all happened in the span of ten seconds.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      The fish was succulent, and my whole mouth lit up before I even started to chew. It had been years since I had eaten plain fish, so I don’t know how it compared to the real thing, but I could have eaten that fish every day for the next 20 years and not grown tired of it. Perhaps it had a lot to do with the satisfaction of catching and preparing my own food, but that fish tasted damn good.

      “Jesus, where have you been all my life, baby girl?” I licked its savory residue from my lips and was tempted to go after the scales I had shaved off of it. “I’m totally fine with this just being the entire game right here. Fish World. Taste Bud Heaven Orgasm Land. Grassy Meadow Where You Can Also Fish Simulator. Whatever the fuck—I just want these fish to be a thing for like . . . the rest of my life. And even if that meant I’d die tomorrow, I was fine with that because I’d already had this fish and there was nothing more fulfilling left for me to experience.”

      I flopped down to the grass, still giddy over everything that was happening. I felt like a newborn, or like I’d just gotten really high for the first time. I ran my arms and legs across the ground as if I were making a snow angel, feeling each tiny blade tickle me as I passed it by. Then I saw something that I had not noticed earlier.

      I spun around, still sitting in the grass, and watched a thin streak of smoke ascend to the sky from the other side of a hill.

      “Is someone over there?” I whispered. As an avid gamer, I not only had a habit of speaking to inanimate objects, but I was also fond of both narrating my actions and voicing my internal monologue. Plus, it always served me well for the web film series I recorded.

      I scrambled to my feet, swept up my things in both arms, and bolted for the source of the smoke before I even thought to put my rucksack on.
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      From the hill I could see a growing fire and a tall, slender figure stooped over it. Only when I hurried closer did I realize that it was a beautiful young woman tending the flames. It was not the long brown hair reaching down to her waist that gave her away but the gentle curving out of her hips that revealed to me her nature as she bent, her back to me, adding tinder to the fire.

      My approach was hasty and clumsy. When I was within talking distance, I saw her start and reach for the knife at her hip as she stood and turned to me with a single swift motion. I skidded to a halt and regarded her silently as she took me in with her big almond-shaped eyes.

      I felt like a foolish kid looking at this gorgeous creature. She was probably near my age, but her beauty made me feel as if she knew all the secrets of the world that I would never comprehend. This was not a girl, no. She was a woman. A proud, miles-out-of-my-league woman. There were many like her in Laguna Hills, California, but I would never consider myself worthy enough for such a lady to give me more than a passing glance. Internet fame only made one so appealing. Girls like her never seemed to care about my popularity, and the ones that appeared to always had an agenda of their own, trying to get more followers for their social media sites and their own web series’ by having little old me honor them with a shout-out or a guest appearance for one reason or another.

      This woman could have taken my life right there while I stood like a statue, enchanted by her grace and poise. When my breath finally returned to me, I hurried to sheath both my blades and return my sack to its rightful position at my back, hoping that would help to make me seem at least a smidge less foolish in front of this angelic being. Her hand was still on the hilt of the dagger at her belt as I did this. I watched it cautiously, taking no more time than necessary to tuck my own weapons away.

      Her clothing was of secondary importance to me, but I was finally able to notice it. Her outfit was like nothing I had ever seen in the real world, except for perhaps in passing at a gaming convention where people dressed like their favorite characters from different fandoms. She was wrapped in giant, deep green leaves, or at least a fabric made to look like giant leaves. They had been sewn in certain places—under her arms and near the waist—to fit her like typical clothing would. The leaves at her shoulders had been folded and hemmed so that the entirety of her slender bronze arms were on display. The top half was drawn together at the waist by the tattered dark brown leather belt which held her knife, a trowel, a few pouches, a leather satchel, and there were some corked glass jars dangling from it at the mercy of little threads. Some of these jars contained liquids of varying shades of amber, like sap or maple syrup, while others were empty. There was not much below the belt left to cover her long, fit legs, save for about a hand’s length worth of leaf tips fashioned into a shape resembling a short skirt. It was something I would expect a fairy to go prancing around in, but this proud woman was clearly no fairy. She looked as if she could kill me in a moment’s notice. More accurately, she looked as if she intended to do just that if I didn’t pipe up and give her a reason not to.

      “Hey,” I forced myself to say, almost tripping over my tongue in the effort. I half-raised my right hand in a semi-wave gesture. “Are . . . uh, are you beta testing, too?”

      Her brow wrinkled. She slowly removed her hand from the knife, apparently realizing that I meant no harm, and straightened her posture, looking less like she was about to end me but still hardly more approachable. She looked me up and down, confused.

      “What do you mean, stranger?” Her voice was effeminate, yet powerful. She spoke with the regal authority one would expect of a queen.

      Her question caught me by as much surprise as my question seemed to catch her. That response presented two possible realities to me: she was either an NPC, a non-player character whose behavior was determined by code, responding in very predictable ways to input from her environment as well as that of other players; or she was another beta tester like myself, only she was instructed to roleplay her character as if she actually were a living, breathing member of this virtual world. If the latter were the case, I expected that she might even be one of the developers working on the game.

      It would make sense that such a person was assigned to guide me while I roamed about this fully-immersive experience, nudging me in the right direction so that I could be sure to explore all that the simulation had to offer. As I had already discovered, it was easy to get trapped in the web of minor details like the taste of the fish I had just eaten. Surely, the developers did not want me spending my entire time here eating dumb fish in an empty prairie while I could be conquering kingdoms and slaying dragons and ghouls and whatnot.

      The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed that this seductress was simply a fellow programmer sent here to guide me along my journey, the Virgil to my Dante. If that was indeed the case, she surely did not look like this in the real world. Certain types of gamers—and almost always male gamers—were fond of choosing sexy female avatars for whatever fucking reason. I always stuck to my assigned gender and had a hard time understanding why any guy would opt for some dainty little chick when he could be a big burly dude.

      The few times I asked, the guys in question told me that they would rather be watching a hot piece of ass run around for hours on end than some guy’s hairy butt—like they were trying to make me sound gay for making my character male. I could kind of see where they were coming from, but I was the kind of person that liked to put himself in the game, so I always designed my character to look like a shredded version of me. It was just more personal and engaging that way.

      “What do you mean?” she asked again. Her hand was back on the knife.

      I decided it would be best to play along. “Oh, nothing—I was merely confused, friend. My name is Si1ence.” I extended a hand to shake.

      Slowly, she reached out and wrapped the fingers of her right hand around my right forearm, and I did the same in return. Her skin was smooth like velvet, but I knew such seemingly defenseless aesthetics meant nothing in the gaming world in terms of power. I hoped that, if there was another person behind this stunning mask, I would be forgiven for glancing at the allure of her cleavage, neatly wrapped and accentuated by the leaves forming her top. I wanted so badly to touch them then. Surely, it would not come with the consequences of doing such a thing in the real world, but the idea that I was being observed kept my hands at bay. Perhaps there would be time for that later.

      “I am called Faun,” she said, ignoring my stares. “What are you doing here, Si1ence? I am not used to seeing wanderers dressed like you in these parts. Where do you hail from?”

      “I . . . uh—was going to ask you the same question. What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere? And by yourself, I might add.”

      She grinned, flashing pearlescent teeth. “These lands are close to my home. This is not ‘the middle of nowhere’ as you said. It is along a road my people use to travel among the cities of this zone.”

      She pointed to my right and I saw a well-worn dirt path running not too far from us. Further behind her—way off into the distance—I saw the trail shrink into nothingness and disappear, presumably reaching all the way to the hint of forest I could barely make out on the horizon. There was nothing but rolling hills and grassy fields between there and where we stood.

      “Oh, I see,” I said. “I’m, um, just traveling, trying to find my own way in the world. You would not know the place I came from—it is very distant.”

      “I have knowledge of all the known zones in this land,” Faun said. “Surely, I know of the place you come from. Tell me, is it the Zone of Wind . . . or perhaps the Zone of Sand? Your garb looks to be well suited for the desert wastes.

      The Zone of Sand? I thought. The Zone of Wind? The names of these places seemed a little uninspired, like something straight out of a sixth-grade fantasy story, but my positive experience with the game so far had already overshadowed any half-assed naming conventions I was going to confront.

      “Uh, no,” I said. “I am from a zone called Earth.”

      “Earth . . . like the ground? Do you mean to say that you hail from the Zone of Stone, then?”

      Oh my god, really? I held my hands up and dismissed the notion. “No, no. It is just called Earth. I am sure you have never been there. Only a select few people can even make the journey. But tell me more about you, Faun. What is this place called?”

      “We are in the Evermeadows of the Zone of Leaves, known as Tel’Maryn, ‘The Land of Countless Green,’ by those of us that live here.” She spread both arms and waved them through the open air, gesturing at everything around us. “I am a servant of the Temple of Leaves that is in the heart of the forest over yonder.” She indicated the expanse of trees on the horizon.

      Tel’Maryn. That was better, at least. It still sounded like some generic fantasy bullshit, but it was inarguably a step up from “the Zone of Leaves.”

      “Ah, I see,” I said. “It is a pleasure to meet you. What do you do at this Temple of Leaves, then? What even is the Temple of Leaves?”

      “My . . .” she breathed. “How little you know of this land.” I could not tell by her face if she wanted to laugh or was simply beside herself with bewilderment. “I am a ranger there. I scout the forests and plains all through this land, communing with the wildlife and citizens alike. I report to the Temple of Leaves with any news worth noting—the health of the settlements and forests, any sign of danger both foreign and domestic, and other things of that nature. The Temple of Leaves is the central hub of Tel-Maryn. All of the zones operate this way with their respective temples. Surely, you have a place such as this in the Zone of Earth where you come from, yes?”

      I nodded my head, saying, “Yeah, sort of. We just don’t call it that exactly. What all goes on at these temples?”

      “It is where a zone’s ruler or rulers reside. Most of a zone’s military might is focused there since it is each land’s center of power. Students of magic flock to the temples to study their craft, since it is a convenient place to compare their findings. That is not to say this is what all magic users do, of course, only those that are more . . . academically focused. Your naturalist magicians, such as channelers, shamans, and druids, prefer to keep to themselves, away from populated places, tending to their studies alone. It is all a matter of what one’s calling compels them to do.”

      “That’s very interesting.”

      “Yes, I feel the same way.”

      I could tell she was still speaking with a little reservation, as if she did not fully trust me yet, which was understandable of a normal human being who randomly encountered a stranger alone in a place like this. Her hints of hesitation and slight unease confused me in this setting though. If she was a game developer here to guide me through my testing, there was no reason for her to regard me with this kind of suspicion. If she was a friendly NPC, this sort of unwillingness to accept me at face value would only get in the way of the story that the game was trying to tell, needlessly hampering my progress. It was a puzzle for sure.

      “May I see that blade of yours?” she asked.

      “This?” I moved my hand to the hilt of my scimitar, and she nodded.

      I drew the blade from its sheath and held it to her, my hands supporting each end. It gleamed in the morning sun. There were some scribbles on its side near where the handle ended, which stopped only a few inches up the flattened side of the blade from there. It looked to be some kind of unfinished writing, but I had no idea what it was supposed to say, probably some fantasy text that I would not have been able to decipher had it been completed anyway.

      She looked my weapon over, leaning close to me to get a better view. Her breasts continued to taunt me, hanging like juicy fruits only a few inches from my fingers. Her hair smelled like a campfire with the faint hint of her own unique scent added into the mix. I suddenly forgot all about the fish.

      Her head turned back up to me as she remained stooped over the blade, her eyes hinting at wonder. I could see her breath condensing on the polished leather covering my torso. My own breath streamed down and blew single strands of her hair like a gentle breeze.

      “Your sword appears to be magical. What does it do?”

      “Oh, uh.” I choked up, trying to maintain my focus on her face. “I don’t know. I just found it.”

      She glanced back at it for a moment and said, “Interesting. Do you have magical powers as well?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She seemed more puzzled than before but also more comfortable with me than she had been.

      “I know a few spells,” she said, grinning. “I can detect the presence of magic, though I cannot tell you its source or what any magic can specifically do. Would you allow me to use my magic on your hands and your blade?”

      As far as I was concerned, I was already under her spell, but I was willing to let her use her magic on whatever part of my body she desired. I smiled and said, “Go ahead.”

      She placed her delicate fingers on the blade and began to chant something under her breath. I could not hear her very well, but I doubted she was speaking English anyway. Soon, her palms began to glow a bright neon green, and I could feel the blade vibrating slightly in my hands. It tickled. A low hum followed the sensation, and the pace and volume of her chanting both increased in parallel with the tingling sensation emanating from my sword.

      “. . .cannan huchaka nah . . . verim boli est . . .” There was definitely no English verbiage peppering her words. “. . . kalim mergartu ren . . .”

      At one instant the entire blade glowed that green color and then everything faded all at once. Faun straightened her back and returned my gaze, nodding her head in satisfaction.

      “Your blade certainly has magical properties. Perhaps we can find out what exactly it does at a later time. Now, let me better see your hands.”

      Without waiting for me, she took the sword and placed it back in its sheath for me, her arm brushing against my outer thigh as she went. I drew my hands back several inches simply out of instinct, but she reached for them and pulled them closer to her waist.

      “Hold them out here,” she ordered.

      Her hands were over mine as they had been hovering over my sword moments ago. She went through the same chanting routine, and the tingling was more intense this time since her spell was being cast directly on my upturned palms now. They started to sweat, and the tickling almost became unbearable at a certain point. It was all I could do to prevent myself from interrupting the spell to scratch, but I managed to hold firm until she had finished. Again, she looked at me with that satisfied expression.

      “There is something magical about you, too, Si1ence.” Faun paused for a moment and asked, “Will you accompany me to the Temple of Leaves? I am returning there now after my most recent survey of the land.”

      Hell yeah, I’ll come with you! “Sure, I guess I could do that.”

      “Wonderful!” she said, clapping her hands together in an excited childish fashion I would not have expected of her. “I will finish cooking my food and then we can be on our way. Have you eaten?”

      “Yeah, I just did—have you had the fish here?”
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      Her meal consisted of a handful of tiny balls that looked like little potatoes. She stuck each one on the end of her knife and patiently roasted them, crouching down near the blaze all the while. Her legs called to me from down there, but I did my best to focus on other things. Since I hadn’t been doing tournament play in the past few years, I hadn’t really gotten out much and, when confronted with women like her, I found myself behaving like a prisoner just released from a decade-long stint. Her allure was almost too tempting to resist. Almost. But I was able to hold out, even as her effeminate campfire scent wafted my way in the breeze.

      I watched her eat, both of us remaining silent, exchanging pleasant smiles now and again when our eyes met, and then we were on our way. She led me alongside the road. Not on it, but alongside it just at the edge where the grass met the dirt. I asked her why she did this, and she explained that it was more pleasing to her feet to feel the ground give a little under her weight. It was then that I noticed she was walking barefoot. My eyes had not traveled that far down yet. The only thing adorning her body below the knees was a dark brown anklet of wooden beads fastened above her right foot.

      She had a point about the ground. It wasn’t just the grass bending to our footfalls, but the soil as well. It was as if it were swelling with little cushions of air that our steps released upon contact. My uncle Jim lived on several acres out in the country during the last four or five years of his life. It had been given to his late wife by her dad when he died. After she passed from pancreatic cancer, it was his alone. They had not done anything with it up to that point except for pay the exorbitant taxes, but after she died, he decided to move out there and live the rest of his days closer to nature. The ground there felt a lot like this, and I remembered it was always fun to run on, kind of like walking on a trampoline without the bouncing. Each step I took now with Faun brought me that much closer to my uncle.

      We’d been walking for what must have been hours. The sun was well past midday, but I was unsure of what that meant exactly. For all I knew, the days in this game world were only six hours long. Few games had full 24-hour days. Most players did not have that kind of patience. If there was something happening at night in the game, they did not want to have to wait all day for it to turn to night. Without a way to keep track of time, I could only guess at how much time had passed. All I knew was that the forest did not appear to be getting any closer.

      My mind began to wander, as it tended to do during long stretches of silence or monotonous activity like walking in a straight line for hours on end. I thought about how, since I was in a game world, there must be some sort of quest system or storyline. There is no game without an objective. That would just be boring. That being the case, no objective had presented itself to me.

      Perhaps discovering Faun and following her was a part of my quest, but it had simply not been spelled out to me in plain terms. Most games had some kind of log that players could refer to if they forgot what their current tasks were. A lot of games allowed players to work multiple questions simultaneously, so there had to be a way of organizing and keeping track of all of them. If I was to rack up something like 20 objectives in this world, I expected there to be a place I could go to see my missions all written out.

      But maybe that was up to me here. Maybe, in an effort to convey as much a sense of realism as possible, the game left it up to me to keep track of my goals. Maybe I simply had to write them all down myself. I could kind of understand that, but it seemed like a major oversight to not include a pen and notepad in my rucksack at the outset.

      “We will camp here,” Faun abruptly announced, stopping and turning to face me.

      I had been entranced by the motion of her hips for the past—I don’t know—the past eternity. I only snapped out of it at her sudden proclamation. The sky was a brilliant gradient of red, pink, and orange. I was already about to experience my second night in this world. At the thought, I could only hope that my vitals were somehow accounted for as my comatose body lay in my bedroom back home.

      The forest still seemed forever away.

      “All right,” I mumbled, feeling as if I had to relearn how to speak as her spell dissipated, leaving me in a daze. “How long until we reach the Temple of Leaves?”

      “About three days’ time.”

      She got to her knees and set to work digging in the ground with her trowel. Instead of asking what she was doing, I thought to just wait and see. After a couple minutes of this, she dug up four more of those little potatoes.

      “Tubers.” She grinned, handing half of them to me. “They grow all over the plains. You can often see their vines popping out of the ground.”

      “Oh, nice,” I said, accepting her offer. “Do you have any tinder?” I felt foolish having burned all of mine. Now that I knew fire behaved a little differently in this world, I would use it more sparingly.

      She rummaged through the satchel at her belt, pulled out a clump of fuel, and dropped it at my feet. I stooped down and pulled out my flint and steel, intent on making myself useful. Pride washed over me and displayed itself in my face as I ignited the fire on my first attempt. Within a minute, I had a good blaze burning, and Faun had found a total of eight tubers to cook. I took half and followed her lead from earlier, roasting them one by one on the tip of my knife.

      “I am curious to know what magic you wield, Si1ence,” she said with a mouth full of potatoes. She took one of the jars from her waist and offered it to me to sip. It was one of the ones I had assumed to be empty earlier, but it was actually full of water. Sensible.

      I took a sip and said, “Me, too. This is all news to me, really.”

      “What a special feeling that must be—to have magical abilities which you are unaware of. I have heard of channelers and enchanters who have had to go through long journeys of discovering their hidden abilities. I wonder if your case is much the same as theirs.”

      “That would be pretty wild,” I said. “We’ll find out soon enough.” I handed the bottle back to her.

      “Indeed, I am sure that we will.” Her full lips kissed the edge of the jar and she gulped down some herself. “I will tell you this: it is fortunate for my people that you have come along, as you appear to be a warrior, and we can use all the help we can find.”

      “Yeah, I’m a decent warrior, I would say. What kind of help do you need?” A quest, perhaps?

      She looked over her should to the forest and let out a sigh. “There are a group of slavers and wealthy corrupted men that roam this land. I wish I could tell you that Tel’Maryn is a place of peace, but I cannot truthfully make such a claim. There was a time when this place knew nothing of strife, but over the years, these dark forces have slowly been building.”

      Definitely a quest!

      “This group—they call themselves the Gray Favor—have taken control of parts of Tel’Maryn. They hug close to many of its boundaries, preventing people from coming and going, separating us from the rest of the world. At its head, this clan is controlled by a sect of defrocked priests, evil magicians, and power-hungry warlords. Their numbers grow with each passing day.” I was startled to hear the sudden metallic pop that had accompanied the appearance of the neon blue interface following my fight with the Mangler creature. Faun didn’t even seem to notice the glowing blue window that was now hovering at my side. It read:

      
        
        
        Quest Started: Paving The Way

        Objectives: [] Slay Conn Felvid

      

        

      

      Below the objective was the portrait of a snarling, middle-aged bald man. He looked to be sneering at me with a twisted smile reminiscent of the ghoul I had beheaded the previous day. This portrait was the only part of the interface that was not colored in that overwhelming blue. I was thankful for this because it would likely have been much harder to identify the man otherwise. A simple golden hooped earring gleamed at me from his left ear. His head was turned in such a way that I was unable to see if the jewelry had a sibling hanging from the other side.

      There was a description of the man under the picture telling me that he was a former member of some royal court in the Zone of Leaves who in recent years had turned to a life of crime, no better than a common thief.

      I chuckled upon reading that. I was a thief after all, but RPG’s often made excuses for their players’ backstories. This guy was a thief and needed to die. I was a thief and needed to kill this man like the good hero I was. It didn’t always make sense.

      The bio went on to describe how Baron Felvid used his capital and position of influence to quickly gain the respect and climb the ranks of the Gray Favor. He was now one of its prominent members, a head that needed to be chopped off if the enemy was to be defeated. This was all that the interface revealed to me, and it disappeared as soon as I finished reading. It was good to finally have some real direction.

      “So, Si1ence,” Faun said, picking up where she left off minutes ago, as if no time had passed between now and her last sentence, “will you help my people and I vanquish our enemy?”

      What kind of guy was I to say no to those breasts?
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      Faun had this thing she did. I thought it was kind of cute. I had noticed it the previous two nights and also when I woke up the following days. Always before the sun either disappeared below the horizon or just as it was peering over at us from the hills, my companion would turn to it, get down on both of her knees, and say a little prayer. None of the time I caught her doing it could I hear what she was saying, but I was sure that she was speaking in another language, like when she had worked her magic on my hands. I hadn’t yet asked her what this was about, assuming it was probably a quirk of her class, which seemed to make her a ranger with magical tendencies, likely druidic in nature.

      Neither of us talked much as we traveled the next day and a half alongside the road, feeling the slight give of the aerated virtual soil beneath our feet. In our short time together, my guide had already taught me so much about these prairies—the Evermeadows, as she called it.

      There was far more to it than simple tubers, flowers, and fish. The fields were rife with all sorts of life—bugs, worms, birds, mole-like critters, rabbits. Once, she picked several grubs from where they were hiding in the ground and offered them to me to try. She guaranteed that they were sweet to the taste, but the mucusy mush, legs, and antennae caking her teeth as she smiled at me were enough to discourage any minor interest I may have had. Though, I did try my hand at finding some of the bugs, just to see if I could.

      I was surprised to see how easily the dirt came up when I pulled. It was almost like grabbing a handful of wet sand on a beach. My fingers practically went right in at the insistence of only a little pressure.

      There was no more conversation about the Temple of Leaves or the Zone from which its name was derived. I had already asked all the general questions that I could come up with, and there didn’t seem to be any point in getting too specific with my queries. I had always been a fan of RPG’s, but, contrary to what someone might expect, I was rarely taken in by their storylines. I believed that was why most people liked roleplaying games, but I just didn’t usually have the patience for sitting through cutscenes and trying to make sense of some made-up world’s history when I could be out slaying goblins and finding loot. That was where the fun was in RPG’s for me. I loved their leveling systems. It took me back to growing up playing those kinds of games on my old handheld systems. There were few things that could compare to the rush of reading LEVEL UP! in all caps on an RPG’s user interface.

      It was about midday when we came across some figures in the distance. Immediately upon seeing them, Faun’s hand was on her hilt.

      “Do you see them, Si1ence?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “They don’t look like people. Do you know what they are?”

      “There appears to be at least one person among them—a man, I believe.” She studied them for a moment longer and added, “I think they are fighting. Someone there needs our help!”

      She bolted off at top speed without another word or hint of hesitation. I had to admire both her bravery and honor in chasing after a stranger in need. She would have made many ethically-aligned Dungeons and Dragons characters proud. Not mine necessarily, but many others.

      As the figures came more into focus, I found myself quickly losing my nerve. I was in a game, sure, but I didn’t like the idea of these fuckers’ teeth tearing into any part of me—not since that flint stung as much as it did. I looked at my knuckle. It had healed up, but I was unsure if my return to health was improved by the game’s mechanics or if, in an attempt to stick closer to realism, it simply took the same amount of time it would have in the real world.

      But, yeah, these fuckers were huge and menacing, and there were four of them. They were like wolves on steroids, each one as big as a cow, supported by six sinewy, veiny tan legs which disappeared abruptly under each beast’s thick coat of jet-black fur. Each fang was as long as my dagger, as sharped and pointed as a syringe needle, with a film of sticky saliva dripping off of it, dribbling down the chin. I noticed several of their lower gums and could not figure out if the red that colored them was natural or if it was the blood of the monsters’ latest meal.

      “Bloodhounds!” my partner spat. Her knife was drawn now, and she was ready to use it. I wondered then why she, as a self-proclaimed ranger, was not carrying something more useful for a situation like this, something such as a bow.

      “Bloodhounds?” I yelled. “These don’t look like any bloodhounds I’ve seen!”

      “They are called that because they drink the blood of their victims!” Well, that answers that question. “Be careful, Si1ence. To die at the end of their fangs sentences one to a long and painful death. Their spit is venomous and will paralyze you if you are not careful.” Yikes. That was good to know.

      Among the other figures was a muscled man, probably mid-50’s, with a crown of white hair bordering his sunbrowned head like a monk or friar. Standing six feet tall and gripping a short sword in one of his massive hands, he was a mighty sight to behold. I did not want to be on the wrong end of this guy’s tempt.

      Scattered around the man were four towering horses, unlike any I had ever seen back home. Even as terrible as the Bloodhounds looked, these stallions could give them a run for their money, as they seemed to be in the process of doing when we arrived.

      There was only one other living being among the group. Perhaps living was a poor way to describe the young man. He had already been done in by the wolf currently crouching over him, lapping up the poor sap’s blood as it poured out like a sweet nectar. He lay motionless, pale, and growing paler, similar in age and stature to myself. I had a feeling that he would not be respawning like my fish had.

      “Faun!” the grown man called, not breaking his gaze away from the nearest wolf he was staring down. I raised an eyebrow at his greeting, surprised that he already knew my companion.

      “Horan, we have come to help, my friend!”

      “And not a moment too soon!” He laughed, a sound devoid of any genuine feelings of humor.

      In the next moment, Faun and I were approached by two of the snarling beasts, one for each of us. My blades were already in my hands as the one interested in me lunged for my throat. I stepped to the side, dodging the attack, and was able to counterstrike, slicing it with my scimitar. The thing yelped as the blade tore flesh, but it was not done yet.

      It swung back around, a streak of its fur now sticky with its own blood, and bared its fangs at me with renewed vigor. In some of the games I played, many creatures would grow stronger when they were close to death. I hoped that this was not one of those games.

      It snapped at me, and I held out my blade to bar its path. The action happened out of pure instinct, instinct that I had not earned throughout my life as a career couch potato. Regardless, it was effective. The hound’s jaws clamped around the steel of my sword, causing me no damage. He dug his hind legs deeper into the dirt of the path and yanked back, as if trying to wrest my only source of salvation from my grasp. I took a half-step forward at its insistence, but I was determined not to be bullied. Getting my bearings, I laid into it with an intentional full step forward, stabbing my little dagger straight into its face. Its eyes bulged with a very human expression of surprise and it released my primary weapon.

      Blood was dripping out of its cheek, but it was still undeterred, instilling more fear in me with each successive threatening snap of its teeth in my direction. I swung at it with my scimitar, but it jumped back, avoiding all three attacks. We seemed to be evenly matched as far as agility went.

      I glanced to my side to see how Faun was holding up. She had gotten a few decent hits in on her enemy as well. Her wolf was marked with little red holes here and there, but I could tell that, like my own wolf, it was a long way from giving up.

      Mine snapped at me once again while my attention was diverted, but it was interrupted by the hoof of one of the horses landing on its hind leg. The steed had somehow managed to hurry over without either of us noticing. The Bloodhound whipped its angry head around and lunged at its new target with a vengeance. Not one to let favors go unpaid, I tore into its other hind leg. The horse reared back as the wolf’s teeth snapped together, grabbing at nothing but open air. The thing fell limply to the ground. It seemed as if both its legs had given out from the serious wounds they had just sustained.

      It looked to me again, still angry, but now indignant in its final vulnerable moments. It did not seem like a bloodthirsty wolf to me then, but rather a big helpless dog. The rage in its eyes didn’t seem to be coming from a place of self-righteous dominance, like the king of the jungle swooping in to consume the meal that it deserved, but more from a place of fear. This was something I had never seen in a game before. When you killed an enemy in any other game, it would simply die, often disappearing without a trace, not floundering helplessly in the dirt waiting for me to end it while it watched me, practically begging to be spared.

      I held still for a few short seconds, knowing what I had to do and trying to bring myself into the right frame of mind to do it. Slowly, I approached it and raised my sword high over my head. I planned to take a deep breath before sending the guillotine down, but before I was able, the creature lunged at me with a last burst of energy and was stomped back to the ground by the horse’s massive hoof.

      “It’s just a game,” I whispered, my heart racing at the thought that I almost lost a leg to an enemy that I should have killed without hesitation. “Thanks, bud!” I said to the horse.

      Faun had torn several more holes in her enemy by the time I turned my focus back to them. I worried that it would take too long to run over and help, so I risked shouting at it as a distraction. Thankfully, Faun seemed to understand what I was doing and did not flinch at the sudden noise. Her wolf, on the other hand, glanced my way, providing her with the perfect opportunity to make a fatal mark deep into its exposed neck. It howled and fell to the ground with Faun descending upon it, tearing deeper and deeper gashes into its side for good measure. Hell yeah! That’s what I’m talking about! She looked up to me and grinned. We had already taken out half of them.

      The one that was feeding on the young man had turned its attention to Horan while Faun and I were fighting. Now that one and the one Horan was occupied with in the first place were flanking the older man. The other three horses were scattered around the beasts, but the wolves seemed too fast for them, jumping just out of range of each falling hoof. The situation with Horan was much the same, each of his swipes being dodged by the wolf in front of him.

      Faun charged the one standing behind her friend, her knife held out like a wasp’s stinger. The creature saw her in the corner of its eye and swirled around to deal with its new foe who was posing an immediate threat. In the time it took the wolf to do this, one of the horses had moved in to capitalize on the opportunity and brought both of its front hooves down on the predator’s rear. It howled much like the one before it, and Faun lunged down, stabbing it in the face several times as it flailed about.

      I went for the one in front of the man, joining him at his side. Both of us stood with our legs spread wide to anchor our center of gravity against any sudden force that might charge us. He looked to me for the briefest moment and sent a nod in my direction. I returned his greeting with a short nod of my own, adding a quick signature wink as I used to have my character do while playing Dungeons and Dragons.

      At once, the two of us closed in on the lonely wolf. It took that as cue to charge in itself. Everything happened in a blur. At first, I thought it had somehow gotten the upper hand as I felt its claws tearing into the flesh of my left forearm. The sting was followed by a heavy weight pulling down on that same arm. I fell with it, landing on top of the beast. Its stench of rotting carcass invaded my nostrils.

      I pulled myself away, yanking my arm out from underneath the hound and crabwalking backward on my hands and feet. My left arm was drenched in blood. It was throbbing. For a second, I thought the wolf had chomped on it and ripped it clean off. A wave of relief washed over me to discover that I was wrong. My hand was shaking but it was still gripping my knife firmly. I had forgotten it was there. Even in the heat of that final showdown, I had forgotten it was there, thinking the only thing I had available to save my ass was the scimitar.

      I watched as Horan kicked the prone thing over with a mighty nudge. He seemed overly satisfied. “Nice shot, boy!”

      There was a deep gouge in its neck. Apparently, it had landed on my little blade, and that was what did it in. It was simply a lucky shot, involving no intention on my end. I flinched, hearing that metal popping sound which I doubted I would ever grow used to.

      
        
        
        Exp: 200

        Kill: Bloodhound

        Partial Kill: 3 Bloodhounds

        Search?

      

        

      

      I did not know how to respond to the UI’s question. I reached out to touch the blue screen, but my hand went straight through it without even a hint of resistance.

      I nodded my head, saying, “Yes—uh, search.”

      
        
        
        Looting . . .

        10br coins.

      

        

      

      I heard the clinking of coins and pulled my pouch from my rucksack. I almost slapped my head for not counting the coins earlier, thinking it would be hard to tell now if the ones I had just looted were added to this pile. Though, I discovered that it was a nonissue. For the briefest second upon opening my pouch, 10 coins glowed that same brilliant blue before fading to look just like all the others. That was helpful to know: things added to my inventory will glow for a moment to let me know they are new.

      There was a hand in my face. Horan had extended his arm. I graciously took it, and the strong man pulled me to my feet.

      “I am lucky that the two of you came along when you did,” he said, now with a genuine smile on his friendly face.

      “Horan, you lost your hat,” Faun called, coming to join us. She was carrying a dark leather slouch hat.

      “Ah, thank you, Faun,” Horan boomed, taking the cap and placing it on his head. “It must have gotten knocked off by one of those damned monsters.” He paused and looked to the body of the young man. “Poor Tommany. He had such promise. He will be missed dearly.”

      We had a moment of silence for Horan’s partner, after which Faun said, “It is always a sad occasion when a family must be informed of a young one’s parting.”

      “Truer words have never been said, young Faun.” Horan walked over to Tommany, bent down on one knee, and reached to close his lifeless eyes. “Squires like him have the hardest time adjusting from the comfortable, protective walls of the city to the dangers of the open plains and wilderness. It is often a long and difficult period of adjustment. Many fall victim to it. Tommany here will not be the last, I am sad to say.”

      “Sad, but such is the way of our world,” Faun said.

      “Aye, that it is.” There was another extended moment of silence, which was abruptly ended by the big man snapping back to the present and extending his hand to me. “Young man, I am known as Horan, as I am sure you have gathered.”

      I took his wrist as Faun had taken mine before and said, “My name is Rixon—but I go by silence.”

      “A fitting name for one such as yourself, sir. You seem like a man who is swift and quick on his feet, good with his hands.”

      “I supposed time will tell.” I laughed.

      “Say, what have you there?” He was pointing to my scimitar.

      “Oh, this? It’s a sword I found on the way here,” I replied, looking the blade over. I heard Faun gasp.

      “Si1ence, look! The script on the blade has been added to.”

      She was right. I hadn’t noticed before, but the scribbles were more filled in than they had been. I still could not read what they said, but there were definitely more of them, as well as what looked to be little stars marking the flat of the blade, above and below the writing.

      “Oh, wow,” I said. “You’re right. Do either of you know what it says? I’m not familiar with this writing.”

      “Neither am I,” Faun said.

      “Nor I,” replied Horan. His eyes narrowed, and I did not have the impression that he did this out of suspicion but more bewildered curiosity. “You say the script is being written on its own?”

      “I . . . I guess so?” I said. “This writing definitely was not here before.”

      “What would you say caused that to happen?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe it has to do with when I kill an enemy? That’s the only trigger—uh, thing I can think would cause it to do that. I haven’t done anything else out of the ordinary so far.”

      “Amazing,” he said, rubbing his chin between is right pointer finger and thumb. “That sounds like . . .”

      “Hm?” I asked. If he knew something about my magical sword, I wanted to know. “Have you heard of it?”

      “Nothing of the sword, but legends of a man . . .” he mused but quickly brushed the idea away, shaking his head and waving a massive paw in the air. “Never mind what I’m saying. I am not one to be taken in by fables. Tell me about yourself, Rixon. . . er, Si1ence.”

      I told him my half-assed story about how I was a traveler from a faraway land journeying to seek my fortune and help those in need. He seemed more willing to accept my high-level summary than Faun was when we first met and he went on to tell me about who he was.

      Horace had grown up in the Zone of Stone, known as Unungr, where there live many vicious beasts such as rock titans, gargoyles, and trolls. Like me, he had wandered the land in his youth seeking fame and glory, finally settling down in the comparably quiet land of Tel’Maryn, where he took up the profession of horse keeper. Over the years, he warmed the hearts of those who ruled Tel’Maryn and was given the title of Master of Mounts, as well as the responsibility that came with it.

      Now he trains the horses used by those who work in the direct service of the kingdom. He was in the process of transporting the massive stallions among us to be trained as warhorses once they reached the Temple of Leaves.

      All of this was revealed to me while the man casually piled up the corpses of the giant six-legged wolves and lit them on fire. Faun promptly went to them and kneeled down, saying a quick prayer.

      We buried Tommany under a nearby tree. Horan said a few nice words for the young man, Faun uttered another prayer, and the three of us went on our way, each taking a horse, leaving one to spare.

      “Oh, Sleeper likes you.” Horan laughed as the biggest of all the horses clomped up to me, staring me straight in the eyes.

      Sleeper made me nervous. His coat was a beautiful carmine red, accented by a black mane that swayed in the breeze and fetlocks of the same hue. I was fairly certain that this was the horse that helped me fend off my wolf. Actually, Sleeper had done most of the legwork—literally—if I was being honest.

      Horan continued, “I’ve had Sleeper in my company for years. Tommany rode him out with me to pick up these other stallions. Can you guess why he’s called that?”

      “I haven’t the slightest—”

      “Because if he kicks you, you go to sleep, and you don’t wake up.” He laughed, grabbing his stomach.

      “Well, I’m glad he likes me, then,” I said, imagining what it must have felt like as that wolf got trampled under hundreds of pounds of force.

      Riding Sleeper proved easy enough. He really did all the work after I climbed on. I noticed Horan talking to his mount and wondered if the animals of this world could actually understand human speech. There would be time enough to put that idea to the test in the coming days, I was sure.

      The older man led the way, while Faun and I rode behind. Speaking of behinds, I kept finding my attention drawn back to my female companion’s as her hips rocked up and down with the motion of her steed. I couldn’t say for sure, but I think my mouth began to water then. This gorgeous woman did not even seem aware of what she had. I supposed that was not her fault. She had more important things to deal with in the day-to-day, like just surviving surprise attacks from hordes of six-legged wolves, Manglers, and whatever the hell other random stuff this crazy world had available to throw at its inhabitants. Her apparent ignorance of the effect she had on me made her all the more appealing.

      It was almost dusk when we decided to stop and set up camp. Sleeper and Horan’s mount were both equipped with tents, but the man apologized that there were only two, and Faun and I would have to share the one Tommany had left behind. I did not mind.

      There was a circle of stones several yards from where we stopped. It reminded me of Stonehenge, except none of these huge rocks stood upright. They all lay partially submerged in the ground, the highest of them not quite reaching up to my knees. We placed the horses there, then Faun began pacing the circle and uttering more strange incantations. Her palms began to glow a bright pink as she went, and she waved them through the air, signing out arcane sigils in the sparkling trails her hands left behind.

      “What’s she doing?” I asked Horan. The two of us had taken a break from setting up our tents and were watching her silently up until that point.

      “She is casting a first-tier protective barrier around the perimeter.” He leaned over and explained, still watching the woman work. “If you do not know, a first-tier barrier allows a would-be intruder to pass through unharmed, but it alerts the caster of their presence. So, if someone were to sneak up on the horses in the night, Faun would awaken and be ready for battle without the intruder being aware. It is not the strongest of magic—not by far—but it has served me and others I know well over the years.”

      “Ah, interesting,” I said.

      When she finished her work, she did the same thing in a circle around our campsite. Being closer to her this second time, I felt a tingling sensation welling up inside of me, sort of like a hint of static electricity, but not quite. I suspected that was my own innate magic responded to the presence of Faun’s, but that was only a guess.

      We finished off the evening with a small meal of more tubers and some apples Horan had brought for the trip. When the sun was setting, Faun said her evening prayer, and we all retired to our tents. I expected us to divvy up shifts to take watch over the course of the night after having just dealt with blood-sucking wolves, but apparently both of them were comfortable under the protection of Faun’s barrier.

      The tent seemed bigger on the inside than it did from the outside. At a guess, I would say it was between eight to ten feet on either side and around half as high. There was plenty of room to stretch out but only one set of furs to bundle up in. The previous nights, Faun and I had slept under the open sky—not once did she even mention her protective barrier, by the way—both of us content to fall asleep with our skin exposed to the gentle caresses of the warm night air. I knew the furs were not a big deal for either of us, but they were there to use, so I thought that one of us might as well use them.

      “You can have these,” I said, holding the covers up.

      That beautiful mouth of hers curled into a playful grin that I did not recognize.

      “I see how you have been looking at me, Si1ence,” she said. “Or should I call you Rixon, as you introduced yourself to Horan?” She winked and crawled closer on her hands and knees.

      Her cleavage dangled as she drew in, heaving under her deep breaths. Blood rushed from my head. I was having a hard time believing this was real.

      “Uh . . . Faun . . . what do you mean?”

      Instead of saying anything more, my companion stopped inches away from me and stared into my eyes for the longest time. Her breath washed over me, carrying on it that sweet campfire scent. If I leaned in three inches, I would have been kissing her.

      I had never been with a woman like this before. I’m embarrassed to say it, but despite all my internet fame, I had never been with any woman before. I sat frozen, not knowing what to do. I had been plagued by this desperate longing, these hopeless dreams, since the moment she and I locked eyes, but I had assumed that those naughty desires would go unfulfilled like with every other girl in my life.

      Her hand touched mine, and she brought it up, slipping it under the leaves of her top and pressing my palm into her breast. Holy shit! Once it was there, she held it firm and began to rub it up and down and then side to side. Holy fucking shit! It felt like heaven. I could feel the beat of her heart.

      Finally working up the initiative, I allowed my fingers to squeeze her. She blushed as her nipple grew hard against my palm. This can’t be real.

      I had dreamed of moments like that for so long, but now that the time had finally arrived, I wasn’t sure what to do. I understood the basic idea. I mean, hell, I’d watched enough porn, but it was a totally different situation being there in the middle of it. That was not the kind of lifestyle Rixon Caldwell had led up until that point. But then I remembered something. I wasn’t Rixon Caldwell then. I was Si1ence, a dual-classing thief/mage.

      He knew what to do.

      I brought my other hand to her chin, tilting her head up a few degrees, and said, “Call me Si1ence, Lady,” and planted a serious kiss on those siren’s lips.
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        * * *

      

      It was like nothing I had ever experienced before. I didn’t know if it counted to lose your virginity in a virtual environment, but it was real enough to me. My body began to hum as we entwined around each other in a dance of limbs and hands; touching, exploring, lingering on various points of interest. She was perfect, and even more than that, she was present in a way that women of my world had never been. There was just us and whatever was building with each caress. A flush spread across my body as she took me in her hands, fingertips stroking lightly until my erection verged into being painful.

      Her remaining clothes were on the floor in a matter of seconds, with mine joining them promptly after.

      I lowered my mouth to a nipple, tongue questing as it hardened under the delicate licks. I didn’t fully understand how, but I knew she needed me to be gentle, yet assertive. I obeyed my instinct, and her body bloomed underneath me.

      “Does that feel good for you?” I asked.

      “It does,” she said simply.

      “May I?” I asked. We were locked together, kissing, and the heat of her was impossible to ignore against my length. There was damp invitation as well, and my body told me what to do next.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered, “Now,” into my ear.

      I didn’t need any more instruction. I slid in with as much ease as breathing.

      Oh, my sweet Jesus, did she feel good. That was the understatement of the century. She felt amazing. A-plus, Circuit World. A-plus. I thought of all the developers and project managers that must have been watching me right then—for business purposes, of course—and hoped that they could begin to understand what I was feeling being inside a woman who felt like a goddess.

      That’s when the fun really began.

      I moved inside her, and she clamped on me in a grip that pulled like gravity. We selected a simple pattern of motion, and with each passing stroke I felt her heat grow, as did mine, until a bright core built within me as my body went supernova. Sensing I was close, she locked her legs around me and began a slow grind that made her own orgasm begin on command, an erratic series of shuddering gasps that brought me past the edge as my vision flashed white while she kissed me hard, our bodies finding the last notes of a rhythm that only ended with her long sigh and my smile of utter amazement.

      “So that’s how it’s supposed to be,” I said into her hair.

      “Yes. Just like that,” she answered.

      My heart was pounding with such ferocity that I could hear it more than feel it. We fell asleep soon after, not to wake until dawn, my thoughts of the dangerous world pushed away by the queen in my arms.

      I did not dream. I did not have to.
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        * * *

      

      I stirred at the sound of that metallic pop I had come to associate with reward. My eyes, opening slowly, took a moment to adjust to the bright blue UI window hovering patiently a few feet in front of me.

      It had in it a picture of Faun and words reading:

      
        
        
        Name: Faun

        Race: Half-Elf

        Class: Ranger

        Relationship: Loyal

        Level: 2

        PRIMARY ABILITIES

        Strength: 3

        Endurance: 6

        Agility: 7

        Intelligence: 7

        Wisdom: 5

        Charisma: 4

        DESCRIPTION

      

        

      

      
        
        Faun was raised as an orphan in the land of Tel’Maryn. Even from a young age, she found an affinity for wildlife and chose to live in a way that allowed her to embrace those interests. She frequently roams the Zone of Leaves, checking on the status of its forests and settlements, after which she reports her findings back to the Temple of Leaves. Being partly Elvish in nature, she carries with her a racial affinity for a wide range of naturalist magics, often calling on her powers to help her communicate with plants and animals, as well as provide her a means of low-level healing and protective spellcasting that aid her as a ranger. Many of her abilities will not be revealed to her until she grows strong enough to handle them.

        

      

      “Hm . . . interesting,” I mumbled.

      She was still sleeping, curled up with her head resting against my chest. I looked at my arm that had been cut by the Bloodhound. It was already beginning to heal up nicely, but I thought it would not hurt to ask about those healing magics once she was awake to help speed up the process.

      We began to get dressed within the next hour and crawled out into the morning sun. Horan was already up, tending to a tiny fire where he was about to begin cooking his breakfast. He didn’t say anything, only glancing at us and flashing a knowing grin before sticking a tuber on the end of his knife.

      This game was getting better every day.
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      The kiss of the sun on my bare skin brought a smile to my face. As did the kiss of Faun on my lips. As did the taste of the tubers and trout. I had been living in this enigmatic video game world for several days, and there was no sign of its effects beginning to wear on me. I hoped the day that they did would never come. I hoped that I could wake up each day with Faun at my side and experience the world anew, like a child.

      In all the excitement, I had barely stopped to consider much about the mechanics of the game after my initial musings. Here, as we walked the final stretch of our journey to the Temple of Leaves, my mind filled the long gaps of silence with thoughts of the game, and the world, and where I would end up in the future.

      The one thing nagging at me since the last day of travel was that I had no idea how to call up the user interface, which seemed to pop up and scare the shit out of me at semi-random intervals. It showed battle results—that part was reliable enough; but then that morning it showed me Faun’s stats simply upon waking. I reasoned that perhaps it was triggered by a change in our relationship stat. It seemed plausible to assume that our relationship stats increased after, um, consummating our closeness with one another. These UI instances left a lot to be desired. I wanted more numbers.

      I was always a numbers guy when it came to game--- never thought twice about skipping some long, drawn-out cutscene so that I could jump right back into the action. I played games for the adrenaline, for crushing my opponent, NPC or player character. That being the case, my character focused heavily on magic and agility, so it was no question which item I would pick between some Gauntlets of Troll Strength, which gave me a decent strength buff, or a pair of Elven Slippers which gave me an agility boost, albeit a lesser overall increase than the gauntlets provided. The way I saw it was that if it did not increase my primary stats, an item was virtually worthless. The thought that I was wearing things that did not contribute to my primary stats was really beginning to make me itch. Without being able to open some sort of menu, I had no idea what my equipment was doing for my stats, and as a seasoned gamer, I wanted to know.

      Not that it mattered too much in the moment. I was likely only level one, and my starting equipment was probably not doing much to help me at all, but I would want to know where I stood when we eventually came across a shop.

      Perhaps, I thought, the interface would appear at the call of some verbal command. After several hours of walking, I cleared my throat and abruptly said, “Pause!”

      I heard no pop and saw no neon blue, but my party did briefly stop what they were doing and exchange confused glances with one another.

      “What was that?” Horan asked. “Do you see something, Si1ence?”

      “Oh, uh, no,” I said, blushing. “I was just testing something out.” I thought for a moment and said, “You two wouldn’t know how to bring up the UI, would you?”

      This resulted in more confused glances. Horan said, “A yew eye? I am sorry, friend, I do not understand what you mean. Are you trying to make a potion of some kind? We have an apothecary in . . .”

      “No, no.” I waved the idea away. “The user interface. Do you know how to open that? I want to see my stats.”

      I doubted breaking character for a moment would hurt, especially if it helped me understand the game. My companions either had no idea what I was talking about, or they weren’t about to break character to help their beta tester pal out. My question was only met with more confused looks.

      “I . . . do not know what you mean. I am sorry,” Horan said.

      “I also do not know how to help you, Si1ence. Are you sure that everything is all right with you?”

      I waved their questions away again. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just ignore all that. I’ll figure it out eventually.”

      We resumed travel and I didn’t let the dead end in the conversation deter me. Several more times, I caught their attention with a handful of commands I shouted as they came to mind.

      “Menu!”

      Nothing but an over-the-shoulder glance from my guides.

      “Start!”

      Nope.

      “Inventory!”

      That was no better.

      I was willing to bet that I’d get some kind of feedback if I changed out my equipment—something to show me the effect that the action had. Sifting through my pack, all I found was the little hand axe looked like it was intended for woodcutting, not war. I took it out and brandished it like a weapon, hoping that it might do something to my combat stats which would trigger the UI to pop up. Nothing happened. I even removed my belt, where both blades were sheathed, and tucked the whole thing away into my rucksack to kind of finalize the action. Nothing.

      I knew that skills were a must—be it firewood, building things, or even prepping weapons, but the axe was only a start. There was a heluva menu to be filled in order to survive in this world.

      Thinking back to the fishing, it was kind of a letdown that I did not seem to receive any experience points from doing that. I wondered if there were levels for skills outside of combat. Secondary skills like fishing and construction were always a favorite of mine in any RPG. Stuff like that always brought new dimensions to whatever game I was playing, often seeming like their own little games themselves. That made me think of another thing I wanted to use the UI for—the settings menu. If I was getting experience from fishing and perhaps even cooking and other stuff of that nature, I wanted to see it somewhere as I was earning it. Seeing experience points puff into existence and float away into the open air was usually a moderately rewarding response. I hoped that the setting menu had an option to toggle that sort of thing.

      On top of that was my desire to shut off the game’s apparent default autoloot functionality. I’ve played a few games that forced players to loot items from their fallen foes, and, while it seemed like a nice convenience at first, it always became a chore to go digging through my inventory and sorting out the good stuff from the crap. I didn’t want to go grinding out in the wilderness, killing hundreds of enemies over the course or an hour or two, and then have to stop what I was doing to unload all their useless hides or second-rate daggers or fangs. One game I had played recently even had low-level enemies dropping dung. It wasn’t used for alchemy or anything, it was just a pile of poo that would just sit their until you got rid of it. And, of course, the game used autoloot. It was never a big deal to clean out my inventory, but if I had the option, I would like to not have to do it several times a day.

      “Settings!”

      “Are you sure you are okay, Si1ence?” Faun asked, legitimately concerned.

      “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “I’m a little irritated, but I’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      The forest was by far the largest collection of trees I had ever seen—inside a videogame or out. Taking into consideration where I was, that was a significant statement.

      Games were not known for their sense of scale. To the best of my knowledge, nothing had ever come close to the realism that Circuit World attempted. I didn’t know what I expected as I woke up in this strange digital plane, but it was not this. On either side of me, the line of trees marking the edge of the wood reached off into infinity. I could not see their end, and the land had even flattened out, allowing me to glimpse a horizon miles and miles away. They went on forever, only shrinking as they neared where the sky met the land, never completely fading. Days prior, I had marveled at how the game might be accounting for each droplet of water. Now, I imaged a forest filled with as many colossal trees as the fields had blades of grass. The sheer immensity frightened me.

      Each tree was a king, with leaves moving in the wind so high up that I heard nothing, even as I watched the dance of their massive limbs. It was an eerie quiet. I didn’t know if the simple enormity gave me a sense of insignificance or if it was something else entirely, something magical, but I was hesitant to walk through its shady threshold. I felt that both the mute stillness and dark would consume me, and, at the very least, I would never be able to find my way out.

      “What is this place called?” I asked, trying to keep a level voice as I strained my neck to see the top of the nearest tree looming over me.

      “Tir’Nadrun,” Faun said. “The City of Crying Leaves. It was Tir’Drun, simply The City of Leaves, not so long ago.” She carelessly waved her hand over her shoulder to punctuate the offhanded trivia.

      That’s interesting, I thought. It seems the designers have put a good bit of thought into the lore for this game. I wonder how fleshed out these mythical languages are . . .

      Both from genuine curiosity and as an effort to delay my entry into the foreboding mass of trees, I tried to get my guide to explain a bit more about her land. “Tir . . . Does that mean ‘city,’ then?”

      “Yes, Si1ence, that is what it translates to in the common tongue,” she answered, sounding enthusiastic that I was taking an interest. “And ‘Nadrun’ is a combination of ‘na,’ meaning ‘crying’ and ‘drun,’ meaning ‘leaves.’”

      “Ah, I see. So . . . what caused the name to change? It doesn’t sound like a happy name.”

      She looked away from me for a moment, seemingly wistful.

      “It is no longer a happy place,” she said, her voice distance but not quite a whisper.

      Horan, who had been standing patiently nearby while I played twenty questions in an explicit attempt to delay his return to the Temple, rode closer.

      “There is . . . unrest here now,” he offered. “The Temple used to be a hub of peace and unity for this zone, but now it stands divided.” He paused briefly to give Faun a chance to take up where he left off, but she was looking solemnly at her feet. “There are those who wish to wrest the control of this land away from its rightful leaders. Many of them have taken up arms and occupied certain parts of the forest. There are many entrances to the wood that cannot be used by the common folk now for that reason. Those of us at the Temple would have gone in to vanquish the enemy ages ago if it were feasible, but they are great in number and scattered all over. If we go to take care of one group of them, it is likely that others will get wind and come in to take the Temple while we we’re away. Nasty business.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That really puts things in perspective. I knew there was some unrest, but I didn’t realize how . . . extensive it was. So, you’re saying that these hostile parts of the forest are controlled by this Gray Favor group?”

      His eyes widened. He seemed surprised that I had even heard of the group, which certainly added to the sense of realism. A lot of games don’t bother with minor details like this, but his reaction was all too human. In most games, the NPC Horan would simply nod and acknowledge what I said, not taking a moment to show his surprise that I already knew about something. If the man truly was an NPC, as I suspected, then his AI was top-notch.

      “So, you have heard of them?” he choked. His surprise did seem a bit overplayed, now that I was taking the time to analyze it.

      “Yes, Faun told me shortly before we happened across you.”

      “Ah, well, yes, to answer your question. The Gray Favor occupies a great deal of the hostile areas of the wood, but they are not all the dangerous beings who dwell there. There are many lesser groups that have taken advantage of the chaos to lay their own claim to certain bits of land. Some of them are not worth concerning yourself with, but there are a few that would give our primary enemies a good fight.”

      “Let us not speak of this for now,” Faun piped up. “It saddens me to hear this talk, and now is not the time to be sad. We are returning home and should only speak of happy things until we are forced not to.”

      She looked to me with pleading eyes. I nodded my head, and Horan quietly led the way inside.

      “Halt,” someone shouted from ahead. We had not been among the trees for more than ten minutes. “What business do you have here—oh, hello, Faun. Sir Horan . . .”

      Two figures that looked like some sort of woodland guardians emerged from a dense cluster of leaves. They resembled your typical Wood Elf, which made them a little taller than a Hobbit, but not as pudgy-- usually devoid of body hair and with pointed ears. Both were designed to look no older than twenty.

      Each guard wore a top made like Faun’s outfit, but their clothes exposed most of their toned chests, only reaching up and hanging over one shoulder. Covering their legs—only above the knees—were loose-fitting leafy shorts. They almost looked as if they were ready for sports, not war, with a sense of whimsy about their clothing at odds with their weapons.

      They carried daggers in their belts and bows of a dark wood were slung over their backs. It stood to reason that their clothing gave them a wide range of mobility, but archers usually covered themselves in leather to protect themselves as much as possible without compromising that mobility. Unless the leaves of their clothes were enchanted, those shirts and pants were not going to be protecting anybody. Perhaps they relied on the underbrush to hide them and all of their battles were carried out while under cover.

      Still, their dress seemed to have issues, even with my casual glance.

      These guys weren’t even wearing wrist protection for shooting their bows. If this was the real world, they would get flayed by their own weapons. I was a beta tester after all, and that went beyond admiring Faun’s physical perfection.

      “I have beta testing input!” I shouted.

      Horan’s mouth was open. He was about to greet the two young men but stopped at my sudden outburst.

      “Input? How do I report things for beta testing?” I continued. “Beta testing?”

      The others watched me silently.

      I cleared my throat dramatically. “Okay then . . . Well, let it be noted that the characters in this game are not dressed appropriately for their jobs. Faun’s great! I’ll make excuses for her all day long. Her body and just . . . everything about her is amazing! Don’t change her at all!” I glanced over to see her blushing. “But these forest guards, or rangers, or whatever they are—they’re practically naked. How’s that going to protect them? That doesn’t say ‘realistic’ to me, which I would think would be a big part of any ‘fully immersive’ experience.”

      The boys were exchanging confused glances, much like my traveling buddies had earlier during my attempts to break the fourth wall.

      “They aren’t even wearing wrist protection for shooting their bows. They’re going to hurt themselves,” I said.

      Each looked at his wrist, then touched the bare skin with a hesitant touch. They were now blushing like Faun but for a completely different reason. Seeing them, I suddenly felt a pang of regret for openly insulting them, even though they were just supposed to be characters in a game. The AI was really selling itself to me.

      “All right, then,” I shouted. “That’ll be all from me for right now.” I looked back to the guys. “Hey, that’s not your fault—what the fuck?”

      Their outfits had already been changed. They had nothing in which to carry an extra set of clothes, having no containers bigger than the little fanny packs strapped to their belts. Now they looked battle-ready, covered head to toe in glossy, boiled leather, much like my own. Forest-green cowls draped from their heads down to rest upon the shoulders, which were capped by little protective brown pads. Their torsos were fit with a leather mail almost exactly like mine, but more breathable, and their legs were covered with slim green pants which were hugged at the shin and thighs by similar padding that was found on the shoulders. In an instant, they had become both harder to see and harder to hit. Both of them no longer looked confused, but satisfied and confident.

      They looked like fighters.

      “Did you—”

      I was interrupted my Horan, who suddenly did not seem to notice that I had been talking. “Greetings, lads! Everything staying quiet on this end of the wood?”

      The young men saluted him. “Yes, sir,” one said. It was the one who had challenged us. “Nothing unusual to report here. It is a welcome surprise to see you. Let us accompany you to the city.”

      The city. I had not expected to see a city in the middle of this huge and menacing forest. I thought that we were only going to a temple, but I should have known better after Faun’s initial description of the place. It was clearly meant to be more than a simple place of worship.

      Faun educated me as we went, explaining that the city surrounding the Temple of Leaves was still called the Temple of Leaves, or Cul’Maryn. She said that if I wanted to refer to the Temple, as in specifically the building, I just say ‘the Temple’ and everyone would know what I meant.

      So, the city known as Cul’Maryn was just as impressive as the woods in which it was hidden. Trees had been shaped into the game world’s equivalent of apartment buildings reaching so far up that they trailed off and disappeared in a sky of leaves. Nowhere could I see that a tree had been harmed in the construction of any of these structures. It was as if this was simply how these trees grew.

      Cloth curtains were draped over tree hollows, some parted to invite outsiders or to let light in, while others were closed with what appeared to be privacy vines tied across them to discourage entry. Vines themselves were another prominent aspect of this woodland society. While there were those used to bar entry into one dwelling or another, there were others that bulged as wide as the trunks of the trees they latched onto, spiraling up and away. Many of the people I watched were busy going about their daily routines, using these massive, veiny tendrils in place of stairs. I watched the people climbing one of these unconventional support beams, and with each step their foot would sink down into its fuzzy skin. It looked like walking in shag carpet, if sich a thing existed on this world.

      I hoped it didn’t. Some things had no place in the universe.

      All the windows I saw were just as enchanting, if you could even call them windows. Each tree was riddled with scores of hollows. The larger ones were obviously used as entryways, while the smaller ones, closer to the size of a fist, were plugged with glass orbs. The sunlight twinkled down through the canopy and cast these orbs in a mild glow. I could not see into them but was sure that any curious observer could be peeking through one from within and spying me easily enough.

      There was no uniformity to the place at all. It was literally as if there was a dense patch of forest and then—poof—it turned into a bunch of buildings one day. There were no more roads and no signs to tell us where we were or where we were heading. I tended to think of each tree as a group of dwellings, like a self-contained group home, but with the elegance of a soaring forest and magical whimsy.

      The only thing that did not quite seem to fit was the miles-long stone wall that presumably surrounded the entire settlement. It was constructed of overlapping layers of massive stone bricks, like one would see in an old English castle, overgrown with vines and shrubs. Small trees had even popped up in a few spots along the barrier’s outer edges. Faun had told me that this wall was enchanted, but I detected no such magic as I effortlessly passed through. Apparently, whatever spells were cast upon the structure decided that I was no threat. I didn’t know whether to be flattered or a little insulted.

      Horan seemed to know where he was going, and that was good enough for the moment. He led us and the horses through and around the pack of trees, making turns left and right as if on a whim. Many heads followed us as we wound our way around the city. I thought it was rude of them to stare at Faun, even if I hadn’t taken my eyes off of her the whole time that we had been together. But soon I realized that she wasn’t the one attracting all the attention. It was me.

      “What?” I asked a group of elves who had stopped several tiers up a nearby tree. They resumed their activity the moment I drew attention to them. Faun was smirking, but she didn’t say anything, only looking back at me from the corner of her eye.

      At first, I thought my clothing might be making me look like an outsider, but I decided that was unlikely since the ranger attire—which, by the way, I had apparently somehow conjured into existence for every single male ranger in the city—was similar to my own outfit. There were differences, sure, but not enough to warrant this sort of staring.

      Another thing was that just about everyone I saw, save for Horan, appeared to be of the woodland elf variety. Perhaps that was drawing the attention, but I still doubted it. Even though my stubble amounted to more facial hair than most of their faces combined, that wasn’t worth the turning of so many heads.

      I had another sudden urge to find a mirror and get a good look at my avatar. Maybe I had an ugly face tattoo. I rarely used those kinds of decorative decals on my characters, but I had not created this avatar that I was experiencing the world through, so it was entirely possible that someone had put something eye-catching on my face.

      We came to an abrupt stop.

      “Horan!” A man was standing in front of Horan’s mount, stopping it from moving forward. “I believe you have something for me?”

      There were more men now—eight, to be specific—who had come out from around the myriad of concealing trunks nearby. They were standing in a warped circle around us, cutting off every route large enough to allow a horse comfortable passage. Some stood straight with their arms folded, while others assumed more casual poses. All watched us intently, and I just knew that this might end up getting hairy.

      “What are you talking about, Amren? Nothing in my possession belongs to you.” It was clear in the man’s voice that he knew exactly what Amren was talking about and was merely asserting his stance on the matter.

      Amren growled, and I leaned to the edge of my horse as far as simulated gravity would allow me to so that I could see if this angry man was part wolf or bear. He was neither, but nor was he an elf. He was a man like Horan and me. I looked around and realized that half of the troupe of clowns accompanying him were also normal men, as best I could tell.

      This guy didn’t look very menacing. I mean, he was shady-back-woods-trucker-level intimidating at best—big, but not too big. I was confident that any of us could have taken any of them one on one, but being outnumbered three to one gave me a pause.

      “I’m talking about that horse,” Amren said.

      I suddenly realized that he and all the others were looking at me. Even Horan glanced my way for a second.

      “You do not own that horse.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, friend. I’ve paid for it, you know that. Why have you not given it to me?”

      Horan looked to me again before responding. “I dropped your money off at the bailiff’s office. I sent message that your offer was declined. Did you not receive it?”

      “Oh, I received it, but I won’t accept it. I want my damn horse back.”

      “Sleeper’s mine now, Amren. You can’t take a horse back once it has been trained for military use.”

      “I paid you extra as compensation for—”

      “I don’t give a damn how much you paid! My answer is still no, and that’s the end of it, Amren.”

      A rock flew from behind one of the tree-scrapers to the right, catching Horan on the cheek. Faun gasped as her friend fell to the ground, and I was suddenly surrounded by scores of grabby hands trying to remove me from my mount.

      I leaned one way and allowed myself to be pulled from the saddle in an attempt to give the false impression that I was cooperating. Such were tactics common to my rogue characters. A set of hands yanked me to the ground and left me lying there forgotten.

      This was a fairly minor dispute, and to fight and kill any of these men would likely invoke more rage than allowing them to overpower me and steal Sleeper. If I was going to fight back, I needed to be careful and not harm any of them too much. A few broken bones and teeth would be fine, but it would likely be committing a major crime to slay or severely injure one of them outright.

      The men around my horse turned to look toward the front of our line as Horan and Armen were going at it, fist-to-fist. I saw Faun in my periphery setting to work on the men herself, but I could not clearly see how that was going for her. I kicked myself back to my feet, harnessing agility unknown to my mortal form, and locked my arm around one man’s neck from behind. He spat and choked as I pulled him toward me, the back of his head pressed against my chest, his heels digging into the rich dark soil of the forest floor.

      The others standing around Sleeper turned to watch us then as their friend started to flail around in a panic and grab uselessly at my arm. I took a moment to appreciate that this was a grown man here, at least in his late thirties. His arms were thick, but like a guy who’s outside working all day at hard labor. He wasn’t a guy I’d want to come up against back home. But here, my arms constricted around his airways, and they were comparable to his. I flexed my bicep purely because of this newfound appreciation I held for my avatar and this virtual environment.

      Two of his four pals took a half-step forward as their friend gasped and sputtered. His face was quickly turning red. I knew I had to release him before too long or there would be irreparable damage. I was counting on their biology behaving in ways closely resembling the outside world. Years ago, back when I was half-assedly taking karate in high school, my sensei told me that you could chokehold a man and make him pass out without any lasting effects. If you held him for about ten to fifteen seconds longer, he would suffer brain damage, and if you choked him for longer than that, he would die. I knew a lot of games did not take this into consideration, and when a player choked an NPC, that NPC would die immediately. I was betting, based off what I had experienced so far, that the developers of this game would have taken more consideration of this. With that in mind, I kept squeezing until he stopped flailing.

      “Ungh!” he yelped. “Sto—sto!” He was gagging on his own tongue and attempting to claw into my arm, his nails useless against leather padding.

      “Let him go, fucker!” another shouted.

      I stooped down and scrounged up a rock that was about half the size of the fist he used to grip it.

      “Step away from the horse and get out of here,” I said. “I’ll let him go if you do that for me.”

      “Fuck you!” the second guy yelled and chucked the stone my way.

      I pulled his buddy over, and the rock thumped against the man’s chest, drawing out a pained groan from my victim. Two others closed in on my right, and I decided it was time to quit stalling and get this over with.

      I pushed my guy into another standing off to my left and laid into the two approaching me. One made to cut up and punch my stomach, but I arched my back away from his fist and caught his wrist with both hands. All of his weight was on one leg as he lurched forward to attempt the attack. I used this to my advantage by stepping back while still maintaining my grip on him and yanking him forward and to the ground.

      His friend tried to attack me then, but he only ended up stumbling against his mate in his hurry to close the distance between us. I leaned in and jabbed my closed fist into his gut just as his partner had tried to do to me, and he doubled over, groaning and clenching at his waist.

      I whipped around to scope out the rest of the situation. The guy I had almost choked out was mumbling and stirring a little on the ground, clearly not preparing to jump back up and get into the action. I supposed I’d bruised his ego enough already. The guy he had been thrown into was a different matter. He strode forward with vicious intent and swung at me from the side. His arms were like a bear’s, but an opponent’s raw strength was only of secondary concern to a rogue like me.

      I ducked, and his ham hand sailed past, the breeze that stirred in his wake rustling my hair. When the gust had passed by, I took that as my queue to assert myself, so I sprung back up and slammed my knuckles into his right rib, which his attack had left exposed. He shouted, and I laid into him a second time with my other fist. By then he was bent forward with a hand on his knee and the other clutching at his injured side. I was bouncing around on the balls of my feet, ready for him to test me again, but he held a hand up and waved me away, mumbling something like his friend who was still on the ground.

      There was only one man left, and I was curios to see if he even had the nerve now. This fighting was amazing. Somehow, my reflexes just knew what to do. My “formal” training had never amounted to much. My karate class was more of a daycare than anything, and I never got to test my skills in the real world. I knew that this virtual reality still didn’t technically count as the real world, but it was the realest fight I had ever been involved with up to that day.

      The fifth guy, a lanky redhead who was probably close to my age, was watching me from the other side of Sleeper. He seemed intent to stay put, so I didn’t go after him. He was being a good boy.

      Faun and Horan had also managed to dispatch their aggressors. The man called Amren lay in the dirt, blood trailing from his nose. It seemed like Horan had held back less than I did. Amren looked no less angry, but it was doubtful he would try anything stupid and risk having his ass handed to him a second time. He looked up defiantly at the Tel’Maryn Master of Mounts standing over him.

      “Now get the hell out of here,” Horan barked, pointing to the left. “And this better be the last I hear of this nonsense.”

      Amren took more time than necessary to get to his feet, but he eventually was up and slinking away, stopping once to glare back at us from over his shoulder. His cronies followed suit, and they had all cleared out in a matter of minutes.

      Several people had stopped to watch us from higher up. If I was giving them cause to stare before, their reasons had multiplied now. I jumped, hearing that startling metallic pop at my right.

      
        
        
        Exp: 40

        Defeated: 2 Human Townsmen, 2 Elf Townsmen

        Cannot search because there are no bodies present to loot.

      

        

      

      It was clear that the rewards for not outright killing my enemies did not pay off too well as far as experience and looting were concerned. I hoped that bloodless victories would at least help me in my diplomatic pursuits throughout the rest of the game. Otherwise, I had another issue to include on my beta testing report.

      Before the window had disappeared, another sudden movement caught my eye. There was a woman standing not too far away from me on ground level. I barely noticed her in my periphery, and likely would not have if she had remained still until after we had left. She was short, with dark hair and fair skin, and she was wearing an emerald green cloak. That was all I noticed because as soon as I saw her, she was hurrying away. It kind of sketched me out, but I didn’t think it was worth pursuing her. Maybe she was not used to violence and everything that had just happened made her uncomfortable. Maybe my glancing at her was too much for her to handle so she got nervous and ran. Whatever drove her actions, it was such a minor detail in this living, breathing game world, but those little details added up to make this an unbelievable experience. I was thankful for everything the game had thrown my way so far—except for my apparent inability to call up the UI on command.

      “Well, I think I need a drink,” Horan announced, looking from Faun to me.

      “Make that two,” I said, laughing.

      We followed him through more twists and turns, this time leading our horses by the reins. After a while, we found ourselves in a clearing lined by trees that were thicker than the others I had seen so far. There were signs here over the entrances written in plain English, telling me that we had come into the commercial section of Cul’Maryn.

      Horan showed us to a stable where we tied the horses off. It rested to the side of another inhabited trunk and was constructed of a band of smaller trees whose branches were interwoven and fastened with vines. The leaves of these trees were each wider than my hand and glossy on their skyward-facing sides. They seemed sturdy, and I was sure that they had no trouble directing water away from the creatures taking shelter beneath them.

      Each horse wandered over to a wooden trough and either began lapping up water or munching on oats. Most of the bins appeared to have recently been filled, but I could see no stable hand standing watch.

      “What if they come back?” I asked. “Do you feel safe leaving the horses here unsupervised?”

      Horan shook his head. “I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble from that lout—at least not any time soon. But if his ugly mug does try something here, I know where he lives, and there are eyes and ears all over the place that would fill me in on the finer details before he even got to where he was going with the horse.”

      “Fair enough. What was that all about anyway?”

      “He’s just an ass that thinks he has a special claim to a fine steed. I bought Sleeper off of him over a year ago, and now that I’ve got him all trained up, Amren thinks he can take him back. He thought he was pulling one over on me, you see. Sleeper here was sold to me at a discount because he was temperamental. But Amren just doesn’t know how to handle horses that need a bit more care. He got angry seeing when I turned his old horse’s behavior around.” He reached over and scratched Sleeper on the chin like a doting person might do to their dog. “Isn’t that right, Sleeper? You just needed a little love and affection, didn’t you, boy?”

      Sleeper neighed through a mouthful of oats, his tail swishing from side to side. Horan walked to the stable entrance and gestured for Faun and I to come closer.

      “See there, Si1ence?” he asked, pointing in the direction that I had come to associate with north. I could not see too much aside from the usual jumble of inhabited trees. “Beyond the line there.” Behind the jumble stood a massive shadow, which towered at half the height of the surrounding trees but was magnitudes thicker. I could not make out much of it from where I stood, but it seemed to more closely resemble a building than any of the trees we had passed so far. “That’s the Temple. Faun can take you the rest of the way there.” He pointed over his shoulder to the tree that the stable sprouted from. “And this is one of our many fine taverns, my friend. Here, you can find the best brew and bedding around—all in one place! It’s called Edmund’s, after its founder. His great-grandson, Elias, runs it now with his wife Sheria. They’re a fine couple, those two.”

      “Thanks for leading the way, Horan. It’s been a pleasure meeting you.” I took his arm in mine. “I’m sure we’ll stop back by here afterward.”

      “Do,” the big man said. “This is not the last we’ve seen of each other, my friend. I am honored to have met you and am interested to see where you will go. Faun is under the impression that you could help us fight off this menace that torments us. From what I have seen of your fighting abilities, I am inclined to believe her. So, I will be here for a while. I am often here. Perhaps we could share drinks tonight.”

      “I would like that. I look forward to seeing what the evening holds.”

      Faun led me further down the district, pointing out several structures as we went. “That is Nora’s—she’s the best tailor in the city. The clothes I am wearing now were actually stitched together by her. I had them blessed by one of the druids at the temple, and they have held together for the past four or five years. You might do well to purchase some better clothing from her in the near future.”

      I looked to where she pointed. There was a sign anchored with vines above the threshold that read: “Nora’s Needle.” Clever, I thought. Alliterative.

      “And over there is Wimble, the shoemaker. I have not worn his shoes since childhood, but Madame Gomira who runs the orphanage would swear by him. Ah—here is the bathing pool!”

      She led me by the hand to a wide and shallow fountain-thing. I say “fountain-thing” because that is the best way to describe it, but it was not exactly a fountain. Nothing in this place ever seemed to be exactly what it resembled in the real world.

      The bathing pool was encircled by a ring of stones that sat no higher than my foot. Dirt and moss were caked onto these rocks, filling in the gaps between each adjacent pair and decorating their exposed surfaces in a pleasing mixture of lush green and nutrient-rich brown. The ground inside the circle was laid with smoother stones, packed tightly together and flattened so that they could be walked on with ease. These, too, were coated in an alluring layer of green. Water bubbled up from several holes dotting the interior of the ring, and I could tell by the rising steam that it was nice and warm.

      Some twenty-something people were going about their business washing all parts of their bodies in the inviting pool. It could easily fit three times as many of them. I blushed at the sight of all their exposed nethers but dismissed any initial discomfort I felt. This was clearly their way, and if they didn’t feel awkward, there was no reason for me to.

      Bordering the outer edge of the enclosure were random smatterings of stumps, all trimmed to knee-level or lower. People used these as seats to sit on and dry off or to place their clothes on while they cleaned themselves. At some of these stood young elves offering fresh towels in exchange for a few pieces of copper.

      “I want to take a quick wash here—only my face, arms, and legs—and then I will take care of a few other things before we go to the Temple. Does this sit well with you, Si1ence?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll probably wash my face off, too.”

      I stooped over the edge of the pool and tried to get a glimpse of my face in the rippling water. My avatar resembled the actual Rixon Caldwell far more than I expected, and there wasn’t even an ugly face tattoo. I was more muscular for sure, but I already knew that. My jaw was a little more jarhead-shaped than it actually was, but that might have been due to my pudginess in real life altering how I would have looked had I been thinner. It was a little unnerving that someone—probably a whole team of people—had paid so much attention to me without my knowledge. They must have stared at pictures of me for hours to get the level of detail I was seeing there in the pool. The parting of my bangs, the thin scar running through my left eyebrow I had received at the end of a locker in the sixth grade, the way the hair around my lip reaches over and down the side of my mouth but doesn’t quite connect to the hair growing on my chin—it was all there, masterfully crafted to look like a bigger, buffer me.

      I scooped up two handfuls of water and splashed my face, running my wet fingers through my brown wavy hair. I thought of the trout and how I’d like to go back and try some more of them someday soon and hoping to find a formidable meal at the tavern.

      “Towel, sir?”

      I almost jumped at the appearance of a little elf standing inches from my elbow. I might have almost knocked him on the head by accident as I was rubbing my face.

      “Oh, uh, sure,” I said, taking the clean linen offered to me.

      The little guy held out his hand.

      “How much?”

      “One coin, sir.”

      I handed the lad a single bronze coin, hoping there was not some other currency he was referring to, like a silver coin. Though, if it took a silver coin to rent a towel, I thought, bronze coins must be worthless. He took it with a grin and trotted off with the dirtied rag once I had finished using it. Faun met me shortly after, and we continued on our way.

      “I want to sharpen my dagger,” she said. “The blacksmith is over this way, and he is one of the few in Tel’Maryn that does not charge to use his grinding wheel. And perhaps we can find a snack somewhere. My stomach is getting impatient, and I would not like to wait for dinner.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said, nodding.

      She took me over to another massive-trunked tree. Its curtain was a deep red, thick, and tattered; it looked like it would be more at home on a stage but instead was here, pulled back with a vine almost as thick as my arm, revealing the blacksmith’s daily routine. I could see that there had been a sign hanging over the entryway some time ago, but it had long since warped and withered away, leaving nothing legible behind.

      The smithy hammered away with his back to us as we approached. He was either working on a long-handled mace or war hammer. It seemed a little early in the process, so it was hard for me to tell what the thing was exactly.

      Faun strode forward and set to work at the grinding wheel. The brawny man glanced in our direction but did not focus on us long enough for me to return his look with a wave. Faun politely smiled, and I almost said hello but he seemed busy, and I thought it might be best to leave him to his task.

      She worked the wheel confidently, as if she had done it a hundred times before. I had never handled a grinding wheel in real life and wondered if I would innately know how to do it here just like how I summoned my fighting powers from thin air when I needed them. I decided to check back later, not wanting to delay our trip to the Temple any more than we already were.

      When she seemed satisfied, she stood, sheathed her blade, and half-waved at the blacksmith out of courtesy, knowing that he could not see the gesture anyway.

      “He’s a nice man,” she whispered as we were leaving his earshot. “He is simply dedicated to his work and is always busy during the daylight hours. Perhaps we will see him at the tavern this evening.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said with a smile. “So, where to next?”

      Faun stopped for a moment and looked from the distant shadow that was the Temple of Leaves to a stall that was setup not so many yards from the bathing pool. This stall was nothing more than two waist-high stumps bridged by a thick log that had been planed and smoothed down on one side. Spread across this makeshift table were what seemed to be a diverse array of colorful pastries. I was suddenly aware of how hungry I had gotten. It had been hours since I’d eaten, and we had already been winding through the city for what seemed like miles on top of miles, and that was without taking into consideration all the time it took us to reach the city after our morning meal, which was hardly more than a snack itself.

      “How about we do go get some food?” I suggested.

      She grinned. Apparently, I had made up her mind for her. “Yes, let’s do that.” She took me by the hand and led me over to the stall and its assortment of goodies.

      My eyes landed on a fat bun covered in strawberry slices and what looked to be a honey glaze—either honey or sap. The thing itself seemed to glow, and I gladly exchanged a few bronze pieces to unite the beautiful morsel with my belly.

      It offered no resistance as my teeth sank into its fluffy hide and tore it in half with a single bite. Chewing it was not unlike eating a donut, but it tasted better than any donut I’d ever had. The glaze was not honey, but something a little less sweet and a little more sparkly in flavor. I laughed thinking of how to describe it, but that was the best I could come up with: sparkly. I had never tasted anything quite like it before. It was as if the sticky coating was kissing my tongue, making love to it. That little treat didn’t just provide a taste, no. Eating it was an experience all on its own. I took my time chewing, trying to make the euphoria last as long as possible, and was sad to see it finally go. I was definitely planning to stop back by that stall in the near future.

      Drunk off the flavor, I looked to my companion and simply asked, “Temple?” Glaze and crumbs were crusting the corners of my mouth.

      “Temple,” she said, flashing her pearly whites.
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      The Temple had a clearing all to itself. It was shadier there, with vines growing in massive unkempt clusters all along the trees. Many of the trees there had thicker, jagged leaves than the ones I had seen in the forest so far. Their trunks were dark and splitting with many deep cracks, like the dry, weathered faces of old men. I ran my hand along one as we passed.

      “The wood for my bow was hewn from one of these trees,” Faun said. “They are called Slyvlerin in Elvish, or Elderwood in the common tongue.”

      “Your bow?” I asked. She was not carrying a bow, and I had wondered about this since she told me her role in this society.

      “Yes, my bow,” she said, and then, realizing the source of my confusion, added, “I do not take it with me when I make my rounds for the Temple. They have strict policies on handling conflict, and having my bow at hand would be too tempting if something were to arise.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. What if someone needs your help—needs you to save them—on the spot? You can’t step in?”

      “I can, but I am not allowed to cause mortal wounds to sentient beings without the consent of the Presence.”

      “The Presence? What’s that?”

      “You will see in a moment.”

      I had so many more questions, but I decided it would be best to keep them to myself for the time being and just go with the flow. Most games had ways of explaining themselves.

      As we neared the Temple, I saw that it was no mere place of worship. The building was a fortress, standing half as high as the trees around it. Its foundation and first level were made from the same kind of stone as the gate surrounding the city, while the higher tiers ran smooth as if carved from a single massive rock. It was not what I had expected for a place called the Temple of Leaves, but I had no doubt that such a structure would stand the test of time.

      The stairway leading from the ground to the first floor was a journey all by itself. I had never seen so many steps leading to a front door. They must have reached three stories high. Every five yards or so, on either side, there stood long, dark brown, spindly torch-shaped things that were several feet higher than my head. I say they were torch-shaped because, though they effectively functioned as torches, they weren’t torches. It was hard to get a good look at any one of them, but their light seemed to be coming from the brilliant seafoam green glow of stones fixed atop them. Even though the Temple was more exposed to the midday light than much of the city, the shining of these torches set us awash in cool green.

      We met no columns when we reached the top of the stairs. There was no overhanging roof for columns to support. The rest of the building above the layered stones of the first floor gradually slanted toward its center as it climbed, each of its four faces the shape of an isosceles trapezoid. Silver half-bowls ran up each wall, emitting the same ethereal glow as the torches lighting the stairs. The higher levels had balconies carved into them, and there were robed figures moving about—some going in, some coming out, and others sitting to take in the scene below. Craning my neck to take in the building in all its massive glory way dizzying. No games ever game me such a sense of scope, such a sense of wonder. I knew that in the real world, a building like this would have taken years to create—decades without modern technology, which these people lacked. But here, in this simulated environment, someone probably designed it in a matter of days. The idea of world-building at such a magnitude was awe-inspiring.

      There was at least a dozen double-doors spanning the length of the front wall. All were of the same silver color as the glowing bowls anchored to the wall high overhead. Each of these had a tangle of shining vines embossed into it which looked so true to life that I almost mistakenly assumed they were real vines that had been painted. The door handles themselves were curving metallic vines, one of which Faun took to allow us entry.

      I did not think it was possible, but the building appeared larger on the inside than it did outside. It was as if the libraries of ten prestigious colleges had fused together into a single entity and the gods of academia had breathed life into it.

      We walked into a Texas-sized foyer with shelves lining the walls to my left and right. There must have been over 10,000 of them. The sheer enormity boggled the mind. From where we stood, I found my neck craning again to survey the dizzying levels above. From what I could see, it was much the same story on each of them, with their countless shelves housing their countless tomes. The only difference between the first level and those proceeding was that the others had no middle area lined with tables and desks. These floors simply had a wide-open space barred by an ornate wooden railing in their centers to allow someone to look down or up to the other levels as I was doing. At the very top was a glass ceiling which let sunlight shower down to further illuminate the building’s internal magnificence. Looking at it gave my eyes an almost overwhelming tingling sensation, like looking at a vibrant color or a computer monitor with its backlight on full glow.

      There were hundreds of people buzzing around us like a hive of bees. Most wore robes in various colors, but some did not. I was not drawing the kinds of looks here that I had been on my trip through the city. Everyone here appeared too busy to idly wonder at a random passerby. This place was a walled city in itself, and the thought of disappearing into the crowds was comforting to the rogue inside me.

      We stood there for a moment in silence. Faun must have expected my first encounter with the place to have such a dazzling effect, so she didn’t protest an idle pause for me to soak in the scene. Among the murmuring, the turning of pages, the hasty slapping of padded feet on the stone floor, there was another sound, a distinct one that seemed deliberate, purposeful—not simply the result of someone’s primary action. This sound was being made for its own sake.

      Faun must have noticed the confusion on my face because she turned to me and said, “You hear the chanting?”

      “Oh, so that’s what that is. It seems so . . . out of place for a library.”

      She laughed in a musical way that was not too different from the singing echoing out through the halls. “This is much more than a place for reading, Si1ence. Those chants are magical incantations. Druid apprentices are on duty all through the day and night chanting these spells. It is part of their training.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said. “What does the chanting do?”

      “They are singing many different blessings at once. I do not know all of them, but some are for protection, others are for tranquility and focus, and others are meant to provide all kinds of help such as helping people find books with specific information in them.”

      “And they just do this all day?”

      “They rotate in shift, much like the Presence, but their shifts are far shorter.”

      “There you go with that word again, Presence. Are you going to tell me what that is?”

      “It is a group of leading druids. We’re about to meet some of those who are currently serving. Let’s continue.”

      We walked straight ahead through the ever-stretching study area. The large double-doors on the back wall were no more than a tiny speck when we started for them. The hall itself must have spanned the length of several city blocks.

      Many people were clustered around the tables, some of them pouring over tomes the size of telephone books, others busily scribbling on rolls of parchment. There were small groups, and there were many loners, all intent on whatever it was they were studying. I had to stop and wonder if all of these books had any actual material in them. I had played a lot of open-world videogames in my day. Many of them had books to read in the game world, but they were never impressive, rarely containing more than a few pages of lore relating to the game. There was no way in hell, I thought, that someone had filled all of these books with unique content—especially not in the beta version of the game. A team of 100 people would not have been able to churn out that much lore in twenty years. Before we went any further, I had to figure out what was written in some of those pages.

      I broke off from Faun, and she stopped to watch but said nothing. There was a pasty, red-robed guy a little older than me sitting almost within reach to my right. I strode up to him to look over his shoulder and see what it was about his cubic-foot book that was so engaging. Each page was divided into two columns, and this is what I was able to read at a glance:

      Bailey John 118 Windhelm Dr…………………823-1206

      Bailey Richard 1125 Short St……………………823-5699

      Bailey Sean 108 Rosemary Ln…………………823-1523

      Bailey Vincent 1304 Pine Dr……………………844-4302

      The guy noticed me, slammed the book shut, and spun around with an accusatory crease in his brow.

      “Do you mind?” he spat. “What you are doing is very rude, you know.”

      I held my hands up, surprised that this random NPC was making an issue out of something so insignificant. “Sorry, man. I wasn’t trying to steal any phone numbers.”

      “Phone . . . what are you talking about? Numbers?”

      I pointed to the tome, saying, “That’s a phonebook, right?”

      “What even is that? No, this is not some phonebook. This is a book on second-tier druidic rituals.” He laughed. “What would someone like you care? You clearly cannot read.”

      “Hey, man, I’m just making conversation.”

      “Well, leave me, please. I do not come here to make conversation.”

      “Fair enough. Uh . . . good day to you.”

      He grunted and turned back to his “work.” I chuckled to myself and rejoined Faun. All of these books must have been downloaded from various sources online—YellowPages being one of them. After what I’d just seen, I was willing to bet that Wikipedia was another source of content the developers used. The idea that each of these people were bustling around, scrambling to soak up all of these meaningless names, phone numbers, and addresses brought a smile to my face. It was just absurd, but that was how games were. Being there literally in the middle of it made it seem so much more real to me. Any more of that sort of stuff, and the humor would be too hard to take. I might end up uncontrollably laughing in the face of some important official.

      We walked the rest of the way without further interruption from me. My interaction with the fledgling druid turned a few heads in the moment, but the interest soon died and I was back to being a faceless nobody roaming about the bustling crowds. We stopped when we finally reached the door, and Faun turned to me before pulling it open.

      “This is the hall where the Presence gathers. Some of them I know, others I don’t. I have come here for two reasons: one is to report on my rounds, of which there is little news; and the other reason is to introduce you to them since you offered to help us fight off the Gray Favor. They can use everyone who is willing to help, and it will be good to make your appearance known to them. Don’t be surprised if they wish to send you on a mission shortly after introductions. Would you be willing to go on such a mission—to fight the Gray Favor?”

      Her question reminded me of the many games I have played where the character is about to enter a boss fight or go somewhere from which they would not be able to return for a while. Games often had a message that would pop up to explain that I needed to save and make any preparations or finish any side quests because I would not have the option to do so once I decided to progress in the story. I thought it was unlikely that this was the case with Faun since I had only just started the game and hadn’t even had the time to explore my equipment options, but she was making me wonder.

      “Will I have time to rest and get equipment?” I asked, wanting least of all to let Horan down after I practically promised to meet him for drinks later.

      “Yes, I do not see why that would not be an option.”

      “Okay, then. Lead the way,” I said, grinning.

      This room stood in stark contrast to the library we had just left. It was massive, with dark, smooth walls reaching all the way to the ceiling, uninterrupted by balconies. There was still a sunroof filtering light all the way down to us puny insects below, and that was the room’s primary source of light. This room looked like a miniature, hollowed-out version of what I saw of the building from the outside.

      Embedded into the other three walls were some two dozen alcoves, each containing a chair with a shelf on either side of it at arm-level with the chairs. All of these appeared to be carved out of the walls as permanent fixtures. About half of these man-sized cubbies had a robed person toiling away over “ancient texts” or scribing some arcane gibberish, much as the others had been in the library. The recesses that were housing these hard-at-work druids were dimly lit by a fiery glow, the source of which I could not see.

      One of these people stopped his studying shortly after we came in. To serve as a bookmark, he tucked a quill into the book he had been reading and shut it before coming to greet us.

      “Good tidings, Faun,” he greeted. I could see as the purple-robed man strode into the brighter light that he was at least in his seventies, but that was using humans as a standard. His pointed ears and five-foot-high stature told me that he was not quite human, so he could very well have been multiple hundreds of years old according to the game’s lore. “What news do you bring us on this day?”

      “It is good to see you, Elder Frey. I do not have much to report, but I can give you what I do have in private after you meet Si1ence here.” She gestured to me.

      The old man turned and looked me up and down. It may have just been the aged creases on his face, but he seemed far less pleased at seeing me than he did when greeting Faun.

      “How do you do,” he said flatly, not so much as a question but more so out of his obligation to acknowledge me after being introduced.

      Faun addressed me, apparently not noticing the man’s disapproval, saying, “This is Elder Frey. I have known him since I was a little girl. He taught me many of the useful spells I know. It is a rare treat to see him these days because his studies have called him away from his duties in recent years.” Her smile never faltered.

      The old man turned back to her. “Indeed,” he said with a thin-lipped smile. “We have known each other for quite some time. So, tell me, who is your friend here? Where does he come from? Is Si1ence his birth name or some sort of alias used by the kinds of brigands that dress the way he does?”

      I rolled my eyes, remembering how similar my dress was to the city’s guard, but then also remembering that they were only dressed that way because of my complaint less than two hours ago. It seemed as if Elder Frey had not yet been informed of the change. He was going to feel fairly stupid the next time he walked outside and saw a bunch of armed “brigands” patrolling the walkways.

      “It’s an alias, yes,” I said, “but you don’t need to know my real name. The reason I chose my name is of no concern to you. All you need to care about is that I go by Si1ence. You’re Elder Frey. Nice to meet you.” I extended a hand, but he merely looked at it without a word, so I withdrew it and continued, “I’m from another realm that you have not heard of. Where I come from is also not important. I’m here because I promised Faun that I would help you people fight off your enemies, the Gray Favor. That’s the important part. So, where do you need me to go?”

      Elder Frey chuckled and said, “So, you think you can simply walk in here, demand we accept your hand in friendship, and go off fighting our enemies? What kind of game do you think you are playing, boy? The Presence does not just lend its trust to anyone who asks for it. We are fighting a war here! There are many who would wish to do as you have done to infiltrate our ranks and sabotage our efforts in the name of our enemy. Why should I trust what you say, stranger? You dress like a man who has made a career of thievery, you are unwilling to divulge any personal details, and you call yourself Si1ence. Everything that has come from your audacious lips has given me cause to raise an eyebrow.”

      The other druids were watching us now. Several were making preparations, finding a good place to put their work on hold, and coming over to join us to see what all the noise was about. One of these newcomers was a plush, blonde girl who appeared human in nature. She stood about as high as my shoulder and was wearing a deep blue robe with a silver chain tied around her waist. Her demeanor was serious, and she looked as if she wanted to say something but remained quiet as she approached, perhaps waiting for the proper moment.

      An older woman approached. She appeared to be on the declining end of middle-age and was regarding me with a slight curl in her lip. Frey turned to her and asked, “What is your take on this boy, Mirtha? Does he not look like your run-of-mill vagabond?”

      Greying-haired Mirtha nodded. “I would usually not say something like that to someone’s face, but since you asked, Frey . . . yes, his look does make me a tad uneasy.”

      Before Frey got a chance to respond, the young blonde piped up, saying, “Oh, come off it, you two. You are talking as if the man has an ugly face tattoo.”

      “That’s what I was thinking!” I blurted out. My comment went ignored.

      “Well, what is your take on him, newcomer Binari?” Frey spat at the beautiful young blonde woman. “Your tenuous, unusual affiliation status with the Presence does not make you our voice of reason. I do not care how well-traveled you are. You are still young and naïve.”

      “That may be so,” Binari said, “but I am not the one making superficial judgements about this man simply because of the way he chooses to dress. You do not know where he comes from, and it is none of your business. If he is truly offering help, then we should give him a chance to prove himself, should we not? We can use all of the able-bodied men we can find.”

      “And what do you suggest, Binari?” asked Mirtha. Her voice was more patient than her colleague’s, as if she were actually willing to entertain what the young woman was saying. “Do you have such a trial in mind? Something that would prove definitively if this man, this Si1ence, will act out of our best interests?”

      The girl thought for a moment and said, “There is that stretch of river in the desert to the east, the one we have recently gotten word of the Gray Favor using to ship their slaves. Perhaps he could go with several of us to investigate that?”

      “And put those accompanying him in danger!” Frey shouted. “If he is in league with the Gray Favor, then those that join him on such a mission are as good as dead.”

      “That is a risk I would be willing to take,” Binari said with a smug grin.

      “Are you saying that you will join him if we choose to send him on this journey?” Mirtha asked, her eyes wide, showing more emotion than I had seen from her so far.

      Binari looked me over silently for a few seconds and nodded, saying, “Yes, I will accompany him to the desert.”

      Frey scoffed, “Do as you please, girl.”

      I looked at the girl and smiled. “All right, it’s settled then. Who else will join me?”

      “Sadly, I cannot join you on this trip, Si1ence,” Faun said. “My duties call me elsewhere, but I hope that we can reunite soon.”

      “As do I, Faun.”

      “If Horan is not occupied, perhaps he could accompany you? He seemed to take quite a liking to you.”

      “I will believe that when I see it,” huffed Frey. His arms were folded now. “Horan is a sensible man. He would never lower himself to be acquainted with riffraff like this boy.”

      “You would be surprised then, Frey,” Faun replied. She was still trying to maintain her air of nonchalance, but her old friend’s stubbornness was clearly beginning to wear on her.

      “All right,” I said. “If Horan will join us, that makes three. Binari, what all does this investigation call for? I don’t know if three of us could handle an entire slave operation.”

      “We will see what must be done when we get there,” she said. “I do not wish to fight, but if it comes to that, it might be best to flee. Give me a moment, please.”

      She turned and hurried back to her alcove, taking a plain wooden bowl from one of the shelves and placing it on the table in front of her chair. All of us watched quietly as she took a jug from the opposite shelf, poured water into the bowl, and looked into it for a time. Frey glanced at me for split second then looked back to the young druid, tapping his foot with increasing impatience.

      Binari soon returned to the group, saying nothing to explain what she had just done.

      “Well?” Frey asked, his voice tense. “Did you see anything in your little impromptu scrying session?”

      She responded curtly, saying, “Find your own pool of truth, old man.”

      Elder Frey huffed.

      Mirtha told us that she would inform the others of this new course of action and took her leave. Faun also bid Binari and me farewell, wishing us luck as she took the grumpy elder by the arm and led him over to his cubby to brief him in private on her latest rounds of Tel’Maryn.

      I felt a slender hand on my own arm and turned to see Binari standing closer than she had been when I looked away.

      “We should leave in the morning,” she said. “Do you have a place to stay for the evening?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I plan to get a room at Edmund’s. I’m meeting Horan there later for drinks.”

      “I do not know this Horan. I shall like to meet him before we set out. May I join you for drinks?”

      “I think that would be great.”
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        * * *

      

      We took our leave of the Temple. Binari said she’d had enough of that stuffy room for one day and jumped at the chance to get out and stretch her legs. She was curious to know about me, but there was not much I could truthfully tell her without breaking character, so I turned the conversation back on her whenever possible.

      “So, how did you become a druid? What did Frey mean about your unusual relationship with the Presence?”

      “I am not a druid,” she corrected. “I am a mage, and I am here to study my craft. As far as my association with the Presence is concerned . . . I helped them out when I came to this Zone and they awarded me honorary membership status for the duration of my stay. Frey and a few others are resentful of that fact, but the majority ruled in favor of the decision before Frey came back into rotation, so he did not even get a say.” She smiled, amused at the thought. “But I suspect that I will not be here for too much longer. I tend to go wherever I feel needed and do not like to stay in one place for too long. I am sure I will return one of these days.”

      “Interesting,” I said. “What did you do to help them out?”

      “It was simple. There were several ailing children in the city, and none of the druids knew how to help them with their naturalist magic. Someone had actually cursed the children with a semi-potent hex which few druids have the power to cure. I used a different school of magic to heal the children.”

      “It’s fortunate you were there then.”

      She shrugged. “Any one of the hundreds of academically oriented mages in the Temple could have helped those children. I simply happened to be nearby at the right time.”

      “Still . . .”

      Binari walked with me back to the clearing I came to refer to as the commercial district. She unstrapped a small pouch tied to her silver chain and thrust a handful of silver coins in my direction.

      “You want me to take that?” I asked, confused. “I can’t take your hard-earned money.”

      She shook her head. “I will file it with the Presence when I return this evening. They will reimburse me. This is eighty silver coins. You will need to find some better gear in case anything does happen tomorrow. You said you are not from here—do you know how our currency works?”

      I shook my head this time.

      “Bronze coins are the base unit of currency. There are few things that a handful of bronze coins can purchase you, other than food and minor amenities. Silver coins are the next level up. One of these is equal to 100 bronze coins. Above them are gold coins. Can you guess what one of them is worth?”

      “A hundred silver coins?”

      “You get it,” she said with a grin, pressing her coin-filled hand up against my chest.

      I took them without another word of protest. Free money is free money.

      “Now, a stealthy person like you will benefit most from lightweight armor crafted by a tanner. The nearest one is over there.” She pointed to a spot several trees down the line from the smithy where Faun had sharpened her dagger earlier. “Shall we see what they have available and then make our way to Edmund’s?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      We walked into the tanner’s shop. All sorts of leather armor lined the walls, hung on the sturdy twigs and rounded knobs conveniently growing there. My inability to summon the user interface began to nag at me again as I stepped through the threshold. There was no way that I could see to accurately compare the stats of my equipment.

      The tanner himself, a thin elf with short blonde hair, sat hunched in the corner wrestling with a large hide, tying it to a wooden frame using sinew. His frustration with the task disappeared under the folds of a warm smile as we walked in.

      “Good afternoon,” the gangly man said. “Is there anything in particular I can help you with?”

      Binari said nothing, only looking at me.

      “Nothing in particular,” I said. “I’m just looking for something better than what I have on now. Can you help me with that?”

      He looked me up and down and got to his feet, setting the frame with its half-tied hide against the wall. “I can, but it depends on how much you are willing to spend. I have better leather mail than that, but it might be best to get your legs suited up before we even consider changing out what you have covering your chest.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “I’ve got eighty silver coins plus some bronze. You got some chaps that would work well for a rogue like myself?”

      “Yeah, I think we can find something in your price range.”

      He brought me over to a row of chaps hanging side-by-side and pulled down a pair that was several shades darker than my mail. I took it as he offered.

      “What do you think of these?”

      “Uh . . .”

      As soon as I touched them, I heard that blasted metallic pop. The blue window appeared at my side and read:

      
        
        
        Plain Leather Chaps

        Price: 40 Silver Coins

        Durability: 100%

        Physical Defense: +3 (+3)

      

        

      

      I didn’t know how good plus three physical defense actually was since I did not know my own stats to use as a baseline, but I assumed that the second plus three in parentheses meant that I would see a full benefit from that defense boost once I put them on. Now, if I was already wearing some chaps that provided a plus one boost to my defense, I would expect these to have a plus two in the parentheses.

      “How much are these, forty silver?”

      The tanner’s jaw hung slack for a moment before he said, “Why, yes, as a matter of fact. That was a very good guess. Do you like them?”

      “Yeah, they’re all right. Would you have some mail better than what I have on that would be in my price range after purchasing these?”

      He looked at my torso armor for a long moment and said, “No, I do not. Come to think of it, I do not believe I have anything better for your chest that you could purchase with what you have in your pocket now. But . . . I do have several nice pairs of gloves and boots that you would be able to purchase with your chaps.”

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll take these and check those out.”

      I handed him forty silver coins and he brought me over to the gloves, which were conveniently hanging directly above the boots. I decided on a pair of plain leather boots which matched my chaps perfectly and provided two additional physical defense. Best of all, I was able to comfortably layer them over my footwraps, so that I could get the highest boost possible. I always loved games that allowed the player to layer their clothing.

      After spending an additional twenty-five silver for those, I did not have enough left to purchase anything else, so Binari and I bid the man farewell and headed for Edmund’s.

      I found Sleeper still tied off as we neared the stable. He turned to me as I approached, and I caressed the side of his face. “Hey, buddy. It’s good to see you again.”

      He neighed as if he understood.

      The tavern’s curtain was closed, but I could hear the commotion inside, so I had no qualms about letting myself in.

      “Rixon!” Horan shouted, standing to greet me with his glass raised.

      His cheeks were flushed; he was clearly well into his relaxion time already, and the sun had not even gone down yet. I led Binari over to the table and made introductions.

      “Horan, this is Binari. She works at the Temple.”

      “How do you do, young lady?” he boomed merrily, extending a hand. “I am Horan, the Master of Mounts in the area.”

      The girl giggled and they shook.

      “Please,” Horan said, pulling out a chair, “take a seat. Let’s drink and be merry! Ales!”

      A barmaid rushed over to drop two tall glasses of ale down in front of us as we took our seats. The liquid was dark brown, like soda, with a layer of froth on top. I watched the maid hurry over to attend to other customers and noticed for the first time how large the establishment actually was.

      The outside was unassuming, to say the least, but the secret to its size lay in how far back it stretched. Many of the tables and their seating, including the bar itself, were nothing more than polished hunks of wood curving straight out of the wall. There must have been people in the community who had the job of guiding the growth of such unusual shapes, because I had never seen anything like it in nature before. There were other tables, too, but they were plain and unimpressive in comparison.

      Many people seemed to have the same idea as Horan in calling it a day and coming by for a drink because the place was brimming with life. There were several small tables along the wall opposite the bar where patrons sat playing dice and cards. Every so often, a group huddled at the big round table in the back would erupt with laughter, and the maid would come by to refill everyone’s drinks. There was a bard in the back corner dancing around and going to town on his lute with a small crowd cheering him on and periodically tossing coins his way. More people were still filing in after Binari and I sat down with no signs of slowing down. I was sure that the place would be packed shoulder-to-shoulder with no room to sit in a few hours’ time.

      The sound of Horan’s hand slapping down on the table brought my attention back to the big smiling man. “So, tell me,” he boomed, “what’s on the agenda, my friends? What’s happening?”

      I filled him in on everything that had happened since we’d parted ways, taking time to allow Binari to interject and expand on things when needed.

      “I have not heard of this unrest to the east,” Horan said. “How do you know of it, Binari?”

      “I have honorary association status with the Presence,” she proclaimed with a self-satisfied grin. “One of their rangers reported it two days ago.”

      “Ah . . . I have only just come back into town after being away for seven days. Things happen fast.”

      “That they do,” she agreed, taking a big gulp of her dark brew. The oversized glass was slightly comical in her delicate fingers.

      “So, will you join us?” I asked.

      “Of course!” Horan shouted. “It has been a long time since I got to go head-to-head with the Gray Favor.”

      Binari held up a cautionary hand. “We hope that it will not come to blows. They might easily overwhelm us if their numbers are too great. The slave trade is no small business.”

      “Well, we shall see what happens.”

      I slapped my head with a sudden realization, and they both looked at me confused. “I forgot to grab healing items.” Looking to Binari, I said, “Is there someone around here that sells items to heal wounds?”

      “Yes,” Binari said, “but don’t worry about that now. I will grab some on my way here to meet you tomorrow.”

      “All right. That’d be great, if you don’t mind.”

      “It’s not a problem at all. I was going to stop by the apothecary myself anyway. It will just result in a bigger reimbursement from the Presence.” She gave me a reassuring smile.

      We talked and laughed well into the night. As things began to die down, the bard bounced his way over to the remaining tables, asking for suggestions on what to play. Horan asked him to play a raunchy song called The Saggy Barmaid. He said it loud enough to draw the actual barmaid’s attention as she was passing by and returned her disapproving look with a wink. The whole house clapped and sang along as the bard hopped around strumming his strings.

      After several more of these sing-along tunes, Binari decided that it would be best to prepare for bed and told us to meet her at the stables at the crack of dawn before she left. It was just the Master of Mounts and me, and he had fallen deeper and deeper into the hole of drunkenness as the night progressed. When our mage left, he was nodding off in his chair; the only thing keeping his head from dropping to the table was the mug braced against his chest.

      “Hey, Horan,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder. “Do I just ask the barmaid for a bed?”

      “Ugh—huh?” He sat up and looked around as if he had forgotten where he was for a moment.

      “I need a place to sleep. Do I get a room from the maid?”

      He shook his head. “No, no . . . No rooms.” He began to slouch again, so I firmly put my hand on his arm.

      “What do you mean ‘no rooms?’ I thought you said this place has beds.”

      “Yes,” he slurred, “but they’re full.” He turned a lazy, drooping eye to the curtain and smirked. “Stables—sleep with Sleeper.”

      “Are you serious? I’m sleeping in the stables with the horses?”

      Fuck, I thought. I would have shacked up with Binari if I’d known that! She was practically offering!

      He nodded his head and then dozed back off. I got the maid’s attention, and she confirmed that what Horan had said was true—they were out of rooms. I didn’t ask her if it was customary or acceptable to sleep in the stables because I was not in the mood to be laughed at, so I just walked out and found my buddy Sleeper.

      He was resting, and there was a nice pile of hay available for me in his corner. I decided to just roll with it. I had slept on dirt and hardwood floors before, so this wasn’t the worst sleeping arrangement I’d had.

      I lay awake for a while, pondering the new developments and looking into the starry sky. Things seemed like they were about to pick up. I could not wait to see what my first boss fight was going to look like.

      Just before I dozed off, I got a glimpse of the moon high overhead. It was different than the red one I’d seen several nights prior. This one was bright white and smaller than its predecessor, surely one of the many surprises awaiting me as my exciting journey continued to unfold.
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      I awoke to the melodic giggling of my new companion. She held in one hand a well-worn staff that stood taller than me, and in the other she carried several red potions, the signature design for videogame healing items.

      “Good morning, Si1ence,” she sang. “I baked us some pastries to eat before we set out.”

      Indeed, she had. Binari was apparently a decent baker in her spare time. She pulled four bready treats from a small wicker basket hanging around her arm, and we scarfed them down right there on the stable floor. They were filled with a thick, sweet cream that tasted the way I imagined heaven would. Some streaks clung to my face as I tore into my two, which resulted in more giggles from my companion. She took the red-and-white picnic cloth that was covering the basket and dabbed my nose.

      Horan arrived just as we were finishing up.

      “Oh, good—you’re awake,” he said with a broad grin. “I’ll loan you Sleeper again today, Rixon. Binari, I would give you another, but I am afraid I don’t have any more to spare. We had some extras when we arrived in town yesterday, but I had to drop them off at the barracks.”

      “That is fine,” she said. “I will ride with . . . what did you call him—Rixon—if he will allow it?”

      “Works for me,” I said. “And I’d prefer both of you to call me Si1ence, if you don’t mind. Everyone calls me by that name back home.” That statement was practically true, since I had over a million fans who couldn’t get enough voyeur gameplay action in looking over my shoulder.

      We split up the potions, of which I took two, and headed east to the desert. Binari’s hands were on my waist as we muddled through the interwoven twists and turns of Cul’Maryn. It was another hour or two before we finally reached the eastern edge of the city wall, which stood just as unassuming as its southern counterpart. A handful of city guards—or rangers or whatever they were supposed to be—waved goodbye as we strode past. They were still wearing the armor that the others had magically changed into the prior day. I thought to ask Horan if he’d noticed the sudden change before but decided against it, assuming it would just be a repeat of the telephone book encounter with the young druid.

      There was not much conversation among us as we made our way through the forest of Tir’Nadrun, but I began to think of questions soon after we came into the Evermeadows.

      “So, we’re going to a desert?”

      “That is correct,” Binari said.

      “Is that in another Zone, then? This is the Zone of Leaves, right?”

      “Yes, this is the Zone of Leaves, but no, the desert is still within this Zone’s borders. It is a transitional strip between Tel’Maryn and the Zone of Sand. As far as we know, the Gray Favor has no presence in any Zones but Tel’Maryn.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “This desert is nothing compared to the terrain of the Zone of Sand,” she added, still sensing my confusion. “Perhaps one day you will see what I mean. It is easy to succumb to the elements there. Here, not so much.”

      As midday approached, the hills of the Evermeadows slowly began to level out. The blue flowers lessened in their numbers, and the grass grew sparser, replaced with barren, cracking dirt and eventually sand. As the meadows faded into the distance, rolling dunes of sand appeared in place of the green hills we left behind. The air was dry, as were my lips. Horan handed me a bottle of water, and I sipped from it conservatively. I had not thought to bring water along and wanted to smack myself for the oversight. Most games did not require players to prepare for such minute things as thirst and hunger, and sometimes I forgot that this was no ordinary game, even as I strode atop a solid mount wading through the game’s very real desert sands, feeling the undeniable warm breeze brush against my face. It was in that moment that I wondered again where—if—the game drew a line to prevent too much pain and suffering. Dying of thirst or heat stroke would be a horrible way to go, even in this virtual environment.

      After a time, the length of which I had no idea, we spotted a long line of dunes on the horizon.

      “I think that’s it,” Binari cautioned. “On the other side of those hills—I think the river is over there. If we’re lucky, the slavers haven’t moved on yet.”

      “If we’re luckier, there won’t be like forty of them on the other side waiting to ram spears up out asses.”

      Horan laughed. “You have colorful imagination, boy. Now, let us see what fate has in store.” He kicked his steed into action and bolted for the high sands.

      Binari huffed and hugged me firmer as I ordered Sleeper to keep pace with the older man.

      “We should not be charging in blindly like this,” Binari complained.

      “Eh, too late now. We can’t just let him go in alone.”

      When we reached the base of the hills, Horan skidded to a halt. He tilted his head to get a better view of the top, squinting in the sun. All seemed quiet and as it should be. There was nothing I could hear or see that would have led me to believe a small army was on the other side of those dunes.

      Horan dismounted and looked to us long enough to give a reassuring smile before ascending the slope. Again, Binari and I hurried after him, this time using our own legs.

      About halfway up, I could hear several voices. Seconds later, four or five heads were peering down at us, their shadows stretching past us almost all the way to our horses. Theirs were not friendly faces, and I understood with a new appreciation what Elder Frey and the others must have seen when they looked at me for the first time.

      Each of these scarred and sunbaked men were watching us with violent intent, all of them wearing clothing that was practically identical to mine. Some stood with bows slung around their backs, while the others were in the process of unsheathing daggers and swords, ready to make short work of us unsuspecting travelers. Horan’s blade was already out, and I took that as my queue to do the same. One might say that this was about to be . . . an uphill battle.

      Binari clenched her staff in both fists. Like the bows of our enemies, it too had been slung over her back until then, fastened securely with a leather strap as she rode and climbed. She was glaring at the men.

      More had come to join them in the passing seconds. There were ten now, outnumbering us more than three-to-one. Four stood with their bows out, prepared to end us before we even had a chance.

      “Come down and fight us like men, you cowards!” Horan challenged them. “I could take all of you down here, just give me the chance, damn it!”

      “You really think so?” one of the rogues said then laughed. “I’d like to see that!”

      “Then come and see, friend!” the Master of Mounts spat. His knuckles were white as they gripped the handle of his sword.

      The man who had answered the call looked left and right to his brothers with the bows. He himself was dual-wielding swords—one was a plain, short, and hardly worth mentioning, but the other was longer and looked to be made of—or at least coated in—silver, and decorated in relief with a scene of animals or monsters battling one another. From where I stood, it was difficult to make out any of its fine details, but I knew one thing right away: I wanted it.

      “What do you say, boys?” he asked the archers with a mischievous grin. “Shall we fight this old bastard ‘like men?’”

      Everyone laughed, and each man who had not already pulled an arrow from his quiver did so then.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” the foreman said.

      He raised his arm and the others drew their bows back. With nothing left to do, I charged up the hill toward them, knowing I would not make it in time. Horan let out a deafening battle cry and followed my lead. In the next breath, the arrows flew loose, two darting for each of us. I was sure my journey was already done, but then—out of nowhere—there came a brilliant streak of light, and the arrows sailed full-speed into an invisible wall halfway to their destination.

      In my surprise, I looked back to Binari. She was positioned in a battle stance, her ancient staff held aloft.

      “Hurry!” she commanded. “I can’t keep doing that! Go, go!”

      With renewed vigor, Horan and I sprinted up the hill. As we closed in, the archers tossed their bows to the sand and pulled out their knives, thinking those would be more helpful in close-range combat.

      I jammed my own knife into the belly of the first asshole I came within reach of. He grunted and fell to his knees as one of his brothers ran over and tried to bring his short sword down on me from overhead. With my left hand still gripping the dagger firmly stuck in the first guy’s stomach, I lifted my scimitar to intercept the blow as it came dropping down like a guillotine.

      There was a loud clang as our metal met, but I did not take time to enjoy the sound. With the first guy’s weight still on my arm, I took an awkward half-step forward and launched my foot into my new aggressor. He stumbled back, and I ripped my little blade from its vacation home and sent it shopping for his heart. One—two—three times I stabbed his chest. Every time I pulled the knife back, blood spurted out to greet me in an over-the-top, gritty, action-movie fashion. The guy clutched his chest and fell flat.

      I turned to see that the first rogue was not done yet. He was fumbling to his feet, trying to fight both the pain and the sand giving way beneath his footfalls. I leapt back to him and nudged him in the butt with my heel. He tumbled down the dune, landing several yards up from Binari, who rushed in to stab him with her own knife.

      When I whipped back around, two more were already closing in on me. One was the man with the decorated sword.

      “Nice blade,” I said.

      “Thanks,” he replied with a wink.

      The moment he finished the gesture, I swiped my edge across the fingers holding the prized possession. He yelped and dropped it, along with two freshly severed appendages. His buddy took that as his opportunity to move in, so he lunged forward and cut a deep wound into the outer side of my right arm.

      “Fuck!” I wailed.

      I was suddenly experiencing the worst pain I had ever felt. If the game drew a line on pain somewhere, that line was too far back for my comfort. My knee-jerk instinct was to turn and haul ass so I could get somewhere safe to deal with the wound, but I held my composure and resolved to stick it through to the end.

      “You fucking asshole!” I shouted as I pierced my foe’s chest with my scimitar.

      Despite losing two fingers, the foreman was howling with laughter. I turned to him in time to see his other sword cutting toward me. I ducked, feeling the air in its wake ruffling the hairs of my head.

      The other guy crumpled over as I withdrew my blade from him with a sickening squelch and cut upward into his leader. The eight-fingered man now stood with a deep gash trailing from his waist to his neck. He paused, stunned for a moment, before joining his ally in the sand. I brought the tip of my scimitar down into both of their backs for good measure and hurried to deal with those that remained.

      Horan already had a small pile of bodies lying around him, and two others were coming to challenge him as I drew near. I reached out and firmly grasped the closest one to me on the shoulder, pulling him to ground. He yelled, flailing as he fell back. His knife made a minor cut in my wrist, but it was nothing compared to the injury I had already sustained. This wound only served to fuel my determination to end them all.

      In his new compromised position, he jabbed for my shin, but I was able to lift my leg in time and bring it down to crush his forearm. Still gripping his weapon, his hand sank into the dune under my coercion.

      “Any last words?” I barked at him.

      He grunted as my scimitar dropped down, severing his head from the rest of his body. His ugly mug rolled down the dune, coming to a rest at its base. When I turned my attention back to Horan, he had already finished off the other guy, and that turned out to be the last of them. Binari hastened up the hill to join us.
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        Exp: 225

        Kill: 4 Gray Favor Henchmen

        Partial Kill: Gray Favor Henchman

        Search?

      

        

      

      “Yes, search.”

      
        
        
        Looting . . .

        20sv coins. 1 Ornamental Sword. 1 Plain Leather Gloves.

      

        

      

      As I read this, I saw the decorated sword shimmer and disappear from where it lay in the sand, and then a sudden weight was added to my rucksack.

      “Hell yeah!”

      
        
        
        LEVEL UP!

      

        

      

      “Hell yeah!”

      
        
        
        You’ve reached level 2!

        STR +1, END +1, AGI +2, INT +1, WIS +0, CHA +0

      

        

      

      I felt a sudden rush. As an RPG gamer, leveling up and getting new loot were the things I lived for. I took off my sack and began rifling through it. The new items glowed as I laid my eyes on them, and their stats appeared as I touched them, just as they had in the tanner’s store.

      
        
        
        Plain Leather Gloves

        Durability: 100%

        Physical Defense: +1 (+1)

      

        

      

      I put those bad boys on.

      
        
        
        Ornamental Sword

        Durability: 100%

        Acc/Dmg: AGI/STR

        Dmg: +2

      

        

      

      I swapped that out for my dagger.

      Binari strode past us in the time it took me to get everything in order. She was silent, looking down on the other side of the dunes. I went to her and saw the river, where she had suspected it was. The only problem was that there was no one else around. Not a ship or even a dock. Nothing except for a few random smatterings of desert flowers hugging the edge of the stream.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” I said.

      She nodded and held her staff out. I had not noticed before that there were little glass orbs dotting its top, like purple and green marbles enveloped in a hardened resin. She moved it in a figure-eight pattern and muttered something—probably an incantation—under her breath.

      The wind rushed in and swirled around her, her golden hair and robe tossing about at its mercy. Sand swept in and danced before her. She leaned to peer into it, squinting as if she were trying to decipher something on an ancient fuzzy television set. Binari was clearly seeing something that I could not.

      “There were others here this morning, it seems,” she began. “A man by the name of Dukayne, traveling with an older woman. Something seems . . . off about her.”

      “Dukayne.” I heard Horan spit and looked to him to elaborate. He was shaking his head. “He’s just a worm. He used to be someone, but . . . well . . . the will to power warps many men. He will not be the last.”

      “It seems they seek the Temple Hearth.”

      “Well, that’s nothing new,” Horan commented.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s where the druids meet,” Horan said.

      “That was the room we met in with Elder Frey,” Binari explained without looking away from the swirling television static of sand. “It is considered the center of the Temple. Every temple has one. It is customary that the presiding rulers of the Temple conduct law from there. Whoever claims the Hearth claims the entire Temple.”

      She was silent for a time, continuing to piece together what the sand was telling her.

      “There is another man,” she said. “He goes by the name of Conn Felvid.”

      My ears perked up at the mention of the man my current quest was centered around.

      “He is mounted on . . . a desert pony—riding out of the desert but a fair distance away from where we came in. There are two others with him—two well-armored men. They appear to be of higher rank than those we just faced.”

      She went quiet again, and the wind faded, the sand falling back to the ground in its absence.

      “Well?” Horan asked.

      “That was all I could see. We should return to the Temple and see what the Presence can make of this information.”

      “Agreed,” the Master of Mounts said. He stretched his arms and added, “It might be nice to stop for some food and perhaps a bath on the way back.”

      “A bath?” I asked, confused at where we would find such a thing out in the middle of nowhere but also suddenly realizing how greasy I felt. I had not taken an actual bath the entire time I had been in Circuit World.

      “I know a spot just a few hours from here near the edge of the meadows,” he assured me. “Come on, I’ll show you. The three of us deserve it after what we’ve just been through.”

      We followed his lead and came to a small patch of trees sitting alone in the middle of the fields. It looked like it would have been more at home in the desert we had just left, as an oasis, complete with a shimmering cool pool shaded by the trees.

      Binari said nothing as we approached the water, but quietly looked from me to it and back again with a glint of mischief flashing in her eyes. Horan dismounted and led his horse over to drink, taking Sleeper with him as well. Binari and I stood at the edge of the water watching them in silence.

      “This pool is sacred to our gods,” Horan said. “It is said that all who come here are healed of whatever ails them.

      That would have been nice to know a couple hours ago, I thought. If I’d known that, I would have been able to save the healing potion, but I couldn’t deny that that little bottle of viscous liquid did the trick. I slathered it on my cuts before we set out, and it healed them up as we rode from the desert. Within an hour, the deep gash in my arm had sewed itself shut, leaving nothing behind but a small scar which itself was already beginning to fade.

      Horan smirked at us as the horses took their last few laps of water and said, “Well, I’m going to stretch my legs among the trees for a bit—maybe even take a short nap. Let me know when you two are ready to head back.”

      “All right,” I said. “Happy napping.”

      When he had walked out of sight, I turned to see Binari’s plush body standing before me. Her breasts welled out wider than her robe led me to believe, and her hips told the same story, the dimples in them taunting me. She was blushing and her chest was flushed, but her confident tone did not betray any nervousness or embarrassment.

      “We might as well bathe,” she said, reaching forward to unfasten the ties on my mail.

      We were in the water in the next minute, her standing right up against me. I could feel her long deep breaths against the curly hairs of my chest as she looked up expectantly, waiting for me to do what I pleased with her.

      I leaned forward and planted a gentle kiss on her full lips. She closed her eyes, blushing more, and held the back of my neck with one of her hands while using the other one to stroke my member. I moved my head down and smelled her sweet scent as I licked her neck; the skin rich with hints of who she was and where she’d been. She giggled, feeling ticklish, and I placed a firm hand on her breast, while reaching my other arm around her back to pull her close.

      Her chest pressed against mine, and I felt her grip harden around me as her stroking grew more insistent, but still oddly delicate. I looked up for a moment to take in the sheer ecstasy I was feeling and noticed movement in the branches sheltering us.

      At first, I thought there was an animal running across them, but they appeared to be bending of their own accord. Binari noticed my moment of distraction and looked to see what had taken my focus away from her.

      “The land must approve of our union.” She giggled, doubling the force of her grip to reel me back in. “We mustn’t disappoint it.”

      She held the back of my neck and pulled herself up on me, using her stroking hand to guide me into her deepest secret.

      And oh what a secret she held.

      I moaned as I found my way inside along the slick, heated path, and she began to bounce up and down, generating vicious ripples in the water.

      I scooped up a handful of cheek and assisted her, adding involuntary thrusts for good measure. She was moaning now, blushing an even brighter shade of red than before. She closed her eyes tightly, breath coming in faster gasps as my body took over on raw instinct. There was a delicate moment, and then it was gone, replaced by the urgency of her warmth closing around every bit of me. I could feel her fingernails digging into my skin as if she were hanging on for her life, even while I hung onto her with both arms. She was a prize of exquisite make, and she was mine.

      Her breasts swayed, touching me with their tips in playful reminders of how we were moving, and then she began to chant, a low noise of pure pleasure, like an erotic spell.

      “Don’t. Stop. Don’t. Stop,” she said, each word thick with urgency as we surged toward a climax, linked in body and mind.

      We bounced over to the edge of the pool, and I bent her forward over a slab of smooth stone. Her blonde curls glimmered in the few rays of sun still filtering down through the shady branches, and I let my fingers claim her hips, my hands sinking into her soft flesh as they made pale circles from the pressure of my need.

      I continued to stroke, long and swift, this time from behind. She lurched forward each time I hit home, and I reached under her arm with one hand to cup a breast, its nipple hard against my palm. At this, she craned her head around to me, her jaw slack, and I came in to meet her for a kiss. Our tongues touched, met, and began to explore each other in new ways, a moment of slow calm in the storm of our lovemaking.

      Thrust—thrust—THRUST! Her muffled sound told me that I had landed a critical strike as she went rigid, climaxing hard in waves of spastic energy that before the tension left her and she began to melt, one muscle at a time. I pulled away from her with regret, dragging my fingers over the perfection of his skin as we separated. For the moment.

      Thinking I would like to shine more light on her beautiful, exhausted face, I held my hand up to the branches shading us and jokingly commanded, “Let there be light!”

      To my astonishment, the branches actually followed my orders. Binari gasped and clung to my side as she watched them. I felt a tingling sensation in the tips of the fingers that had reached for the branches; it was weird, as if someone had tickled me with an electric feather.

      “Did you do that?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “I—uh—I think so . . .”

      “Then finish in the sun,” she said, taking me back inside her for the last part of our ride. It was a sprint, filled with short moans and little motion as we rocked back and forth in a controlled burn, then her second climax began, triggering mine in a sunburst of pleasure so intense of made the light dance across my eyes.

      Her lips brushed mine as she stared at me, a lazy smile on her full lips. “Now we’re done.”

      “For now,” I allowed.

      She lifted a brow, the looked up into the trees. “About that trick. . .”
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      Binari thought it would be a good idea to tell the rest of the Presence about my newfound ability. I had my own reservations about that since Elder Frey and I had gotten off to such a bad start. I was unsure of how he would react if I were to start standing out more than I already did. But, I decided, he could go screw himself. I had bigger fish to fry, more important things to worry about than his old crochety ass. I had to slay Conn Felvid, who was apparently riding out of the desert on a pony with two tough guys, according to my friend’s vision. But, more importantly, I was there to beta test this insane new game, and in doing so, I was determined to push it to its limits.

      It was soon clear to me that my suspicions about how the order of forest druids would react to my fledgling powers were well-placed. We said our good-byes to Horan upon entering the city, and Binari and I traveled the rest of the way to the Temple. She led me through the large double-doors of the Temple Hearth, as I recently learned it was formally named, and my return was immediately met by a number of disapproving stares.

      The Elder himself sat at the far end of the room, directly across from where I entered. Even in the dim glow floating over his cubby, I could see the inward slant of his eyebrows following me to the center of the room. There were others, too—others I vaguely recognized from before but had not directly addressed. Many of them had crowded around when the Elder was throwing his little tantrum. Now even a large portion of them were watching me with their faces etched in apprehension. It seemed as if the old man had gotten to them.

      To my surprise, there was a familiar figure outlined in the shadows near the Elder’s desk. It took me only a moment more to recognize that it was Faun, standing in virtually the same spot as when Binari and I left. Our eyes locked, and we each sealed the greeting with warm smiles. She was the first to stride over and meet us.

      “Greetings, friends! I did not expect to see you back so soon.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you here either, Faun,” I said. “I thought you had other duties? Have you just been here the whole time?” I asked this for a deeper reason than the question implied. All videogames were centered around player experience. Many of them simply put portions of the game on pause when a player was not interacting with or in close vicinity to them. I wondered if Faun and the others in that room were just left virtually frozen from the moment I walked out until the moment I walked back in. It was a crazy notion, as real as these characters appeared to me, but in the end, they were nothing but groups of code.

      “I did have duties,” she replied. “They were only in the city this time, though, and I have already come back to seek more duties outside the city from Elder Frey. It is fortunate timing that the two of us—the three of us,” she corrected, nodding to Binari, “would happen to—”

      “Enough!” Frey stomped up from behind the young woman. I had not seen him approach until he was within arm’s reach. “So? What do you have to say, boy? Did you investigate this slave trading post or whatever it was?”

      I absent-mindedly clenched a fist, but before I was able to transfer that bottled tension into words to spit in the man’s face, Binari took a half-step forward with one leg between him and me and spoke on my behalf. She explained everything we had seen in the desert—the Gray Favor’s henchmen, the otherwise empty river area, her visions, and my ability to tell tree branches what to do. Frey listened with his arms crossed, huffing or rolling his eyes at any mention of me. When Binari got to the part about my sudden magical power, he could not contain himself any longer.

      “You really expect me to believe this lout has inherent magical powers and can harness them without any training? What kind of moron do you take me for?” he barked.

      “Such things have happened before!” Binari said. This was the most aggressive I had seen her face. She was clearly losing her patience with the old man. “Young druids-to-be are seen doing such things all the time—at less than one-fourth his age, I might add! The same goes for channelers and psionics and sometimes even elementalists. You simply refuse to believe Si1ence is capable of inborn talents because you do not like him!”

      There were grumblings among the crowd of onlookers. As before, many members of the Presence had drawn close to spectate. Mirtha was among them, but now she stood on the outer edge of the huddling mass of magic users and quietly watched things unfold.

      “Bah! Calm yourself, woman! I will not pretend as if I do not trust this rogue stranger, but my feelings on his supposed powers are another matter altogether! These examples you mention—young druids and channelers and the like—all of them are raised in societies conducive to growing one’s magical potential. They do not need training to harness the first inklings of their powers because their communities revolve around those traits. This backwoods marauder understands nothing of magic and its ways! There is no chance on earth or heaven that he could make use of any latent abilities within him. Most people who have some sort of magical potential grow old and die without ever knowing of it because it is so far removed from their lives.”

      “So,” Binari continued, “what you are saying is that it isn’t that you don’t believe he has powers, but you doubt that he could harness them if he did?” She was grinning, knowing she had him logically trapped in a way. To admit that he was willing to believe I had powers at all would surely be a defeat for the man.

      He returned her question with a long frigid stare and finally said through gritted teeth, “He might. I cannot say for sure one way or the other. He might. He might now. What I’m saying for certain is that I know he did not cause branches to bend to his will, as you have described. I am more inclined to belief that it was merely the stirrings of the wind.”

      “I know what wind looks like,” Binari said. “This was no wind. This was deliberate.”

      “Well, perhaps it was simply the trees responding to his command of their own will?” he argued. “You said yourself that they moved to shade you when you bathed, supposedly for your privacy. Perhaps when it was the boy’s turn to bathe, he asked them to let the sunlight back in and the trees obliged him through no magic of his own. You said this happened at the Holy Pool. This alternative explaining appears far more plausible to me.”

      “But I felt it when I made the command. I felt the magic.” This was the first time I had spoken since Binari gave her account of the events.

      “Bah!” Frey spat. “And whose word do I have to rely on for that claim? Yours alone? Bah!” He waved me away. “That is all I have to say to you.”

      There was more hushed chattering among the crowd. One man wearing an off-white robe who looked to be far older than Frey and an equal amount meeker was the first to address the group as a whole.

      “Perhaps there is merit to the young man’s claim,” he said. “I would not be so quick to judge his outward appearance. Stranger things have happened . . . Need I remind everyone of the Savant of Doron?”

      Another man in the group, this one closer to middle-age and wearing a silver robe, scoffed at the notion, saying emphatically, “That man’s powers were exaggerated, and the details of his early life have been changed so much over the centuries that no one knows what, if anything, is true about any of it. Let us not bring up myths in an attempt to defend this boy’s blatant lies!”

      “You know, your hard-nosed skepticism is not always necessary, Mertyn,” said the first man, leaving it at that.

      “I have to agree with Mertyn,” said a young woman wearing a green robe. “What Binari and this Si1ence fellow are claiming is virtually unheard of. I think, if any of it is true at all—and I do not believe that Binari would lie to us—that what Elder Frey suggested as an alternative is far more likely. The trees have already been shown to move of their own accord.”

      The deliberations went on for another ten minutes or so, with most of them refusing to accept that I was the source of the magic. No one seemed to care about the missing slave ships, or our close call with death, or even the fact that someone was seen planning to invade the very room we were standing in. No one gave a rat’s ass about anything but their petty squabbling. It reminded me a lot of a certain type of people I knew back home, a group which is unfortunately concentrated in the gaming community. I fondly referred to them as big-dick nerds.

      Big-dick nerds are the kind of people who will argue about anything and nothing all at once. They’re the kind of pedantic assholes who will get caught up arguing over semantics just so they can feel good about themselves by basking in the glory of being right about some random bullshit. For example, I could be at a party with a big-dick nerd I’m acquainted with when another comes up and asks me what year of school I’m in. Being a big-dick nerd, I know he’s only asking me this so that he can immediately establish a false sense of seniority over me if he is in a higher year than me. Having just started my second year, I would tell him that I am a sophomore, but my big-dick nerd acquaintance chimes in saying that technically I am still a freshman since I only took 26 hours of courses my previous year, and I need 30 credit hours to be considered a sophomore. Then I would turn back to see the shit-eating grin of the other big-dick nerd in response to this. They’re fun people to be around, if you can’t tell. I do not miss having to interact with them on a daily basis back in college.

      Anyway, among this stupid arguing that was going on all around me, I gathered this much: Faun and a few strangers were willing to believe me or at least believe that I believed what I was saying, whether it was true or not. Most of the others seemed to be on the verge of tarring and feathering me. I just wanted to get on with my day and play the damn game. Progressing in my quest would not have been a bad thing either. It was seeming less and less likely that I was going to get anywhere in the Temple Hearth, so when Frey turned back to finally address me once again, I did not argue with his decree.

      “You must leave, boy!” he commanded, pointing toward the door. “I will not banish you from the town, but you are not to enter this temple again. Not everyone here will agree with this course of action, but I think it is safe to say that the majority will back my decision.”

      There was an overwhelming murmur of consent. Binari and Faun protested on my behalf, but they were the only ones to do so. Even those who were willing to give me the benefit of the doubt stayed quiet then, not wanting to risk the wrath of their colleagues. I could understand that. Being some random stranger from off the street, I wasn’t worth it to any of these people.

      Elder Frey held up a hand to silence the two girls, but they only stopped arguing when I put a hand on each of their shoulders.

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s not a big deal. I have other stuff I need to do. I’ve got a feeling about this Conn Felvid guy, and I think it’d be best now to chase him down on my own. I don’t need to be here, and more importantly, my ability doesn’t need permission. It’s a part of me.”

      “But, Si1ence, where will you search for this man? My vision gave little indication of where he was going, and it is not like I can simply track him down at will. At least let me accompany you. There is little left for me in this depressing place as well,” Binari said.

      Faun added, “Let me join the both of you. Perhaps my modest tracking skills can be of some assistance.”

      I held up a hand, saying, “I want to do this on my own for a bit—really get to know the lay of the land and see what there is to see. I might find the guy; I might not. Who knows? I expect I’ll return to the city in a few days’ time. When I do, I’ll send for the both of you. All right?”

      They did not argue anymore, reluctantly accepting my decision. I took my leave of all of them, setting out for Edmund’s. When we returned to the city, Horan told us that he would be there after finishing up a few things around the barrack’s stables. I hoped that enough time had passed and he was already there because I was wanting to borrow Sleeper from him and set out as soon as possible.
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      Horan was at Edmund’s as expected. I was beginning to believe that that was where I could find the old Stable Master any time that I needed him. He permitted me to use Sleeper without argument, but took a moment to urge me to bring him along, warning me that the fields of the Evermeadows and the surrounding areas were not always as inviting as they seemed. I was reminded of both my bout with the Mangler upon my arrival and the fight with the pack of six-legged wolves when I first met the man. They had been easy enough, though I did not know how I would fare against that same pack of wolves if it were just me and my two swords. His warning gave me pause, but in the end I decided to stick with my original plan and go it alone—at least for a time.

      I thanked him again for lending me Sleeper and assured him that I would return the horse safely, knowing there was no way I could be certain to make good on that promise. He knew this of course, and waved the notion away, saying, “Whatever happens happens. I hope you find what you’re looking for and that ole’ Sleeper serves you as well as he has me in our short time together.”

      Before I turned to leave, he drew a folded piece of worn canvas from his pocket and said, “Take this. It’ll help you find your way back and possibly even help you get to where you’re going.”

      Curious, I took the rugged canvas and opened it up to find a map of the area inked on its inner folds. “Thanks, Horan. This’ll be unbelievably helpful.”

      He returned my wide-eyed appreciation with a knowing smile, and said, “That’s not just any map, friend. It’s a magical map. See there?” He laid a finger on the page. “Right now it only shows you Cul’Maryn, but once you pass through any of these exits”—he paused to point to where the four city gates were represented in more or less each cardinal direction—“it will zoom out, in a sense, and show you a wider view of Tel’Maryn. Once you come to a new place within this Zone, it will zoom in to show you the finer details of that place. Now—and this is important—it only shows you areas you have explored, at least mostly. All unexplored areas will either be blank or have no more than a name written over them if they are well-known. Some of these unexplored places will have pictures representing their bigger landmarks. For example, if you were to travel to my home Zone of Unungr, you would immediately see the Temple of Stone filled in on the map of the area, even though you have yet to go there. But that does not mean you would be able to zoom in on the Temple of Stone until you travel to it. Understand?”

      I nodded my head. “Yeah, I get it. I’ve seen similar maps before,” I said, and then, not to sound as if I were bashing his gift, I added, “but none quite like this one. It’s the best I’ve seen so far. So, you’re saying that I can zoom in on places that I have explored, even if I’m not currently inside of them? Could I also zoom out if I wanted to?”

      “Ah, good question,” he said, moving his finger down to where the southern gate was represented. “This is where we came in at. You see where it reads ‘To Tir’Nadrun,’ which is the forest? If you want to zoom out to the forest, simply tap any of these gates”—he pressed his finger down on the southern gate and the map changed to a bird’s-eye, inked-in representation of the entire forest we were standing in, the city now represented by an icon no larger than my balled fist—“and it zooms us out. Simply do it again on an area anywhere outside the forest, and it will reveal to you the entire Zone. The same goes for the opposite.” He tapped the city, and it zoomed back in to where it had been before.

      I looked it over for a moment longer and noticed a blinking red circle over Edmund’s. “And that’s me?” I asked, pointing to the red marker.

      “Yup, you understand.”

      I rolled it up and placed it in my bag, thanking the big man once again before I took my leave. A magical map was going to make navigating the world exponentially easier. I was not even sure if I would have been able to guide Sleeper and I out of the massive, twisting city without its aid, but with it, the task was a cakewalk. We left the leafy metropolis in half the time it took Horan to guide us to its center the first time, though we had other hurdles to overcome then.

      I traveled to the southern end of the wood, with a hunch that Conn Felvid was traveling to the settlement marked on the southern edge of the Zone. I thought that perhaps, if I traveled fast enough, I could travel diagonally, off the main road, and cut him off before he made it there. There were several roads leading to the settlement, and it seemed likely that he was traveling along the one adjacent to the desert to the east, which was the desert where the slave ships were supposed to be.

      I kicked Sleeper into high gear, only allowing him once to stop for a drink while I scrounged up some tubers for a quick meal. We traveled for several hours before my blinking icon on the map told me that we had finally found the road we were aiming for, not far east from the unnamed settlement.

      By then, night was fast approaching, and I thought it was as good a time as ever to set up within a stone’s throw of the path and make camp for the night. I did not intend to do any sleeping. My plan was to wait in the dark not far from my campfire and lure in anyone who might be heading for the little town, hoping it would be Felvid and his lackeys. It was not long before my brilliant blaze did attract another, but it was far from who I expected.

      Down from the relative darkness of the sky descended a creature the color of a bruise, blue and purple, and shaped liked a stingray with fangs.

      “Well that’s different,” I muttered, feeling a jolt of battle sense fill my body.

      From its head to the sharp talon on its tail, it was twice the length of Sleeper, and as it neared my horse, its mouth opened wide to reveal row upon row of menacing slender snake fangs. It hissed at my steed, and I knew it wasn’t playing around. The thing could sever Sleeper’s head and neck from the rest of his body and swallow it whole if I let it.

      I sprang into action and cleared the distance between us in a matter of seconds. My trusty scimitar and flashy new blade were held at the ready, and I stood like a wall between my mount and my enemy. Sleeper reared back on his hind legs and let out a panicked neigh; the nightmarish creature hissed louder in response and moved in to attack me instead.

      Its barbed tail shot at me, and I ducked and rolled, missing its stab by a hair. I cursed at having forgotten to make sure Sleeper was a safe distance behind me, and I was only able to breathe again after turning around to see that he had fled a good distance already and was far enough away to be of no concern to either of us.

      The tail soared down again, and again I rolled, this time already low to the ground. The tip struck into the dirt, tearing a clod of it from where it lay like the strike of a small mortar. The calm grassy plain, undisturbed until then, now lay with a wound chipped into it, its earthy interior exposed to the open elements.

      I barely had time to reorient myself before the talon was descending upon me for a third time. Using my rogue instincts, I whipped around and cut the needle from the bare end of the tail. No longer anchored to its foul master, the barb shot past my face and landed somewhere behind me in the darkness. The creature howled in pain and fury and dropped several feet lower in the air, jaws distending with bad intentions.

      I swung at it again, but it recoiled and the end of my decorated sword only grazed the shimmering flesh of its underbelly, causing no noticeable damage. Still, this action only served to infuriate it more, and it dived back in on the offensive.

      There was no way I could block or assault that gaping maw as it swooped down to swallow me whole, each fang as dangerous at the talon I had just carved away. I ducked and rolled forward as it came in, feeling its bleeding tail brush upon my head and back.

      Its teeth sank mere inches into the ground, but it was enough to disorient the creature. It was forced to stop flying for a moment to pull itself free, and it would take longer still for it to return to the sky. I capitalized on this opportunity, hopping to my feet and rushing in.

      When I was within reach, I jumped as high as I could, sailing into the sky and coming down on top of the thing’s scaly back hide. My blades landed before I did, tearing through its flesh like the tender skin of an orange and sinking deeper and deeper until they were both submerged in the creature all the way up to their handles.

      The thing shrieked so loudly that I worried my ears would bleed at the least, and it reared back, much like Sleeper had upon its entrance to the scene. It wailed and flopped around, desperate and failing to break free of my deathly hold.

      “You should’ve stayed flying, dickhead,” I grunted, pushing one blade up toward the back of its head while bringing the other down closer to its tail.

      It flailed around more and then fell backward, pressing me into the ground. The creature was heavy but not as much as I would have guessed. Its weight was bearable as it see-sawed from left to right, as if it were a rolling pin and I was a particularly difficult piece of dough it was trying to flatten out. I held my grip firm on my swords, determined not to let it roll too far in either direction. It seemed like things were over for it already, but I did not want to give it the chance to turn over on its stomach and climb into the air again.

      We did this dance for several minutes, all the while its black blood was raining down on me, filling my nose and mouth, choking me until I could think of nothing other than getting all that nasty muck off my face. Its flailing slowed just as I was beginning to worry that I could not take any more of the sickening bath.

      Feeling that it was finally safe, I heaved the massive thing over to rest face down in the grass. It croaked and spurted more blood, its wings flapping limply on the grass now caked in its ooze. Even as I watched it, I felt the dark bile fall away from me as if an invisible force were repelling it from my skin. The smell of sour metal quickly dissipated, and I felt clear again.

      As the flapping became less intense, Sleeper cautiously came closer, his head hung low like a nervous dog. When he had finally returned to the full light of the fire, he remained for out of reach of the fallen creature.

      Pop!

      
        
        
        Exp: 80

        Kill: Sundrake

        Search?

      

        

      

      “Yeah.”

      
        
        
        Looting . . .

        60br coins., 1 Sundrake scales, 1 Sundrake claw, 3 Sundrake Fangs

        NEW SKILL!

        Blade Dance

        Type: Passive

        Description: Dual-wielding blades is now second-nature to you.

      

        

      

      “Oh, wow . . .” I said. I was surprised at having gained a new skill since there was nothing like a level-up to trigger it. It was likely that there was some kind of weapon type proficiency level that increased the more I used a particular kind of weapon style. Perhaps I had just reached a new tier in my dual-weapon proficiency, but, if that was the case, I was curious why the user interface did not explicitly tell me that.

      Whatever the reason, I was glad to have a new ability and thankful that it was a passive one. My favorite skills were the ones that did all the work for me so that I didn’t have to worry about them.

      There was a faint glimmer in the corner of my eye and I looked down to see more lines etching their way across my scimitar.

      “You better show me what that’s all about before too long,” I said to it as I held it to the sun to admire its ever-increasing beauty and intricacy. I suspected that it would unlock some special ability or perhaps even transform into a more powerful weapon once it was finished filling in the arcane script.

      I looked in my bag to check out the new items that I’d looted—all Sundrake parts. They glowed and faded as I set my eyes on them: a set of scales, one unit apparently; a single claw, which had been on the tip of its tail; and three fangs that might make decent stabbing knives if they did not appear so fragile now that they were removed from the beast’s mouth. I was almost certain that all of these would be useful crafting ingredients, for either armor or weapons, and perhaps useful in potions as well. I was interested to see what the game’s crafting system even looked like as I had seen no hint of it so far, though I was sure that it existed. No MMO was complete without a decent crafting system.

      Even after all signs of life had simmered out of the Sundrake, Sleeper continued to give it a wide berth. There seemed to be little that I could do to comfort the poor fellow, but I did all that was in my power, gently stroking his neck and whispering calmly to him.

      My stomach began to grumble, and I decided to dig around for a few more tubers. Everywhere I traveled in the Evermeadows, the tasty little things seemed to be present in endless supply.

      The first one had just finished roasting to my satisfaction when I heard voices and the trotting of horses coming down the road from the north. I had spread my map out on the ground earlier and had idly been looking over it while my food cooked to get a better idea of the lay of the land. My attention was drawn back to the canvas because, as I heard these voices approaching, I noticed that a portion of the map was filling itself in. It was the road adjacent to the eastern desert. There was a name written alongside it now: The Windswept Path.

      No sooner did I see three men appear from over a hill in the distance, traveling abreast of each other on horseback. Even from such a distance, the torch bearer was unmistakable. I had finally found my mark, Conn Felvid.

      I stayed where I was sitting on the ground and took a bite of my little potato, grabbing the waterskin at my side to wash it down. One of the other men pointed in my direction as they trod down the road, and they changed their course to come and meet me. I waved, unsure if they could see the quick gesture from so far away and in the dying light of my fire.

      When the three men came within shouting distance, I stood to greet them, thinking it wouldn’t be detrimental to my quest to try and get some intel from the guys before ending them. There was no telling if killing Felvid would end the quest right there or only unlock more objectives.

      “Greetings!” I hailed them.

      In response, one of the lackeys threw a fucking spear at me while the others laughed. I turned sideways, and the pole sailed behind me, wind rustling through my hair in its wake.

      “Well, that wasn’t nice,” I said. Using my teeth, I pulled the tuber from the tip of my knife—the knife I had previously been using as my secondary weapon—and spat it to the ground. They were still jeering as I lifted the little implement and chucked it at the one who tried to skewer me. There was a sickening lurch and gurgling sound that came from his throat in response to my dagger embedding itself in his heart, then he fell from his steed and lay motionless on the ground.

      “Hilarious, isn’t it?” I called. They didn’t agree.

      The other two sprang into action, fanning out in opposite directions in an apparent attempt to flank me. Felvid cast his torch to the grass, and it rolled to meet the man who had fallen. He drew his blade and charged for me on the back of his horse. Sleeper, who had just begun to calm down, was neighing with renewed distress, once again rearing up on his haunches and kicking madly in the air with his front legs.

      When I turned back to the attackers, both were charging directly for me from opposing sides. I didn’t want to but it was looking like I had no other option but to go straight for one of the horses.

      Felvid was the first to come close, and, as he did, I jumped to the side and sliced his mount all along the right side of its body. I did not have to do anything but firmly hold the blade out while the horse did the rest as it galloped past. The horse screamed, and its rider howled in pain as my weapon cut into his shin and calf. The two of them tumbled to the ground and lay prone, at least for the moment.

      The other man was on me then, and I turned just in time for him to greet me with his own blade cutting a gash across my chest. It was me who was screaming then as he came and went. Every fiber of my physical being was urging me to the ground, to lay down and retreat inward in an attempt to escape the agony. The pain of this world was real, and I was once again forced to wonder how far the developers had gone in the name of realism. Blood poured from my wide wound, dripping from my chest to my legs and then to the ground where it seeped into the dirt and joined that of the fallen Sundrake who lay less than two yards away.

      I looked to make sure Felvid was still out of commission and saw him slowly trying to pull himself to his feet, but with little luck. His remaining lackey was circling back around to slice into me a second time. I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      With every ounce of resolve I could muster, I pulled myself together and charged for him, not sure what I would do when we met. He was yelling, as was I, while the distance between us shrank. Both my swords were held out on either side of me; his was raised high above his head.

      We closed in on each other, and his came swinging down like and executioner’s axe. I lifted my scimitar to block—clank—the vibration made my bones chatter—and swiped my ornamental blade into his side. His eyes went wide as he screamed and fell from his pony, which reared up and bolted off and out of sight. He was still howling on the ground at my feet as I dropped my scimitar to silence him. It buried itself between his clavicles, and he started to choke on his own blood. I twisted it 90 degrees and his mouth widened with the increasing pain, but this time no sound came out. His arms flailed about wildly, but he did not have enough strength to fight back. He was already dead.

      I left him where he lay and ripped my blade from the bloody hole. Felvid was only getting back to his feet just then. I hurried over and pushed him down again on his back. Seeing that his sword had flown too far out of reach, he scrambled for the dagger at his belt, but I beat him to it, cutting his hand before he could complete the action. He grimaced and closed his eyes, and I jabbed my decorative blade into his thigh. He yowled loud enough for the nearby village to wake up, and I took his moment of distraction to unsheathe his little blade and toss it away into the darkness.

      I thought this would be as good a time as any to interrogate him if I was inclined, but I didn’t know what questions to ask. My only objective was to kill him, nothing more. Then I remembered the conflict with the Gray Favor and the missing slave ships and thought I could at least help out my friends in Cul’Maryn.

      “Where are the slave ships?” I asked.

      He yowled some more, and I twisted the blade. His hands reached down to pull it out, but there was nothing he could do but cut his fingers on its edge.

      I repeated, “Where are the slave ships from the desert river?”

      “I don’t know!” he screamed. “Please, this pain is too much! Either kill me or let me go!”

      I twisted the blade again, and he pushed his stomach into the air, digging his elbows into the grass. “I think you’re lying to me.”

      “I don’t know, damn you, I swear!” If he was lying, he was damned good at it.

      He pulled himself back, actually managing to break free of my hold on him by forcing my sword to cut all the way through his leg to the other side. Then, drawing on strength from a source unknown to me, he staggered to his feet and limped away as fast as he could.

      “Frayhoof!” he called to his steed, which was already far off in the distance and about to disappear back over the hill from which their party had come. “Come back, you damned horse!”

      “This is your last chance, Felvid!” I yelled.

      It seemed to catch him off guard that I knew his name because he stopped for a moment and looked back at me before continuing along his pathetic way, practically dragging his torn leg behind him.

      “I’m about to kill you if you don’t cooperate,” I warned, knowing full well that I would kill him anyway because that was my actual objective. I will admit here, albeit hesitantly because I don’t want to sound like a psycho, that I’d never had such power over another human being before. Yes, I knew he was simply a convincing videogame character, but as far as I could tell from our interaction, he was for all intents and purposes another person. It was both exhilarating and frightening at the same time. “I’m serious, Conn.”

      There was no more pausing from him. He only slugged along as if I were not there. I’d had enough, so I walked over to him as he inched forward like some indignant little dog. He glanced at me from the corner of his eye then and turned back to the task at hand, making no more sounds than a groan of pain here and there. I let him progress several more yards before finally reaching my arm around his neck and tightening my bicep against his throat. He reached up with both hands and dug his fingernails into my arm, but it was useless. I heard him choking and did not release my hold until his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his arms fell to his side. I held firm for a few seconds longer and finally let his limp body drop to the ground.

      Pop!

      
        
        
        Exp: 200

        Kill: Conn Felvid, 2 Gray Favor Lieutenants

        Search?

      

        

      

      “Yup.”

      
        
        
        Looting . . .

        40sv coins, Conn Felvid’s Shortsword.

        TIP: Check Conn Felvid for Quest Items . . .

      

        

      

      I turned him over and rummaged through the tiny satchel strapped to his belt. There was only one thing in it: a necklace. From the silver chain hung a handful of little frames surrounding three-dimensional images—more like holograms—of beautiful, scantily-clad women. At the bottom of each frame was a number with a symbol that looked sort of like a golden cursive “B,” and I could only assume that this was the price of these women. I’ve found the slaves, I thought. I looked them over, but my focus only lingered on the last of these women.

      I thought Faun was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and she had been—up until that moment. I was looking at the image of an olive-skinned goddess. She stood tall and defiant, her emerald gaze piercing the captor who had dared to take her picture. Her long black hair fell to her waist, brushing the chains around her wrists. I had a feeling that the metal binding her was not there simply to keep her from escaping, but more to prevent her from murdering the sickos who had the audacity to put them on her. It was then that I knew what my real mission was.

      Pop!

      
        
        
        Quest Updated: Paving The Way

        Objectives:

        [x] Slay Conn Felvid

        [] Rescue Safira

      

        

      

      Her name is Safira, I thought. Fitting. It’s both fierce and elegant.

      
        
        
        NEW SKILL!

        Coursing

        Type: Active

        Description: Track whoever you want. Simply utter the spell and then the name of the person you wish to find. Let your hands guide the way.

      

        

      

      Holy fuck! I thought. This is going to be hella useful!

      “Coursing! Safira!” I shouted into the darkness.

      My hands began to tingle much as they had at the sacred pool with Binari. I looked down at them and discovered that they began to glow gold, though it was faint. I held them up in front of me and turned around in a circle to see if I could detect any change. That seemed to be the ticket because as I spun, I saw them slowly begin to brighten and then dim again. It seemed intuitive that the glowing indicated whether I was on the right track or not. I had no idea how far away she was, but I had a hell of a lot more to go on than I had several minutes prior.

      I reclaimed my knife from the heart of my first attacker and called Sleeper to me, thankful that he had not bolted in the struggle like my enemies’ less-than-loyal mounts. I saddled up and headed out in the next few minutes, after applying my last healing potion to my aching wounds, eager to save the beautiful damsel.

      I had been tired after my bout with the Sundrake, but sleep was no longer a concern in light of my new mission. I would ride south all through the night and then some to find her, with the soft glow of the two moons now high overhead to guide my path.
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      I traveled until dawn, following the glow of my hands more or less southward. The village that I suspected to be Felvid and his cronies’ destination came and went, the Coursing spell paying no mind to it. The Evermeadows were appropriately named, I discovered, because they stretched on and on and then some. I was beginning to suspect that they would never end, that the hilly fields were perhaps generated indefinitely as players explored more and more of them. A glance at my map assured me that there was indeed another Zone waiting for me some distance to the south, but the sense of scale was difficult to determine.

      Just as the morning sun peeked up at me from over the horizon, I saw a mounted man traveling down the path in my direction. He was big and brawny, an armored beast of a man that I hoped I was not about to have to face in battle.

      His armor was green and gold, as was that of his muscled black stallion. I slowed Sleeper’s approach to a trot and made ready to greet the stranger. His countenance looked approachable enough.

      “Greetings, young man,” he said.

      I breathed a sigh of relief at hearing no tension in his voice as I half-expected him to regard me with the same suspicion as Elder Frey and the majority of the other standing members of the Presence.

      “Hello,” I said with a quick wave. “I go by Si1ence, but my name is Rixon.”

      “Well, it is a pleasure to meet you on this fine morning, Si1ence,” he said with a nod. He stopped his horse next to mine and we were suddenly within arm’s reach of one another. “My name is Henrik. I am what you would call a paladin. I have made a vow to my god to smite evil where it stands.”

      I jokingly held my hands up in defense, saying, “I hope you see no evil in me.”

      He laughed, returning my gesture with a knowing grin. “We would not be speaking if I did. Being a paladin, I have certain abilities that allow me to determine such things at a glance—unless an evildoer is cloaked by powerful magics, of course.”

      “That must come in handy.”

      “That it does. So, tell me, Si1ence, what are you doing out here in the Evermeadows?”

      “I’m tracking down some slave women so that I can free them. They have been captured by the Gray Favor. I just killed several of their men last night and got some information on these women.”

      “Ah, very interesting . . .” he said, putting a hand on his chin. “Your quest excites me. May I join you?”

      I was taken aback. His offer was so unexpected. “Don’t you have other things to do? It’s not that I wouldn’t want your help, but I don’t want to distract you from whatever quest you’re currently on.”

      “Nonsense,” he said with a laugh. “My only question is to vanquish evil, and it seems that helping you would allow me to continue down my path. I have just come from intercepting a supply wagon under control of the Gray Favor. I am simply roaming the land looking for more of them and the like. It seems as if you have more direction on the matter than I do, friend.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Then please, by all means, join me.”

      He turned and headed with me back down the path in the direction from which he came. He was never lacking in conversation, asking me all sorts of questions about my life and volunteering information about his own without me even having to ask.

      He told me that he was born in the Tel’Maryn but his journey for fortune took him to the Temple of Vines in its respective Zone. It was predominately a wine country, he told me, with hills much like those in the Evermeadows, but they were more compact and the land had “more to it.” There were cities and towns in the Zone of Vines, but a lot of the inhabitants lived out in the country in stone homes gathered into relatively small hamlets with trade routes among them. Theirs was partially a warrior culture, with almost every man highly trained in combat. Their women were just as fierce and specialized in the art of archery. They were known as Venmed (Knights of Wrath) and Vinmiten (he did not tell me what that meant), respectively.

      He went on to explain that the women were trained in archery to defend the vineyards from vicious bird monsters, known as Rawkina, that come to feed on the grapes during Autumn. These Rawkina, he said, had long, fearsome beaks which housed fangs that were equally menacing. They had nimble money-fingers on the tip of each wing and electric blue plumage. I did not ask if the plumage was actually electric or if he was just saying that to describe its color. Knowing this world, I assumed the former was the case.

      Every hunting season, the Vinmiten kill these creatures when they come to feed and collect the feathers of their plumes to make headpieces which they wear to display their prowess in battle. The more feathers a woman has, the more renown she has in her community, giving her increasing authority over and respect of those around her. The women who have the most feathers on their headdresses have prime pickings from the men, and they often pick from the strongest of them to ensure that their children will grow to be as powerful as they themselves are.

      “So, is it sort of a matriarchal society, with the women getting to choose their husbands?” I asked.

      “No, not at all. Everyone is valued on either their age or their battle abilities. The elders are both men and women. Their age alone attests to their ability to survive the harshness of the lands for so many years. Yes, it is true that the women often choose who they wish to marry, but that is simply a custom. It does not mean that the Venmed are valued less then the women. Ours is a fairly complicated social hierarchy.”

      “I see,” I said. “So, if a woman has, say, 25 blue feathers and another has 26, does that mean the woman with one more has complete seniority over the other?”

      He laughed. “Well, technically, that is true, yes, but—”

      He was interrupted by a four-foot-long furred snake descending upon him from a tree branch hanging overhead. He whipped out his knife in a flash and jabbed it up under the beast’s chin and into its brain. It hissed and dropped to the dirt of the path at his horse’s hooves, taking the knife with it.

      “—but that is not usually the case,” he continued, dismounting from his saddle as if nothing had happened. “Yes, there are those vain few women who are silly enough to count each individual feather, but they are more often laughed at than not.” He pulled his dagger from the creature and wiped its red goo along it scaly hide before jumping back to his horse and continuing down the path as before. “It is more just an ‘eyeball’ sort of thing. If two women appear to have roughly the same number of feathers, then they are seen on even grounds. Besides, each of the Rawkina have varying numbers of feathers—one may have less than its brother but be far more worthy as an adversary. So, it all more or less evens out, you see?”

      “I understand,” I said, trying my best to maintain as nonchalant a tone as he had after witnessing what had just happened.

      After more conversation, I heard that familiar pop.

      
        
        
        Name: Henrik

        Race: Human

        Class: Paladin

        Relationship: Loyal

        Level: 4

        PRIMARY ABILITIES

        Strength: 9

        Endurance: 6

        Agility: 5

        Intelligence: 6

        Wisdom: 5

        Charisma: 6

        DESCRIPTION

      

        

      

      
        
        Henrik is a paladin whose quest is simple: destroy evil wherever he finds it. His loyalty is easily earned, but once it is lost, it is hard to regain. He is an amiable man and well-versed in all manner of subjects. His knowledge of warfare is wide-reaching, as is his knowledge of many Zones of the land and their laws. He was born in the Zone of Leaves but left it at a young age to discover his fortune, settling for a time in the Zone of Vines, as a fan of both its structured warrior culture and the wines it has to offer. Periodically, he returns to his homeland to check on his old friends and family in the small forest village of Gulwatha. His primary focus these days is to banish the Grey Favor to ensure the safety of his people.

        

      

      I was surprised at having earned the man’s trust so soon, since I had to have sex with Faun to get the same result from her, but it was written right there that his loyalty was easily gained. I could not protest the thought of having such a formidable warrior on my side.

      The sky had grown a deep orange before we came across any changes in the landscape aside from the random trees scattered here and there. I pulled out my map to get some intel on the massive ominous forest we were approaching to the south and discovered that it was called the Fetid Wood. Soon after, Henrik announced that he had passed through it several times before.

      “It’s a nasty swamp unlike any I have ever seen,” the paladin said. “The fumes are noxious enough in some places to kill a man, and in other spots they will simply force you to lose consciousness while the hideous beasts there do all the cleanup work.”

      I cast Coursing for the twentieth time and held up my hands. There was no mistaking it—Safira was either in those woods or somewhere in a straight line on the other side of them. Seeing my action and likely having an idea what I was thinking, Henrik laughed.

      “We couldn’t possibly go around?” I asked. If she was inside the woods, we would know for sure once we got to the other side because my spell would still point me toward the trees. If she was not inside, we would have just dodged an unnecessary hurdle. The gamer in me would have scoffed at the suggestion, but the guy in me who didn’t like to get stabbed and mangled wholeheartedly backed the idea.

      “It’s your call, Si1ence,” he said, “but I’ll advise you to look to the left and right and see how far these trees stretch on either side. I know not where they end, but I can tell you this: going around them will add days to our journey, and beautiful Safira might be long gone by then.”

      He had a point. Just for good measure, I consulted the map once more and discovered that the Fetid Wood reached into both Zones on the eastern and western side of Tel’Maryn, making it seem impossibly large.

      “You’re right. Forget I suggested it. Let’s go.”

      We rode down together and, just as we were about to pass through its dark threshold where, even in the dimming daylight, night appeared to be a constant fixture of the place, he paused to give me warning.

      “By very careful in here,” he said, holding up a cautionary finger. “It is often the case that things are not as they seem. Everything wants to eat everything else in this place, and the forest itself will descend upon you at the first sign of weakness.”

      “Understood.”

      With that, we slowly trod inside. Everywhere I looked, it seemed as if trees were either dead or dying, slouched over, fractured in places, or overgrown with tangles of parasitic vines. These vines were not like the thick, healthy ones I saw in the forest Tir’Nadrun, the City of Crying Leaves. These were sick and gangrenous, many themselves were overrun with thousands of little mites or whatnots crawling all along their hairy green plant-flesh. I was careful not to brush against any of them for fear of being engulfed in the little bugs myself, but the task was not as easy as it sounded.

      We dismounted soon after entry, walking over rotting log and under weeping branch. For miles, we did this in silence, and all along the way the stench of death never left my nostrils. Never before had I considered a place cursed, but this was the most unholy land I had ever set foot in.

      The constant fear of being watched, being followed, gave my neck a lot of responsibility as a minute did not pass without me looking over my shoulder. There were sounds everywhere—insects crawling, insects eating, insects issuing loud mating calls that would usually quiet when we drew near. Most of these noises I learned to tune out since they did not present a threat to me as long as they were a reasonable distance away. The other sounds though—the not-to-distance howls, the snapping of fallen branches, and the rustling of leaves both on the swamp floor and overhead—they gave me pause; they made me all too aware of the beating of my own heart and the knot welling up in my throat.

      More often than not, among the ever-present suffocating humidity, we would find ourselves trudging through ankle-deep muck. It was times like this that truly made me appreciate having the foresight to purchase the leather boots I had recently picked up. They were proving themselves far more useful than for simply their plus two physical defense bonus. The hardest part about traversing the grime was getting my horse to do so. When I had first met Sleeper, he was portrayed as this wild steed that needed the hand of a true master to tame him, but I had mistakenly equated his hard-headedness with bravery. This was not the case, as I’d discovered at the least-convenient time while trying my damnedest to pull him along into the shallow pools of icky soup. In all honesty, I could not blame him for his hesitation. In contrast, Henrik’s mount, who I learned was named Sunstrider—likely some developer’s homage to the lore of the Warcraft universe—did not balk when faced with the same task. He went wherever his master led him, like the good armored steed he was. This, admittedly, served as a minor point of embarrassment for me, but if the paladin thought anything of my horse’s reluctance to obey, he said nothing of it.

      On some two-dozen occasions, I snagged myself on an unseen vine of thorns. Each one smarted like a little needle drawing my blood. Many of them were far more viscous than the ones at home, breaking off to accompany me until I mustered the resolve to pull them out, taking bits of my flesh with them, constantly adding to the symphony of pain and annoyance that was my constant experience in the Fetid Wood.

      “They have even tinier barbs on their tips,” Henrik whispered. Upon seeing my confusion, he added, “The thorns—their tips have many smaller thorns on them. That’s why they hurt so much to pull out. There is a salve that you can douse them with to make them limp and rubbery so that they can be removed with little effort, but unfortunately I do not have any.”

      “Eh, it’s not so bad,” I lied through gritted teeth as I yanked another from my forearm.

      As we went ever deeper, the muck grew thicker and climbed up our legs all the way to our knees in some places. We had to tread more carefully then, taking our time to locate spots that would not swallow us whole. Swamp ass was getting to me really badly, and if Henrik suggested we set up camp somewhere around here in the middle of this evil forest, I would jump at the opportunity just so I could spend all night scratching my ass.

      “We have to be on full alert here,” he warned as the goo grew deeper. “Stick to the spots where you see limbs and logs sticking out of the muck. That’s a good sign that we can traverse it. The empty spots might indicate a spot that is prone to swallow anything that enters it.”

      “Like quicksand?” I asked.

      “Yes, very much like quicksand.”

      “What about snakes and other stuff living in the water? Are you sure it’s safe to travel this way?”

      “No, it’s not safe at all,” he said and half-laughed. “But this is the only way forward, it seems. Every time I have passed through these woods, I have not found a way to get around the swampy parts. There are no roads leading through it, so each traveler must discover his path anew at every crossing. I have been keeping an eye out for ripples and bubbles in the water, and I hope you have been as well. I suppose I took it for granted that I did not have to mention it before.”

      There were little islands dotting the deeper sections of swamp, and I was relieved at the sight of the first one we came upon. We climbed up onto its twig-covered surface, and I flopped down on my back, taking in a deep gulp of air and looking up into the dark branches towering above.

      Just as I had noticed with the blood of combat and the water before it, the muck washed away from my body and clothes as if a magical forcefield were pushing it away. I noticed the same happening to my companion. There were definitely perks to the programmed physics of this world. My only annoyance was that it did nothing to take care of the rash on my butt.

      The smell of sulfur was almost overwhelming as I lay there. I looked to Henrik to search his face for any signs of discomfort, but it appeared as pleasantly nonchalant as always.

      “Is this air safe to be breathing?” I asked.

      He shrugged and laughed, saying, “It’s never killed me, but I certainly would not want to live here, breathing it long term. I mean, unless you like the smell of rotting eggs.” He turned south to survey the area ahead. “I remember this spot. We shouldn’t have to travel through so much muck now.”

      I looked to see what had made him say that and saw a seemingly endless expanse of swamp that I could only assume was chest-high at the least, judging by the trees that were being consumed by it. Among them were the smatterings of small islands that I had see when we arrived at the spot, but now I noticed something more about them. Many of them were connected in some way, either by tangles of vines which sewed fallen logs together to form sort of rickety bridge-things, or by the roots of the old, stunted trees clinging on for dear life in the middle of this realm of hopeless darkness. Those particular trees were unlike the others I had seen in the swamp so far, with bark so black it appeared to be charred, and with branches that fanned out like giant thorny crowns ending in spindles whose sharpness I would not want to test if someone paid me.

      “Are you suggesting we can walk across those vines?” I asked, confused. He had to be joking.

      I looked back at them once more and he said with a nod, “Yeah, many of them will hold us. I’ve done it a handful of times before. These trees are made to survive the constant onslaught of muck. Water does not rot and warp them like it does other trees, so when they finally do fall, they lay there for decades—sometimes centuries, I would imagine—and the vines grow over them, anchoring them in place. They’re not the safest of bridges, but they work, more or less. We just have to be careful and take it one step at a time.”

      I looked back to the closest natural bridge and tried to decide if I believed him. They at least seemed wide enough for even our horses to cross.

      Once again, he seemed to read my thoughts, saying with a grin, “If you have any doubts, take a closer look at what we’re sitting on.”

      I looked at the twig-covered ground beneath me and noticed that there was very little dirt actually covering our island. It seemed to be mostly composed of underbrush that had no doubt rained down from the trees above. I took a clump of it in my hand and only found more underneath it. I dug deeper still and found an obsidian, gnarled log from one of the fallen trees. I returned Henrik’s gaze with wide eyes. His smirk grew and he nodded. We were sitting on a floating island made of nothing more than dead tree parts.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      “Holy fuck, indeed.”

      After a short rest, we continued on. Henrik was the first to set foot on one of the interwoven masses of vines and wood connecting our little mote of island to another. It gave under the big man’s weight, but only slightly, sending the tiniest of ripples emanating outward as it bobbed centimeters up and down in response to his footfalls. Sunstrider followed loyally behind, and the bridge dipped considerably deeper but still held firm. I waited for him to travel the several yards to the next island before setting out to follow.

      “All right, come on, buddy.” I gently pulled Sleeper’s reins, urging him to follow when both of my feet were planted more or less firmly on the rickety thing.

      With a modest amount of coaxing, my mount reached out with a single foreleg and pressed it into the natural structure. It gave a little under him, but this did not deter him as much as I’d feared it would. Slowly, he stepped out with the other front leg, and soon his entire weight was supported by the strength of the vines and logs beneath my own feet. I could see his apprehension in the constant shaking of his body, and I knew full well that one hurried move of his could send both of us to the muck for an unexpected bath.

      “You’re doing well, Sleeper. Just a little bit further.”

      He eased up after successfully landing the next handful of steps and was soon striding along as if we were walking on firm ground. Henrik jokingly applauded us as we safely made it to what was essentially the shore.

      “Don’t patronize us, old man.” I laughed. “Sleeper did very well.”

      He laughed in return, saying, “Come now, I’m not that old.” His hands were on his hips as he looked southward, judging which of the next two bridges would be best to traverse. Deciding on one, using standards of judgement unknown to me, he pointed it out and said, “Well, shall we?”

      We carried out this slow pattern of landing on the floating islands, deciding which route looked best, and then inching along to our next stop over the course of the next few hours. I was unsure exactly how many hours had truly passed. Time was hard to judge in the unchanging dim haze of the Fetid Wood, though the same could be said for all of Circuit World because, as far as I had seen, there were no devices in the land that allowed a person to accurately check what time of day it was. All anyone had to go by, it seemed, was the position of the sun or moons in the sky.

      All I knew was that I was becoming increasingly tired. As a career gamer, I was used to all-nighters, but after my second night without any sleep, as was the case when we wound our way deeper into the swamp, the exhaustion would always catch up to me, growing to the point of becoming unbearable. I would need to rest soon if I was to carry on. I would need my energy to save Safira.

      Mindlessly, knowing that it would give me no clue as to how far we were away from our goal, I cast Coursing and held my arms out. It only pointed me forward.

      “I suspect we will be out of here in the next few hours,” Henrik said. “The southern side of the forest does not stretch much farther after the swamp here.”

      My spell had not worn off yet when we came upon one of the largest of the islands I had seen so far. There was a flicker of light in the shadows around it that caught my attention, and I realized that it was coming from the open door of a stone cottage—a stone cottage with a lit hearth in the middle of that damned place.

      “That’s curious . . .” Henrik said. “As many times as I’ve come through here, I’ve never seen that before.”

      “It looks like someone might be inside,” I said, holding my still-glowing hands up in its direction. Excitement stirred in my chest as the light coming from them did not falter. “Do you think she could be inside there?”

      He pointed at my hands and whispered, “I do not know, but those appear to indicate the possibility, do they not? If she is in there, it is likely that her captors are as well. What do you think we should do, Si1ence: challenge them from here or sneak over and try to get the jump on whoever it is?”

      “Hm . . .” I thought for a moment. “Let’s leave the horses here and hurry over to peek inside. I’m not against skulking, if it’s needed. Sound good?”

      The paladin nodded and the two of us, crouching low, scampered across the vine-and-log bridge leading to the large island. The structure itself appeared unassuming enough, made of fat, crudely cut stones that had withered with age. Vines hung limply around it, trailing down from the thatch roof like stringy clumps of hair on a balding hag’s head. I looked through the open door and saw nothing but the fire inside, though much of my vision of the room was obscured by the front wall. If people were inside, they were being eerily quiet, but perhaps, I reasoned, they were sleeping. The thought reminded me of how much I wanted, how much I needed, to sleep right then.

      Before moving in further, I held up my hands once again and crawled to one side of the house. My heart dropped when my hands shone just as brightly as they had when pointed directly at the door. Safira was not inside the cottage. She was somewhere beyond it, likely somewhere far beyond it. Henrik saw the look on my face and shrugged before turning his attention back to the task immediately ahead of us. It was then that I felt as if we were not the only ones doing the watching.

      We stood motionless and silent. I strained my ears for any hint of what might be causing the hairs to stand up on the back of my neck and the growing sense of unease to bubble up inside of me. All I could hear was the constant cracking of the fire, with its promise of warmth and a cozy respite, and the infrequent low huffs of the horses growing impatient behind us on the other island. I turned and noticed that I could barely see them in the fog, though they were not so far away. Sleeper was watching me with the same intensity as I had been observing the little house.

      Henrik let out a quick, subtle whistle to get my attention. “I’m going in,” he whispered.

      I was not sure if he felt that we were being watched as well. I held out a hand to gesture for him to wait, but he was already approaching the threshold with his back to me.

      I glanced all around, scanning for eyes that might be watching us through the dim haze, but there was nothing foreign as far as I could see, though that was not very far at all. Against my better judgement, I followed my new companion, starting several paces behind him.

      He reached the door before me, and only paused for a second to peek inside before stepping through. He turned around with a friendly smile and shrugged. “Not much to it,” he said with his usual jolly conversational tone. “It is quite warm in here.” He turned around to survey the setting some more. “I’m not usually one to suggest taking a nap in a dangerous place like this, but I’ll admit this spot does seem a little friendlier than any else we’ve seen here.”

      I allowed the tenseness in my shoulders to ease away, and they dropped as I righted myself to my normal standing position. I began with confident strides to clear the last few yards to the door when I suddenly understood where my apprehension was coming from.

      Henrik’s back was to it as he faced me, so he could not see the giant feral eyes silently blink open in the wall behind him. Two more, smaller pairs followed. And then four more. And then six. More and more eyes kept opening, and I soon lost count. When I was able to find my voice after having lost it in the sudden shock of this bizarre reality—of seeing this building with eyes on the inside—I opened my mouth to warn my friend, but it was already too late.

      I only had enough time to see the dreaded realization dawn on the big man’s face as the door slammed shut, barring his escape. The horses went mad behind us, but I had to forget whatever trouble they might be in, if it was of their own doing, or if they too were in peril from some other surprise attacker.

      I bolted forward and tried the handle. Meeting nothing but resistance, I hurled myself into the wooden door, but it still refused to budge. I recoiled from my own blow, stunned for a moment from the fleshy feeling of the cottage’s entrance.

      The structure morphed before my eyes. It wasn’t a building at all; it was something far more sinister. As I watched, the crude stones inflated into grey, veiny pockets of blubber while the entire building itself deflated, sort of melting outward, almost doubling its girth. The door faded away and its outline bowed out into an ovoid shape with numerous rows of fangs lining its right and left sides. This mouth-thing looked like a nightmarish vagina as the monster’s viscous saliva dribbled down and pooled in front of it on the ground. Glowing from within, I saw the brilliant light of the hearth fire shining ever brighter, and it was then that I saw in my mind’s eye the terrible anglerfish which uses similar means to lure its prey to their unsuspecting deaths.

      The creature’s mouth curled into some semblance of a mocking grin as it sat there watching me with those millions of uneven eyes dotting the upper half of its body above the puffy, gelatinous bottom half. It did not seem like much of a threat while I stood there out of reach, but I was hesitant to charge in blindly and risk it without any forethought.

      But time was ticking while my ally was trapped inside, surely being digested as I pondered the best approach. So, in the end, blindly charging ahead was what I decided to do.

      “Fuck it, let’s chop,” I said.

      I raised my swords high and wailed my loudest battle cry as I rushed in to save the paladin. The anglerfish-perversion opened wide as if I were stupid enough to just run right in its mouth. I side-stepped and hacked into one of the fat globules at the side of its mouth. The sack exploded, showering me with whatever the hell nasty ichor was inside. That shit smelled worse than the sulfur pervading the air and invading my nostrils.

      The beast whimpered or huffed, or maybe it was just breathing—I’m really not sure—but that served to make me think I was on the right track, so I swung again, this time with both swords, splitting two more sacks adjacent to the one I had just destroyed. It was screaming then and beginning to slowly inch away from me as best it could.

      “You stupid piece of shit!” I yelled. “If only you’d waited a few more seconds, you could have had both of us!”

      I punctuated my taunt by stabbing two more bags of nasty, this time on the opposite side of its maw. And then again. And again. The creature screamed louder each time as its internal fluids spilled into the underbrush, but there seemed to be nothing it could do to stop me.

      Something moved at my feet, and I jumped away out of instinct. There was some wriggling clump among the puddle spilling out of the beast’s fresh wounds. I peered closer and realized that it must have been the thing’s offspring. There were more of them, I soon noticed—five or six shiny little many-eyed toad-shaped things squirming around with tentacles flailing helplessly in every direction. Then, it dawned on me that the clumps of gelatinous flesh I had be puncturing weren’t merely rolls of fat—they were incubation pouches for this thing’s babies.

      My heart warmed at the sight of the helpless ugly fiends as I hacked them to pieces in front of their paladin-eating mother. It shrieked even louder as I did this, sending a wave of putrid stench my way, almost strong enough to knock me off my feet with a single whiff.

      I held my breath and darted for her, this time tearing deeper into a section of pouches I had already shredded. I had to dig deep to reach her stomach—much deeper than the thickness of the illusory cottage walls, though the thing’s innards gave way with relative ease, parting for me with much less resistance than a wall of stone would have provided.

      Blue and black ooze slid down and all around me. I wretched as a bullet of it fell across my lips and then full-on vomited when I could no longer hold my breath and had to gulp in another lungful of that foul odor of decay. I bent over as I purged myself, but stood and resumed my mission with renewed intensity when I could hear Henrik shouting from somewhere deeper inside.

      I ripped through a layer of pink tissue that was coated in slime and decorated by a tangle of blue and purple veins and arteries. On the other end I finally reached something akin to bone, though it was yellower, translucent, and not quite as solid, bending under the she-beast’s overwhelming mass. Around these curious parts was a web of interwoven pink and red tubes and sacks—organs which served purposes I could only guess at. Whatever they did, the creature was going to have to do without them for the rest of its short time in this world because in the next moment I cut them down, and they lay useless at my feet. Blood was pouring everywhere then. It was as if a pipe had burst. It washed my face, and now the smell of iron was increasingly mixing with the stench of odor and the other multitude of rotting smells I could hardly describe. I threw up again, but this time I hardly paused, barely stopping before I made my next cut deeper into the monster’s bowels.

      I raised my blades once more to cut deeper, surprised then that I had not come out the other side yet, but an armored hand stopped my weapons from completing their downward dive.

      “Thank the gods!” Henrik shouted.

      I grabbed his arm and pulled him through the widening hole, both of us covered in ooze, mine now mixing with the sour digestive bile that coated my friend.

      “Thank the gods! Thank the gods! Thank the gods!” he praised. “And thank you, my friend!”

      We rushed out and dropped to the ground almost immediately upon exit once we had cleared the bulk of the puddle that had formed around the dying creature and her premature offspring. From where I lay among the twigs and fallen leaves, I watched her thousands of eyes sink inward, the upper half of her body collapsing like a deflating bouncy house. Her wailing died down until they were nothing but little streams of air expelled from the ugly hole in her face.

      All was quiet for a long moment while the two of us caught both our breath and our wits. I could still hear the panicked neighing of the horses, but it seemed as if they were fine aside from the anxiety they were feeling. We inhaled and exhaled long breaths until they steadied and became normal. And then we laughed.

      Pop!
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      I whipped open my bag, half-expecting it to explode into flames, and found a translucent red-and-orange stone sitting inside when the neon blue glow faded. I pulled it out and held it up for inspection. Henrik came near to see what had grabbed my attention so suddenly.

      “Ooh,” he marveled. “I’ve seen a stone like that before. Do you know what it is?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s called a Hearthfire Stone, or something like that. I had no idea where they came from until now. It is said that blades sharpened with the stone never dull—not only do they never dull, but they imbue the weapons with a burning enchantment as well.”

      My ears perked up at that. “And I can use it on as many weapons as I want?” That sounded overpowered to me.

      The big man shook his head. “I don’t believe so. I don’t know how many weapons it can be used on, but I’m fairly certain those things have their limits. Why don’t you try it out? You earned it, friend.”

      I rubbed it against the edge of my scimitar, noting that more of the mystical etchings had been filled in after that last fight. The blade shimmered red after only a few seconds of rubbing, and when the shimmer dissipated, the edge was even noticeably fiercer. The stone appeared unchanged, so I attempted the same with my other blade and got the same result. Still, the stone appeared as it had before, so I returned it to my rucksack and sheathed my blades.

      “Do the enchantments last forever?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Beats me, pal. We’ll just have to test it out and see.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We collected our horses, Sleeper now more reluctant than ever to cross the bridge to the island where the damned house trap had been, and hurried south. My body begged me to let it lie down, but I wasn’t having any of that until we had escaped that forsaken place. Nowhere was safe in the darkness of the Fetid Wood.

      It was at least another hour, maybe two, before we finally reached its other end. I found that we had been traveling all night; the sun was just beginning to peek out at us from over the horizon when we emerged from the trees.

      I wanted to drop to my knees. I had never been so relieved in my entire life. During my whole time trudging through the forest—constantly looking over my shoulder, constantly on guard, holding my breath, ready to be attacked at any moment—I had completely forgotten that I was still inside a fucking videogame. A fucking videogame. This wasn’t that. This was not a videogame. Circuit World had become more than that in the handful of days I had been here already. It was a living, breathing ecosystem, a place with its own science, its own physics, its own culture, and its own political struggles. It was real. At least . . . it was real to me, even if all of my friends and enemies there amounted to nothing more than chunks of code at the end of the day.

      “Welcome to Unungr!” Henrik boomed with a flourish.

      “Oh, I know a guy that lived here,” I said. I had looked at the surrounding Zones on my map but had made little effort to remember which Zones they actually were. In all of the peril, I had forgotten that the Fetid Wood lay along the southern border of the Zone of Leaves. It was kind of nice to see a new part of this digital world.

      I looked ahead to where the grass faded and saw a dry, cracked desert mostly without sand. Not too far away stretched a worn rocky path. I had honestly expected to see more, well, stone, but perhaps, I thought, that would be found deeper in.

      “Coursing! Safira!”

      My hands urged me forward, but the beautiful damsel would have to while a little while longer. I was no good to her in my exhausted state. To my delight, Henrik beat me to suggesting we setup our tents for a little catnap and return to our quest some time around noon.

      I pulled out the necklace with Safira’s holographic image dangling and dazzling from its silver chain and said, more to myself than my companion, “I feel so strongly drawn to her.”

      Henrik came over with a knowing smile and said, “I don’t think there’s anything complicated there, friend. That is the most gorgeous creature I have ever seen. I’d ride through three of those swamps for her favor—even though my oaths prevent me from having . . . relations with women.”
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      The rocky path appeared to be a straight shot to wherever Safira and the other slaves were being held. There was not much to set the road apart from the cracked landscape on either side of it except for the fact that it had been worn down over the years from all those who traveled along it.

      Few things grew out in that sweltering wasteland, but those that did made themselves known. Every once in a while, my eyes would land on a massive cactus that stood two to three times my height, basking in the burning embrace of the sun. On the tips of their fat, spiky nubs grew bright pink flowers that looked good enough to eat. Indeed, I was tempted to try one of them, as silly as it sounds to put a flower in your mouth, but I did not want to spoil their eye-popping beauty.

      During our seemingly endless trek, which in reality probably only lasted a few hours there in that unforgiving wasteland, I cast Coursing four times to make sure that we were still on the right path. I had no other way of knowing if our target was on the move or not, but I could feel that we were closing in on them and hoped that they would stay put just a little longer.

      Sunstrider boldly trotted onward, calm as the dry air around us, but Sleeper was another story. Every so often, my horse would huff and glance back at me, presumably for me to give him some sign that I planned to stop and take a break soon. I would have, but we came across no pools to drink from, and stopping for any other reason just seemed like a needless waste of time. I thought for a moment to give him a sip or two from my canteen, but I had long emptied it before we had even gotten out of the Fetid Wood. I had not expected to find yet another desert there to the south and swore to myself then that I would make sure to be more prepared next time I set out to rescue a beautiful damsel.

      “It’s only a game . . . it’s only a game.” I chanted my new mantra over and over again as streams of sweat trickled down my face, tickling my forehead and salting my lips. Every day that passed served to make me forget a little bit more about the world I had left back home. Circuit World claimed to be the most immersive gaming experience ever, if I remembered the content of that damned plain email accurately. Their claim was not unfounded.

      I thought about my body in those quiet hours riding side-by-side with my new companion. I wondered if I’d had the wrong idea all along. Maybe that dark egg-thing delivered directly to my bedroom wasn’t simply some high-tech neural uplink VR accessory. Perhaps, I thought, it was a portal to this virtual dimension. Perhaps everything felt so real there because I had somehow been physically transported into the code of Circuit World. Conceptually, that made a decent amount of sense, providing me with a basic explanation of why everything there felt so real. The thought was both horrifying and comforting. Horrifying because of the idea that my entire being was a slave to the whims of the people that put me there; comforting because my actual body was there with me and not lying comatose on my bedroom floor, wasting away over the course of days from starvation and dehydration. I surely was not feeling any adverse effects.

      Henrik was eerily silent during that stretch of the ride, not his usual chatty self. I wondered if it was because he had already said everything he could think to say or if maybe his close call with the Anglerhouse had given him a new lease on life and he needed to reflect and digest his new way of seeing things. It was also possible that the heat was simply getting to him, and he was just trying to muster every ounce of focus that he could.

      “Coursing! Safira!” I yelled for the fourth time since we’d entered the arid, blazing hell.

      I held my hands out as I did every time, and was surprised to see the glow emanating from them blinking this time. That had not happened before.

      “Henrik.”

      The massive man stopped his massive horse and turned to look at me, his face curious.

      “My hands haven’t blinked before like this. I think it might mean we’re close!”

      “This is welcome news,” he rasped, his voice dry. He cleared his throat and said, “How about we dismount here and check out that ridge over yonder?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      We left our horses where they stood in the road. Sleeper seemed intent to follow behind me, but I urged him to stay put, which he did after several attempts to protest. Henrik offered the last of his water, which was very little, for my horse to drink, and after a moment’s hesitation where he insisted that I use it, I gave it to Sleeper. This seemed to calm my restless steed down considerably.

      Dismounting was a good call. We peeked up over the hill and saw a small camp with several purple tents scattered about, their cloth billowing in the subtle breeze, which only appeared to be blowing on the other side of the hill. There were handfuls of brigands milling about, some jabbing cacti for their precious resources, others playing dice, and several were jeering at the dozens of slaves—mostly beautiful young women—trapped in the cages in the center of the camp.

      Few of these men seemed well-armored, but that did not mean they were not well-armed, with each at least carrying a decent short sword or mace at his side. Every fiber of my being urged me to take off, charging for them to spare the prisoners from another moment of misery. Henrik must have heard my heavy breathing because he placed a gentle hand on my shoulder, insisting I stay put for just a little bit longer.

      “Places like these often have traps set up around the perimeter,” he warned. “We need to scope it out as best we can from here before we go charging in. See those men there?” He pointed to several figures around the camp who did not appear to be cut from quite the same cloth as the rowdy majority. These figures were robed in fabric the same shade of purple as the tents, some of them carrying staves and wearing jeweled accessories like necklaces or circlets. They appeared to be surveying the camp, most of them close to the outer edge, looking inward at the goings on. None of these men were partaking in any of the drinking or dice-throwing or jeering at the captured women. Henrik continued, “Most of these others are a common riffraff, cheap mercenaries hired by the Gray Favor to serve as meat shields for the higher-ups. Those serious-looking fellows there, though, they’re the ones we really need to be worried about. They are the official wizards of the Gray Favor. They’re the brains of the operation. They have all the intel.”

      “I see,” I said. “Should we sneak up and take them out.”

      He thought for a moment, his hand on his chin. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem likely that we would have much success with that route. Now, you look like a man who could get such a job done, but there just seem to be so many eyes looking in so many directions . . .”

      “I could at least try,” I insisted. “If it doesn’t work and they see me, you can just rush in to save my ass.”

      He chuckled. “Fair enough. We don’t really have the resources or manpower for much else. I only wish it were darker so that we’d have a better chance to catch them off guard. But it would not be safe to wait for nightfall near here . . . and they will likely have men on high alert after sundown.”

      We studied the area a little longer from our vantage. Henrik pointed out several etchings in the ground that I would not have noticed otherwise. He warned me to steer clear of those, saying that they were, at the very least, sigils that would set off an alarm if I drew near, and at the worst they could bring great harm to me. He doubted many of them would be too violent because such spells would risk harming their men or any slaves that tried to escape. Damaged slaves meant damaged goods, he said, and it would be risky to waste all that profit.

      There was a chance, I thought, that I could even pass for one of the hired hands and simply strut down the hill to join the camp as if I belonged there. In total, there were probably 20 to 30 of them, not counting the wizards, and it was doubtful they all knew each other very well. I proposed this option to Henrik, but he countered by saying that they likely had been in each other’s company long enough to at least get familiar with faces, and walking into the camp in such a way would undoubtedly draw most of the eyes in my direction. He was fairly certain I would be found out.

      There was only one other way I could see to sneak in from where we were: curl up into a ball and roll down the hill in line with one of the tents. There would be a brief moment where anyone who happened to look toward the hill would see me, but it was only the briefest of windows. Once I had rolled far enough, I would be safely tucked behind the tent and out of sight once again. From there, I could dart out in either direction, catching the men as they wandered out of range of the main groups and picking them off one by one. The thought got me excited because steal missions were my favorite kind of missions, and I had never had the opportunity to participate in one that felt as real as this.

      I crouched low, peeked out from the other side of the hill, and watched the mercenaries move about, totally consumed with whatever debauchery that had them enthralled in the moment. When I felt that the majority of their attention was turned as far away from the hill as possible, I pulled myself into the shape of a tumbleweed and kicked off, bounding down the hill like a tire let loose. I had to take a moment to appreciate how hardy my modified body was. Several times my momentum lifted me clear off the ground, but each time I landed with the resiliency of rubber, never breaking from my circular form.

      To my surprise—and this was something I admittedly should have accounted for—my collision with the tent did not stop my progress, as the wall I rolled into was merely fabric. I shot straight into it, and, upon realizing my mistake, broke my shape and flopped out on the ground in a spread-eagle fashion.

      No alarms had been raised. No one was shouting, at least not yet. It seemed as if I had made it undetected. I sat up and looked around.

      The tent was closed, its entry flaps loosely tied at the top. The other four or five ties further down the opening remained separate of one another, so the gentle airflow stirred it slightly, letting in the smallest rays of the fearsome sun waiting on the other side.

      My eyes took a few moments to adjust. I looked around helplessly, all too aware of the sound of my beating heart. When I was able to make out shapes in the relative darkness, I almost leaped to my feet in surprise at the man sleeping on a cot just out of arm’s reach. I had a sudden realization that there may be many more enemies unaccounted for in the other tents, potentially doubling the camp’s headcount. The thought was unsettling, but there was nothing more I could do about it then. I was already in the belly of the beast, as it were.

      I scrambled over to the snoozing rogue, removed my scimitar from its sheath—for I was eager to see when the enchanted etchings would finish filling themselves in—and sliced the deepest of cuts in his neck. His eyes flew open, and he made as if to scream, but I reached down and held a firm palm over his open mouth. His frightened cries came out, but considerably muffled through my hand. I felt him try to lean up, but the force I was asserting on his face didn’t allow for any of that. He tried to take a swing at me but did not have the leverage to do so. His knife was at his belt, I was well aware, but in his desperation, he seemed to have forgotten the handy tool—not that I would have allowed it to do him any good.

      It was taking him far too long to die, so I took my scimitar for a second time and plunged it into his gut. He winced and went rigid as my blade slid deeper and deeper inside his vital organs, and soon he fell limp on his mat. I held my hand over his mouth for a minute longer, just for good measure, before moving on.

      That assassination had given me such a rush, and I was eager to rack up more. I wondered if the game awarded extra experience points for stealth kills, or if it provided experience for some sort of stealth level. Regardless, successfully pulling off those kinds of kills was a reward in itself.

      I peered out through small opening in the tent’s flaps. No one appeared to hear the faint sounds of the struggle, and they were not showing any signs of having seen me roll down the hill either. I honestly had not expected to make it that far without raising any alarms, but my success emboldened me, pressuring me to push my stealth to its limits.

      When I felt sure that I was in the clear, I came out and scurried low to the nearest tent. Instead of going around and risking being noticed by using its entrance, I rushed around back, intent on entering in a similar fashion to how I came in the previous tent, but this time with more conscious effort.

      I glanced over my shoulder to the top of the hill from which I had come and saw my brawny companion watching faithfully, ready to jump in at a moment’s notice. I gave him a reassuring thumbs up but lifted the back wall of this second tent and disappeared inside.

      Still, there were no alarms—so far, so good. The prize behind door number two was entirely worthless. There was nothing but a bare table and an empty cot to greet me—no sleeping rogue, no treasure chest with valuable loot, nothing. I checked out the table and found nothing but a useless map of the camp. It was just some crudely drawn depiction of where the prisoners were being held and where all the tents were set up. A five-year-old could have done it, and it provided me with no useful information at all. I had seen more from where I was camped out along the hill.

      This time, I reused the back side of the tent to make my escape. The next nearest tent was about twice as far as the one I had just come from. It would be a bit of a sprint, but I was growing in confidence that I could pull it off. I peeked around the corner to the center of the camp. Everyone was occupied as before, lost in their own fun. The wizards, who were the only ones I perceived as a threat at this point, still stood watching the rest of the camp, as if they were babysitting their own mercenaries. None of their eyes were turned remotely close to my direction.

      This time, I didn’t even duck. I just stood up straight and hauled ass for the next tent. My hastiness quickly became my undoing.

      Before I was even aware of what happened, there was a sudden deafening screeching sound all around me, like the squealing of tires trying to desperately avoid a collision. The entire camp exploded into action, going this way and that. I looked back and saw one of the alarm sigils glowing on the ground behind me. I had tripped it without even thinking.

      “Fuck!” I spat under my breath.

      I looked to see Henrik bolting down the hill with his sword out, and then I almost fell over backward as one of the henchmen came past the edge of the tent and into my line of sight as he was running to meet my comrade. He hadn’t even noticed me crouching there as he streamed by, but I was caught off guard, so I didn’t have the chance to get the jump on him. The second guy wasn’t so lucky.

      I prepared to lash out when I heard the second pair of footsteps coming my way. The moment I saw movement, I launched my arm out and sliced halfway through the sucker’s right shin. He yelped and fell forward, planting his face into the cracked ground with a loud thud. I took note of the embers searing into his flesh in the wake of my strike. The Anglerhouse hearthstone had already proven its worth. I didn’t give him time to get back up, brining my second sword down on his neck like a guillotine. The last thing he saw was dirt.

      A third man had come running up by then, and then a fourth and a fifth. It was too late for me to retreat back into hiding as their focus was already turned from Henrik to me with deadly intentions in their eyes.

      I stood up and turned, launching my scimitar into the first man’s heart in one swift motion. He tried to skid to a halt, but he was moving too fast to save himself. With a kick, he slid from my blade and went sailing to the ground. Embers outlined his wound as they had the man before. The next one came in swinging, and I jumped back, still leaning forward as the blade sailed under my chin, missing me by inches. When it had cleared all the way past, I shot my decorative sword up into the man’s stomach and followed up with a cut to his throat with my primary weapon. He dropped like a bag of bricks—just in time for me to deal with the last guy one on one.

      He was the biggest one so far and came charging in with a mace. His fearsome image gave me little pause because I had just come from a forest where I had literally slain a giant man-eating house-monster.

      His mace came down like a wrecking ball, and all I had to do was sidestep to avoid the would-be devastating blow. Being so large had a few disadvantages, speed being an important one. I jabbed my scimitar into his side, and he winced in pain like a bug that had just found itself under a boot. His mace fell to the ground, and he stood virtually frozen, looking straight ahead in his final moments. After a brief pause, he staggered to the side, away from me, and plopped down on his knees before falling the rest of the way to join the first man face down in the dirt.

      Henrik had made considerable progress, and was only a few yards from me when I turned my attention back to him. There were bodies already littering his path. Clearly, more rogues had come from other directions than just from where I was hiding and were able to meet him without having to greet me first. Our eyes met, and he pointed for me to look back to the camp.

      I turned my head just in time to see another man descending upon me, literally. He had jumped into the air and was flying down for me with his blade out like an angry wasp prepared to defend its nest with its life. As before, I simply used my rogue deftness to slide out of the way and watched him fall past me, landing on his knees with a groan. In the next second, both of my swords pressed into his back, sending blood spurting everywhere. I turned back to see Henrik smiling in approval as more men came in from the sides to deal with him.

      Look out! There was a distinct feminine voice in my head shouting the warning to me. I spun back around to meet another man charging me with a spear. I hacked at the pole from the side with my blade and slid the edge of my metal along his, running forward until the two of us were face to face, standing a finger’s length apart. Without breaking that intense eye contact, I slid my other sword up under his lungs and watched a mixture of surprise and terror overcome him. He fell to his knees with my blade still deep inside him, and I kicked him back as he limply dropped his spear which went rolling away in a slow arc.

      “Where was . . .” I wondered aloud, looking for the source of the voice that had warned me. It was certainly in my head, but I was convinced that it was not simply my subconscious looking out for me. Then I saw her.

      There she was—Safira—the olive-skinned desert-princess of a woman watching me from one of the cages in the center of the camp. It had to have been her, I was certain. She stood looking at me with that same defiant look on her face that I had seen on the holographic image I had looted from Conn Felvid.

      She began moving her arms around in complex patterns, muttering words that I could not hear from way off where I was standing. The tips of her fingers began to glow, and then the light began to shimmer brighter and brighter, slowing traveling up her hands, all the way to her elbows. When I was sure that it could not possibly get any brighter, she reared back and launched a blast of pure energy into the wall of her cell.

      There was a dark blue flash around the entirety of her little prison, like a forcefield, when her attack made contact with the iron bars. The energy that flowed from her hands ricocheted back to her, knocking her down with impressive force. The Gray Favor wizards must have enchanted the cage in case one of the prisoners tried such a maneuver. It hurt to watch and only served to fuel my rage. They would be sorry soon enough.

      I surveyed the camp again and found a flock of wizards coming down from their stations on the perimeter. They appeared to be heading for the cages, supposedly to protect the only thing that mattered to them—their slaves, their livelihood. The rest of their people were clearly seen as expendable. All of the mercenaries were firing on all pistons trying to rid the camp of its intruders—albeit failing miserably so far—while the robed figures all but ignored the two of us. I counted eight of them and decided to make these cowards my primary targets, not knowing what to expect them to throw at me.

      “Henrik!” I shouted over the noise of the men charging for us from all sides. “Come with me to the cages! Free the slaves!”

      “On it!” he yelled at my side.

      The two of us zoomed over with everything we had in a desperate race for the cells. In unison, the wizards held their arms and implements forward and began chanting incantations. With no warning, the ground beneath my feet parted and a deep pit opened up to take me down. I had no time to react, so I fell and did all I could to try and save myself, which was to reach out and grasp at the dirt that was falling into the hole with me.

      I screamed as I fell and suddenly lurched to a stop when a massive hand closed around my wrist. Speed was clearly not a disadvantage for my friend because he had reached out and saved me in the blink of an eye, before I—Mr. Deft Rogue—could even fully register that I was in danger.

      I found some footing in a patch of dry dirt that had decided to stay put and was knocked back down by a chunk of the stuff the size of my torso. It exploded all around me on impact and immediately reformed itself into a mass the size of a fist, but this time it had me held firmly in its center. Alas, it was only dry dirt, so I was able to pull myself out of it with relative ease. As soon as I did, it collapsed to the ground in a small pile.

      I paid little attention to what Henrik was doing during those confusing moments, but if he was faced with similar trials, he must have overcome them with masterful efficiency because he was already at the cages, swinging like an enraged mother bear at any robed asshole unlucky enough to be caught in his blade’s vicious trajectory.

      He somehow managed to cleave two of them down in a single swipe, and it was then that I realized something very important about these wizards: they were completely useless without their magic to save them. This was the case in most roleplaying games, but I expected them to provide a little more resistance than I had just witnessed—they could at least have tried to dodge or go for a dagger or something. But no, instead they decided to just fucking stand there and drop like flies.

      A few swings later, Henrik managed to do some serious damage to the cage holding Safira. There was a grating clang and suddenly one of her cage’s walls fell, sending scores of prisoners spilling out, tripping over one another as they all burst into action chasing their freedom.

      He had freed them just in time, too, as the rogues were now catching up to us. The slaves quickly prepared for battle and launched themselves into the swarm of brigands, outnumbering our enemies three to one. As each enemy fell, a former slave hurried in to take his weapon, using it to cut down more mercenaries, which in turn gained more weapons for our allies. The tides had turned at an alarming rate. What at first appeared to be insurmountable odds had quickly become an overwhelming chance at victory.

      When I turned back to see how Henrik was faring, I found all of the wizards lying dead. He had not done it alone though. There were several thick-armed men reaching through the walls of the remaining cages still anchoring several wizards’ corpses in place, blood spilling out of the gashes my ally had torn into them.

      By the time I had decided to run in and help finish off the henchmen, the battle was over. All of them lay dead. Henrik had broken all of the cages open, freeing all the slaves. Safira was standing at the edge of her prison, watching as if she were waiting for me to come and introduce myself. It appeared that I had completed my quest.
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      My heart was racing more from the rush I was getting off of seeing all those rewards than it was in response to the battle I had just fought. A new skill; a new level; a quest completed, even with its modest rewards, which were nothing aside from the decent amount of experience bestowed to me. I was pulled from my ecstasy by the shouting of one of the women.

      “Look! They’re getting away!”

      She was right. I had either miscounted, or three of the wizards had remained out of sight during the conflict because some of them, along with a handful of henchmen, were disappearing over a hill to the south.

      “Should we pursue?” one of the men asked. He was looking at me, as were others, as if they somehow assumed that I was the decision-maker between Henrik and I. I was the decision-maker as far as I was concerned—being the only actual human in the party—but it seemed like a lot to assume. I kept forgetting that none of these people were real, and the frequency at which that slipped my mind was beginning to worry me.

      “No.” I waved the idea away. “Leave them. Let them run to their masters and tell them what’s become of their precious camp and their slaves.” Then I added, “We’ll rest here tonight and make preparations to get you all home tomorrow. If that does not sit well with anyone, come speak to me in private and we can figure something else out.”

      No one protested my decision, which was good because I honestly did not know what options I would have had for anyone who just absolutely could not stay there for the night.

      It was a cause for celebration, but the fight had not been won without its losses on the slave’s end. As it turned out, three of the slave women had died in the conflict, two of them run through with spears while the third had been beheaded. It was a sad scene, and many of the survivors broke down crying all around the deceased. It was a shame to think that those women were so close to freedom. I was sure that many of their sisters and brothers in bondage were unnecessarily cursing themselves for not doing this or that to save them.

      Safira took this news particularly hard when she regained consciousness. In the moment I took my eyes from her, I was told a man had come up to her from behind and struck her on the head with the hilt of his blade. I thanked the gods of chance that he had not struck her a little harder, adding her own corpse to the small pile the rest of us were lamenting.

      When she had mostly regained her composure, my damsel went over to the bodies, which by then had been laid out in a line, shoulder to shoulder, facing the sky. It was bad enough to see a good person die, but it was a hundred times worse to see the dead faces of three people so young and so beautiful, so full of potential, with their lives taken from them far sooner than they should have been.

      Fighting back another wave of tears, Safira knelt down to the girl closest to her and began singing a sort of hymn under her breath. After a short time, she reached over and touched the girl’s chest over her still heart. She formed her own fingers into the shape of a heart with each hand forming one half. Safira continued her low, somber chant as she formed her hands into the shape of a bird, flapping her fingers like wings as the thumbs stayed locked together in the semblance of a head. It was here that her hands started to glow a bright white with the faintest tint of gold. An aura formed around the bird-shape and remained in place as Safira pulled her hands away.

      There was now a bird made of pure light gently resting over the dead girl’s heart. Safira pointed to it and said, “Cora,” and I was not sure if she was giving the creature of light a command in a language unknown to me or if she was saying the girl’s name.

      My damsel moved to the next girl in line, leaving the bird where it sat, and began going through the same ritual with this second girl. This time when she stood, she pointed to the second bird that now sat over that girl’s heart and said, “Anna,” and I was sure then that she was pronouncing the name of each victim.

      She moved to the final girl and went through the motions for a third time, saying, “Fiona,” at her spell’s finale. All three birds watched her as if awaiting further instruction, but she did not say anything else right away. Instead, she stood over the three women for a long time, silently watching them as the tears began to well up in her eyes once more.

      Slowly, she turned to address the crowd and said, “Does anyone have anything to say for these poor souls?”

      Several of the prisoners came forward and said pleasant things about each of the girls—how they would be missed, how much easier they had made it for others during those nightmarish times, how much they were loved. The three birds turned to each person as they spoke, as if soaking up what they were saying. When no more people came forward, Safira turned her attention back to her magical creations and began signing her fingers in the air.

      Each bird opened its mouth and out came a musical version of the impromptu eulogies that had just been given. Between every song of praise and lamentation for each victim, the bird sang the girl’s name. The whole scene almost brought a tear to my eye. Though I did not know them, I felt that each of these girls had been truly loved by their fellow prisoners.

      When each bird ran through its recording several times, Safira held up a hand to quiet them and said, “Now, each of you, fly to the closest of kin of each of these women and play your sad messages so that their loved ones know what has become of them. Now, go!”

      The birds turned to the sky and were off, spreading out in different directions and eventually flying out of sight. This was followed by a long moment of silence, during which I could still hear the weeping and sniffling of many of those in attendance. Perhaps, I thought, it would be best to leave the celebrations for the next day, or maybe everyone could just celebrate once they were returned home safely. It was a depressing thing to see such bittersweet victories.
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      The funeral continued with the respectful burying of the three who had fallen. The dozens of vagabond bodies were not treated in such a manner. Few men who dedicated their lives to crime and greed were ever missed. These corpses were piled high by a few of the men and set ablaze in a brilliant pyre over one of the hills bordering the camp.

      There were two of the freed who approached me during this labor—a man and a woman—who offered their tracking services in an effort to repay the debt they felt they owed to me. I assured them that there was no debt to be repaid, but they insisted on swearing their allegiance to me, not just to pay me back but, they said, to also pay the universe back for the karmic debt they had racked up in serving the Gray Favor. I will admit that the mention of this caught me off guard. My hand instinctively reached for my scimitar, but I drew it back when I acknowledged that my apprehension was misplaced. They were slaves, they promised me, but being the trackers by profession that they were, the Gray Favor sought to make use of their abilities in navigating the land and hunting down escaped slaves as well as the Gray Favor’s enemies. They had no choice but to obey, fearing for their lives. Indeed, they said, a lot of the prisoners we had just freed were already recaptured by the help of these two.

      They seemed earnest and genuine enough, but I had a nagging worry that they might do something to endanger the rest of us. I was still unsure of where their loyalties lay and suspicious that they were only volunteering this information in an attempt to over compensate to hide their true intentions. Luckily, I had a man who claimed to see auras, in a sense. I called Henrik over and asked him to appraise the two, making it very clear to them that I was hesitant to trust them with open arms.

      Henrik studied them for a few moments and gave me the green light, saying that they seemed to be honest people and he would have no qualms about taking their words as truth. That was good enough for me, so I gave them their first assignment.

      I told them that, as soon as the sun rose the next morning, they were to take all of the prisoners to their respective homes. When they had finished that, if they still wanted to serve at my side, they were welcome to seek me out at Cul’Maryn, the city, because I was unsure of what my standing at the Temple would be after returning to the forest. Both of the trackers promised me  they would do as I asked, and that they only saw it as the first step in their long journey to make amends for their transgressions against this land and its people. They assured me that, unless disaster struck them, we would meet again, and they would happily follow my lead wherever I needed them.

      The rituals were very draining on Safira. Not long after her ethereal doves flew off to the families of the deceased, she retired to one of the tents and slept the night away. We did not get to really talk at all aside from a few pleasantries. Not wanting to be too intrusive, I took a nearby tent when the others and I had finished burning the bodies and slept until a little before dawn, waking when the trackers were gearing up to lead the prisoners out of the desert.

      I had a pang of panic, fearing that Safira might be leaving me then, but she did not join the rest of the party when they made to leave. I watched from a distance at my breakfast fire as several of the women went up to her and exchanged words. I could not make out what they were saying, but each of these interactions ended with the women taking their leave of Safira to rejoin the others as she sat at the opening of her tent looking off into the distance.

      The trackers bid me farewell and departed with their entourage in tow. I hoped to see them again soon, when the mood was considerably lighter. When they had disappeared over the crest of a hill to the south, I turned to see Safira’s attention on me. She got to her feet and made her way over to my fire. I looked to Henrik’s tent to find that he was still asleep, his feet poking out from the open flap.

      “Hello,” she said. “You are Si1ence, also known as Rixon, correct?”

      “Yes,” I said. “And you’re Safira, right?”

      She nodded and took a seat. I offered her a tuber from the tip of my knife that I had just finished roasting.

      She waved it away. “I have seen you in a vision. You are a hero, or at least you are on the path to becoming one. I admire that.”

      I looked into the flames, not exactly sure how to respond. Instead of replying directly, I changed the subject, saying, “Why did you decide against returning home with the others?” A bit of discomfort flashed across her face, so I added, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      “No,” she said. “It’s fine. I just . . . I do not feel that I would be welcomed back. My father… he is a warlord, and I—I hate to think this—but I believe that he is working for that cursed Dukayne.”

      “That name keeps coming up. I haven’t met the guy, but he sounds like a piece of shit, this Dukayne.”

      “That is a nice way of putting it,” she said without a hint of sarcasm. “He is one of the masterminds behind the Gray Favor. He is directly responsible, I believe, for my capture as well as the enslavement of scores of the others maidens that just left us. My own kidnapping was far too easy for his henchmen, which only served to further my suspicions that my father is in his thrall. I believe that, if I were to return home, I would only find myself at his mercy again. I suspect that my father made a deal with the bastard to trade me for something—power, gold, or perhaps the aid of mercenaries.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve been through so much. You can stay with Henrik and me for as long as you need.”

      “That is kind of you, Rixon. But I could not impose.”

      “It would not be imposing,” I countered. “I know for a fact that Henrik wouldn’t mind having a beautiful woman accompany us. I for one wouldn’t mind learning any magic that you could teach me. It would be a fair trade—more than fair—as far as I see things.”

      A radiant smile stretched across her full lips and she said, “Then it is settled. We will join forces and see what the future has in store for us.”

      There were several horses left at the camp. The trackers had taken a few, but there were more than enough for Safira to choose from. Henrik and I saddled up on our own steeds and released the rest into the wild, wishing them luck but not willing to expend the energy to bring them safely from the desert. The paladin seemed confident that they would be able to retrace their steps, proclaiming that those desert ponies had an impeccable sense of direction.

      Our return journey gave Safira ample time to talk more about her situation. Her mother, she told us, had died of a fever three years prior, and her father was stricken with grief ever since. The warlords in neighboring territories along the eastern border of the Zone of Leaves had been slowly chipping away at her homeland’s boundaries during that time, since her father’s army could no longer receive the aid of the forces belonging to her mother’s family.

      Her father had grown desperate to maintain his hold on what little land he had left and offered Safira’s hand to a cruel old man who governed a neighboring military power. This man was known for mistreating his women, having killed several wives over the years in fits of rage, and Safira was not willing to be another of his victim’s. She suspected that this was what drove her father to turn to Dukayne and Kerzin, trading her for their help.

      After learning all of these finer details, I was more fully able to appreciate her reluctance to return home. It seemed that there was truly nothing left for Safira to return to. In that sense, we were both adrift—me in a different world, and she in a world with no safe harbor.

      Our second trek through the Fetid Wood was no easier than the first, save for the lack of a man-eating house, but Safira’s company was enough to lighten the experience immeasurably. That and the fact that I had actually gotten a full night’s rest was more than enough to provide a little extra pep in my step as we climbed over rickety vines and trudged through muck that was knee-deep in some places. Not underestimate the power of sleep—or the presence of a beautiful woman. Together, those factors made me feel damned near invincible.

      It was through this stretch of our journey that I got more of a glimpse of how strong Safira was. There was never a moment where we had to pause for her to catch up, and not a breath of hers was wasted on pointless complaining. I had to wonder if I would have been able to hold up as well as her if I was marching through the mud in my own body without the help of this avatar’s shredded waist and bulging quadriceps.

      We emerged hours later, relatively unscathed. There were, of course, several wounds from those vicious barbed thorns and my dreaded swamp ass had returned with a vengeance, but other than that, all was well.

      This time, I decided to follow the entire length of the Windswept Path back to where it met the eastern edge of Tir’Nadrun. The idea was that having a solid road beneath our feet would hasten our approach to the city. This would have been the case had we not run across a small group of Gray Favor lackeys on our way.

      We met them as we came to a bridge over a stream that my map informed me was called Pidgeon Brook. The stream appeared to flow for miles all the way into the forest that was our destination.

      My first thought was that these were the men who had escaped the battle of the previous day, but there were no wizards among them, so I assumed that this was a separate group entirely. As with Conn Felvid and his cronies, I attempted to at least have some initial discord with the men before we came to blows, but before I could open my mouth to greet them, their swords and maces were already in their hands.

      Henrik and I dismounted, and I urged Safira to stay a safe distance behind us. My scimitar was out and ready to draw blood. This time, I noticed that Henrik had chosen to use the cinderblock-sized war hammer that had been hanging at his waist the whole time instead of pulling out his sword like he had during the previous battles. He spun it around in his palm as we crept closer to the men intent on doing us harm.

      There were only six of them, and after the scene we had just left behind, I had no doubt we could wipe these assholes out in no time at all. They didn’t know what was coming.

      One man led the charge, running straight for me with his herd stampeding behind. My arms went rigid against the weight of his mace as I lifted my sword to meet it at a 90-degree angle. Another man came to assault me from the side while I stood compromised, but Henrik stopped him short, swiping at the back of the man’s head with his massive hammer. There was a gut-wrenching crack as the blunt metal met the comparatively thin layer of bone around the man’s brain. He toppled over and was kissing my feet in the next instant.

      I turned back to the man who still stood with his bludgeon pressing down for my head and kicked him back. I took the moment of freedom to draw my second blade and lunge forward, ramming both of my weapons into his tender stomach. He squealed and dropped to his knees, not yet dead but surely out of commission.

      The next man approached to my right, and in a single fluid motion I took my decorative sword and plunged it into his exposed chest as swift as the wind. He was down before he even had a fighting chance. Time seemed to creep by as their blood splashed over Henrik and me, the two of us dancing in the glory of it all. My ability to handle multiple enemies in battle was quickly becoming second-nature.

      I watched Henrik drop the fourth man who charged the paladin with his sword out to the side, leaving him no less exposed than if he was carrying the blade over his head. Henrik jabbed outward with the end of his hammer and knocked the man back, almost forcing him to stumble over his own feet. The mighty warrior stepped in to fill the void that his adversary had left behind and brought the end of his solid brick of iron down on the guy’s head. He clenched his teeth so hard that several of them shattered, sending blood drooling down his chin.

      The fifth rogue charged between us, and I caught him between the ribs with my blade. Henrik swooped in to assist, although needlessly, and hammered the man further onto my spike from behind, like he was driving a tent stake into the ground. He screamed each of the three times the big man slammed his weapon into his shoulder blades. I kicked him off to make him lie on the ground with his vile companions, thinking how this might have all been avoided if they’d just taken a moment to talk as I wanted to do in the beginning.

      Henrik handled the sixth and final vagabond, jamming his hammer up into the man’s stomach, forcing the breath to evade his lungs and lifting him a full foot off the ground. He dropped face down in the grass, and Henrik sent his weapon sailing downward to meet the back of his head. The fight was over quicker than it had started.

      The end-of-combat user interface window showed me nothing unusual—simply that I earned 150 experience for two full kills and a partial kill of 3 Gray Favor henchmen. I had earned 25 silver coins.

      I smelled the iron of their blood as I turned back to face Safira, who was watching me with her jaw hanging slack. The blood was already beginning to form bubbles and drip off of me and my clothing, as was the tendency with all the liquids that came into contact with my avatar as I was leaving the scene that had caused them to stain me. I worried, not that I was simply seeing fear in her face, but that her fear was coming from feelings she had about me.

      “Do you see a monster, Safira?” I asked her, trying not to appear timid and worried about her answer.

      She tightened her jaw and sat up straight on the horse, saying with proud conviction, “No. I see justice. And justice is something I can respect.”
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      I threw Conn Felvid’s sword down in triumph, blood still flecked along its reflective exterior. The Presence was already gathered around. Several of them had begun shouting, protesting my entry before my foot even crossed the threshold from the library into their precious Hearth, incredulous that I would dare to defy their ruling. Now they had changed their tune. Each of them, from the ones who vehemently opposed me to those who were willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, were standing in stunned amazement.

      Frey stood at the group’s head, as did Faun and Binari. Henrik and Safira had accompanied me all the way there, as had Horan, who jumped to join our party upon seeing us ride through the clearing that was the town square.

      I did my best to explain over all the yelling why I had returned against their wishes. I had solved their little slave problem and thought they would be grateful to me. If they heard any of my words, it did little to endear me to them. As tended to happen with people, their egos got in the way of the facts, and few of them could see past my act of defiance, least of all Elder Frey, who was the epitome of a crotchety old man. After an initial expression of shock at seeing me toss the sword to the stone floor to further illustrate the favor I had done for them, his scowl returned.

      “Proof enough?” I asked, breaking the sudden silence. And then, asking a question I already knew the answer to, I added, “Are there any of you who still doubt my intentions?”

      Frey stomped his foot on the floor. “What is that sword supposed to demonstrate, boy? That means nothing to us! You say you have killed this Conn Felvid and then you throw this blade on the ground. Are we to assume that it is his? On whose word? Yours? This is preposterous!”

      “Well, then,” I said. “If you won’t listen to my account, at least hear what Safira and Henrik have to say.”

      I stepped to the side to allow my two newest companions to tell their tales. The gathering was oddly quiet while they both presented their cases. I supposed that neither the massive paladin nor the alluring young woman had yet offended the Presence—they were more pleasing to look at, perhaps—so they were immediately seen as having more credibility than me.

      Henrik told of our adventure so far, from the point we met all the way up to when he set foot in the Temple. He explained his ability to see the wickedness in others and vouched for my ethical alignment. Though he was not around when I claimed to have slayed Conn Felvid and his lackeys, he wholehearted believed my story and explained that, although the Presence seemed like generally reasonable people, he could not understand why they had such a hard time taking my word as proof.

      Safira was the next to speak, explaining what a strong hero I was and how she would still be in chains or even dead if I had not come along to rescue her and the dozens of others who had been enslaved. I chimed in only for a moment to tell of the trackers who I rescued that promised to arrive at the city when they finished returning the slaves home. I was sure that they would testify and vouch for both my character and the validity of the events.

      When Safira had given her perspective on what happened, she went on to tell of her desperate father and how she suspected that he was behind her imprisonment in the first place. She was not shy in proclaiming that she was highly suspicious that her father was involved in shady dealings with the enemy. There were murmurs among the onlookers at this statement. It seemed that at least a few of them were aware of her father and the other small factions to the east. I focused on whispers among these murmurings which expressed fears that these other factions were rallying behind the Gray Favor’s cause in an attempt to expand their own influence. Apparently, or so I thought I heard, the Gray Favor already had a strong foothold in the western half of the forest, and it could be disastrous if they allied with the armies to the east of the Zone because this would allow for easy flanking of Cul’Maryn.

      “The woman is full of lies!” came a cry from the tail end of the crowd.

      Everyone turned to see a middle-aged man robed in green pointing a shaky finger at Safira. His body was overcome with tremors, and I had a feeling that it wasn’t his nervousness behind it. He took a rigid step forward, his left foot leading while the rest of his body lagged behind, eventually catching up. His second step ahead was just as awkward, as if he was still trying to get used to his physical form after so many decades of life.

      People parted to allow him through, their faces etched with as much confusion as mine. He continued to berate Safira as he progressed, but not once did the man make direct eye contact with the warrior princess. Instead, his eyes looked off to his left as if he were enthralled by something hanging on the high wall somewhere over other the entrance. I made a quick glance over my shoulder but found nothing out of the ordinary there.

      For the longest time, his feeble footsteps were the only sound in the room aside from a few of the older Presence members’ labored, raspy breaths.

      “Lies! All lies!” he decried, offering up no explanation for why he felt this way. Just by looking at the other members, I could see that they were less willing to distrust this pretty young woman than they were willing to regard me with suspicion.

      Elder Frey actually stepped forward as the man passed him by and said, “Now now, Ulran”—he held up a hand to calm the man down—“let’s give the girl a fair chance and decide on the merit of her story after—”

      “Lies!” Ulran screamed over the Elder, as if he had not heard the old man. “How dare any of you waste your time on these louts!”

      Without another word, he reached into the folds of his robe and withdrew a metallic object that glinted in the dim lighting of one of the cubbies nearby. I sprang into action before consciously recognizing that what I was looking at was a dagger. My scimitar was in my right hand in the next half-second, and I sprinted over to intercept the attack. He was within arm’s reach of my princess, and I wasn’t about to let him get any closer. Indeed, he had already gotten close enough.

      His tiny blade was halfway between him and Safira when I was close enough to do something about it. It had traveled closer still when my iron sliced his hand from his wrist, sending the dagger and the fingers latched around it flying the rest of the way to brush against Safira and fall to the stone at her feet with a loud clang.

      He dropped to his knees and began screaming in agony, grasping his severed arm with his remaining hand, looking at the fresh bloody nub in shock. It was clear to me that I’d made the right decision—the only decision—but I was doubtful that the Presence would see it that way.

      “Someone, take this man to the clinic!” commanded the Elder. Several druids, both men and women, rushed over to lift the man to his feet and lead him away.

      “I’m sorry!” he wailed. “Dear god, forgive me! It was out of my control!”

      I watched everyone that remained, waiting for the next wave of insults and accusations to come my way. Elder Frey was not looking directly at me, but instead was watching me from the corner of his eye.

      “It, uh . . . it appears,” he stammered, hesitating, “that, uh, Brother Ulran was under some sort of mind-control spell.” He looked to several of the others, who were all nodding agreement. “I think that fact is undeniable to the seniors here. You all saw the shimmering halo around his head, yes?” More nods. Frey was blushing with what I could only assume was embarrassment. “I, uh, supposed that we did not notice it before because there was some sort of trigger that brought the spell out of virtual dormancy.” More nods. I was beginning to get the idea that they were all ashamed to have not noticed this detail about their brother until it was too late. I wondered if that would have any impact on any of their standing with the Presence. “It is only right to . . . thank you, Si1ence,” he admitted, stepping forward to extend a hand of apology.

      I took it, admittedly hesitant at the sudden change of tune. “My . . . um,” I started, “this is a different direction.”

      “Yes, well . . .” said the Elder, still not looking me in the eyes.

      We stood there and exchanged a long, awkward shake. After a time, I was the one to break it off, but even then, the hall was quiet for a while longer.

      “So,” I slowly began, “are we all concluding that man was under the control of the Gray Favor?” More nodding answered my question, Elder Frey’s head being one of the many who responded. “Okay then. I suppose we should seek out their leaders and take care of them before they have the chance to pull more bullshit like that.”

      I looked back to Binari, knowing that she had capabilities of divination. She drew her head back slightly in surprise at having the spotlight suddenly turn to her. She scanned the faces in the room to see that all eyes were on her.

      “I can try to find them,” she began, “but I will need help to get a more accurate reading.”

      “I will help you,” Safira said. “My powers are by no means the greatest in the land, but I believe I can assist you in locating these vile people.”

      They set to work. Binari withdrew a piece of white chalk from her satchel and drew a circle on the floor. The two of them stepped inside and joined hands. Binari began chanting in a foreign, melodic language while Safira hummed as if in meditation, sending a low vibration to carom off the walls around us. Their heads sagged, facing the floor as they went. After several minutes of this, the circle began to glow a bright orange, as did their eyes. Both of the girls suddenly jerked to attention and peered into each other’s face as if looking at their own reflection.

      Binari said, “Dukayne, the Bastard Prince of the Forest, is on the move with his army. They plan an attack soon, but I cannot see where from. He is protected by many enchantments.”

      No problem, I thought. I can just Coursing his ass until we catch up with him—assuming those enchantments aren’t protecting him from that spell.

      Safira picked up where the mage left off, saying, “Kerzin, the She-Devil and Dukayne’s right hand, walks in the desert sands to the east. She appears to be meeting, or is intent on meeting, many of the warlords there. It is likely that my father is among them, as I have suspected. I sense a terrible power about her—far stronger than anything I have yet to witness.”

      The glow abruptly faded and both women turned to me.

      “I am sorry, Rixon,” Safira said, “but that was all I could see. I fear I was not much help.”

      “Nor was I,” said Binari.

      I walked to them and put a hand on each girl’s shoulder to comfort her. “No, girls, you did great. That’s far more than we knew before. I now have the ability to seek these people out, so all is well. My power does not tell me how far they are, so you two have helped me with that—at least in Kerzin’s case—and I doubt Dukayne is much further away than she. If he plans to attack, then surely he will be nearby.”

      My next steps were to get with Henrik and Horan and have them round up as many able-bodied warriors as they could. Frey gave them his seal to show the troops that the two walked with the blessing of the Presence. The men set out to hunt down all the fighters they could, with the agreement that we all meet in the town square the next morning.

      I set out to find one of the local armorers to see if I could get a decent set of armor out of my Sundrake scales. If we were about to go to all-out war, I was going to need some decent equipment.
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      It was getting dark by the time I found an armorer who was able to turn my Sundrake scales into a scaled vest. I also had to give her the beast’s claws and pay for the common metals that would go into it, but that was small price for what she assured me would be a worthwhile improvement over my current leather mail.

      I was left with nothing to do until morning, so I found myself wandering north of the Temple. It was not long before I heard the running of water, and I let the light of the two moons guide me as I sought its source.

      I came upon a small waterfall that streamed down over a little cavern that was just large enough for a handful of people to seek refuge in. Through the liquid haze, I saw someone was already inside. Their shape was familiar, but I couldn’t make out who they were until I crossed the threshold.

      Safira turned and smiled upon seeing me. She reached a hand out and patted it against the cold stone at her side, gesturing for me to join her.

      “I had a feeling I would see you here, Rixon,” she said.

      “Did your magic tell you this?”

      She smirked. “It was more like . . . my woman’s intuition.”

      “Ah.” I laughed. “Well, my man’s intuition gave me no clue that I would find you here. How did you know about this place? This is my first time stumbling upon it.”

      She laughed now, saying, “Man’s intuition is usually not good for such things.” Her gaze turned to look out through the cavern opening, and she continued, “I suppose I found this cave the same way as you—by following the sound of the water.”

      My eyes followed hers, and we sat for a few quiet moments with the backdrop of the running water providing a serene atmosphere for us to contemplate its beauty. I noticed then that there was all manner of etchings on the stone walls. Many of them were indecipherable to me, but there were a handful that I thought I recognized: a few stick-figure people, a building which was probably the Temple, and—oddly enough—the words “Easter egg” were scribbled in the uneven rocky surface.

      Oh hey, I thought, I found an Easter egg. There was definitely no mistaking it. This spot was clearly meant to be a sort of secret place. That thought amused me because of how easily I happened upon it, then I saw the last drawing, and felt a small jolt of excitement.

      Is that what I think it is? I leaned forward slightly, tracing the lines of a man and woman engaged in—well, the most fun you can have without leaving the ground, and frankly, it looked like only her elbows were touching. When I turned back to Safira, she was looking at the sketch too, then she turned and raised a brow in the most subtly erotic invitation I’ve ever seen. I turned to see her consuming me with those big eyes, and her fingers brushed the back of my hands in a delicate flutter that sent a bolt of desire through every nerve of my body.

      “Rixon,” she breathed, her voice low and even, “I wish to be your queen, but I will only do so on one condition.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “And what would that be?”

      “You must seek to be the king of every Temple.”

      Her hand found its way over to my member. Both of our clothes were off in the next instant, and she was on top of me, kissing, caressing, and stroking as if it were to be the last time we would see each other.

      “Is this kingship?” I asked her, speaking into the soft nape of her neck. The skin stippled in response to my breath, and her hand slowed to a crawl, the fingertips delicate and questing as she discovered every inch of me.

      Her other hand was on the hairs of my bare chest, then she guided me inside her, closing around me in slick warmth. I pushed forward, stopped at her hiss, then continued as she put a hand on my neck and drew me toward her. We began moving in unison, slowly at first but growing more confident in our need with each passing stroke.

      Both of her arms were wrapped around my neck then, and she pulled me closer with the resolve of a woman giving herself over to more than just passion. I kissed her, and it was another act of discovery. Her lips were full, her tongue warm and welcoming. Every part of her was welcoming, and for a time I could not track, we stayed that way, connected at two points as I moved in and out of her like the tide.

      Every inch of her feels real, I thought, but the sad truth was—I didn’t know. This was computer-simulated sex in a virtual world. But it made no difference to me. To me, it was as real as breathing. There, I was still a man, and she was still a woman of such exquisite design that I forgot everything about the bridge between our realities. She was real. The moment was real.

      Her eyes closed as the first tremors of her climax began, and I followed along seconds later, giving in to the grip of her body. We broke together in a series of quakes—big, then bigger, then fading like echoes of a pleasure made to be remembered.

      “You will be my king,” she breathed when her eyes opened once more. “You will be my king, and I will be your queen.”

      “I accept,” I said without hesitation. She was a queen, which meant her decision carried a weight all its own. I kissed her again, marveling at the moment and all it brought with it.

      Circuit World never failed to impress me with its seemingly infinite supply of surprises. Still, my only wish for improvement was that I could open up the damn user interface at will.
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        NEW SKILL!

        Certainty

        Type: Passive

        Description: A blessing granted by the gods of chance.

      

        

      

      We lay there all night in the little cave, lulled to sleep by the running waterfall. Safira rested her head against my chest, and I held her close. The UI did not only pop up to tell me of my new ability, which had a description that left much to be desired, but it also revealed to me that Safira was added to my party with the same relationship status as the other girls I had become better acquainted with. As I was her king, she was now mine, too, in my reality and that of the game.

      I went to see the armorer the next morning. She had my vest ready, as promised. I exchanged it for the shoddy leather mail I was currently wearing, which took a little off of the price of making my new vest.

      It was marvelous, though I imagined it did little to allow me to escape into the shadows as my characters were accustomed to doing. It gleamed bright blue in the light of the morning sun as it twinkled down through the leafy canopy. As was the case with all games that had a crafting system, Circuit World did not appear to adhere to the laws of conservation of mass. That is to say, my vest had many times more scales than I had provided to the armorer to craft. I was eager to stand over her shoulder and watch her work next time, wondering exactly when and how these additional scales would appear on my armor.

      My shoddy leather mail, as it was literally called, granted a plus-three boost to physical defense. I discovered this as I took it off and traded it in. The scale male was more than twice as strong, granting me a plus-seven boost. I still didn’t know how that stacked up in the grand scene of it all, since I couldn’t see my total defensive values and didn’t know how those numbers played into actually reducing or preventing damage, but I knew that plus-seven was far greater than any armor I had come across so far.

      The men had gathered at the town center as promised. There were many more of them than I had expected, numbering around 500 or so. Not everyone had a horse, but speed was not my primary concern. With Coursing, we would intercept the enemy at one point or another.

      Among the troops were the roguish rangers I had come to associate with the town guard, and there were others who would have fit such a role, armored from head to toe in solid plate mail, the only visible sections of their skin above their necks. The weapons carried among them were of all sorts: bows, spears, daggers, swords. Everyone was ready for the big finale, and, upon seeing them in all their grandeur, I couldn’t help but have one nervous, unrelated thought.

      I suspected that the end of the beta test was drawing near. My experience so far, I began to think, was only a small part of the game—a sort of tutorial on how to play. Meeting the girls, understanding the functions of Zones and their Temples, saving Safira on an introductory quest—these were all a demonstration of how the game was played. Many RPG’s had such tutorials, especially those with online play, which Circuit World was supposed to have. I tried to push these concerns to the back of my mind, determined not to think of them any more until I was forced to face them.

      The army, most of which was made up of men but not entirely, was chipper, but there was an anxiety permeating the air. It seemed that each of them was willing to crack jokes and laugh with one another, but the silence between the comradery was full of nervous looks and timid glances in wait of some instruction of what to do next.

      “Well, my friend,” said Horan as he and Henrik approached from the gathered mass. “We are all waiting for you to give the word. Where to?”

      “Let’s see,” I said. I held my hands forward and said, “Coursing! Dukayne!”

      There was no mistaking it. Dukayne and his men were somewhere straight to the east of our location. Whether or not they were at the town gates, I did not know, but we would find out soon enough.

      I ordered everyone to march and ride in the direction my spell was pointing. The women were with us, too—Faun, Binari, and Safira—as well as several understudy mages that I assumed Binari was able to talk into joining our cause. They all walked in a huddled clump, their magical implements and spell books ready to make short work of whatever threat came their way.

      Most of the troops began to hum as our march found its rhythm. The tune was unfamiliar to me, but it was simple enough that I picked it up in a matter of minutes. Something about it bolstered me, made me more eager to fight and stomp my enemy into the dust, and I had to wonder whether it was only an ordinary song or some kind of low-level chant that provided a boost to courage or some similar game-world status element.

      There was no sign of the enemy anywhere near the low stone wall on the eastern edge of Cul’Maryn. The guards stationed there also assured us that everything had been quiet before our army came humming along, shaking the ground with our thousand hoof-and-footfalls. I held my arm high as a gesture to halt and cast Coursing once more, ensuring that Dukayne was still in the direction he had been when we set out. The spell continued to direct me straight to the east, so we marched on.

      The troops fanned out like a pack of ants as we scurried among the tightly-packed groups of trees. Our rustling movements through the underbrush were akin to the sound of a thousand hungry snakes racing for a single mouse. But this was not the reality as we were the ones hunting the snakes, and I suspected there were plenty of them waiting for our forces when we finally caught up.

      “Hoo-rah!” chanted one man far off somewhere to my left.

      Others echoed the call with even more following them. Soon, the humming had been replaced by this and similar battle cries which only served to give a heightened rise to at least my spirit. Before I noticed, I had joined in the new chant myself, even pumping my fist in the air in triumph.

      I had not felt such brotherhood in years, if ever. The teams I had been a part of up until that point had all been superficial virtual squads—just five-man teams sitting around our computers clicking and typing. I had never experienced anything quite like this. Though I had been in the center of many player-versus-player battles in online games I played, I never felt so much like I was a part of the battle as I did then—and we had not even found the enemy yet.

      All three of my female companions marched close to me, practically within reach. Each of them was beaming as I glanced in their directions. Faun walked at a brisk pace with her Elderwood bow slung over her back. I had heard her speak of the honored weapon before and was eager to see it in battle. Binari, like the young mages clustered not too far from her side, walked with her walnut staff in one hand and a massive book hanging at her side like an oversized purse. Anyone who dared to challenge her would meet a painful end, I was sure. The deep blue of her robe, I noticed then, was almost a perfect match to the blue of my new scale vest. We would look good together on the battlefield, I thought.

      Safira walked in a league of her own. It was as if the surrounding men knew to give her a wide berth, that they were not worthy to walk too close to her. She returned my glance with a reassuring smile as I caught her eye. She carried no weapons or magical implements in her hands, but I knew those hands alone, with the aid of their mistress’s formidable powers, were enough to bring a small squadron to its knees. There was no arch in this proud woman’s back as she marched forward with the air of nobility. I doubted any mere man would even have the courage to challenge such a powerful woman, least of all be able to overcome her in battle. Her destiny was not to die at the end of some no-name lout’s blade.

      Movement caught my attention from overhead and I looked up to see scores of allied wood elves running along the branches of the trees. I had not even noticed them before and wondered if at least some of them had joined us as we were marching. If the enemy forces met ours there in the forest, they would stand no chance, meeting hell both above and below.

      But we did not find them there in the forest. We reached the eastern edge of the wood without interference. I held up my hand once again and ordered everyone to a halt. The effects of Coursing had faded long ago and it was time to check in again.

      “Coursing! Dukayne!”

      I said nothing for a time as my hands blinked straight ahead. I hadn’t seen them blink since the time I came within viewing distance of Safira in the southern desert. Our enemy was close, though there was yet to be any physical sign of him. Henrik came near, regarding my magic-imbued palms. He, too, said nothing, but I knew that he was well aware of what the blinking was telling me.

      “Over there!” said one of the men not far behind me. “What’s that?”

      I looked ahead and could only see a tree at the top of a hill not far to the east. Prompted by a grunt from the paladin, I leaned forward and squinted to get a better look. There was something unusual about it—a bulge jutting out halfway up its trunk. From where I stood, it was too difficult to make out any details.

      I heard Faun gasp. Her half-elf eyes were clearly able to make out more specifics than mine were. I did not ask what she saw. Instead, I moved closer to see for myself.

      It was at the foot of the high hill that I realized with a sudden sense of horror what we were all seeing. It was no less than a man’s head nailed to the truck by a long, thick nail hammered in through the mouth left open by a slack jaw.

      “Elder Horgrim,” I heard Binari gasp at my side.

      I thought I recognized the man’s face—what I could see through the blood and lacerations. He had been a member of the Presence. I could not recall if he was one of those who protested me or not, but it all seemed so trivial then. We were all under threat from the Gray Favor. This image made that message ring out all too clearly.

      A glinting shone down from the man’s face. I first mistook it for the reflection of the sun in his lifeless eyes, but I discovered that it was instead two silver coins held in place under his eyelids.

      Binari, regarding the coins, said, “I have heard that is the calling card of Dukayne—to put coins in the eyes of his victim’s. It seems we are close.” She looked to me then, awaiting my response.

      “Oh, I know for sure that we’re close,” I told her, not taking my eyes from the gruesome visage taunting us from above. “Get ready. The fight’s going to happen here.”
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      I hurried back over to the rest of my men, most of them still waiting just within the forest’s perimeter.

      “Get ready!” I warned them. “The enemy is nearby, and we cannot let them through to the city!”

      “What will you have us do, sir?” asked one of the knights.

      “I want those of you who are in the trees to stay up there and shoot the enemy as they come within range. Faun, you join them. I want to see that bow finally put to use.”

      Faun nodded and promptly climbed up the nearest tree with the ease of a lemur.

      “The rest of you, come out here and form a barrier to the woods. Allow some of them through at your discretion, but only if you are sure they will not make it past the archers. Now, is everyone ready?”

      Cheers rang out from all over. The troops were shouting, pumping their fists high in the air.

      “Binari”—I turned to address her—“you take your mages and get behind the barrier that the knights and I form.”

      “Sir!” she responded with an exaggerated salute.

      “Safira, you join them.”

      “Yes, my dear,” the proud woman said, strolling over to join the ranks of the other magic users.

      Henrik and Horan came to my side, and the three of us stood at the head of the thickening line of knights and rogues. Every man and woman had a weapon their hands. We were about to see a great deal of blood—of that, I was sure.

      We had not prepared a moment too late. As soon as everyone was in position—as if the game were waiting for it to happen—a line of mounted soldiers appeared on the high hill.

      Even from where I stood, I immediately recognized the leader of the growing mass. Though I had never before laid eyes on him, I knew without a doubt that the handsome, self-assured man sitting at the center of the horde was the dark prince Dukayne.

      Like the coins in Elder Horgrim’s eyes, the silver of the prince’s armor flashed down at me in the brilliant light of the sun. The gold of his hair, further accentuated by the magnificent glow of the rays, wrapped around his neck in a long braid, coming to rest off to the side of his chest in front of his left arm. It gave him an oddly unisex look that I doubted would have been unappealing to men and women alike.

      “Great. A dickhead and a prettyboy. He’d probably do crossfit in my world,” I said to myself as I began to limber up for the fight.

      I watched as scores more heads appeared from over the hill. There were so many of them that I was beginning to doubt our team’s ability. All of these men were well-armored, color-coded in mostly darker attire than the members of my side. It at least would not be difficult to determine who was who when all hell broke loose.

      Minutes passed by. Long, silent minutes. I could feel the fear spread throughout my men. The humming and chanting had faded long ago and seemed to be no more than a distant memory. The boost of courage I felt earlier had left with the songs which inspired it.

      Seeing that the enemy was determined to delay its advance until its leader got whatever he needed to off his chest, I pushed the growing sense of dread to the back of my mind and strode forward, walking tall and proud.

      “You must be Dukayne!” I shouted up to the top of the hill.

      “That I am, boy,” said the handsome man who didn’t appear to be any older than me. “And am I to assume that you are Rixon—or rather, the one who goes by Si1ence?”

      “That I am.”

      He chortled. “How clever of a name. Did you think of it when you were but five years of age?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did, much like your hairstyle. What’s it to you?”

      “Oh, it is nothing. Nothing at all aside from a minor point of amusement. So, tell me, Si1ence, why are you here? Why have you come to the aid of these hopeless people?”

      “It just seemed like the right thing to do,” I retorted, knowing full well that for the most part I was just traveling in the direction the game had been leading me the whole time. If I had been presented with other options up to that point, I may very well have taken them just to fulfill my gamer’s sense of adventure.

      “Would you rather not pick the winning side?” he asked. “You could always join me, you know.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’m already in pretty deep with these guys. It’d feel kind of shitty to turn my back on them now. Plus, it seems like a sausage fest up there with you.” I scanned the mass of troops lining either side of him, seeing only the roughest of masculine faces.

      “Suit yourself, boy. You will be in the middle of a blood bath soon enough.”

      “Oh, I’m a hundred percent sure of that,” I agreed. “But whose blood will it be?”

      He laughed, raising an arm to his troops, and said to me before turning away, “We shall see soon enough.”

      Before his arm had even dropped all the way, they were descending upon me. I made a full turn and hauled ass at top speed back over to the protective embrace of my small army. I had always considered myself brave, but I wasn’t stupid. There were times when a man needed to run for cover, and getting chased down by an army a thousand strong was one of those times.

      I had just cleared the allied line when hordes of arrows flew out overhead. I turned in time to see over half of them strike gold, embedding themselves deep into several handfuls of my pursuers. Dukayne, I noticed, had not set out with the rest of them. He was still mounted atop the hill, out of range of the arrows, watching the fight take place. Videogame bosses, much like the head honchos in action flicks, rarely got in the middle of the action so as not to risk getting offed before their forces had dwindled.

      My team’s front line erupted into action, charging forth with weapons drawn. I watched open-mouthed as several allied spears were thrust into the stomachs of half a dozen enemies. Their armor was not as protective as I had at first assumed. There were places, apparently less-protected places, where the plate of the armor ended to reveal a fabric of chainmail underneath. It was in these places that my men’s spears and swords sought refuge, cutting beyond the presumed gaps in the enemy armor and sinking deep into flesh and tissue.

      Those without sharp implements took their maces and cleaved for enemy heads and the upper half of their torsos. Many times, I watched this happen, vicariously feeling the blunt impact of each swing, wincing each time I saw a mace make contact.

      They fell to the ground one by one. Still, Dukayne sat on high, watching the fight unfold. I suddenly became embarrassingly aware of my own lack of contribution and sprang into action, eager to help thin the enemy numbers. When in doubt, use your blade. If that doesn’t work, use two.

      I chose to use two.

      Immediately, I was approached by two dark knights, one wielding a mace and the other carrying an axe. The mace-wielder brought his heavy weapon down, and I sidestepped to avoid the blow. He lurched forward uselessly, coming between the other man and me, and his mace sank an inch or so into the grass.

      I lurched forward myself, but in a more intentional, controlled fashion. My knee went into his shoulder and caused him to stumble away. He rolled over at the feet of his partner and had no time to get up before I plunged my decorative blade into his exposed throat—a killing stroke that yielded a stunning spray of arterial blood.

      I had to leave that weapon in place, and the axe-wielder took a mighty swing at me. The sharpened edge of his weapon cleaved high enough for me to duck under it, and I felt the air parting in its wake brush against my face. From my position lower to the ground, I kicked myself upward, rebounding in opposition to my descent, and brought my primary blade up and into the space between his plate armor and his chainmail, as I had seen my allies do to his comrades many times already. The blade slid home in the vulnerable crease, grating againt ribs and sternum in a chattering squeal as I twisted the point to open him up. I was learning.

      He dropped his weapon in surprise and fell to his knees on top of his fallen brother. He gasped as blood trickled out from the sides of his mouth. His eyes were watching the sky as if seeing something waiting for him there, or perhaps only out of a desire to see something beautiful for one last time before leaving the world of the living.

      He fell forward, planting his face in the ground, as I withdrew my blade and then went to reclaim its sibling from the first man who I had sank my teeth into. That was two down. I was working under the assumption that we were outnumbered two to one. That being the case, I had already killed my fair share of enemies, but I was not about to let that notion slow me down. The fun was only just beginning, and I found my taste for killing was growing sharper with each fatal thrust.

      An endless barrage of arrows hailed down on the enemy, and I was struck that there didn’t appear to be any ranged warriors among the enemy’s ranks. There were not even any wizards present as there had been in the desert. Interesting, I thought. It was a relief, as enemy wizards would no doubt have added many more variables to the battle, providing the opponent with surprise attacks that we likely wouldn’t expect or know how to prepare for.

      I looked to our modest group of mages and saw that they were slaying the enemy horde with merciless efficiency. Binari was braced with her legs wide in a fearsome battle pose, her staff held out in one hand and her massive tome open in the other. She looked as if she was ready to bite a man’s face off if he came too close. In the meantime, she settled for lashing out into the attacking crowd with whips of fire extending from her bejeweled pole. Her victims screamed in agony as they were licked by the vicious flames.

      Several of them tried to cut or block the attacks, but there was nothing they could do to defend against something so immaterial. Again and again, Binari flogged the helpless attackers, her lines of flame appearing almost sentient in their seemingly conscious ability to snake around allies, navigating their course through the onslaught to find their master’s objects of derision. The metal of a plate or chainmail offered no resistance to the tongue of a flame, as many of these enemy men were soon to discover while roasting alive in the ovens that were their armor. On one occasion, I saw a fiery cord wind its way into a screaming man’s mouth, charring the flesh it touched. I made a note to myself then to never get on Binari’s bad side.

      Safira was no less formidable, but her attacks were of a different nature. I saw her raise and lower her hands in response to enemy actions far off from her. Many yards away, in the direction she was looking, our allied soldiers were fighting a growing number of enemies. They may have been outmatched were it not for the aid of the numerous magical forcefields that appeared just long enough to intercept enemy blows. One dark knight charged forward and made to stab a ranger in the chest, only to be stopped short by such a barrier. He thrust the tip of his sword into it as if he were stabbing a transparent circular wall. The field would have been entirely invisible if not for its shimmering electric edge and the fading gradient that trailed off the closer it went to the center. The wall disappeared a moment later, leaving a wide-open space for the rogue to swoop in and deliver a fatal blow to his surprised adversary’s neck, exposing bone and gristle in a gruesome channel that spurted silky fluids.

      The more I watched, the more of this I saw. Safira was not using her magic to outright attack our enemy, but instead to defend our own men, providing them with the support they needed to follow through and bring each enemy soldier to his knees. Their synergy was harmonious, and I was tempted to see that seemingly effortless cooperation as magic in itself.

      A howl of rage erupted just outside of my periphery, and my eyes flickered to assess to threat.

      There was another guy charging my way, longsword held high. He didn’t stop when he came close enough to strike. Instead, he rammed into me in a full-on collision, knocking me prone. It was then that he brought his weapon down. In reaction, I left my decorative sword in the grass where it lay and used both of my hands to brace my scimitar, still dripping from the previous victim’s throat, in a perpendicular line to his attack.

      His strike was almost too much, proving that mass can be a problem in battle no matter how skilled you are. He pressed the entire weight of his body into me, not giving any slack even after I met his blade with mine. His talon stopped only inches short of my face. I used every ounce of leverage I had to lift both legs high and kick him away. He staggered back, and I jumped to my feet, grabbing my decorated blade in the process.

      We stared each other down for flash. Clearly, he had intended for that attack to do me in. I was interested to see how well he could hold up in a fight where he no longer had the advantage of surprise.

      Not wanting to give my opponent any more time to think, I charged in to take him on. I swung, and he blocked my attack much as I had defended against his. Only this time I had a secondary weapon to follow up with. I brought my decorative blade up and sliced a deep gash in his exposed neck. He yelped and staggered backward even further, now more concerned with the new wound than he was with me.

      He stared at his feet in shock as he lifted a hand to the oozing cut. Blood caked his fingers and he panted soundlessly, eventually falling to his knees and looking back up to me with a the fierce dismay of a dying man. His eyes told me that he accepted his fate, however begrudgingly, and they pleaded with me to end it. Swiftly, I brought my scimitar into the clean side of his neck, sending him all the way to the ground where the life promptly drained from his eyes like the blood from his veins.

      Another had come to take his place before I had the time to catch a breath. This man was by far the biggest enemy I had seen on the battlefield yet, rivaling both Henrik and Horan in size. He had a long dark beard that was fading with age, making him look like an overgrown dwarf in conjunction with his stout, hardy figure.

      We locked eyes but did not charge in to fight each other immediately. Instead, he watched me with a burning intensity—not born of hatred, but of focus and eagerness to do battle with a worthy foe. He extended a tree-trunk arm and pointed at me with a meaty finger. I nodded in response, and we both went for each other. It was a bit of dick-wagging that had no place in the real world, but here in the game, it seemed to fit.

      He pulled the enormous hammer hanging from his thick leather belt—a weapon befitting of a man his size—and unleashed a mighty swing for my head. I reeled back and slid below the strike, skidding all the way under his legs, not coming to a full stop until I was all the way behind him.

      I leapt past the raging bull of a man, then kicked out instantly, bringing both of my feet into his lower back in savage impact. My attack did nothing, and I immediately regretted not simply moving in to stab him instead. I bounced off his rump as if I had just failed to scale a wall. He swirled around and struck at me a second time before I had even managed to plant my feet firmly back on the ground.

      I reeled back in response to this strike as well but not with the same grace as before. The metal of his hammer grazed the tip of my nose, but it only touched me there, not causing any actual damage. Unable to catch my balance, I fell all the way back and met the ground again.

      His hammer came down, intent on smashing my torso flat. I rolled to the side and heard the echoes of his metal planting itself into the dirt. I reached out with my scimitar and sliced his wrist. He grunted at the minor wound and pulled his hammer up to try again.

      For a second time, it came driving downward. This time, I rolled in the opposite direction, ending up in the indention in the ground where his weapon had nested a moment ago. Again, I felt the powerful vibrations as his metal met dirt, but this time I was not going to lay there and allow him to direct me where to go.

      I pressed an arm into the indention and used both of my legs to kick myself back up. Before he was able to right himself from the previous failed assault, I jabbed my scimitar deep into his side, punching through his kidney with a tearing sensation as the blade bit deep. He groaned in pain, not all-out screaming as the other men had. I was sure that was the end of him, but I thought too soon.

      He closed his arm around my blade, which was still rammed into his side. I had little option but to let the handle go as he took my weapon with him, leaving me with only one. My attack appeared to only strengthen his resolve, giving him the muscle to lift his massive hammer with a single hand and swipe at me from the side. I was too stunned to get out of the way, so I just stood there like an idiot until his weapon collided with my upper arm and shoulder, sending me flying two yards away from the point of impact.

      Luckily, he didn’t have the leverage he needed to deal a full blow. Though it still hurt, I was back on my feet in seconds and charging back in to finish him off. His hammer swiped again, but I paused my approach for the second I needed to allow it to clear past me, then I ran forward, stabbing my remaining talon into his dominant arm. My strike carved the thick muscle like a steak, and his fight was ended when the tendons parted under my blade. He grunted again, this time dropping the hammer. He was done.

      I removed both of my weapons from him, sending streams of blood pouring from each opening now that there was nothing to plug the holes up. I lunged back in, driving my blades home into each of his knees. He yelped then and fell forward, all of his wounds glowing around their edges with the searing enchantment of my blades.

      The man was so tall that even as he sat there on his knees, his eyes were almost level with mine. Like the man before him, he was ready for things to end, conceding defeat. So, just as I had done with the previous man, I pulled out both blades and brought them into his neck, leaving little material behind to anchor his head to the rest of his body. I had to jump back to pave the way for his descent, as he came crashing down, landing in the grass with a loud thud.

      “The worthy earn their mercy,” I told him, but he was dead and could not appreciate my kindness.

      I turned back to my girls to see that they were still working their magic. Binari had traded her ropes of fire for purple missile blasts that sought out their targets with expert accuracy. Safira’s ethereal shields had grown a bit more offensive in the time I had turned my attention from them. Now they would wrap around the arm of an attacker, anchoring him in place while allied forces moved in for the kill.

      I looked to the trees and picked out Faun. She was putting her special bow to use, sending arrow after arrow into the chests of any enemies who dared to come near. Each strike was like a physical punch, lifting victims from their feet and leaving them sagging on the ground or stone dead from the initial wound. I heard her raging over all the other sounds of battle. This was no mere fight to her, as was the case for many who drew arms that day. She and hundreds of others were fighting to safeguard their home. Everything was on the line in this war.

      A smile crept across my face as I watched her go about her work, but then I regarded her in helpless horror as the unthinkable happened. An arrow traveled up to her from somewhere below and lodged itself in her side. She dropped her bow to the grass growing stories below her then made the descent herself, a slave to the sudden pain in her abdomen.

      “No!” I shouted, scanning the masses below for a sign of who had let that bolt fly.

      Then I saw him. He was a slimy-looking man, I could see that even from so far away. He sneered in the direction of where my girl had fallen, and I watched him pull a dagger from his belt and start off toward where she lay.

      “No!” I shouted again, then began to move. “You pigfucker. You die next,” I ground out as white-hot rage burned me from within.

      He was surrounded by his allies, and I had little hope of making it over to him without getting mown down by the legions of men around him. It was doubtful that I could even make it over to Faun before he had his way with her.

      Pop!

      
        
        
        NEW SKILL!

        Fury

        Type: Active

        Description: Say the name of this skill to banish all thoughts of fear against seemingly insurmountable odds.

      

        

      

      Well, that’s a deus ex machina if I ever saw one, I thought, realizing that all these well-timed, newfound abilities I’d received over the course of my journey were a little too convenient to be coincidence. I was leaning more and more toward the idea that all of this was happening as part of some tutorial and that this introductory quest served to teach me how to use such skills.

      “Fury!” I shouted.

      I felt as if someone had pumped me full of adrenaline. All of my muscled began to buzz and hum, and the world took on a reddish-orange tint. Time slowed, sounds echoed. I felt that if I concentrated hard enough, I would be able to see the vibrations of the noises around me. This ability had radically changed things.

      I sprinted to meet the soon-to-be-dead man who had shot my girl. The sneer had not left his face the whole time, but I was determined to change that. He was almost to her, and I could see several of his brothers cheering him on as he went, but in that moment his dagger seemed like little more than a toothpick compared to my blades.

      I was on top of him in the next few seconds, not knowing how I’d cleared the distance. I didn’t really even remember doing it, aside from a few fragmented images in my head. He was under me on the ground, arms were pinned beneath my shins, and he was already crying out for mercy before I even struck him.

      I did not cut him right away. That wouldn’t have given me the time I needed to vent my rage. Instead, I dropped my blades to the side as I took him to the ground and began slamming my fists into him, all up and down his head and upper body. I took his smug melon between both hands and, gripping it firmly, pulled it up and drove it back down into the dirt over and over again. Tears were streaming down his face as he reached up to try and stop me, but it was no use.

      “I’m gonna break you apart,” I spat.

      Arrows flew all around. I turned to see that several of them had come from his allies in a futile attempt to help their downed brother. All of them appeared too afraid to get too close to me, the raging lunatic who was beating their brother to an unrecognizable pulp.

      For the big finish, I reached down and closed my fingers around his puny neck, feeling his resistance fade at the same time as his eyes rolled up into the back of his head and he fell limp. I jumped up, taking his fresh corpse with me, and heaved it into the small gathering of archers who just couldn’t seem to land a shot on me. They scattered back, none of them wanting to be the next one to invoke my rage.

      I would have charged in to deal with the rest of those worthless sacks of shit, but I had more pressing matters to focus on. Faun was unconscious where she had fallen. I put an ear to her chest and only breathed a sigh of relief when I could make out her faint heartbeat. She was alive, but there was no telling how much longer that would be the case.

      The arrow was still sticking out of her side, and I thanked the virtual gods of Circuit World that her fall had not driven it deeper in. I’d picked up several potions before setting out with the army for occasions like this but never would have imagined I’d need to use one on Faun. Of the three women who I had grown so close to in my time there, she was the last one I would have expected to be in need of medical attention. But everyone had bad days.

      I popped the cork off the bottle and poured the concoction on her leg, making sure to get as much of it as I could in the hole without it spilling over. I had never had to handle an arrow wound before and was unsure if I needed to remove it for the potion to work efficiently, but I was hesitant to try, knowing that more of her blood would follow.

      I watched as the wound miraculously began to stitch itself back together, closing in on the wooden shaft lodged inside of it. Thinking that I was running out of time, I thought to chance it, so I gripped the arrow firmly and pulled it out with a good, strong yank.

      Faun woke up screaming, and I put a hand on her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. I looked down and saw that the wound was continuing to heal up nicely. A few more minutes and it would likely be fixed up enough for her to get back on her feet.

      “What happened?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “You were shot, but it’s all better now,” I said, lifting the bloody arrow to show her.

      “You are lucky that wasn’t barbed or serrated, Si1ence,” she said.

      I laughed and said, “I suppose you’re lucky it wasn’t barbed or serrated.” I threw the arrow over my shoulder and leaned in to lift her up.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, putting an elbow around my neck to brace herself as I stood with her in my arms.

      “I’m going to get you back in the woods. I want you to rest up and heal. You should be good to good fairly soon, I suspect. You won’t be out of commission for too long.”

      She huffed and, after being assured that I was holding her firmly, crossed her arms. “Fine.” She glanced up at me from the side of her eyes, not turning her head to fully face me as I carried her. “Thank you, Rixon. I appreciate you more than you know.”

      “And I appreciate you,” I said, kissing her gently—or as gently as I could while my blood steamed with magical rage.

      I took her several trees deep, giving her a buffer of two staggered rows of archers between her and the main battlefield. Before saying another word, I went to retrieve her Elderwood bow and sat it at her side when I returned.

      “Seriously,” I said, “don’t go anywhere until you know you’re ready. All right?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a wink.

      When I returned to the field, I still saw Dukayne sitting smugly atop his high horse on the hill looking out over the rest of us peons while we did the fighting. I always hated players who did stuff like that in player-versus-player combat, sitting back and waiting for the enemy to grow weaker while the rest of their team did all of the heavy lifting. I decided that it was time to show him the right way to behave in team fights, regardless of what his rank was.

      We locked eyes when I came to the foot of the hill. I looked up with murderous intent on my face, never before hating a videogame villain as much as I hated him. He dismounted his horse and stood waiting for me at the tree where the old druid’s head was impaled. I began my ascent, savoring each step.

      “So,” I asked. “Am I to assume that’s your handiwork?” I pointed to the severed head.

      “Oh, this?” he asked mockingly, grabbing a clump of the poor sap’s hair. “That is correct. These coins here are my calling card. Are you not familiar with my methods?”

      I shook my head. “Can’t say that I am. I’m pretty new here.” I pulled both swords out; his own slender blade was in his hand the next moment.

      “I suspected as much.” He made a few playful swishes and jabs in the air between us, in the space that was dwindling every second. “You seem as if you are not quite . . . of this world.”

      That caught me off guard. I had to wonder if he was even an NPC with that remark, or, wilder still, if some of the NPC’s had been made aware of the outside world. The idea that my adversary might realize he was the villain of a videogame blew my mind, but I did the best I could to brush that thought away. It would only serve to distract me during our epic showdown.

      “Do you care to elaborate on that?” I asked before fully shutting it out of my mind, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance.

      “No,” he laughed. “Hurry up, boy. You’re taking forever to get up here!” His mocking swordplay increased in speed and enthusiasm, and he began hopping around like a bunny. As far as villains went, Dukayne was not the typical no-nonsense tyrant that I had come to expect of the high fantasy genre. It was a little refreshing to see something that wasn’t done so often.

      “As you wish,” I said, and then added, “Fury!”

      I flexed every muscle in my body, preparing myself to feel that flood energy, but nothing came.

      Pop!

      
        
        
        Not enough mana.

      

        

      

      Oh, fucking great! I thought. I hadn’t had to deal with any form of magic points so far in the game. I had begun to expect that mana didn’t exist in this universe and the spells operated off of some sort of cooldown timer mechanic. This was probably the worst possible time to figure out I couldn’t cast a spell when I was kind of depending on it to give me an advantage. The screen faded away almost as quickly as it appeared, taking a modicum of my hope with it.

      Dukayne was laughing at me. He had somehow noticed that the spell didn’t work, even though I didn’t remember it having an external visual component to it. It was not as if he could see that it didn’t work.

      “What?” I asked, clearly disgruntled.

      “Your spell—it did not work. Poor boy. Poor stupid boy.”

      “What makes you think it didn’t work?”

      “Nothing more than the look of disappointment on your face, dear child.” His smugness was really starting to wear on me.

      I tripled my speed and was on him before he was able to get another of those gut-wrenching cackles out.

      “Barrier!” he shouted as my scimitar came down to greet him.

      My weapon was stopped by a forcefield just like the ones Safira had been using. The dark prince’s smirk grew even wider, almost unnaturally so.

      “Hm?” He chuckled. “Did you think that you and your concubines down there were the only ones who knew a little magic?”

      “I hadn’t given it much thought,” I said as I brought the second blade upward on a course to his stomach.

      He didn’t have to say anything this time. The barrier lingered and had a larger surface area than I assumed. It phased back into existence when my second weapon collided with it. Fuck! I thought, wondering if the spell prohibited him from attacking me until it disappeared as well. I pulled my first blade back and struck at it a third time, only achieving the same result.

      “Fury!”

      Pop! Still no mana . . .

      His laughing only grew in intensity, as did the hard-on I had for killing him. I struck at the shield several more times, and each time I was balked. I supposed he was in the same position as me because he made no effort to use his apparent invulnerability and attack me.

      “All right,” he said, pulling himself together. “Shall we get serious?”

      He mockingly bowed to me and took a sudden swing. After not meeting any resistance from him before—except of course for his Barrier spell—I was completely caught off guard when he finally did switch into attack mode.

      I brought both swords up into the shape of an “X”, only intercepting his blade by some miracle. Even then, all I could do was force it upward, heading straight for my face. I followed up with a step to the side before his thin metal rod rendered me blind in one eye or worse. He noticed my fumble and began laughing even more, which only made me want to beat the shit out of him more.

      Before he had fully turned around to face me again, I brought one blade into him, aiming for anywhere from his shoulder to his head. He bent forward, and my sword pierced nothing but open air. I brought my other blade up and met his own. He was truly a master, dodging and blocking simultaneously as he did. All of the other swordfighters I had faced so far could only execute one semi-decent move at a time. Sometimes they could pull off a block; sometimes they could sidestep. Rarely could they keep doing it over and over, and never had I seen a successful attempt at doing both back-to-back. The man-made swordplay seem like dancing, as if our moves had been carefully choreographed and practiced many times over before we came to meet each other on the hill there. I would admit I was beginning to lose a little more morale then.

      I moved my first sword down to cut the wrist of his dominant hand while he still held it out blocking my previous attack. I didn’t believe my eyes as the fucker literally let go of his handle in midair and move his arm back just as my blade was about to severe his hand from that arm. My sword swung by him without cutting so much as a sliver. In the next instant, he reached back in and regained his grip on his handle before it had even fallen a foot from where he originally held it. I almost dropped my own weapons in sheer amazement. Then he punched me in the face.

      I went stumbling backward, but before I got too far out of his grasp, he took a swing at me with his sword, tearing a thin slice in my lower stomach, just above the waist.

      “Oh, my,” he taunted. “Have you recently had a babe removed from your belly?” He lunged forward and jabbed me this time, poking a hole in my abdomen that was hard to ignore. I groaned in pain and surprise. No matter how sharp the blade, getting stabbed fucking hurts.

      I staggered back several more paces and quickly regained my balance. The man had the reflexes of a cat. He was not only a dark metrosexual bad guy; he was a rogue dark metrosexual bad guy with a penchant for delivering gut wounds.

      “Fury!” Still, no power welled up inside of me, but as it was, there was a likely chance of me overdosing on that emotion in the next few minutes.

      I charged in and swung again. Clang! He swiped my blade off course with his own. That didn’t stop my follow-up swing. Clang! And again, my sword was diverted from its intended path. This happened two, three, four more times. Each clang of metal was punctuated by more of that intolerable laughter.

      That was when the cuts really began to burn. I looked down to see embers searing into my flesh and turned back to my opponent with the shocking realization that his weapon must have the same fire damage enchantment as mine. And it burned like a bitch. I hastily swatted at the wounds, patting the embers away. The light soon faded, but the pain was still there. Dukayne watched me the whole time, clearly entertained by the show I was putting on. I felt my cheeks grow hot. I knew I needed to prepare myself to attack before he stuck any more holes in me. My will to fight was quickly draining.

      “You stand no chance, boy,” he said, taking a step closer, that sneer never leaving his face. “You should be honored that I’ve asked you to join me.” He glanced back to the field. “You may even bring your women with you, with no fear of harm.”

      He was watching me, waiting for an answer. Circuit World must have been one of those games where a player could pick their ethical alignment, choosing whether to fight on the side of good or evil. I decided to stick with the original horse I’d chosen, however unconsciously. But, still, I needed to do something fast.

      I looked down to the battlefield myself and then back to Dukayne and asked, “Even her?” I nodded down in Safira’s direction where she was focusing on a spell.

      His brow wrinkled and he looked back to see which woman I was referring to. The moment I was sure that I was out of his periphery, I lunged forward and jammed my scimitar into his ribs. Fuck yeah!

      He howled and whipped around to face me before falling to his knees.

      “Yeah. Dirty as well,” I said. “I’m a rogue, so you better fucking expect me to fight like one, you candyass.”

      “That’s not fair!” he wailed.

      I punched him in the face, sending him dropping the rest of the way down. “Life’s not fair, boy.” I kicked him in the stomach and broke out into a dance while pulling a healing potion from my pack and pouring it on my cuts.

      “I’m tempted to tell you to fuck off, but it’s a beautiful day and seeing your blood makes me—I don’t know—softhearted,” I said, then shrugged. “Then again, fuck you.”

      He was finished giving me the satisfaction then and turned to look up into the sky.

      I leaned over him, making sure to take up as much of his field of view as possible, and asked, “So, you going to tell me what you meant when you asked if I was from another world?”

      He rolled his eyes, taking his time to respond. His words came through teeth outlined in blood. “Only a fool would not see this fake world for what it is.”

      “Huh,” I mused, putting my hands on my hips and surveying the fight still waging below us. “I think it’s fairly realistic.”

      Dukayne let out one final chuckle and said, “Then you have proven my point.” His eyes closed and he shit-talked me no more.

      Things were settling down on the battlefield. Binari had switched back to using her flame ropes and was lashing out at the last few dregs of enemy soldiers. Faun was coming out from the woods just then, hopefully all healed up.

      The boss was dead and his crew was withering away. It had been a tough fight, but honestly, we were able to come out on top a lot easier than I expected.

      When all of the enemies lay motionless on the ground, the girls gathered together and started coming my way with the surviving allied fighters in tow. We had certainly seen our fair share of losses. There had been over 500 of us marching to the battlefield, and now less than half remained.

      “Good work,” Safira said as she strode up the slope. She looked at Dukayne with a wrinkle in her nose and said, “I would spit on him if I were willing to waste the water.”

      “We sure made short work of them,” Faun said, turning to survey the field from her new vantage. She stood proud with her hands on her hips and let out a long, relieved sigh.

      “Yes . . . I expected more in numbers, if not skill,” Binari agreed.

      Henrik and Horan had come to greet us then. The paladin seemed as if he was in a daze, incredulous that the enemy was finally defeated. His next words told me as much.

      “I cannot believe how easy that was. I mean, that is to say—it was not that easy of a fight, but I’m with Binari—I expected them to present more of a challenge.” He scanned the meadows as if looking for signs of life among the bodies or trying to seek out hidden troops among the trees. There were none other than our own rangers that I could see.

      “Well,” Horan said with a laugh, looking over the other end of the hill. “It appears that you two are in luck. You may get to quench your thirst for battle yet.” He was pointing for us to look out on the other side with him.

      My gaze followed his command, and soon I was almost choking on my tongue in response to what I saw. Just below us, on the other end of the slope, stood an army as large as the one we had just vanquished. Though these soldiers, if they could even be called that, were of an entirely different caliber.

      I was looking down upon a field of vicious, writhing ghouls, twisting and lurching under the curse of their own existence. Most of these things staggered about, carrying with them either swords or short spears that they didn’t look very capable of using. Many of them were dressed like the knights we had just gotten rid of, but there were others, too—there were rogues like me among their ranks, as well as rangers, wizards, and even some who appeared at one point to be innocent townspeople, wearing clothes not fit for battle. I had no doubt that these corpse monsters were at one time the people they now morbidly resembled, murdered and reanimated into these dark caricatures. There appeared to be only one living being among them, and she was standing at the foot of the hill, looking up at us expectantly with a wry grin twisted on her face.

      “Kerzin!” Faun spat.

      “Oh, fuck.” I said.
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      She was beautiful, standing there as she was with a look of regal nonchalance, like there was nothing on heaven or Earth that could surprise or impress her. Her face gave me the impression of a women who was somewhere around her mid-30’s, but her long gray hair with the single streak of black running down the side told a different story. And those cold eyes. There was intelligence behind them, I could feel it. One did not bumble into a commanding position at the head of an army of undead.

      “I have waited so long for this day,” she called up to us with her strong voice. “And here I was, thinking I would have to kill Dukayne so that I could take his power once this was all over. But you did it for me! I must thank you, boy, but I’ll save that for later—once I have reanimated your corpse.”

      “What’s up with them calling me boy?” I asked, but got no answer. I’d let my blades do the talking, boy or not.

      The army responded to her subtle command, lurching into action and staggering up the hill. Faun shot off several arrows, all of which struck an opponent, but none of them causing an enemy ghoul to fall. They just ignored the pain and kept approaching. Binari licked them with her flames, and Safira summoned more shields, this time to block the enemies’ progress. All of these attacks only delayed our coming doom, never actually making a dent in the enemy forces.

      The six of us hurried back down the hill toward the rest of our soldiers, shouting for the rangers to take back to the trees and for the foot soldiers to prepare themselves for the next wave. Everyone burst into action just as the first few ghoulish heads peeked down from over the other side of the hill.

      Kerzin took the place of Dukayne and watched us all from on high. I watched in horror as she stooped down and brushed her fingers against the dark prince’s ankle. A neon green light enveloped his body and, before I knew it, he was twisting and moving like the rest of them, as if some parasite had taken hold of his nervous system and was clumsily working the controls to his motor functions. The mocking demeanor I had grown so accustomed to during our short bout was replaced by a vapid gaze and slack jaw with drool dribbling out in uneven strands.

      He took a step forward and fell the rest of the way down the hill, only to right himself when he had finished falling. He continued his progress with the rest of the undead horde as if nothing had happened.

      “What are we doing here?” I heard Binari shouting. I turned to see that she was addressing Safira. “We need to be up there fighting her! Cut the head off and the rest of the body falls with it! Come on, let’s go!”

      The two women hurried back toward the hill. I reached an arm out to warn them against it, but they were gone too fast. Forcefields and whips of fire cleared a path for the girls as they made their unsteady ascent. Several times I feared that one of them was about to get torn or bitten, but each time one of the girls worked her magic, sparing herself or her sister with the threat of debilitating wounds mere fractions of a second away.

      I ran after them, eager to help stop all of this madness, but was immediately met with opposition.

      One roguish ghoul staggered over to intercept me, so I drew both my swords to cut him in half, which seemed to be the only effective method of dealing with them in the long run. Instead of using the spear he carried, he leaned in and opened wide—so wide, in fact, that he tore his cheeks. He could have easily swallowed my whole hand with that mouth, but I wasn’t about to let him try.

      I pulled back as he snapped at the air, and then I brought my scimitar down on his neck like the executioner’s axe. The foul beast’s head dropped like a stone and rolled several yards away, leaving the body stumbling around more confused than before.

      I had never seen a headless body moving around on the same side of the screen as me, and the sight was enough to make my skin crawl. I kicked it to the ground and moved on to assist my ladies, hoping I would at least be rewarded experience for a partial kill.

      There was more horror everywhere I looked. It seemed that Kerzin was not the only one with the power to bring back the dead. Each of her minions were imbued with her dark gift as well. I noticed as one absent-mindedly brushed its foot against the leg of a fallen soldier, and then that soldier was scrambling to his feet in the next few seconds. It seemed as if the wicked curse spread like the plague, claiming the body of whoever came into contact with it. It looks like I picked the wrong class, I thought, wondering if I would ever have access to such tremendous power.

      Safira and Binari had already completed their ascent and were dancing a vicious tango with the evil mistress. Her hands were cloaked in ethereal green claws which blazed like a witch’s fire. These she used to swipe at my girls, drawing inches closer to them each time, but never quite hitting her mark.

      Safira had gone fully offensive, unleashing powerful magic blasts upon her enemy. It seemed that Kerzin’s spectral claws doubled as shields because she would pull them in just as she was about to make contact with Safira’s magic missiles and obliterate the red balls of energy.

      “Each of your attacks is being absorbed and added to my mana!” I heard her cackle. “I take some of the mana consumed by whatever spell I absorb, and I am a reservoir. Man accrues in me over time and beyond my natural limits. I am without peer, and the more you struggle, the more mana I gain.”

      “Does the extra mana mean you’re more of a bragging asshole, too?” I asked.

      “Silence, boy!” Kerzin hissed.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake. It’s Si1ence and I’m not a boy, you jumped-up street magician,” I said.

      “My mana will—” Kerzin began again, because apparently, she couldn’t talk about anything except mana.

      “Surely that excess mana dwindles over time,” Safira said.

      “It does, but the window of time I have to use it is considerable, girl. I will be rid of all of you vermin long before the gains become useless.”

      Binari lashed out from the side with a fiery flog, and Kerzim met her with cat-like agility, sucking the fire up into herself through her powerful glowing nails. Safira held up a hand to stop her ally, clearly worried about this new information. I thought it was clever of the woman to reveal the nature of her passive ability as a kind of psychological shield, possibly hoping that it would have such an effect on the girls, making them more hesitant to attack.

      Halfway up the hill, I turned back to the field to see most of our men not faring well. Henrik and Horan were holding off a crowd of ghouls surrounding them, but I doubted they would be able to do it for long. The archers in the trees appeared safe, as it did not look like the enemies were capable of climbing, but the allied arrows did nothing to deter the opposing forces either, so they were sort of at a stalemate. The other men on the ground—aside from Henrik and Horan—seemed powerless to defend against the onslaught. There were several severed enemy body parts here and there, but those did not compare to the fresh corpses of my men that were piling up on the ground.

      There was a scream and I whipped back around to see that Kerzin had landed a hit on Binari, slicing her in three or four places across the abdomen. The mage flew back and into the tree, not far from where the elder’s head had been nailed.

      “You are taking forever, boy,” Kerzin called to me. “Hurry up and save your poor women before they join my legions.”

      I began seeing red. The thought of this disgusting woman turning any of my friends into one of those abominations made my stomach churn. I would be dead before I stood by and watched that happen.

      “You’ll do no such thing!” I yelled, and then, hoping against hope, I added, “Fury!”

      A red filter dropped down over my eyes, shifting the world around me into a place built of rage. Time slowed, and I could hear my own pulse pounding in my ears. I gripped my swords with an intensity I had not yet known, becoming something altogether unhuman. The witch was about to pay for everything she had done and everything she planned to do.

      I sprinted the rest of the way up the hill, stopping between her and Safira.

      “Back!” I commanded the warrior princess.

      I was consumed with the thought of standing over Kerzin’s dead body. All other inclinations fled my mind in the wake of this overwhelming desire. By the end of this fight, one of us would be gone; I would see no other outcome.

      The witch opened her mouth to speak again—probably another taunt—but I gave her no more time for words. I charged in swinging, and she met me with her claws, not hesitating to grab the edges of each blade. Whatever astral material her claws were made of, it was impervious to my iron.

      There was a cracking sound, and I looked to see my decorated blade beginning to splinter under the force of her opposition. Fuck! I jumped back, and she laughed, clapping her hands together.

      “You are too weak to challenge me, boy!” she said. “Such low-level spells will not help you here. Come back when you have learned magic such as this: Underdark’s Embrace!”

      She stretched her fingers out in the air, loosely aimed at me, and spikes resembling massive rib bones shot up from the ground around me, arching in the shape of a sort of crude birdcage. There was not enough space between any of them for me to escape without breaking sections of the enclosure. I just hoped it wasn’t as strong as the demoness’s claws.

      I jumped toward one of the ribs, launching myself clear off the ground and pressing the full force of my weight into it through my foot. It gave a little, budging only slightly, forcing me to fall back to the ground where I had started. Kerzin’s maniacal cackling rang out even louder.

      I got back to my feet and began hacking at the rib with everything I had. Little flecks of it began to splinter and chip away, but she could have easily shot another attack in through the bars to finish me off while I worked.

      There was an explosion behind me. Safira was standing near Binari, her hands still smoking from the blast that she had just used them to summon. She had demolished three of the ribs where her attack landed.

      “You’re the best, Safira!” I said, rushing through the new opening and circling back around to stand face to face with my opponent again.

      “You’re nothing without their help, boy,” Kerzin said. “And they are little more than nothing. I’m through playing with you now. Let us finish!”

      She lurched forward and took a swipe at me. I arched my back just enough for her talons to pass by without doing any damage. When her vile fingers cleared me, I struck at her with my scimitar, aiming straight for her exposed chest, but she was too fast. She had jumped back several yards before I was able to finish the action. I felt my Fury waning, but there was still enough left to push through a bit longer.

      She rushed back in for the next round, literally floating over to me like some foreboding apparition. A glowing hand reared back and darted for my face. I brought my decorative sword up to meet it. Instead of striking me as intended, she curled her wretched fingers around the edge of the blade, just as before. I had forgotten how damaged my weapon was and was reminded of that sobering fact all too suddenly.

      Her teeth seemed more like fangs as they flashed at me from the other side of my blade. I tried to pull back but her grip was like a vice, giving me no room to move. My only options were to either let her have the blade or stand there awkwardly fighting for it with little hope of wrestling it away.

      Several tongues of flame reached out from behind me, coming to my aid. Without slackening her hold, Kerzin moved her other arm to catch the magical flames, draining them of their mana, surely adding it to her own stockpile. I didn’t know what other spells she was hiding up those sleeves, but I was certain she had plenty of energy to cast any one of them multiple times over.

      I tried my damnedest to wrench my secondary blade free of her, heaving and twisting it in every way I could imagine, but it was no use. Kerzin held fast with a death grip that would put her rotting soldiers to shame.

      “It is not too late to give in,” she said through gritted teeth. It was the fist clue I had that the fight was causing her any sort of strain at all. I was beginning to assume she didn’t follow the same laws of physics as the rest of us. “Just say the word, and I will end you quickly!”

      She applied downward pressure on my blade, forcing me to lower it to the ground. I brought my scimitar swinging in from overhead on the off chance that I would catch her off guard and get a cheap shot in on her temple. But, alas, she caught that blade as well with the same apparent ease as she had stopped its brother. But there was one big difference now: both of her hands were occupied.

      My girls noticed this and immediately set to work unleashing a volley of spells down on the evil mistress. Binari didn’t waste any time with fancy whip play. Instead, she sent a ball of fire straight for Kerzin. Safira sent a similar red ball of her own, and the attacks met her at once, exploding in unison.

      I was sent flying back in an aftershock of force that rippled out in the wake of the infernal eruption. My face burned a little just from being so close to the fire, but I was no worse for the wear. I was not so sure about my opponent.

      She had remained standing throughout the attack, hunched forward like an old hag. Some sort of glamor had been wearing off throughout the fight—perhaps in an effort of hers to conserve mana—and the aftermath of the explosion burnt any remnants of her illusory beauty to cinders. Before us stood nothing more than an angry swamp witch with long, thick wrinkles sagging down her ancient, leathery face. There was no black strip of hair streaming down her head now, just thin patches of smoky white, falling in uneven strands, doing very little to conceal her liver-spotted scalp. Her teeth, I could now clearly see, were indeed fangs. The gums around them had receded so much in the past minute that they almost appeared to be absent. But, best of all, the ghastly claws glowing around her hands had disappeared.

      She noticed this only after I did, noting her jagged nails in horror. She shot a cold glare at Safira and croaked, “What did you do to me, witch?”

      “That spell drains a target’s mana if it successfully lands,” Safira laughed.

      Binari joined in with the laughter, saying, “How funny! That’s what my spell did, too! It looks like she’s all out now!”

      The girls gave each other a high-five, and I got back to my feet. Something felt off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Well,” Kerzin screeched, “that may be, but it was not a complete win for the home team.” She flashed a monstrous grin my way, holding up a hand. She was holding onto something I had not noticed a moment ago.

      I squinted to make out what the object was. It appeared to be a weapon of some kind. It was familiar, even. Then, in sudden realization, I looked down at my own hands and saw only half of my decorated blade, its metal broken and splintered like a brittle stick of plastic.

      “Oh, fuck,” I whispered.

      Her cackling tingled my spine, and she dropped the broken remains of my weapon on the ground. “I’ll be coming for that other one next.”

      Thankfully, my primary blade suffered no damage, so far as I could tell. I took a step forward but was given pause by a call from Safira.

      “Rixon, wait,” she said. “Binari and I can finish her off from here. She’s helpless to our magic now without spells to absorb or block it.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Binari said, putting a hand on the other girl’s shoulder. “Most spells that absorb mana don’t actually require mana themselves. All she has to do is drain one of our attacks and we’re back at square one again.”

      “That is not the case for my absorption spell, dear,” Kerzin said with a smirk. “Mine requires a little mana to use, but you better hurry up and finish me off before I replenish enough to cast it!”

      “Like I’d believe that, bitch!” Binari yelled. “Either way, finish her off now, Si1ence! We don’t want to give her any more time to stall!”

      “On it!” I shouted.

      I charged forward with a blade and a half, ready to chop the witch up into thin slivers. I brought my scimitar down, but she sidestepped it. Apparently, her lack of mana did nothing to hamper her agility. I stopped my sword inches above the grass and swung back up to catch her in the leg. She lifted the targeted leg and stomped down on the flat side of my blade, planting it firmly in the ground.

      I was unwilling to let go so soon, so I stayed anchored there as she reached in and tore into my face with claws no less vicious than a panther’s. It stung, but I wasn’t down for the count yet. I heaved my blade up, stumbling backward when she suddenly released it, and dived back in with a stab aimed straight for the solar plexus.

      She turned to the side, thinning the area I had to target her, and giggled as my weapon shot past. When my wrist came in from of her bosom, she reached out and slashed me again, this time cutting deep gashes into my arm. I dropped my scimitar—my only functioning sword—to the ground at her feet, wailing with the sudden pain.

      She stooped to pick my weapon up and cut through the air as she slowly stepped my way. I held what remained of my decorative blade up to intercept her attack, forgetting in my haste that I did not have as much of it left to block the attack as I had before. The scimitar sailed over my metal nub, and I had to veer back to save my head from being cut clean from my neck.

      I jabbed at her several times with the jagged end of my sword, more to slow her approach than with the expectation of doing damage. She only cackled in response, creeping closer ever so slowly.

      Fury had faded moments ago, leaving me with less adrenaline-fueled determination and a truckload of uncertainty. I glanced down the hill, hoping to see another deus ex machina moment swoop in and give me the power I needed to overcome this formidable foe, powerful even in her weakened state. There was nothing below but a battlefield still swarming with more and more ghouls. Many of our men had fallen since I last checked and were added to the enemy ranks. The sight of Faun, Henrik, and Horan still fighting off the growing horde gave me a little comfort, but this would all need to end very soon if any of us were going to escape alive.

      Suddenly, Kerzin stopped. There was a look of excitement in her decrepit face. “Oh! I can feel it! I have enough mana for a spell!” She dropped my scimitar and pressed her fingers together, shouting, “Immolate!”

      The ground beneath me grew hot, and out of pure instinct I jumped forward just before it erupted in a pillar of flame. I decided that this was going to be it—either I was going to kill her or she was going to kill me. I would not stop fighting until I physically couldn’t carry on any longer.

      I lunged for her stomach with the tip of my broken sword, and she sidestepped as she had before. I expected it this time, so in the same moment I made my attack, I reached around with my free arm and caught her awkwardly by the neck with my armpit pressing against her throat while she was held back in a leaning position, forced to look up into the sky from behind my shoulder blade.

      Then I felt a half-dozen fangs tear into my flesh. Her bite burned worse than the fire enchantment on Dukayne’s blade, as if her saliva contained an acidic venom. Against my body’s insistence, I held her firm, determined to not let go even if she tore a whole chunk out of my arm.

      Fighting back a howl of pain, I lifted my broken blade high and plunged it straight into her heart. She withdrew her bite immediately and screamed in agony, this time digging her nails into my arm out of pure shock. I didn’t stop there though. Once the blade was firmly inside her chest, I twisted it 90 degrees to make sure I was grinding up as much of her innards as possible.

      “Damn you!” she cried. “Damn your organs and your bones! You filth-excreting maggot! How dare you! How dare you!”

      I removed my weapon and watched as black ooze spilled forth, forming puddles on the ground. Only when she stopped screaming did I release her and promptly step away, lest she make a final desperate attack for my ankles.

      She fell limp and a burst of energy radiated out from her. I looked to the field below and saw that what Binari had suspected was true: cutting off the head did bring death to the rest of the body. All of the corpses went rigid and dropped where they stood, as lifeless as they should have been the whole time. The few members of our forces that remained looked around confused, hesitant to believe what they were seeing.

      There was a long silence as reality began to sink in. Henrik and Horan looked over to those of us standing on the hill and held their arms up in triumph. The other troops burst out in cheer.

      I could hardly believe it myself, after having barely missed defeat several times throughout the fight. Yet, there Kerzin lay, still and lifeless like the hundreds of her henchmen scattered about like dead flies. The embers of the wound I had given her still seared into her flesh.

      I faced the sky and braced myself to be taken back to my world, my home. I didn’t know what I expected to happen right then—maybe a giant virtual vacuum cleaner would pop into the sky like the user interface did and suck me up into my dimension. Perhaps there would be another dark, pulsing egg around somewhere for me to make use of. No matter what I expected to see, it did not happen. I just stood there for a time as cheers continued to ring out, looking up into a clear blue sky.

      I had mixed feelings when I later found out that my time in Circuit World was only just beginning.
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      We had decided to start a new settlement on that battlefield at the edge of the Evermeadows and the forest, which was rechristened with its old name, Tir’Drun, the City of Leaves. There would be no more suffering within its leafy walls. With the defeat of two prominent figures at the head of the Gray Favor, it seemed that all the others lost their nerve. The forest quickly settled back into the calm that had permeated it before the Gray Favor’s founding.

      We had chosen the site of this new settlement not only because it was the turning point in the Zone’s fight against those that wished to usurp its rule, but also because it was near what I was told was a heavily trafficked crossroads that led to several neighboring Zones. I was informed that there was still much work to be done, as many of the Zones still lay in turmoil.

      After the victory, I was given the title of Honorary Member of the Presence. The guild’s tune had changed very quickly in light of my demonstrated prowess in battle. I didn’t know how or if I would make use of such a title, but it was nice to at least see the old buggers come around—especially Elder Frey, who turned out not to be such a bad guy once he was actually willing to sit down and have a decent conversation with you.

      The girls and I stood atop the hill, much as we had several weeks prior during the fight, though this time Faun was there with us. There was a section of wall being erected along the edge of the woods. The people there were working away happily, proud to be doing something meaningful, it seemed.

      I felt the sun beaming down, its energy radiating all over my body. I felt the tingling I had back when Binari and I were at the pool, when I asked the branches to let the sun in and they obeyed. My magic was growing, there was no doubt about it.

      Safira came to my side. The aura of her magic seemed to be brightening every day. I didn’t know if it was a sign of her own power growing or if I was simply becoming more attuned to magical energies, like Henrik was attuned to people’s ethical alignments. Whatever the cause, Safira—my Safira—was glowing and beautiful. I would have not wished for another woman to be at my side.

      We stood silently for a time, watching the people work away below us in the light of the afternoon sun. There was a gentle breeze, and birds were chirping somewhere off in the forest. I turned back to Safira and thought of the promise I had made her the night before we went to battle.

      Safira turned to me and asked, “Where will you go from here?”

      I shook my head and said, “We, not me,” then I looked back to Faun and Binari, both of them beaming back at me like the sun high overhead.

      Safira took my hand, blushing under her olive skin, and corrected herself, saying, “Well . . . where will we go, then?” She leaned against my shoulder, smelling of sunshine and wind.

      I turned to the crossroads off along the horizon and imagined these beautiful women at my side every step of the way, the four of us liberating Zone after Zone. As long as they were with me, there was nothing that would stand in our way.

      “Well?” Safira pressed.

      “Everywhere. We’ll go everywhere.”
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      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Circuit World series.
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