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          Level 1: Demo

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Jasmine Reid stared at the computer screen, her brow furrowed in concentration. She was short, barely creeping over 5ft, her lab coat almost brushing the floor. It was as wrinkle free as a military uniform and was a dazzling white only matched by her pale skin, which hadn’t seen the sun in a very long time. Her brunette hair was pulled back into a ponytail, to keep it out of her face. A pair of protective goggles on the top of her head completed the ensemble. She’d been told to dress up, but this was as fancy as it got. She didn’t have time for fashion statements. There was work to be done. There was always work to be done.

      The shadowy figures stared intently. She did her best to ignore them, but they grumbled and whispered between themselves. In the centre of the group was her boss, James Davies. Technically, he was everyone’s boss. The CEO stood in sharp contrast to the members of the board. He was barely older than Jas, his spiky blonde hair lighter than the various shades of grey present on the board members that still had hair. He was broad shouldered and square jawed. Everything about him was chiseled. In a cheaper suit he might be mistaken for a bouncer, but even with her limited fashion sense, Jas could tell that his outfit probably cost as much as she made in a year.

      She was uncharacteristically mistaken. It cost three times as much.

      James said, “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I’ve asked Dr. Reid to demonstrate the process and answer your questions. Within reason.”

      A bulky gentleman with an impressive moustache said, “I have one. Where’s Professor Jasper?”

      The question was directed at Jas, but James jumped in before she could answer. “Truthfully, we don’t know. No-one has seen or heard from him in over a fortnight. The police are actively searching, but so far, they have no leads. They speculated he may have left the country.”

      Moustache huffed. “Left the country? Do you have any idea what we’ve spent on this science experiment? Are you telling me he could have waltzed off with all our research and taken it to the highest bidder?”

      “I’m not concerned about that, and you shouldn’t be either,” James replied, his voice oozing confidence. “For three reasons. Firstly, Professor Jasper wasn’t well. Anyone working with him can attest to his eccentricities. His behaviour was increasingly erratic. We took precautions to limit his systems access and monitor his communications. I reviewed those logs personally. There’s no sign he attempted to access or copy sensitive data. Which leads me to the next point. We segregate responsibilities here. Each team member only knows part of the process, so no single person can recreate it. Finally, this equipment is all custom-built, using bespoke processors and code. Only three companies in the world have the fabrication equipment required to create the control chips, and we purchased all of them. So you see, there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Your father wouldn’t have let something like this happen, god rest his soul,” mumbled Moustache.

      Several of the other board members took a step away, clearly expecting an outburst, but James remained calm. “I am not my father, as I’m about to demonstrate. He spent years working on this, but never could get it to work properly. I have. Dr. Reid is going to show you how.”

      The entire board turned to stare at Jas, and she felt herself shrinking under their gaze. She fought the urge to scream the truth, that they never would have made it this far without Professor Jasper and his staggering breakthrough with the transfer formula. None of them would even be here if it wasn’t for his eccentricities. His disappearance was a major blow to the entire project, not least of all because he was the closest thing Jas had to a friend. Working all hours of the day in a windowless basement didn’t do much for one’s social life.

      Jas hid her concern. These people were sharks. They could sense weakness. If there was even a sniff of blood in the water, this would turn into a feeding frenzy, and she would be the chum.

      She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. What she was presenting was still wildly impressive. She would let the demonstration do the heavy lifting. All she had to do was point and talk. She cleared her throat and began. “Thank you, James, and welcome, esteemed members of the board. Please direct your attention to the small glass room over there, in particular, the table.”

      The board did as asked and stared at the small plate of cheese.

      After a long pause someone said, “It’s cheese?”

      “Yes. Watch carefully.”

      They waited patiently. Several seconds went by. Jas shot a glance over at Miles, who was frantically typing. Of course, he’d messed something up. It was his default state.

      Murmuring started from the board members. It was an awfully long way to bring someone to show them a block of cheese, especially one that they’d spent hundreds of millions of pounds on.

      James was the only one that looked calm. He wasn’t the sort to ruffle easily. He jumped to Jas’ aid. “While we’re waiting for the system to warm up, I should remind you all that you’ve signed very thorough NDAs. You may be tempted to tell someone about what you see today, but please resist that urge. I hate to give the lawyers any more money than we already do. You’re the first people outside of our team to witness this, so any leaks will be easy to track down.”

      “What exactly are we going to reveal, that we saw a nice plate of cheddar?” Moustache grumbled.

      A few chuckles lightened the mood long enough for the blue lasers to kick in. They swept back and forth over the block of cheese, bathing it in light. A detailed model of the cheese slowly rendered on a large monitor above, with each progressive pass adding more detail.

      There was a flash of light, causing several of the board to gasp and cover their eyes. Jas shot a glance at Miles, who said, “Small power spike, but within acceptable tolerances. Ok to proceed.”

      Ok to proceed.

      That was Miles’ for whoops. His primary job was to smooth out the supply of electricity. The power controlled the depth of the laser. A sudden jump could have disastrous consequences.

      Disastrous consequences should be Miles’ motto. He was at best, useless, and at worst, a danger to himself and others. It made Jas nervous just being in his general vicinity, in case the incompetence was contagious.

      He wasn’t the first colleague she’d bumped heads with. Jas went through assistants faster than most people went through toilet paper. James had finally run out of patience when she tried to fire Miles. Apparently, there had been complaints. HR were spending more money interviewing new assistants than they were paying the actual assistants. They made the convincing argument that the company would be better off financially if Jas learned to live with an idiot assistant, rather than trying in vain to find one she liked.

      The timing of this revelation was unfortunate because, of all her assistants, Miles was easily the worst. He made the same basic mistakes, over and over and over. His errors were so consistent that Jas was starting to think he was doing it on purpose. To make matters worse, he had the personality of a ham sandwich. Either HR had dozed through the entire interview, or Miles was related to someone important. Every time he was late to work, which was most days, Jas assumed he was standing in the lift, waiting for someone to teach him how the buttons worked. This was the guy responsible for millions of pounds of complicated equipment.

      “How much longer?” Jas asked, doing her best to keep any hint of frustration out of her voice.

      “Ten more seconds until transfer is complete,” he replied, completely oblivious.

      Jas nodded, her face impassive. There was nothing to be concerned about. They had done this dozens of times. Even Miles could get it right every once in a while.

      The blue light continued to intensify as the scans captured more and more detail. Soon they were at a level not visible to the naked eye. A few more seconds and they would reach maximum fidelity.

      With a blinding blue flash, the cheese disappeared from the glass room, and several of the board members audibly gasped. Someone said, “Where has it gone?”

      Jas pulled up the image on the large TV next to them to show them the perfect render of the cheese, down to every minuscule imperfection. “We have transferred it to the digital world.”

      Moustache blinked a few times to clear his vision and said, “I don’t understand what you mean by transferred. You mean you scanned it?”

      “No, I mean transferred. The cheese no longer exists in this reality. It was moved to the virtual world.”

      “It’s been destroyed?”

      Jas sighed. It might take a while for the board members to understand the sheer magnitude of what they had witnessed. She’d have to break it down for them. “Not destroyed. Destruction is a one-way process. As I said, we transferred it. The final stage of the scanning process is at the molecular level. To scan at that level of detail requires a large amount of power, which destabilizes the molecules. In effect, it captures the essence of the object and perfectly recreates it in the virtual world. At the same moment, it ceases to exist in our world.”

      The old man’s moustache bristled. “What use is that? You had something of value that you could touch or eat, and now you don’t. Couldn’t you create a virtual block of cheese without having to waste a real one?”

      “Technically yes,” she replied. She looked over at James, and he nodded. It was time to pull out the big guns. “Perhaps things will become clearer after our next demonstration.”

      Moustache did not look convinced. “This better be good, young lady, because right now I’m not impressed. I didn’t agree to spend all this money so you could build the world’s most expensive photocopier.” He turned to James. “You promised us something revolutionary.”

      Jas moved over and grabbed the small metal cage that was tucked away under the cloth. She lifted it carefully and carried it over to the glass room. With a swipe of her keycard, the door slid open, and she placed the cage in the centre. Then she quickly backed away, the door sliding back into place with the quiet hum of magnetic locks.

      The board members stared at the small mouse in the cage. Its fur was white, the only imperfection a small dash of black at the tip of its tail, as if dipped in ink. The blue lasers whirred to life before they could protest. With a loud squeak and a puff of white fur, the mouse was gone.

      “You killed it?” bellowed Moustache. He didn’t sound concerned for the mouse as much as for his investment.

      “Not exactly,” Jas said. She changed the view on the screen to show a digital mouse running around in a virtual cage. With a few clicks, she opened the cage door, and the mouse immediately escaped. It ran over and took a bite of the cheese.

      Their response was a mixture of awe and confusion. James nodded his approval and turned to face the board members. “As you can see, this is a little more advanced than a photocopier.” He threw a quick glance at Moustache and continued. “Not only is the physical object scanned, its memories and behaviours are also transferred. Think of the R&D potential. This is next, next generation. We’re at the forefront of this technology, at least a decade ahead of anyone else.”

      “How is this possible?” asked a wispy-haired lady at the back.

      James smiled, revealing a line of perfect white teeth. “I can’t go into specific details. The technology is proprietary. As you can imagine, there are a lot of people that would like to get their hands on something like this. The possibilities are literally endless.”

      “Is it still alive in there?” the lady asked, tapping at the screen.

      James said, “In a matter of speaking, although it actually depends on your definition of alive. As you can imagine, we’ve had some pretty deep philosophical debates as to the implications of what we’re doing here.”

      The shock had worn off, and Moustache went back on the offensive. “You said memories transfer. How do you know? It’s not like the mouse can tell you.”

      “We’ve run several tests where we condition the mouse in the real world, and they follow their conditioning in the virtual world, so we know memories remain intact. In addition, they continue to behave exactly as you’d expect a mouse to behave, down to seeking food and shelter, despite hunger not being a thing in their new world. Their survival instincts are so deeply ingrained that they cannot ignore them.”

      “Would this same thing work on a person?” the wispy lady asked in a barely audible whisper.

      James answered at full volume. “Alas, we don’t know. Human trials are a long way off. We’ve only recently started the rodent testing, but even at this level, the technology has the potential to be a game changer. We conservatively estimated this will add trillions to our annual revenue, and only go up from there.”

      Jas was relieved to see that the board members all looked suitably impressed. The tsunami of money they all saw on the horizon had quietly washed away any moral concerns. James had them eating out of the palm of his hand. The team had been building up to this day for weeks, and it had gone off without a hitch, even without Professor Jasper here to lead the charge.

      James beamed, radiating confidence. “I think that’s enough to demonstrate where the considerable financial investment has gone. Hopefully now we can stop the constant balance sheet nit-picking?”

      There was a lot of nodding. Now he needed to stick the landing and get them out of here before there were any more questions. He gestured towards the lift. “If you’ll follow me back to the boardroom, we can finalize next quarter’s budget and let everyone get home.”

      The back row of board members turned to leave. Then Moustache cleared his throat and ruined everything. “Can you bring it back out?”

      The expression on James’ face didn’t change, but Jas had worked with him long enough to recognize the subtle shift in body language. It wasn’t panic, because James never panicked. He had contingency plans for everything, but there were plenty he’d prefer not to use. He spoke slowly, as if choosing each word carefully. “We’re in the process of fine-tuning the retransmission back to this reality. The team’s working through some complications. We expect to have more to share about that in the next quarter. Rest assured, you’ll be the first to know. Now if you’ll follow me…”

      “What happens?” said Moustache. “I want to know what you mean by complications.”

      The other members of the board stopped moving. They turned to listen.

      James sighed wearily and nodded at Jas. “Bring it back.”

      “But Mr. Davies…”

      “Bring it back,” he repeated more firmly, his eyes locked on hers. She had tried arguing with him before when he got like this. It rarely ended well for her. This wasn’t part of the demonstration, and for good reason.

      Jas glanced over at Miles. He looked nervous. Actually, he looked more than nervous. He looked guilty. Like someone about to commit a crime.

      All eyes were on Jas again, but this time she didn’t have reason and scientific method to calm her nerves. Quite the opposite. All their experiments had ended the same way. Statistically speaking, there was a high probability the board members were about to witness something that would require several rounds of therapy to forget.

      “Start the transmission,” she said meekly. She was barely audible over the hum of the equipment.

      “You sure?” Miles replied. It sounded like concern, but Jas knew exactly what it was. He wanted to make it clear that he was only following orders. That what was about to happen was on her, not him.

      This was it, her last chance to turn back. Jas glanced over to James, hoping he might change his mind. He nodded for her to proceed, his eyes steely and impassive.

      “Begin transmission,” she said, accepting what was about to happen.

      Miles did as asked, and green grid lines appeared on the mouse on the screen. The blue light in the glass box shifted to green, and shone as brilliantly before, almost blinding the board members. Jas instinctively pulled her protective goggles down over her eyes, but it wasn’t the light she was protecting her eyes from. She didn’t want the board to see her closing her eyes.

      The mouse briefly appeared back in the glass room in one entire piece, which was a first. For a fleeting moment Jas let herself believe this might be it, their one in a million chance. It was dashed by the earsplitting screams of a small rodent being forcibly turned inside out. That was quickly followed by an even worse smell. When the green light finally died down, it revealed red smears on the inside of the glass, with a handful of larger chunks. Jas noticed a fully intact, pink tail, which was the largest piece they’d successfully transmitted. She chalked that up as a minor victory, but it was highly doubtful the mouse would describe anything that had just happened as successful.

      “Dear god, you killed it,” bellowed Moustache, in a very déjà vu kind of way.

      “Yes, this time, your statement is accurate. The mouse is indeed dead,” Jas said with a sigh. She avoided making eye contact with James, but she could feel his glare burning into her. She was starting to envy the mouse.

      James attempted to turn things around. “As you can see, right now it’s a one-way trip, but we’re working hard on the return journey. All the more reason why continued funding is so important.”

      “But that mouse…” started the wispy lady.

      “Has made a noble sacrifice in the name of science, like so many of its kind. You don’t get to live on the cutting edge without a few bumps and bruises along the way.”

      His point was punctuated by a wet plop as the tail rolled off the table and onto the floor.

      Even Moustache was speechless, and James saw his opportunity. “Now please, let’s continue this conversation upstairs and leave the technicians to troubleshoot.”

      He ushered the still-stunned board members from the room and threw a glance at Jas to let her know how much trouble she was in.

      When the lift doors shut, Jas finally exhaled and fought the urge to vomit. She only held on because there was already enough mess to clean up. She glanced over at Miles, who looked considerably less traumatized. He grinned. “I think that went pretty well until the end.”

      “Until the end? You mean the part where we exploded a living creature inside a transparent box, in front of the entire board of directors?”

      “Yeah. That part wasn’t great, but they seemed happy about everything else,” Miles replied with a shrug.

      An idiot. She was working with an idiot. He wasn’t qualified to operate a laser printer, yet they let him play with high-powered lasers that could make your insides become your outsides.

      It was times like this she really missed Professor Jasper. He was the brilliant mind that had guided them through every bump in the road. After their initial rocky start, he was the one with the tremendous breakthrough, the simplification of the formula that allowed seamless scanning and transfer. He’d flipped their world upside down and then vanished. No-one had seen or heard from him since.

      Which left her stuck with Miles.

      “Run a full diagnostic. James is going to want to know what happened here, and we better have a damn good answer.”

      “Already running,” he replied, in a demonstration of almost competence. It was telling that the part of the process he had the most practice with was determining what went wrong.

      Why couldn’t Miles have done something right this one time?

      Jas paused. Perhaps some good might come of this after all. If she could prove unequivocally that this was Miles’ fault, then maybe, just maybe, she could break the spell and get James to fire him. She’d settle for no assistant over this walking catastrophe. At least then she’d have one less thing to worry about.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James closed the door behind the last board member and slumped into a chair. Those people were exhausting. How did anyone get to such a powerful position whilst simultaneously being too afraid to take any kind of risk? It was an utter mystery. He promised he’d never end up like that, terrified of every new technology that dared to peek its head over the horizon.

      He didn’t need them for much longer. If his silent partners came good on their promise, he wouldn’t need anyone. He’d have more than enough money to run whatever experiments he wanted. There were only a few more kinks to iron out, and then he would be free of performing like a trained monkey.

      Right on cue, his phone rang. Not his normal phone, the one he’d been given. No-one but them had the number, and he only had one instruction. Answer when it rang, no matter what.

      He cleared his throat and accepted the call. Before he could speak, the heavily synthesized voice on the other end said, “State your timeline.”

      Straight to business, as always. Whoever they were, they certainly weren’t a fan of small talk.

      James cleared his throat. “We’re close. Very close. We need another couple of weeks to….”

      “You have 48 hours.”

      “But 48 hours will not be…”

      There was a sound as the other end disconnected.

      He had two days.

      A volatile mixture of emotions competed for his attention. Anger, frustration, panic, and regret. He’d sacrificed too much for this to go wrong now. He would be ready in time, no matter what it took.

      James was walking back through the lobby when he noticed the solitary light coming from the offices. He knew who it belonged to. He strolled down the hallway and knocked on the door.

      A woman’s voice said, “Who is it?”

      “It’s James.”

      The door swung open to reveal a bedraggled woman in a gaming t-shirt that seriously needed a wash. She brushed her strawberry-blonde hair out of her face and said, “I know what you’re going to say.”

      He smiled. “I’m going to say it anyway. Go home, Sarah!”

      “I can’t. Not now. I’ve almost cracked the problem.”

      “Look, I’ve been working hard to change the corporate culture around here. The industry still jokes that DAS will only employ insomniacs. It’s not helping when everyone sees you here at 11pm. I know you’re working through some personal stuff, but trust me, this isn’t the answer. If the CEO is saying you work too much, you might have a problem.”

      She laughed. “Point taken. I promise I’ll leave as soon as…”

      “Now Sarah. Whatever you’re working on will still be here tomorrow.”

      She hung her head, defeated. “You’re right. I’m going.”

      He reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder. “It’s all going to be ok. You know where I am if you ever need to talk. I worry about you. I don’t want you to burn out. You’re one of our most important team members.”

      “Thanks, James. I really appreciate your support through all this. Most CEOs wouldn’t even know my name, let alone care that I’m working late.”

      “Well, I care, Sarah, I really do. Now GO HOME!” He emphasized the last two words playfully.

      “I will. Promise. I’m shutting down now.”

      James nodded and left. He made a note to have a chat with his head of security. They were under strict instructions to let him know if an employee was still in the building after 10pm. Things could have gone horribly wrong. Now wasn’t the time for rookie mistakes.

      He made his way back to the lift. He still had employees to kick out before the real work could begin.
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      The knight and the ninja stood facing each other, the stone walls of the castle courtyard boxing them in and preventing escape. There was a moment of silence before a voice loudly proclaimed “Fight!”

      The ninja darted forwards, sword flashing, as the knight hunkered behind his shield. The clangs of steel on steel echoed through the castle hall as sparks flew, scattering across the stone floors. The ninja took a step back, before somersaulting over the knight, throwing a fistful of shurikens, into his back before he could bring his shield around.

      “Did you see that!” said Carlos excitedly.

      Marcus grunted in acknowledgement. He was too busy staring at his phone, willing it to spring to life with light or sound. He ignored the spindly crack in the corner of the screen, a constant reminder of the time he’d lost his temper. He couldn’t afford to lose it again, both emotionally and financially.

      Carlos sighed beside him. “Mate, I don’t think you’re taking this epic battle as seriously as you should be. Staring at your phone won’t make Sarah text you. It’s time to move on.”

      Marcus fixed Carlos with one of his angrier scowls. As soon as he did, Carlos launched into a combo attack, his hands a blur on the controller. The ninja sliced away at the knight’s health bar. Marcus took the first two hits before slamming the ninja with the shield, leaving Carlos stunned and vulnerable. The knight backed away, shield raised.

      “Why didn’t you attack?” said Carlos incredulously, as the ninja shook off the stun.

      “Wasn’t the right time. It would have left me vulnerable.”

      “Vulnerable to what, a rare victory? You ran away!”

      “I created space,” said Marcus defensively.

      “Listen to yourself. You’ve gone soft. You can’t run from every fight. Eventually, the fight will come to you. You can’t parry your way through life. Sometimes you have to attack.” The ninja sprinted up the wall, faking a strike. Marcus tried another shield slam, but his timing was off and the ninja crashing into him. With practised ease the ninja grabbed the knight and flipped the armoured foe over his shoulder. The knight landed with a clatter, but before he could get back up the ninja plunged his sword through the knight’s visor, dropping his health to zero.

      The loud voice informed Marcus that he was defeated. Defeated was exactly the right word for how he felt.

      He muttered, “I know what you’re doing. You’re preying on my vulnerable state.”

      “Perhaps I wouldn’t do that if it was less effective,” said Carlos. “My next question is, when’s this going to stop working?”

      “It’s only been a couple of months.”

      “Exactly. You’ve had loads of time. The battle’s over, and you’re still waiting for an attack to parry.”

      “I miss her.” Marcus’ voice wobbled.

      Carlos rolled his eyes. “Not this again. Pull yourself together, man. You saved the world, for goodness’ sake.”

      “I did that with parrying!”

      “I think it’s safe to call that an exceptional situation.”

      Marcus slumped deeper into the couch. “I just wish I knew why she left.”

      “We’ve talked about this. She left because you can’t relax. You spend all day worrying about stuff that’s never going to happen. She’s not a damsel in distress, she can handle her own business,” said Carlos.

      “I didn’t want to lose her!”

      “Yeah? How’d that work out for you?”

      Marcus opened his mouth to say something, but changed his mind. After a moment he said, “So how do I fix it?”

      “You don’t. The war’s lost. Stop licking your wounds and find something or someone else to care about.”

      Marcus glared at Carlos. “I seem to recall the last time we had this conversation, you promised to stop being so blunt and try to sugarcoat things.”

      “That was me sugarcoating it…”

      “Sometimes I think you’re trying to start a fight,” said Marcus.

      “What was I just saying? You always wait for someone else to start the fight. You need to stick up for yourself.”

      “You know how I feel about her.”

      “I know because you won’t shut up about it!”

      Marcus narrowed his gaze. “You could always find a new place to live.”

      “And leave you alone in this bachelor palace?” Carlos gestured to the pile of dirty dishes that was defying the laws of physics by remaining upright. It could only maintain its tremendous height because of the stack of empty pizza boxes surrounding its base, providing a sturdy foundation. The tinfoil takeaway cartons added the aroma of chicken korma and vindaloo to complete the pungent picture.

      “You live here too, you know. I’m not your maid,” said Marcus.

      “Good thing too, cause I’d totally fire you for this.”

      Marcus wanted to stay mad, to have a target for his anger, but Carlos flashed his stupid grin. It was annoyingly effective at making Marcus chuckle, and once that happened, he usually forgot what they were arguing about. Deep down, he knew Carlos was trying to help, even if he was absolutely terrible at it.

      Noises from the television drew their attention. The ninja struck a celebratory pose, sheathing his samurai sword. Carlos tutted. “This is all nonsense. A real ninja wouldn’t have such an unwieldy weapon. A long sword would be far too cumbersome for stealthy assassinations. He’d likely carry a dagger, or possibly a kunai.”

      Marcus rolled his eyes. “Seriously, you get your yellow-belt and suddenly you’re a master of ninja strategy?”

      “I can’t help it if I’m keen to expand my horizons.”

      “I know, but with the Taekwondo, and the parkour, and the archery training, don’t you think you’ve taken things a little far?”

      Carlos bristled. “What? No way! It’s all a bit of fun…”

      Marcus hesitated. He didn’t want to bounce from one familiar argument to another. Carlos had been trying to re-live the game ever since they’d been booted back to the real world, but reality couldn’t compete. No amount of parkour training would let him double jump.

      A new message appeared on the game:

      50 consecutive victories. You have received a bonus of 50 power points. Only 2450 more required to unlock your next outfit. Purchase 2,500 power points for only £4.99

      Carlos scoffed. “Bloody DAS and their micro transactions. I’ll tell them where they can shove their power points!”

      “They wouldn’t do it if customers didn’t buy them.”

      “You’re only sticking up for them because Sarah works there,” Carlos said, almost as if he was trying to start a new fight.

      Marcus fought the urge to jump to Sarah’s defence. He knew Carlos would point out that she could fight her own battles. Instead, Marcus took a deep breath and said, “She doesn’t have much of a choice. They bought up all the local game companies.”

      “That’s no excuse. I’d rather be unemployed than work for the DAS-holes.”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “You are unemployed.”

      “Yeah, well, someone has to keep you company. It wasn’t like I was going to keep working for the bastards at Master Systems after everything that happened.” He pressed continue and queued up the next round. “You ready for another thrashing?”

      “Not right now. I think fifty losses in a row is quite enough for one night.”

      Marcus tossed his controller onto the table, scattering a pile of envelopes with FINAL NOTICE in large red font. Who knew living in a tree house would be so expensive? Especially one that had appeared out of thin air. Apparently, the miracle of its creation wasn’t impressive enough for the man from the council. The only thing that had impressed him was that it was still standing. Apparently, it didn’t adhere to a single building standard. That was some kind of record. Impressively dangerous was how he’d described it in his report. There were some other big D words. Deathtrap, derelict, and destined to collapse, to name a few.

      Dumbass was one that Marcus added himself. He should have abandoned the place a long time ago, but the lack of a job made paying rent somewhere else a challenge. It turned out uppercutting your boss into a building didn’t do much for your references. That only left one other option, and he’d rather live in a splinter-infested pile of kindling than move back in with his mum.

      There was another reason he stayed, one he kept to himself. The place reminded him of Sarah. They’d shared a moment of happiness here, with the added bonus that she’d been able to actually pay the bills. She’d done so without protest, even while Carlos repeatedly referred to it as blood money.

      Marcus thought back to the final fight that had pushed her over the edge and out the door. The memory stung. Marcus glanced at his phone again out of sheer instinct. Carlos said, “Seriously, stop!”

      The laughter broke the tension, and Marcus felt the anger fade, if only for a moment. A smile flickered at the edge of his mouth. “I’ll do you a deal. I will stop checking my phone if you put clothes on.”

      “A dressing gown is clothes!”

      “It most certainly is not. Please put something on. Anything. I’ll give you my phone for the rest of the night if you do. I’ll even play one more round.”

      Carlos leapt to his feet, revealing far too much of himself in the process. “Deal!” He held out his hand.

      Marcus wasn’t prepared for the sudden enthusiasm. He stared at his phone longingly, then reluctantly handed it over.

      Carlos tossed it in the air a couple of times before strolling off toward his bedroom. He glanced back over his shoulder. “Don’t start a new game until I’m back. I’ll only be a minute. Although you might finally win if I’m in the other room…”

      Marcus threw a pillow at him, narrowly missing and knocking over the tower of pizza boxes. The dishes swayed precariously, but remained upright. Marcus was almost disappointed. A small part of him had hoped it would all come crashing down, like the rest of his life.

      He felt a shiver up his back and a weight settled at the base of his neck, pulling the hoodie tight. That at least gave him something to smile about. He said, “Hey Nutsack. Find any good acorns out there?”

      Nutsack snored in response. No matter how many beds Marcus tried to make for him, he still slept in Marcus’ hoodie, whether it was buried in the laundry pile, hanging on the washing line, or currently being worn.

      Still, it was hard to complain. At least something in his life still loved him, even if it was a barely domesticated tree rat.

      Carlos strolled back into the living room wearing tattered tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt that was old enough to legally drink. He gestured to his ensemble. “Happy now?”

      “You look like a crash test dummy after a hard day’s work.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment from a man with your fashion sense.” Carlos scooped up both controllers and tossed one at Marcus. He said, “Ready for another arse kicking?”

      “Honestly? I’m getting pretty tired of getting my arse kicked.”

      Marcus went to check his phone, before remembering Carlos had it.

      As he heard the voice proclaim Fight! he reassured himself that this was rock bottom, things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

      He was wrong.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah locked the door to her office. She felt the reassuring weight of the laptop bag on her shoulder, and then hesitated. James had been clear. With a crushing sense of guilt she unlocked the door and carefully placed her laptop back on her desk. It would be patiently waiting for her in the morning. Perhaps she could come in a little early and…

      She shook her head and closed the door with conviction, locking it once more. What she needed was peace and quiet.

      She had barely taken two steps when she heard the screaming. It was coming from down the hallway. She instinctively moved towards it. At first she wondered if the night cleaner was butchering a pop song, but then she got close enough to make out the words.

      “HELP! PLEASE HELP!”

      There was something oddly familiar about the voice. She picked up the pace. Somebody needed her help.

      She certainly wasn’t prepared for what came racing around the corner. It was Professor Jasper. In his underwear.

      He barrelled towards her, recognition slowly dawning on his face. He skidded to a halt in front of her and said, “Sarah? Are you in on this?”

      “In on what?” she blurted out. Then, feeling like there were a lot more questions, settled on the top two. “What are you doing here? Where are your clothes?”

      “No time to explain. We need to leave.”

      An enormous man in a grey suit barrelled around the corner. When he saw Professor Jasper, he charged, his vast frame taking a few pounding steps to get to full acceleration. The hallway shook in protest.

      Jasper grabbed Sarah by the hand. “I’m all turned around. Which way is the exit?”

      She pointed towards the lobby and he bolted away with the large man hot on his heels. His head turned to stare as he passed her, as if he was memorizing her face. It was deeply unnerving.

      Sarah paused for a moment. Something definitely wasn’t right, but she didn’t know how to deal with it. It was unclear if the large man worked here. His confidence strolling around didn’t suggest he was an intruder. Still, there was something off about him. It was his eyes. They were devoid of any emotion.

      She needed more to go on before she could act. She couldn’t exactly call the police and say Hello, a man that I used to work with ran past me in his underpants. Send help! It didn’t even qualify as unusual behaviour. Professor Jasper wasn’t exactly mentally stable before he found out the entire world was a simulation. Afterwards, he’d really gone off the deep end. There was a good chance he deserved whatever trouble he was currently in.

      Sarah headed in the same direction, phone in hand, ready to call for help. She gasped at the sight that greeted her as she ran into the lobby. Jasper kicked and squirmed on the shoulder of his pursuer, like a worm on a hook. The large man ignored the various blows as if they were a minor inconvenience, and headed towards the lifts. That made no sense. Why would security be dragging Professor Jasper into the building?

      The lift opened, catching everyone by surprise. A small woman in a crisp white lab coat glanced up from her phone and said, “Professor Jasper?”

      Jasper stopped writhing and yelled, “Run!”

      The woman tried to dart out of the lift, but the large man grabbed her with his other hand. She protested loudly, “There’s been some kind of misunderstanding. Perhaps we could sit down and have a calm and rational conversation to determine where communication has broken down?”

      The man didn’t reply. He hefted her effortlessly into the air. Her tone changed from naïve child to stern parent. “How dare you place your hands on me! Do you know who I am? I work directly with the CEO. If you don’t put me down at once, I shall ensure your employment here is terminated.”

      The man laughed, but refused to drop her. The woman tried to wriggle free and yelled, “Final warning!”

      The large man casually tossed Jasper into the lift and used his now-free hand to slap the woman. She stopped wriggling from the shock of being hit. Once she regained her senses, an entirely different instinct kicked in. She thrashed her legs. When she couldn’t reach him, she punched ineffectively at his thick arm. He laughed. “What a surprise, the yappy little dog is more bark than bite!”

      She let out a guttural scream of pent-up rage and went straight for the man’s eyes. He held her at arm’s length, chuckling as she tried to reach him. Then he slapped her again and threw her into the lift on top of Jasper. The lift doors closed slowly, drowning out the woman’s cries for help.

      Sarah was already dialling the police, when a voice behind her said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      Sarah turned to see a short man in a brown trench coat. The best word to describe him was scruffy, and that was generous. He grinned at her, revealing crooked teeth. The man reached into his coat and pulled out a long knife with a serrated edge. He took a moment to admire it before he said, “End the call, or I end you.”

      She looked around for help. The security desk was usually manned at this hour, but it was mysteriously empty. She calculated her chances of winning a fight with this man to be near zero. Her best chance was escape, but for that, she needed his guard down. She made a show of hitting the big red button on her phone.

      He nodded. “Good girl.” Then he held out his hand. “Hand it over.”

      “No,” she said firmly, while slowly backing away.

      He put the knife away. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, not looking at all like he meant it.

      Sarah had no such reservations. She took a step towards the man, her phone held at arm’s length. As he reached out to snatch it, she kicked him as hard as she could in the testicles. It was obvious from his expression that she’d hit the targets.

      The man’s central nervous system informed him that now would be a good time to have a little lie down in the fetal position, while it did a rather lengthy reboot.

      Sarah wanted to run, but the writhing man blocked her path to the exit. She only had a second to decide. It was clear that if she stayed, this man would hurt her. Not to defend himself, but because he enjoyed it. She ran for the lift.

      She hammered at the call button as the man in the trench coat got shakily back to his feet. As soon as she heard the ding, she jumped in and pressed the door close button. The man was running now, the knife back in his hand. He raced towards her, moving with surprising speed. Sarah could not say the same about the lift door, which was taking the scenic route on its way to closing. If he got his hand in, she’d be trapped.

      He was still a few feet away when he realized he wasn’t going to make it. With a flick of his wrist, the knife left his hand. Sarah dropped to the ground in time to avoid the projectile before it slammed into the back wall of the lift. She looked up at the blade as the lift door finally closed. There was a thump as the man slammed into it on the other side, followed by the sound of angry yelling. She hit all the buttons to buy some time. If he was watching the floor display, it would be impossible to know which floor she got off at. She could find somewhere to hide and call the police.

      The pit of her stomach dropped as the lift descended. It wasn’t supposed to do that. All the buttons were for higher floors. The office didn’t have a basement, at least as far as she knew. Where exactly was she going?

      There wasn’t time for a phone call. In a panic, she tapped out a text message, watching as her signal dropped from four bars to one. She hit send as the lift doors opened, revealing the man in the grey suit. She reached up to grab the knife out of the wall, but he shook his head. “You don’t want to do that.”

      She tried anyway. The last thing she saw was his huge hand flying towards her.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The phone dinged loudly.

      Marcus immediately perked up. “Who’s that?”

      Carlos glanced at it, and his brow crinkled.

      “WHO IS IT?” asked Marcus, loud enough to wake up Nutsack. The squirrel wasn’t best pleased at the interruption and let them both know with a chitter, before immediately falling back asleep.

      Carlos didn’t respond. He kept playing the game, but there was a hint of something on his face.

      “It’s Sarah, isn’t it?” Marcus said, utterly convinced. Who else was going to text him at this hour?

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      Marcus threw down the game controller and pounced. Carlos hadn’t been expecting an attack, and he flew sideways, the phone skittering out of his pocket and across the floor. Carlos flipped back up onto his feet and grabbed hold of Marcus’ leg before he could drag himself over to the phone.

      “What are you doing? You’ve completely lost it!” Carlos said, pulling his friend backwards.

      Marcus scrabbled for purchase on the wooden floor, but there was nothing for his fingers to grip. He was slowly being pulled further and further from the phone. There wasn’t much doubt who had the strength advantage. Carlos had always been stronger, and that was before all the martial arts and parkour training. Marcus would never beat him in a battle of strength, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t outsmart him.

      “Nutsack, fetch!” Marcus yelled.

      The squirrel burst out of his hoodie like a torpedo. His claws added a few more scratches to the wooden floor as he raced over to the phone and tried to pick it up. Instead, he shunted it straight under the front door.

      Everyone stopped and held their breath. It was quiet enough to hear Marcus’ phone hitting the road far below.

      Marcus found a hidden reserve of strength and dragged himself to his feet, shrugging Carlos off. He turned and grabbed his friend by the t-shirt. “Was it from her? Tell me now.”

      “Fine, it was from Sarah,” Carlos said.

      Marcus let him go. “What did it say?”

      “I don’t know. Your phone was locked. It didn’t show the message, only her name. Whatever she has to say, it’s bad news.”

      “You’d better hope I can still read that message,” Marcus said, racing out the front door. He briefly considered leaping from the balcony, but thought better of it. Only an idiot would jump from this height. Instead, he scrambled down the shaky rope ladder as fast as he could.

      He was almost at the bottom when there was a thump as Carlos landed on the ground, tucking into a roll. He sprang to his feet and glanced up at Marcus. “I thought you were in a hurry?”

      “Don’t make me hit you again!”

      “Just try it!” Carlos said, putting up his fists.

      There was another thump as Nutsack landed on Carlos’ face. He managed a muffled yell. “Get this thing off me!”

      Marcus whistled, and Nutsack jumped off Carlos. He glided silently over to Marcus’ shoulder, who gave him a stroke and said, “Good boy.” The squirrel chirped and immediately jumped into the hoodie.

      “That little bastard got fur in my mouth,” Carlos said, spitting profusely.

      “What a shame,” Marcus said, picking up the phone. The screen flickered. There were more cracks than before, but he could still read the message.

      Send help. In trouble. Professor Jasper too. At DAS.

      Marcus straightened up, his pulse racing. He said, “Get the car!”

      “Why?” asked Carlos.

      “Sarah’s in trouble!”

      Carlos audibly sighed. “Real trouble, or imaginary trouble?”

      “Real trouble!”

      “What kind of real trouble?”

      Marcus hopped up and down on the spot. “She didn’t say.”

      “It’s late, and I don’t have much petrol. Can you call her and find out if this can wait until morning?”

      Marcus gritted his teeth. He didn’t have time to be arguing with Carlos, but he also didn’t have the car keys, and extracting them from Carlos with force might take a while. He dialled Sarah’s number, but after two rings, it disconnected. Marcus did his best to control the panic as he texted her back:

      I’m on my way!

      He immediately tried calling again, but this time the line was dead.

      “She’s not answering!”

      “Can’t be much of an emergency then, can it? You’re already imagining every terrible thing that could possibly happen. Remember what we talked about? I’m sure everything’s fine. She’s probably gone back to bed.”

      Marcus shook his head. “No, something’s wrong. She hasn’t texted me in weeks, and now she tells me she’s in trouble at DAS completely out of the blue. I’m not making this up. Now, are you going to get the keys, or should I ask Nutsack to fetch them?”

      There was an angry growl from Marcus’ hoodie and Carlos considered his options. The keys were in his trouser pocket, and Nutsack wasn’t exactly known for retrieving things gently. There might be some collateral damage.

      “Ok fine, but promise me that if this turns out to be a misunderstanding, you’ll start listening to me.”

      “Agreed,” Marcus said, hoping against all the evidence that everything was totally ok.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Boss, we have a problem.”

      “Problems are what you’re paid to eliminate, not create,” James responded. He was sitting behind a large mahogany desk that had previously belonged to his father. He’d been meaning to switch it for something more modern, that better fitted with the aesthetic of the office, but he had more important things to worry about.

      The desk looked out of place, but not as much as the two men standing in front of him.

      The short, skinny one looked like three weasels in a trench coat. He moved like it too. His limbs twitched continuously, like they had their own agenda and he was holding them back from whatever terrible thing they would rather be doing. He had tufts of mousy brown hair sprouting from various places it shouldn’t. Everything about him was wrong, which was exactly why James had hired him. His reputation preceded him.

      The large man was the opposite in every conceivable way. He barely moved at all. He appeared to be carved from stone. Every angle was a right angle. His grey suit was as square as his jaw line. Even his mouth was a straight line, and it didn’t move. He didn’t have a reputation, because reputations required witnesses.

      James hadn’t asked either of their names. In his experience, these types of contractors operated best when they believed there was a sense of anonymity. The only time he’d need to know their name was if something had gone horribly wrong, and a mess needed to be cleaned up. In that scenario, it was better not to be too attached. The contractors that solved contractor problems were the really scary ones.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t need to be calling one of those today.

      He thought of them simply as Weasel and Granite. He said, “What happened?”

      Weasel shifted uncomfortably, whilst Granite remained impassive. They both waited for the other to speak.

      James said, “I don’t have time for the long version of this story. Give me the highlights.”

      Weasel was the first to blink. “Professor Jasper briefly escaped our custody.” He blurted the words out quickly, like pulling off a plaster.

      That immediately got James’ attention. They hadn’t extracted the information they needed from Jasper yet. The future of the entire enterprise was in jeopardy. James couldn’t hand over information that he didn’t have, and the people looking to buy it weren’t the type that gave points for effort.

      Weasel saw the expression on James’s face and tried to intercept the imminent yelling. “Don’t worry, we caught him before he could leave the building.”

      James relaxed, but there was something else. Something they weren’t saying. If they’d already caught Jasper, why confess at all? He said, “What else?”

      “There were witnesses…”

      James felt a migraine taking hold at the back of his head. Now wasn’t the time for incompetence. He barely tolerated it at the best of times, and now most certainly wasn’t the best of times. The last thing they needed was collateral damage.

      “How many witnesses are we talking about?”

      “Two. Couple of women. A short pasty one in a lab coat, and a leggy redhead.”

      James’ blood pressure went from impressively low to staggeringly high in the blink of an eye. They couldn’t have screwed this up more if they’d been trying. Two of his most valuable employees, both caught up in this mess. The only bright side was that Jas had already presented to the board of directors. Explaining her disappearance in addition to Professor Jasper’s would have created too much suspicion at such a sensitive time in the operation.

      He sighed, more out of frustration than any kind of guilt or remorse. It was unfortunate, but it was not a showstopper. Missing the deadline was a showstopper. If that happened, a couple of missing girls would be the least of his problems.

      “What have you done with them?”

      “Locked them in the cages downstairs. Figured we should talk to you before we disposed of them. Say the word and we’ll make them disappear.”

      “No.” James was surprised at the force the word left his mouth. “You’ve both caused enough trouble for one night. Leave the girls to me.”

      Weasel shared a glance with Granite. They weren’t used to their boss doing his own dirty work. “You sure, Jimmy? We can make it look like an accident. It’ll be easier to explain that way. We can chuck the bodies in a car and set it on fire…”

      James shook his head. Perhaps there was a way to put the girls to good use. They were both smart and resourceful, something that had been sorely lacking around here lately. That was something he could work with. If only he had a few more. Two wasn’t enough for a party. He’d have to find a couple of additional subjects to pair them with. At this short notice, that would be challenging. Not impossible, but the quality was likely to be subpar.

      A phone on his desk buzzed. It was too late for social calls, which meant this was a wrong number or an emergency. He really hoped it was someone trying to order a curry. He flipped the receiver into his hand and said, “James Davies.”

      The voice on the other end sounded nervous. That wasn’t a good sign. “Mr. Davies, I’m very sorry to bother you at this late hour, but you specifically mentioned letting you know if we needed to call the police from the front desk.”

      That instruction was for the sake of the police. If they showed up at the wrong time, who knew how much damage control would be required?

      “Yes, I recall the instruction. Why do you believe a police presence is required?”

      “There are a couple of young men in reception shouting loudly and refusing to leave. They insist they speak with a Sarah Aran. She appears to be an employee, but I’ve called her office and had one of the guys check, and she definitely isn’t here. They aren’t accepting that answer and insist they check themselves, which is obviously out of the question. Apparently, she texted them to say she was in some kind of trouble. One of them is pretty agitated, I’m not convinced they’ll leave peacefully. That’s why I’m recommending a police escort.”

      James placed his hand over the receiver and said, “You conveniently forgot to mention Sarah having time to inform her friends and family that she was being kidnapped.”

      Weasel and Granite shared a look of shock, which was the only thing that saved them. Intentional omission of a fact like that would have been the final straw. It still might be.

      James removed his hand from the receiver. “I’ll be right down.”

      “You’re coming down here?” asked the security guard, clearly confused.

      “Yes. Keep them there until I arrive.” Now wasn’t the time to outsource or delegate. James needed to deal with this personally. This was too delicate a matter for the minimum wage security guards.

      “Of course,” came the puzzled reply.

      James stared straight at the two idiots that had started this latest cascade of trouble. “Go to the basement and monitor the girls. I don’t want them touched. I think you can handle that. Consider this an opportunity for redemption.”

      They were at least smart enough not to say anything. They marched off in lockstep.

      James left the generous corner office, being sure to lock the door behind him. The last thing he needed was more trouble. He walked quickly, his athletic build powering him down the corridor. He would run, but he didn’t want to crease the suit. Unless he had to.

      He entered the lobby to quite the scene. The two young men were apparently competing in some kind of scruffiness Olympics. One of them was yelling at the security guards about Sarah, and the other was crouched in a low stance and making whooping noises, as if he’d watched one too many kung fu movies. The guards were keeping their distance, cans of pepper spray in their hands, ready to go.

      There was something else about them. James had presented to many shareholders throughout the years. He’d quickly learned to look past appearances and figure out who the second-smartest person in the room was. These two weren’t idiots. He wasn’t going to sweet talk them into leaving quietly. That presented a new opportunity. He changed his plan on the fly.

      “Gentlemen,” James said. His voice echoed around the large glass lobby, and everyone stopped moving. The guards slowly backed away as he approached.

      The shouty one said, “Who are you?”

      “I’m James Davies. Sarah’s boss.”

      The shouty one didn’t like that very much. He made the face that most men make when they found out that their significant others spent their days working closely with James. That confirmed his suspicions. This was Sarah’s loser ex. Mark was his name. No, wait, it was Marcus.

      The punchy one didn’t like it very much either, for different reasons. “Hold up, you’re James Davies? The dickhead ruining DAS? Your father would spin in his grave if he could see what you’ve done to this place.”

      “Carlos!” hissed Marcus. “This isn’t the time. We’ve got more pressing problems than your hatred of micro-transactions.” Then he turned to James. “Sorry about him. He doesn’t get out much. Do you know where Sarah is? I’m worried about her.”

      “Actually, I do. Please follow me.” He gestured to the lift.

      Marcus didn’t hesitate. He immediately started walking. Carlos was a little harder to convince. “Hold up. How do we know this isn’t a trap?”

      James laughed. “A trap? I think you’ve played one too many of our games. I’m a CEO, not a boss fight.”

      “Ok, but if this turns out to be a trap, I’ll make sure you regret it. Remember that.”

      As far as threats go, it didn’t even register. He received graphic death threats from disgruntled gamers on a daily basis, which was why he had his secretary filter his ‘fan’ mail and why he needed a new secretary every six months.

      The three of them entered the lift. James removed a key from his pocket and placed it in a small keyhole. The lift descended. Carlos glared angrily at James, while Marcus said, “Where’s Sarah?”

      “There’s been a misunderstanding. Sarah was working late. She left her office, but forgot her security badge. An over enthusiastic security guard bumped into her and mistook her for an intruder. He pepper sprayed her before she could explain. She had some difficulties getting her breath back. We had to bring her to the nurse’s office as a precaution.”

      “She said something about Professor Jasper. Does he work here too?”

      James stiffened. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware you knew the Professor. He was caught up in this mess too. I can take you to them.”

      Carlos squinted at him. “Don’t listen to him, Marcus, he’s lying. I can tell by the smug look on his face.”

      There wasn’t time for a counterargument as the lift doors opened. James said, “Follow me and we can sort all of this out.”

      The space that greeted them was strangely clinical. The walls were sterile white, and everything was stainless steel or glass. It certainly didn’t look like any office building that Marcus had ever been in. There was the powerful smell of disinfectant doing its best to mask something else. It was hard to place it, but it smelled like…

      “Did someone piss themselves down here?” Carlos asked loudly.

      James ignored him, but Carlos was right. There was a bitter odour in the air that smelled like an alleyway next to a rowdy pub. No amount of disinfectant could make that go away entirely.

      James moved towards a large steel door. There were various warning signs on it that suggested death was imminent for anyone daft enough to go inside. He scanned his badge, and the door slid open. Marcus said, “Should we be going in there?”

      A familiar voice said, “Marcus?”

      He was moving before he could stop himself. He bolted into the room to find Sarah looking back at him, her expression a mix of relief and fear. Then she saw James and her brow furrowed. Marcus tried to run to her, but there were thick steel bars in the way. Sarah was locked in a cell with two other people, both of whom were lying on the ground and not moving. One was a short woman, the other appeared to be Professor Jasper.

      Marcus turned to James in confusion. “What…” was the only word he got out before he was shoved from behind. He fell down onto the ground and quickly span around to see a square man in a suit and a shifty one in a trench coat. They blocked the exit.

      Carlos sprang into action. He charged in and drop kicked the man in the suit, or at least, that appeared to be the plan. What actually happened was he slammed into the large gentleman, who barely noticed, before backhanding Carlos off his feet and across the room. He slid to a halt in front of the cell, and didn’t get back up.

      “You bastard!” Marcus said. He scrambled back to his feet and ran at the man that had hurt his friend. Trench Coat intercepted. Marcus barely had time to see him move before he felt a sting on his face. He reached up and touched the sore spot and was surprised when his finger came back red. That bastard had cut him. He saw the switch blade in Trench Coat’s hand and backed away.

      Trench Coat pointed at the cell. “Get over there, or else.”

      “Or else what?” said Marcus.

      “Or else I’ll start chopping bits off your lady friend. You’d be amazed how much you can cut off before somebody dies. I might even beat my record. She’s stubborn enough.”

      Marcus stopped fighting. He held up his hands and moved over to the cell. Suit guy scooped up Carlos as the cell door slid open. Sarah looked like she might bolt, but James said, “Please, Sarah, don’t make this worse on yourself.”

      “How can you do this?” she asked, her voice wavering.

      “It’s a long story. My father will fill you in.”

      “Your father? He’s dead.”

      “Precisely. Say hi to him for me.”

      James moved over to a panel on the wall and flipped a switch. Thick smoke poured out a vent in the ceiling as James and his cronies left the room. Marcus tried to move over to Sarah, to hug her and let her know everything was going to be ok, but his legs refused to cooperate. They suddenly felt very heavy. He fell to the ground, his arms reaching out towards Sarah, and then there was only darkness.
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      Marcus opened his eyes. He hadn’t expected to do that again. He tried to sit up, but he stayed on his back. Whatever he’d been gassed with still lingered. His limbs felt heavy and sluggish.

      There were other side effects. He turned his head and could make out faint shapes in the distance. As he moved his head, the shapes shifted and distorted, due to a thick pane of glass in the way. He looked around, noting the glass walls were all around him. There was no roof on the glass box. He was in a giant aquarium.

      As he tried to move, a robotic arm pivoted into view above him. It slowly descended into the glass box, its glowing blue eye sweeping around the small space. It finally rested on the prone form of Sarah, who was lying just out of reach.

      Marcus desperately wanted to jump up and tackle the robot arm, but his legs refused to cooperate. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t budge.

      The blue light got stronger and stronger, making a grid over Sarah’s body. Then there was a blinding flash of blue light. He tried to throw his hands up to shield his eyes, but they stubbornly refused, leaving his eyelids to do the best they could. It took several seconds for his vision to return to normal, and when it did, Sarah was gone.

      Adrenaline surged through him. Sarah was vaporized before his very eyes. Slowly, the arm swivelled round, stopping inches from his face. He wanted to reach up and rip it to shreds. He felt his fingers twitch in response. A few more seconds and he’d be able to grab it.

      “Don’t move,” muttered a female voice he didn’t recognize. He ignored it, until she followed up with, “It’s a high-powered scanning laser. If you move, it might not scan you correctly. Trust me, the results of that are not pretty.”

      His heart hammered in his chest as the light intensified. This was it. This was the end. He was ok with that; he didn’t want to exist in a world without Sarah. He prepared his final words. It needed to be something important, a significant revelation, even if no-one was around to hear it. His brain cycled through options. At the last moment, a new contender jumped to the front of the line.

      “Bollocks. Carlos was right.”

      He was suddenly glad he was about to die. Otherwise, he’d never hear the end of it.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jasmine watched in grim fascination as the others were scanned, one by one.

      The two parts of her brain fought a battle to determine which of her emotions they got to claim as their own. The primal, self-preservation part chose fear as its first draft pick. The rational, scientific part went with curiosity. She ping-ponged between the two, until, quite surprisingly, curiosity won.

      She was about to die, that much was clear, but there was nothing she could do about it. The rational part quietly stepped in and gave the primal part a cookie, to keep it busy. Now that she didn’t have to deal with existential dread, she could focus on the many questions, starting with how this was possible. She’d been present for every single experiment, every test. She knew what the system was capable of. Mice were the largest living creatures they’d scanned, and that required months of careful planning and preparation. The results of those initial scans had been horrific, with limbs or internal organs left behind. Miles always referred to them as gibs. She hadn’t bothered to ask why.

      It had taken months of gibs until the system was calibrated enough to do a clean scan, and that was on a mouse. That begged the question, why was this room so clean? There were no signs of anyone’s internal organs left behind, not even an appendix. That simply wasn’t possible for a first-time scan. Unless this wasn’t the first time…

      The scanner span around, finally settling on her. There was only time for one last question. Who was even operating the equipment out there? There were only two other people who knew how the system worked, and Professor Jasper didn’t appear to be working with the bad guys. That only left one other person…

      Miles.

      Her life was in the hands of a guy that she wouldn’t trust with a microwave dinner. As her world turned blue, she hoped he turned her inside out. This was her last chance to get him fired.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James turned to Miles. “Were all the scans successful?”

      “Yep. 100% complete, no fatalities or gibs.”

      “My father will be most pleased. He hates it when they arrive in chunks.”

      That reminded him, he needed to let his dad know. He pulled up the chat window on his phone. He didn’t have time for the full VR experience. Old-school text would have to suffice.

      J: I’m sending you fresh meat.

      There was a brief pause, and then the flashing dots that let him know a reply was incoming.

      KW: No more meathead soldiers or drug addicts. They never make it out of the tutorial.

      J: I think you’re going to like these. Try not to scramble their brains.

      KW: That wasn’t my fault. Their brains were broken when they got here.

      J: I’m serious. We’re running out of time. You need to speed things up. I won’t be able to protect you much longer.

      KW: Protect me? Is that what you call this?

      J: Don’t start. Just do your job, and everything will be ok.

      KW: Funny, I used to say the same thing, and look what happened to me.

      James disconnected the chat before there were any more comments. The last thing he needed right now was life lessons from a sociopath.

      Speaking of which.

      He turned to Weasel. “Keep working on Professor Jasper. We’re out of time. We need answers. Hurt him if you have to, but whatever you do, don’t kill him.”

      Weasel looked disappointed, but he nodded.

      Granite said, “What do you need me to do?”

      James gestured to Miles. “Guard the lab and keep an eye on him. Let me know if he acts suspicious.”

      Granite thought for a moment and asked, “What do you mean by suspicious?”

      “Believe me, you’ll know. Also, nobody enters or leaves this room without me knowing about it. We can’t afford any more unexpected visitors. Understood?”

      The big man nodded.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jasmine opened her eyes, but all she saw was a brilliant blue. She blinked, expecting it to go away, but when she opened them again, the blue remained. She was on the verge of panic when a white cloud drifted past. That was unexpected. She sat up abruptly and fought back the urge to barf, although she wasn’t sure if she could. Her stomach was empty. She felt woozy and uncoordinated, as if she was hungover. She’d never actually been hungover, but this was how it was described to her by the moronic assistants she kept firing.

      Her limbs were stiff and unresponsive. She tried shaking them out, and one by one they sprang to life. If she tried really hard, she could get each of her fingers to wiggle, although there was a slight delay between the thought and the digits responding. There was an underlying sense of relief that she still had all ten of them, although she couldn’t quite remember why.

      A glance down confirmed she was still in her lab coat, but she was no longer in the lab. She was sitting in a glowing green meadow dotted with colourful wild flowers. Everything was saturated in colour. It was daytime, and she was outside, which was a combination she hadn’t experienced in a very long time. This must be a dream. A very vivid dream. She’d fallen asleep at her desk again.

      She tried pinching, but couldn’t feel anything, not even a twinge of pain. It was definitely a dream. Unfortunately, if she couldn’t pinch herself, she couldn’t wake up. She was going to be stuck here for a while.

      A sound from behind made her look. A huge ornate castle dominated the horizon in the distance, with two enormous towers reaching up into the clouds. Around the base of the towers was a crenellated wall, complete with tiny figures patrolling.

      How odd. She rarely had dreams this exciting. Usually she dreamt about tricky formulas, or how to improve a process. Even in her sleep, she was working. The most exciting dream she could remember was a walk to the shops to buy a cake. This was a whole other level.

      The thought made her laugh, but it highlighted something important. Her memory was returning. The last thing she could remember was a blinding blue light, then darkness, before she woke up here.

      The realization didn’t hit her all at once. It came in waves, each larger than the last. This place wasn’t real. She wasn’t real. She was dead.

      She felt pretty good for a dead person. Her curiosity got the better of her. It might have killed the cat, but she was already dead, so there was no sense in stopping now.

      New questions flooded her mind. This was a digital space. Someone had created this world. Who? Why? She had loaded all her rodent subjects into a featureless black void, to help ease them in to their new environment. She’d hypothesized that a rapid transition to a new reality might be too much for a tiny mouse brain to handle.

      It seemed she was right.

      A faraway screech pulled her attention back to the sky. Jas gawped at the flame-red dragon that flew out of a tower. With a roar, it unleashed a jet of fire that arced into the sky, like a volcano erupting sideways.

      Jasmine’s primal brain put down the cookie and her fight-or-flight kicked in. She ran for the nearest bushes. It was a strange sensation. She easily sprinted, something she hadn’t done in years. Despite her lack of practice, she didn’t feel winded at all. Quite the contrary, she felt invigorated. As she neared the shrubbery, she leaned forward, and unexpectedly launched herself forward in a roll. She hadn’t gamboled since doing gymnastics in P.E. class, which was a long time ago. She rolled straight into the bushes and stayed crouched, peeking out through the branches. With any luck, the flying lizard hadn’t seen her, and she wouldn’t become today’s barbecued snack.

      She needed to get out of here. How could she do that? She didn’t even know where here was. Could she email from in a game? This didn’t look like the sort of place that would have a computer. Even if she could, who would she email? Everyone she knew was captured or a bad guy. Besides, it didn’t matter. They were a long way from perfecting the transfer back to reality. Any attempt at rescue would leave her resembling a Rorschach test.

      A new sound pulled her eyes away from the dragon. Two men and a woman were walking past the bush, engaged in a heated debate. Jasmine recognized them as the people in the booth with her.

      The young woman was tall and dressed in the universal developer uniform of jeans and a retro gaming t-shirt. She looked vaguely familiar. Jasmine recalled occasionally seeing her late at night in the car park. She worked for DAS too. Maybe she knew how to get out of here.

      Jasmine was about to introduce herself when the woman turned to one of the men and said, “What were you doing at DAS?”

      “We came to rescue you!” said the young man in a purple hoodie. He had a nasty cut on his face that appeared fresh. Jasmine had seen him in the transfer booth.

      “Some rescue!”

      A scruffy-looking man in his mid-twenties had a huge grin on his face. “I told you, Marcus! This whole thing was a trap from the start.”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what you’re happier about, being right, or being back in a game. Seriously, what are the odds of this?” Marcus said.

      “It can’t be a coincidence. They must want us for our legendary gaming skills,” the other guy said.

      “Carlos, stop talking and let the adults deal with this,” the girl said.

      Carlos said something back which Jasmine didn’t quite catch, but it was for the best based on the few words she made out.

      Marcus jumped in. “Don’t talk to Sarah like that.”

      “After all this time, and all the tears, I can’t believe you’re still taking her side. It’s like every house meeting all over again.”

      How was it possible for three people to act like an old married couple? They clearly didn’t like each other very much, based on how they were talking to each other. It was only a matter of time before they killed each other, by accident or on purpose. Jasmine was much safer staying here alone in her bush.

      “Hey, wasn’t there another girl? The sciencey one, with the lab coat?” Carlos asked.

      “Yeah, she was definitely in the box with us. She told me to stay still. We should find her. She might be in trouble.”

      “What if she is the trouble? She might be in on it. She works at DAS after all,” Carlos said, glancing over at Sarah. “We can’t trust anyone.”

      They walked away, oblivious to her presence. Jasmine had to decide. She could sit in this bush for the foreseeable future, hoping nothing came along to eat her, or she could take her chances with this group of strangers that thought she was working for the villains.

      She decided. With a polite cough, she stepped out of the bush and waved awkwardly. “Hi there. Sorry to interrupt. I couldn’t help but overhear you all talking. I think we may be able to help each other.”

      The change was instant. Marcus stepped in front of Sarah, widening his stance. Carlos looked around frantically before bending down and picking a stick up off the ground. He waved it menacingly. “Stay back. We know what you did. You won’t fool us again.” He raised the stick above his head, as if preparing to attack.

      Sarah stepped in front of him. “Stop it, Carlos, you’re being an idiot. Look at her, she’s terrified.”

      “I am not!” Jasmine said, standing a little taller. She would not allow herself to be intimidated by a bunch of scruffy geeks, even if she detested violence. They didn’t need to know that.

      “Yeah, you’re right. She’s scared. That means she’s on our side,” Carlos said, peeking over Sarah’s shoulder, the stick still held aloft.

      “I don’t know whose side I’m on,” Jasmine replied honestly. All she had in common with these people was that they were her fellow prisoners. That was hardly a compelling reason to join forces.

      “You should be on our side, cause we’re going to crush this game. I’m Carlos,” he said, stepping around Sarah. “That’s Sarah, and he’s Marcus. They used to go out, but now they don’t.”

      “Carlos!” they both said in unison.

      “What? I’m getting her up to speed so she can make an informed decision about joining us. Team dynamics are important, and we’re dragging around an awful lot of baggage.”

      Sarah said, “If you don’t stop talking, the only thing I’ll be dragging around is you.”

      Jasmine exhaled. All three of them were clearly insane, emotionally crippled, and intellectually stunted. In short, they needed her.

      “Ok fine, I’ll join you. I’m Jasmine, but you can call me Jas.”

      “Just to confirm you’re not going to attack us?” Carlos said, still clutching the stick in his hand.

      “What? No! I don’t believe violence is an effective way to resolve conflicts,” she said.

      Carlos laughed. “Well then, you’re going to be in for a shock. We’ll probably have to murder our way through half the continent to get out of here.”

      Jas shook her head. “There’s no getting out of here. It’s not possible.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m part of the team working on the digitizing tech. For a start, we’re lucky to be in one piece. The scanner isn’t calibrated for humans. They must have been running tests behind my back. It’s the only logical explanation. Second, we’ve never successfully transferred a living organism out of the system. They always suffer from significant transfer errors.”

      Marcus spoke up. “I’m assuming by transfer errors you don’t mean we’d come out bald, or a different colour?”

      “No. More like your brain and spleen would trade places.”

      Marcus sighed. “Ok, so let’s hope that Davies was keeping more from you. I never liked that guy.” He glanced over at Sarah.

      Carlos jumped right in. “Yeah, he’s a trust fund wanker running his daddy’s company into the ground. Doesn’t surprise me he’s involved in shady tech behind the scenes.”

      “Shady tech? This is my legacy!” Jas said, raising her voice. “Once we solve the transfer issue, we’d effectively have a machine that could duplicate anything you put inside it. You could solve world hunger. You could transfer items thousands of miles away in the blink of an eye. You could save a copy of your favourite pet at the prime of its life, and output a new version when it died. This tech is going to change the world.”

      “Yeah? Well it sure has changed our world,” Carlos said, gesturing around him.

      Marcus held up his hand. “Let’s not start with a fight. It makes no sense that Davies would send us in here to die. He could have had his goons kill us in the real world, or left us locked in the basement, or deleted us the moment we came here. There must be a reason we’re here.”

      “Where is here?” Jas asked.

      Carlos said, “No idea. Looks like a generic fantasy world. Super derivative. Davies doesn’t have an original bone in his body.”

      “But why?”

      A rat scurried between them. It stopped and stared, before chomping Carlos on the foot. He instinctively pulled his foot away, but there was no pain.

      Jas said, “Aww, poor thing looks hungry. Perhaps we can…”

      Carlos brought his foot down, stomping on the rodent. It squeaked and vanished, leaving behind a single gold coin.

      Jas started yelling. “You killed it! Why would you do that?”

      “For this.” He bent down and picked up the coin.

      “Was that…inside the rat?”

      “Not exactly. It’s loot. We’re in a game. Based on our initial lack of weapons, I suspect it’s an RPG, but we’ll have to play more to confirm that.”

      “RPG?”

      “Role-Playing Game. It means you start out crappy and have to level up as you go. The more we play, the better we’ll get. There might be skills, or magic, or special classes, it’s too early to say. The golden rule is if you see something lower level, kill it.”

      “What if you see something higher level?” Jas asked.

      “Also kill it!” Carlos said with a grin.

      Marcus shook his head. “Don’t listen to him. If this is indeed an RPG, then we need to avoid anything tougher than us. We don’t know the rules yet.”

      Jas waited for them to freak out, like she was. None of them seemed the least bit surprised. Eventually she screamed, “You’re telling me you think we’re trapped inside a violent video game? How are you ok with this?”

      Carlos shrugged. “Let’s just say this isn’t our first circus.”

      Before Jas could ask exactly what that meant, the sound of galloping filled the air. Three men on horseback crested a nearby hill and made a beeline straight for them. They wore silver armour, with a golden emblem across their chest. Two had swords, the other a bow. Behind them was a much larger horse, pulling a wagon that had bars covering the top. It was not a welcoming committee.

      The horses skidded to a halt, kicking up plumes of dust. The lead knight spoke in a booming voice. “Halt, poachers. You’re trespassing on the land of the King. You will accompany us to the castle to be sentenced.”

      Carlos leaned over and whispered to Jas. “These guys are classic NPCs. That means they’re computer controlled. Let’s see if they can understand us.” He turned his attention to the guards. “Piss off. We’re not going anywhere.”

      “What are you doing?” Marcus hissed at him.

      “We’re the heroes. We shouldn’t be letting snooty guards boss us around.”

      “Who says we are the heroes?” Marcus replied.

      The knight jumped down off his horse and drew his sword. “You dare to speak to a member of the Royal Guard in this manner, peasant? I shall teach you some respect.”

      He swung the sword and Carlos rolled aside at the last second. He leapt back to his feet and punched the knight square in the face. The knight didn’t even flinch. A green bar appeared above the knight’s head, showing his remaining health, 999/1000. It also showed his details:

      Royal Guard Captain. Level 22.

      Carlos read the details and said, “Uh oh!”

      As the Captain casually lifted his sword for another attack, Marcus jumped in the way. “Good sir, allow me to apologize for my friend. We’ve travelled a great distance and are tired from our journey. He meant no disrespect. We shall happily accompany you to the castle.”

      “He struck a member of the Royal Guard. He must be punished. Step aside, or I shall be forced to punish you both.”

      The Captain attempted to walk around, but Marcus sidestepped and stayed between them. After two more attempts, the Captain said, “This is your final warning, peasant. Move aside.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “As you wish.” The Captain slashed at Marcus with his sword. Despite it barely touching his arm, the effect was immediate. He collapsed to the ground and couldn’t get up. A message appeared:

      Peasant467 is defeated.

      Carlos charged at the Captain, screaming at the top of his voice. “You bastard! You killed my best friend!”

      Before he could reach the Captain, an arrow slammed into him, knocking him off his feet.

      Peasant469 is defeated.

      Sarah stepped in front of Jas and prepared to defend her, but the Captain sheathed his sword. “Ladies, we do not wish to harm you. Please get in the wagon.”

      The other Royal Guard hopped off his horse. He was much larger than the first. His armour was bursting at the seams. He bent down and scooped up Carlos and Marcus before tossing them both into the back of the wagon.

      Sarah considered their choices. Fighting wasn’t an option, they were clearly outclassed. They could run for it, but there was nowhere to hide, and the horses would quickly chase them down if the arrows didn’t get them first. Without weapons or backup, they were easy prey. That really only left one option.

      “We’ll come quietly.”

      Jas glared at her, but Sarah said, “It’s ok. Trust me.”

      They climbed into the back of the wagon, the large gate slamming shut behind them. Jas stared wide-eyed at the two bodies as Sarah ran over to crouch beside Marcus. “Please let there be a revive option…oh thank goodness.”

      A 10-second timer appeared above Marcus’ head, hovering in the air. As the wagon trundled forwards, Sarah used her free hand to point at the other body. “Jas, could you revive Carlos? It should give you the option when you touch him.”

      “Touch him?”

      “Yes. Just place your hand anywhere on him and you’ll see a message to revive.”

      Jas hesitated. She didn’t know this man, and now she had to touch him. That felt like they had skipped a few steps. Mostly the part where he spoke to her for five minutes, realized he was intellectually outgunned, remembered he’d left something in his car and abandoned her in the coffee shop. Her dating life had been on the quiet side lately, for the same reason a cemetery is on the quiet side. Finding a man to tick the long checklist of required traits was proving to be challenging when she never left the office. The only eligible men she interacted with were her boss or her idiot assistant, and they’d both recently tried to kill her.

      It was a low benchmark.

      Sarah said, “Jas, are you ok over there? It’s only Carlos. He won’t bite, at least, not until you revive him. It doesn’t matter where you touch him, if that helps.”

      With a sigh, Jas made her way to the body slumped on the ground. She tentatively reached out and touched Carlos on his foot, jumping as a message appeared in front of her eyes.

      Revive? Y/N

      She tried poking at the option with her finger, but it passed right through. “How do I select this?”

      “Just think Yes,” replied Sarah, as if it were obvious.

      Jas concentrated, and the prompt was replaced with a countdown. “It worked!”

      In her excitement, she lifted her hand from Carlos, and the countdown disappeared. When she placed her hand back, the prompt reappeared.

      Revive? Y/N

      When she selected it, the countdown started from ten again. She kept her hand on Carlos until it reached zero this time, upon which he sat up, making her jump.

      “Thanks for the assist, Jas. I guess we need to get levelled up before we take on the Royal Guard.” He peered between the thick iron bars at the passing countryside. “Looks like they got us. I hope they didn’t hurt you or Sarah.”

      “No, they didn’t touch us, but they killed you. You were dead!” Jas said. “Where’s the arrow wound?”

      “What?” He looked at her, puzzled. “Oh right, I keep forgetting you’re new to all this. Most games don’t have permanent death, no-one would play it. Death is more of an inconvenience. This game is unusually kind, as it appears anyone can revive a team mate. Sometimes that’s reserved for certain classes, like healers. How long did it take to bring me back?”

      “10 seconds, but when I let go, it started over.”

      “Got it. That’s pretty standard. That’s to add an element of risk. You’re stuck in one spot whilst you revive someone, and that makes you a sitting duck. If the body’s surrounded by enemies, revival will be much harder. The idea is to stop idiots from charging into battle without the rest of their party.”

      “Didn’t work very well…” Sarah mumbled.

      “What was that?” Carlos said.

      “I said I’m glad you’re ok.”

      “At least I got a hit in. Hey wait, maybe I got something for that.” Carlos looked off into the middle distance, staring off into space. Then his eyes focused back on Jas. “Ok, the good news is, I found the stats screen. The bad news is, I didn’t get any EXP. I guess it doesn’t count if you don’t win, which makes sense. Otherwise, we’d keep losing fights until we levelled up.”

      “What’s EXP?” asked Jas.

      “Experience Points. You get points for killing stuff and for completing quests. You can use those points to upgrade your stats. Honestly, it’ll be easier to explain when we have some points to spend.”

      Carlos brushed himself off and plonked himself onto the bench in the back of the wagon. “Well, I guess we’re going to the castle.” He admired the sweeping architecture, but his brow crinkled. “There’s definitely something familiar about that place. I wish I could put my finger on it.”

      “Should we try to escape?” asked Jas, tugging on the thick metal bars of the wagon.

      “We could, but games rarely have a branching narrative this early on. If we’ve been captured, it’s because we were supposed to be. Everything will work out fine. There must be something at the castle that we need to start our adventure.”

      “But what if they take us to the dungeon to torture us?” Jas asked.

      “It would be a waste of time. There’s no pain here. When that cheap shot arrow got me, I didn’t feel a thing, except a mild vibration to let me know I’d been hit.”

      “No pain? But they transported our bodies here as is. Why wouldn’t we feel pain?” said Jas, poking at her leg.

      “Looks like game rules take precedence. It’s a good thing too, no-one would play a game with actual pain. If they did, it would be as boring as real life, with no-one wanting to fight or adventure. If our bodies behaved exactly as they did in the real world, I’d already be dead from a punctured lung. I wouldn’t have even made it to the tutorial!”

      “Yeah, and you’d have taken Marcus with you,” said Sarah.

      “Hey! I knew we could handle them,” Marcus said.

      “Handle them? They one-shotted both of you.”

      “True, but we handled our brutal murders like pros, and now we know it’s for sure an RPG. Tick off objective one, find out what kind of game this is.” Marcus smirked and the three of them burst out laughing.

      Jas didn’t laugh. Her new travelling companions were even crazier than she thought. She should have stayed in her bush.
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      The wagon stopped at the castle gates, which loomed high above. They were a glimmering gold and were so thick it took twenty men per gate to move them. There was grunting and yelling as they slowly inched open wide enough to let the wagon through.

      They were hit by a flurry of sights and sounds. People in armour were everywhere, swinging swords at practice dummies, riding around on horseback and firing arrows at targets. There were at least a hundred of them, mostly younger men and women, with the occasional older man barking orders. Each shared the same expression, one of grim determination to survive the next task.

      Surrounding the soldiers were people in more casual attire, most of whom were attempting to sell something. A variety of animals turned on spits over open flames, only some of which were identifiable. A young lady tried to sell jugs of fresh milk, while an old man yelled something about goats.

      Not everyone was embracing the entrepreneurial spirit. Peasants jumped up onto the side of the wagon and clung to the bars, peering inwards. A toothless man gave Marcus a gummy smile. “Nice shoes. I’ll relieve you of those when you’re hanged.”

      Carlos leaned over and punched him through the bars, causing him to topple into the pen of goats.

      Jas said, “Why did you do that?”

      “Just curious if this is a combat zone. Sometimes you can’t hit people in towns. Looks like you can here.”

      The wagon continued towards the central tower. There was a screech overhead as the red dragon swooped down. Several people in the crowd screamed as it flew back up with a horse clutched in its claws. It entered the tower through a large hole in the side. The noises that followed, even from all the way down here, were the stuff of nightmares.

      They stopped at the base of the tower, and ten Royal Guards formed two lines behind the wagon. Then a court jester appeared in a red and blue suit with gold tassels. He moved awkwardly, as if he wasn’t fully in control of his limbs. His wobbling was amplified by the fact he was covered in bells that tinkled as he flailed about. He wasn’t going to be sneaking up on anyone in a hurry.

      While the jester’s outfit screamed jovial, his expression did not. He looked ready to leap from the top of the tower. His scowl was so deep it appeared carved into his face. He spoke in a dull and monotone voice. “Welcome to Rithwir Castle. I’m Gwirion. I’m here to escort you to the throne room. The King demands an audience with you.”

      Carlos winked at Jas. “Told you! We’re the heroes.”

      “How do we know this isn’t another trap?” said Jas, still keeping her distance.

      Gwirion gestured to his outfit. “I’m the court jester. I am hardly going to overpower four of you. If I wanted to hurt you, I’d ask these guards to do it.”

      The two lines of guards simultaneously drew their swords. Gwirion held up his hands. “That wasn’t an order, morons. Put your swords away!”

      Carlos glanced at the hedgehog’s worth of spiky objects pointed at them and said, “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m convinced. We should go hear what the King has to say.”

      They jumped out of the wagon and walked down the makeshift tunnel of guards. They reached the huge wooden door of the tower and Gwirion knocked three times. With a creak the doors swung open to reveal a grand hall. The ceiling was so high they had to squint to see it. Birds flew around overhead, nesting in the rafters. Every surface was covered in red velvet, gold, or marble. Extravagant wasn’t an extravagant enough word to describe it. If this were a ‘real’ palace, it would bankrupt the nation that tried to build it.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place. Very subtle,” said Carlos.

      Gwirion turned down a long corridor. Guards lined the red carpet on either side, standing at attention, nobody daring to move a muscle. They stretched as far as the eye could see. After several minutes of walking, Marcus said, “Is it much further?”

      “Not at all, we are almost at the staircase,” Gwirion replied.

      “The staircase? You mean we still have to go up?”

      “Of course. Gods do not live on the ground, they live in the clouds.”

      They fell silent and followed the jester until they reached the promised staircase. It was a curved one, with carved stone steps that led up into the tower. Carlos gestured extravagantly. “Ladies first.”

      “What a gentleman,” exclaimed Jas as she stepped onto the first step.

      Sarah chuckled. “He just doesn’t want to stare at the jester’s arse the entire way up.”

      Carlos gave Sarah a look. “That’s not it at all!”

      “Ok good, then you can go behind me,” declared Marcus, nudging ahead of Carlos.

      The stairs were even more ridiculous than the hallway. Upwards and upwards they climbed, with an arrow slit every hundred steps. Marcus tried to peer out of one, but the ground was a long way down and it made his knees wobble. Even though he knew it wasn’t real, apparently no-one had told his vertigo. He wished his virtual avatar hadn’t inherited that particular issue.

      Eventually they stopped at an ornate doorway. Gwirion spoke in hushed tones. “You will bow when you enter the throne room. Do not speak unless spoken to. The King’s word on all matters is final. Do not argue with him. Please try not to upset him. It won’t end well for you or anyone else in the room. Most important of all, do not approach him. His pets will assume you’re a threat and will not hesitate to kill you.”

      “Pets? What does he have, a killer bunny? Maybe a savage hamster?” said Carlos.

      The door opened to reveal a sweeping room made all the larger by the total lack of a back wall. The gaping hole displayed a stunning vista of the lands below. Tiny villages could be seen in the distance, with white dots that were presumably sheep bopping around in the green fields. Right next to that was a sandy desert, with rusty machinery poking out, and then a deep blue ocean in the distance.

      Absolutely nobody noticed the view. They were all transfixed by the enormous dragons on either side of the grey-haired gentleman sat on a throne, wearing a golden crown. Jas recognized the red dragon from earlier. It was busy pulling the leg off a dead horse. Up close it was even more terrifying, with yellow wings and flames flashing between row after row of needle-like teeth.

      The other dragon was light blue, with wings of white. Icicles hung from its mouth, sharp and imposing. White mist poured from its nostrils as it breathed, and the surrounding ground glistened with ice. It scowled at them, as if it disapproved of their very existence.

      Around each of the dragons’ long slender necks was a necklace made of thick chains, with a dagger-shaped charm. Both dragons reared up at the sight of the intruders until the King held up his hand. “Easy, girls, these are my guests.”

      The dragons slowly lowered themselves back to the ground, but they never took their eyes off the group. Gwirion gestured with a dramatic flourish. “Your Majesty, the guests you requested.”

      “Leave us,” said the King. Gwirion bowed so low his bells touched the floor, and then he left the room with the haste of a man that doesn’t feel like being a dragon’s dinner. They listened to him jangle back down the steps.

      While the others stared at the dragons, Marcus’ attention was drawn to the large black hole in the centre of the room. It was wide and imposing, with no rail or other mechanism to prevent accidents. If he thought his vertigo was bad before, it was ringing all the bells now. He stared into the inky darkness. It was like a nun at the beach. He knew it had a bottom, but he couldn’t see it through all the black.

      Carlos was less impressed. “You should fire your interior decorator. What’s with the bloody big hole?”

      The fire dragon snarled, and the King shook his head. “It’s ok, girl, he’s not good at following rules.” He gestured to Carlos. “Your timing is impeccable. Let me show you what the big hole is for.”

      He waved his hand, and a door at the side swung open. A man appeared, dragged by an invisible force. He struggled, flailing his arms and legs, until he was hovering above the hole. His expression was one of pure anger. Then he glanced down and stopped thrashing. He locked eyes with the King. “Is this supposed to scare me? You can’t bully me into being your puppet. You think I’m afraid of a pit?”

      “This isn’t just a pit. It’s the recycle bin. Once you go in there, you never come out. You’ll simply cease to exist.”

      The man couldn’t drag his eyes up from the hole beneath him. He wavered for just a moment before his face hardened in resolve. “You won’t delete me just because I gave you some attitude and won’t do what I’m told. You’re bluffing.”

      “Am I? I have a kingdom to run. I don’t have time for disobedience or petty acts of rebellion.”

      The man’s confidence blinked away. “One more chance?”

      “I’m afraid you’re all out of extra lives. Goodbye.”

      The King snapped his fingers, and the hold released. The man fell into the darkness, screaming all the way down. His voice echoed back up for a long time.

      The King stared at Carlos. “That is what happens to those that defy me. Would you like another demonstration?”

      Carlos peered over the edge. “No, I think we got the point.”

      The King said, “I hope so, for all your sake.” Then he smiled, as if he hadn’t recently murdered a man. “How rude, I forgot my introductions. I’m King Welsh. I am the ruler of these lands, and I have a quest for you.”

      “King Welsh?” said Carlos. “Hold on a minute, you’re Brenin Davies! You’re that jerk’s dad. I thought you were dead? The rumours were you ran off into the wilderness after your wife died.”

      With a jolt, Carlos flipped into the air. He dangled upside down, hanging over the pit. The King spoke through gritted teeth. “Never speak of my wife again. Is that clear?”

      Carlos stared into the emptiness. “Yep. Crystal clear. Couldn’t be clearer.”

      The King waved his hand, and Carlos flew into Marcus. They both landed with a thump.

      “If you’re quite done being insolent, as I was saying, I have a quest for all of you.”

      Carlos opened his mouth, then glanced at the pit and slowly closed it. The King smiled. “Very good. Your task is to collect the eight Daggers of Power that I have distributed far and wide across my land, and bring them to me. How you do so is up to you, but you cannot leave this place until you possess all eight daggers. That is all.”

      He snapped his fingers again, making them jump. A map appeared in front of each of them, hovering at eye level. As they moved their heads, the map followed. There were eight glowing dots of varying shades of red, ranging from almost pink to dark crimson.

      One by one, their maps disappeared, all except Jas. She shook her head, and then shouted, “Map away! Map off. Stop map.”

      The King chuckled. “My dear, you’re part of the world now. There’s no need to shout. Simply think the command Map.”

      As soon as she did, it vanished. Thinking it again made the map pop back up. She did it a few more times, her eyes wide as she contemplated the possibilities of real-time psychic commands. Saying Yes to revive was one thing, but this was a custom command. There could be dozens more, maybe even hundreds.

      “Do not share those maps with anyone. They are yours and yours alone,” the King said. “The different colours denote the difficulty of the dagger. I strongly suggest you leave the darker shades until you’ve leveled up, but there are a few you can get straight away if you’re smart enough. Of course, you can’t simply show up and take them. You’ll have to earn them. There are no participation trophies here.”

      “What if we don’t want to participate?” asked Sarah.

      “Then I will have no use for you.” The threat hung in the air as the King glanced at the pit.

      “It’s fine, we’ll play,” said Marcus, stepping in front of Sarah.

      She pushed him aside. “I don’t need you to speak for me.”

      The King grinned at her. “I like you. You’re a feisty one.”

      “Piss off, you patronizing old bastard.”

      He tilted his head and looked at her as if she was an interesting bug. “Normally I’d delete anyone that spoke to me that way, but my son assures me you’re worthy of my attention. I’m hoping this childish insolence is just the shock of the situation.”

      The King waved his hand and Sarah lifted into the air. She flailed helplessly and Marcus ran straight at the King, his fists clenched. The dragons blocked his path, but he tried to climb over them until the King lifted him into the air with another gesture.

      He squinted at her, and then a wry smile appeared at the corner of his mouth. “Your code is interesting. You seem to like keeping people at a distance. I know exactly what to do with you.”

      Sarah’s clothes were replaced by a golden robe that flowed down to her feet. The robe shimmered with colours that shifted and blended, as if it had a mind of its own. With a yell, her hands burst into flames and she threw two fireballs directly at the King. He laughed as they vanished before him. “Not bad. My son was right. You’re a quick learner. It’s almost as if you’ve done this before.”

      Sarah fell to the floor with a thud.

      “Don’t you dare hurt her!” Marcus yelled angrily, trying to swim through the air to get to the King.

      “Yes, yes, I’m getting to you. With your idiotic level of selflessness and your desire to protect others, it’s quite clear what role you’re best suited to.” The King squinted. “Saying that, there’s something extremely odd about your code. What is with your fascination of acorns?”

      “My what?” said Marcus, looking puzzled.

      “Acorns. You seem unhealthily obsessed with them. And sex.”

      Marcus wasn’t sure if he could blush in the game, but his body sure was trying. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he stammered.

      “Indeed, I would deny it too if I had such feral thoughts. You’re like a wild animal.”

      Marcus’ embarrassment only intensified as his clothes vanished, although thankfully his boxers remained. His trousers became dark-brown leather armour, and his hoodie slowly began the same transformation. A wooden sword appeared in his hand, its blade triangular and exaggerated.

      As the purple hoodie disappeared, something small and furry hit the ground with a thump, making everyone jump. The ice dragon immediately dived at it, snapping with its crooked teeth, and Nutsack promptly hopped to his feet and bit the dragon square on the nose. It reared back with an earsplitting wail, a blue mist forming around its mouth, before the King bellowed, “Enough!”

      The dragon slunk back to the ground, but eyed Nutsack with vicious intensity.

      The King dropped Marcus and flicked Nutsack into the air, hovering him over the pit. “It seems we have a hitchhiker. A rodent. Vermin. I shall dispose of it.”

      “No, wait!” yelled Marcus. “He’s with us. He is part of our team.”

      The King’s smirk got wider. “This gets stranger by the minute. I did not detect him. His presence was too faint, his thoughts too simple. He shall make an excellent Rogue, although I’ll have to tweak a few things so as not to make the variance too much for his tiny mind.”

      With a terrible sound, Nutsack transformed. His arms and legs became longer, his tail shrank, and his fur receded. There was an awful crunch as his face caved inwards, revealing a decidedly unattractive man with splotches of stubble forming a fuzzy patchwork. His clothes were a frilly shirt and a long brown cloak with a hood, along with some snugly fitting green trousers. The only benefit of such a garish combination of clothing was that it distracted attention away from his face. When the transformation completed, he fell to the ground with a thump, his new limbs splayed out awkwardly.

      Marcus rushed over to him, glaring at the King. “What have you done to him?”

      “You said he was part of your team. I made him a party member. I’m most curious to see how he adapts to the transition. We’ve had plenty of animals in here, but never one as a player. It will be a fun experiment.”

      “But he’s not himself anymore! He doesn’t know how to be a person!”

      “Nonsense. His core remains the same. I’ve simply changed how he looks. You’d be surprised how adaptable someone can be when the circumstances require it. Besides, he’ll have you to guide him.”

      Marcus bit his tongue. Antagonizing the god of this world wasn’t a great way to prolong their time here.

      Nutsack stopped twitching for long enough to look at his own hands. With a loud shriek, he bolted to the other side of the room and climbed the curtains.

      While Sarah and Marcus ran over to talk Nutsack down, the King surveyed the two remaining party members. “Two more spots to fill, and they’re two of the most important. We still don’t have our main DPS. I think I’ll go with a berserker this time.” He gestured towards Carlos. “You’re stubborn, you attack without thinking, and you don’t listen. The choice here is obvious.”

      With a snap of his fingers, Carlos began the transformation. He fist pumped the air. “Yeah, finally! Now, we’re talking. Time to get my berserker on! Let’s start with the guards downstairs. There are a couple I’d like to reacquaint myself with.” He stared at his arms as yellow robes flowed down to his hands, unfurling like the petals on a pretty flower. He said, “This is a funky berserker outfit!”

      Carlos glanced over at Jas, who had also started to change. The lab coat dissolved to reveal a fur-lined bikini, a short skirt and twin swords on her back. Hers were the real deal, although they looked extremely primitive, with handles haphazardly wrapped in strips of leather.

      She glared at the king as she did her best to cover up all the revealed skin with only two hands. “Erm, excuse me, what kind of outfit is this?”

      “That is a berserker. I assure you more conservative outfits are available, but you, my dear, really need to learn to live a little. Your core reads like a C.V., all work and no play.”

      Before Jas could respond, Carlos said, “Hold on a minute. If Jas is the berserker, then what am I?” He looked at his robes, his dorky sandals and his lack of a weapon and the penny dropped. “Nope. Not going to happen. No way am I the healer. Change me back. I’ll be a peasant.”

      The King laughed, the sound echoing back up the pit. “I’m afraid your party needs a healer, and you are the most suitable candidate. You need to learn the value of listening and teamwork, two very important skills for a healer to master.”

      They both fell gently back down to earth. Jas looked around for something to wrap herself in while Carlos ran straight over to Marcus. “Swapsies?”

      Marcus took one look at Carlos and bust out laughing. “Oh man, that outfit really suits you.”

      “Bugger off! I won’t heal a single one of you. Ever. I’ll stand there and watch you die.”

      “Sounds like something a noob would do,” said Sarah with a smirk.

      Carlos fumed. “I’m not a noob! I can be a great healer if I want to be.”

      “Prove it,” she said.

      “I know what you’re doing. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Prove it.”

      Carlos stormed off to sulk, while Marcus shook the curtains to get Nutsack down. After another failed attempt, he sighed. “It’s no use. We’ll never get him down. He’s gone completely nuts.”

      At the mention of the word nuts, Nutsack stopped molesting the drapery and dropped onto Marcus’ back, knocking him down. Marcus tried to shake him loose. “Off! Off! You’re too big for that now.”

      Nutsack released his grip and ran back to the drapes.

      Sarah surveyed the room. Carlos was sulking, Jas was covering herself with the other curtain, and Marcus was trying to appease a grown man with the brains of a squirrel.

      This was some adventuring party.

      She gestured at the daggers around the dragons’ necks. “Are those two of the daggers we’re looking for?”

      The King nodded. “They are, but you’re not ready to face my pets yet. They will be your ultimate tests, but before you can complete your quest, you must begin it. The map will show you where to find the easier daggers.”

      Carlos chose this moment to stop sulking. “Don’t listen to this old fart. We can take these overgrown lizards if we work together. I’ll get the heals in, Marcus, if you could…”

      With a single breath from the ice dragon, they were all frozen solid. The King strolled over to Carlos and shook his head. “Still not listening, I see. You’re already running out of chances. I hope for your sake you’re a quick learner.” He sidestepped and nodded to the fire dragon.

      The entire room erupted into flames, killing them all instantly.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miles stared at the screen. “Hmm, interesting.”

      James looked up from his phone. “Good or bad?”

      “Neither. Your father chose their classes. He doesn’t typically do that.”

      “Is he trying to make things harder for them?” James asked, reaching for his phone.

      “I don’t believe so. It’s a pretty standard party setup. He may actually be trying to help for a change.”

      James’ eyes narrowed. “I would assume no such thing. Keep a close eye on them. Where are they now?”

      “They died.”

      James smiled. “Good. Let’s get that shock out of the way. The first death is always the worst.” He stood up. “I have to go make some phone calls. Keep me up to date on their progress. I want to know the instant they pick up a dagger, understand?”

      “Yes, boss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 5: Off the Deep End

        

      

    

    
      Sarah sat up to find herself in another sweeping green meadow, but this one was missing a castle. There were occasional bushes and trees dotted along the rolling hills, and a crystal-clear stream wound its way through the fields with the sense of direction of a drunk returning home from the local pub.

      She paid little attention to the sights. All she knew was that it was a preferable view to the inside of a dragon’s stomach. She shook her head to clear the ringing in her ears, but it didn’t work. It took a moment to realize the sound was someone screaming.

      Sarah located the source of the commotion. Jas was sitting bolt upright, wailing at the top of her lungs. Sarah rushed over to her side. “It’s ok, Jas. You’re fine, everyone’s fine.”

      Jas pulled her knees up to her chest and rocked slightly. She managed to eke out a few words between the sobs. “We died. We all died. I thought I was ready, but I wasn’t.”

      “It’s ok to be freaked out. I was too, but they wouldn’t bring us all this way, only to kill us the first chance they got. Besides, this is an RPG. Dying’s part of the game.”

      Jas tried to wipe the tears from her eyes, but there weren’t any. She still felt the full depth of the despair, but her virtual body had a hard time expressing it. She took a few deep breaths, which she reminded herself also weren’t real, and then she wrestled her feelings back under control. Crying wasn’t like her, it was a momentary burst of emotion brought on by the shock of her sudden death. It wouldn’t happen again.

      If she was going to survive this place, she needed to understand it. That meant asking questions and experimenting, two of her favourite things.

      She looked down to see her bare midriff, and the first question popped right into her head.

      “Why are we all dressed differently?”

      “We are different classes, with various stats and abilities, which is a fancy way of saying each of us has different strengths and weaknesses. For example, I’m a spell caster.” Sarah held up her hand, and it burst into flames before quickly extinguishing itself. “They are typically a ranged class, which means I attack from far away. To balance that out, I’ll probably be weak up close.”

      “What about me?”

      “You’re a Berserker, which I’m assuming is our damage dealer.”

      “Damage dealer? You mean I need to hit people?”

      “It’s going to be pretty hard to deal damage if you don’t!” Sarah said with a smile.

      “But…” Jas looked around and lowered her voice, “I’ve never even been in a fight. Unless you count that big guy that grabbed me.”

      “That’s fine. You’ll get the hang of it. Try out your swords.”

      Jas looked down at her belt, but there was no sign of the aforementioned weapons. Sarah chuckled. “They’re on your back.”

      With a motion far swifter than expected, Jas drew both swords. They carved through the air with a swish and she twirled them around like a murderous cheerleader. The movement was graceful and confident. It felt entirely natural, as if they were extensions of her arms. Her usual clumsy demeanour was nowhere to be found. Perhaps this game world wasn’t all bad.

      “Nice moves,” said Marcus as he crested the nearest hill. “You’ll be doling out DPS in no time at all.”

      Jas had learned her fair share of acronyms as a scientist, but she didn’t know what they were talking about. “Everyone keeps saying DPS. What is that?”

      “Damage Per Second,” he said. “It’s the measure of how quickly you can kill stuff. The higher your DPS, the better.”

      “Ok, so how do I make it higher?” Jas asked as she re-sheathed the swords with a satisfying shnickt.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Marcus said. “Could be lots of ways. Sometimes you level up by doing something over and over. Other times it’s only through killing stuff, or it could be primarily item based, which means we have to find good loot. It could even be a combo of those things. We’re going to need to figure it out.”

      That sounded right up her alley. A selection of likely outcomes that required rigorous testing to narrow down. It made everything seem a little more bearable when she considered it as a twisted science experiment.

      She noticed a scowl out of the corner of her eye and turned to see Carlos. He was still pouting. “It’s not fair. Why do you all get cool classes and I’m a stupid healer?”

      “Seriously, Carlos, let it go,” said Sarah with a sigh.

      “Easy for you to say. You can throw fireballs. Look at this!” He held up his hand and a faint golden light emanated from his palm. After a few seconds, it sputtered and vanished. “I’m basically a lamp, dressed like a cross between a hippie and a daffodil. Also, my stats are utter bollocks.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Jas.

      “Just think stats.”

      Jas did as suggested and jumped as numbers appeared, floating in front of her. It took effort to focus on them.

      Name: Peasant471

      Level: 1

      Class: Berserker

      STR: 4

      DEF: 1

      WIS: 0

      AGI: 0

      CHR: 0

      Abilities:

      Rage (passive) - As you near death, you’re overwhelmed by the urge to kill your attackers. Increases your DPS by 10% for every 10% drop in HP.

      More acronyms! Some were more obvious than others. Jas could deduce strength and defence and how they might affect things, but the others were a mystery. Was WIS short for Wisdom? If so, why was hers so low? Being smart was all she had, but in this world she was a savage with pointy sticks. It was like she was an entirely different person. With a huff, she edited her name to show Jas. At least one part of the old her would survive.

      “I have an ability that’s marked as passive. What does that mean?”

      “Means you don’t have to think about it to activate it. Think of it like breathing. It happens automatically,” replied Sarah.

      “Makes sense.” She waited a second and said, “What about…”

      Sarah anticipated the question. “STR is how hard you hit, DEF is how well you take a hit, WIS is how well you can use magic, AGI is how fast you move and I can’t tell if CHR is charm or charisma. It will either be how lucky you are, or how easily you can manipulate the NPCs.”

      “Ok, so should I be concerned that three of my skills are at zero?”

      “No, not at all. That means you’re at the base level. Most classes specialize in one or two areas. Anything more than that and you’ll spread yourself too thin. As our main DPS, you’ll probably be going for a glass cannon build.”

      “Glass cannon?”

      “Yeah, hits hard, but breaks easily. Your job is to deal out damage, but you won’t be able to take many hits before you’re down for the count. You shouldn’t have to worry though. It’s the job of our resident tank to take the hits for the team.” Sarah gestured to Marcus, who was adjusting his leather armour and frowning at his wooden sword. “It’s easier if you can compare. Hop into the party menu and you can see Marcus’ stats if he approves you.”

      It took some navigation, but Jas found the menu that Sarah was talking about. She saw Marcus’ name and selected it.

      A message has been sent to that player to approve stat sharing.

      Marcus stopped swinging his sword around and stared off into the distance for a moment. A second later, his stats appeared for Jas:

      Name: Peasant467

      Class: Knight

      STR: 1

      DEF: 4

      WIS: 0

      AGI: 0

      CHR: 0

      Skills:

      Taunt - Attracts the attention of nearby enemies, drawing their attacks.

      “He’s like my opposite,” Jas said. “He can take a lot of damage, but it doesn’t look like he can dish much out.”

      “Exactly, which means you two will need to work together. Unfortunately, you’re both vulnerable to ranged enemies, which is where I come in. Then there’s Carlos. He’s our healer, which means he’s responsible for keeping us all alive and kicking. If everything’s going to plan, he’ll be focusing on Marcus, as the tank should take most of the damage.”

      Carlos threw a beam of golden light at Marcus, and the cut on his face vanished. Jas stared at it, amazed. “You healed him!”

      “Yep. That’s it. That’s my whole thing. Just call me Sparkle Hands.”

      “What about the other guy? The one that was a squirrel,” Jas asked, fully aware of how ridiculous it sounded.

      “That’s Nutsack,” Sarah replied. “He’s Marcus’ pet. Kind of.”

      “Nutsack?” Jas said quietly. “He called his pet squirrel Nutsack? Why would he do that?”

      “It’s a long story.” Sarah looked around and then yelled over to Marcus. “Hey, have you guys seen our rogue anywhere?”

      Marcus and Carlos both did a cursory search and shrugged. “We thought he was with you,” Marcus shouted back.

      “Not a great start,” Sarah said. “We’d better find him before he gets himself into trouble.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack was not happy. For starters, he wasn’t entirely certain what happy was, but he knew he wasn’t it. There were a lot of other new feelings, too. Suddenly, he had feelings about everything. It was utter chaos, a cacophony of competing emotions vying for his attention. Was this why his furless friends were always moping around the house? If they felt like this all the time, it was a miracle they got out of those big rectangular nests they slept in.

      He checked out his new body. It was abnormally long. Everything felt out of proportion. His soft fur was almost entirely gone, replaced with a pasty white skin that felt squishy and very exposed. In place of his beautiful coat, he was wrapped in rags, the kind he liked to sleep in. They were heavy and uncomfortable. A short handle poked out of the rags around his waist, but he ignored it for the time being. He had bigger problems.

      Nutsack tried a step forward and fell on his face. He jumped back to his feet and tried again, with the same results. If he couldn’t walk, perhaps he could run? He tried sprinting. As he was about to topple over, his lanky, long legs caught him before he landed. It was a perpetual horizontal fall. As soon as he stopped moving, he fell down again.

      He got back to his feet. This was maddening. His balance was entirely off. He glanced back accusingly at his tail, but it was gone. The resultant scream was loud enough to be heard across the valley. A wave of new emotions engulfed him. Sadness, shame, anger. They crashed against his senses like waves at the beach and he fought against them, a swimmer caught in a riptide. He collapsed to the ground, completely overwhelmed. That man in the pointy gold hat had done this to him. He was going to pay.

      A noise behind made him jump. He turned to see a large black dog growling back at him. Fear was one emotion he was all too familiar with. Years of instincts kicked in. Unfortunately, that same instinct told him running on all fours was the fastest way to escape. It lied. His legs were too long, his arms too short, and the rhythm was all wrong. His limbs tangled themselves together and the dog picked one to grab onto. It chose his arm, clamping down hard and trapping him in place. Strangely, it didn’t hurt, but it kept him rooted to the spot.

      For a squirrel, being in a dog’s mouth was usually a once in a lifetime experience. When Nutsack was certain he wasn’t dead, other ancient instincts kicked in. He tried scratching the dog, then he tried biting it. Neither was effective, although they earned a strange look from his attacker. This new body was useless. It wasn’t fast, it had nothing sharp, and all his new emotions were pointless in a fight. The only thing they could agree on was that fear was in charge. Being a furless sucked.

      As he resigned himself to a slow and painful death, three fellow furless appeared over the horizon. They were dressed all in black and their rags were more tightly fitted than his. He didn’t recognize them. These weren’t his furless, but it did not matter. They were kind strangers, coming to rescue him from a fierce beast.

      As the group reached Nutsack, the smallest man smiled. It was not a happy smile; it was the smirk of a man who is about to eat well, one way or another. He whistled and the dog immediately let go. Then he said something in the garbled nonsense of Nutsack’s keeper. Nutsack smiled back and nodded his head, happy that his arm was free again. The kind man had saved him. Perhaps today wasn’t so bad after all.

      The highway robbers shared a look. This fool was grinning back at them and nodding profusely. Was he deaf? Perhaps he didn’t speak the language. The leader tried again, a little slower and louder. “I said, this is a robbery. Give us your gold, or die by our hands.”

      To emphasize his point, the thief pulled out his dagger. Everyone understood the universal language of daggers. They cut through all the misunderstanding and got straight to the point.

      Nutsack looked on as the man waved his pointy stick around. He’d seen something like that before. He remembered the handle sticking out of his own rags. Sure enough, it was attached to a short pointy stick, exactly like the one his new friend had. He waved it towards them so that they could see it for themselves.

      The thieves jumped back as their victim pulled his dagger. What kind of suicidal moron took on three armed men by himself? The problem with fighting idiots was that they were unpredictable. If he was too stupid to know they outnumbered him, he might be too stupid to know he was being stabbed. The thieves had lost friends to idiots. Not today.

      The leader flipped his dagger, caught the pointy end, and threw it with all his might. Nutsack watched the dagger flying towards him with great interest. For a squirrel, the world moved much quicker. When you spent all day running and jumping 50ft off the ground, there were very real consequences for not thinking fast. The squirrel gene pool favoured fast reflexes over careful thought, because a thoughtful squirrel was a dead squirrel, and dead squirrels were notoriously bad at mating.

      Nutsack casually reached out and plucked the dagger out of the air, catching it by the handle. He admired it. What a strange way for the man to share his pointy stick. It was just like the game he played with his keeper. What was it called? Nutsack tried to make the sound he’d heard a hundred times. The word came out slurred as his tongue flopped around in his mouth. “Ffffettttch.” This man wanted to play fetch! That meant Nutsack had to give him the pointy stick back.

      The leader watched in horror as the scruffy urchin snatched his dagger out of the air and threw it back with unerring accuracy. It hit him squarely in the chest. He pulled it out and said, “What are you waiting for? Get him!”

      The other two thieves had short swords, requiring them to close the distance. They charged without question, swinging their stunted weapons.

      Nutsack was thoroughly confused. He was still playing fetch with his new friend, and now these other two were waving things at him. He didn’t want to get hit, so he dodged their attacks, which were slow and cumbersome. This made them furious. Perhaps this was a new game, and he was playing it wrong?

      He tried to ask them how to play, but all that came out was a loud chitter. He concentrated and tried again, using all his happiest sounds. All he wanted to do was to be friends with them.

      The result wasn’t so much a word as an intention, which the game did its best to interpret.

      Thug is charmed.

      Thug is charmed.

      Charm failed on Bandit. Opponent is enraged. +20% STR, -20% DEF for 30 seconds.

      The two thugs with short swords stopped attacking Nutsack. After a moment to reconsider their life choices, they turned on their leader, who didn’t hesitate to cut them both down in an instant. Apparently, murdering his friends didn’t put him in a cheerful mood, as he let out an angry roar and charged at Nutsack, his dagger held high. His first attack was lightning fast, catching the Rogue unprepared and nicking his arm. A green bar in Nutsack’s view turned a shade of red.

      His friend wasn’t being very nice. If he wanted to play a new game, then Nutsack was happy to oblige. Nutsack tried to stab him back, but the thief quickly blocked it with his dagger. So that was the new game. Nutsack parried the man’s next attack, and the next. This was fun, if not a little dangerous, but everything a squirrel did was dangerous. Fear of danger was another thing not welcome in the squirrel gene pool, because all the cute lady squirrels were 50ft off the ground, and mating in a tree was the exact opposite of safe sex.

      With a whistle, the man’s dog joined the fight, grabbing on to Nutsack’s ankle and tugging, attempting to throw him off balance. As Nutsack turned to deal with the mutt, the thief pulled back his blade, ready to deal the killer blow. Then he burst into flames. He staggered as another fireball hit him, and then another. Still he remained standing, his HP bar slowly dropping with the fire damage. He turned and ran.

      “Help!” Sarah cried as the bandit charged straight at her. She wheeled backwards, throwing fireballs until she ran out of MP. Her Magic Points started refilling, but not fast enough for another cast before the fiery thief caught up to her.

      Marcus used his Taunt ability and yelled. “Attack me, you big fop doodle.” He looked as confused as everyone else by the unexpected outburst, but it had the desired effect. The man diverted his attack towards Marcus, who now had a human inferno running straight at him with nothing but a wooden sword to defend himself. It was too late to run or dodge; he was going to have to tank.

      The thief crashed into him and immediately attacked. His stabs were quick, and each one caused fire damage, in addition to the getting stabbed damage. Each hit stripped another 20% from Marcus’ HP. Marcus waited for Carlos to top up his health, but no heals came. He shouted, “I need healing!” but there was no response. Carlos was nowhere to be seen.

      Tanking wasn’t viable without a healer, so Marcus went on the offensive. Unfortunately, he couldn’t land a hit. The fire did little to inhibit the Thief’s agility. He easily dodged Marcus’ ponderous attacks. When Marcus eventually landed a hit, it only did 5% damage. The Bandit promptly countered with another 20% damage, leaving Marcus perilously close to being dead.

      Marcus yelled, “Hey Jas! Any chance of a little help?”

      Jas stayed rooted to the spot, her swords clutched firmly in her hands. The man attacking Marcus was exactly that, a man. He looked like a person. She couldn’t stab a random person, even if he was attacking someone on her team. There had to be a more peaceful alternative.

      “Excuse me, sir, I believe there may be a better way to resolve this misunderstanding than physical violence…”

      “Seriously?” said Marcus, as he was stabbed to death. The Thief shook off the flames in time for Sarah to throw another fireball his way, but this time he dodged it with a roll, coming up right in front of Jas. He smiled sadistically at her. “Prepare to die.”

      “But, sir, we bear you no ill will. We’re simply defending our companion. I don’t know what started this altercation, but I can assure you…” The Thief stabbed her mid monologue and Jas felt an unexpected sensation.

      Rage.

      She was tired of being a pushover. Her boss had tossed her into this mess. She had sacrificed evenings and weekends, holidays and birthdays, all for him to cast her aside without hesitation. He had taken advantage of her work ethic and kind nature. Was she going to let this murderous thug do the same?

      The Thief stabbed her again. It didn’t hurt physically, but the anger was genuine. Based on her HP, one more hit would kill her. As the Thief lazily pulled back his dagger, something snapped deep inside Jas and she let out a primal scream. She slashed with both her swords, hitting the Thief twice in quick succession for massive damage. He slumped to the ground without a sound, his HP depleted. Jas stood over him, guilt quickly taking the place of anger. She’d killed him. She had taken a life. Things would never be the same. Her perfect academic record, her published scientific papers, her elegant Valedictorian speech, it was all for nothing. She was a murderer.

      She was still grieving when the dog slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. The hound had a simple set of instructions, mostly tied to following orders, but one of its rules was absolute. If someone kills your master, they must die. Immediately, and without concern for self-preservation. As the jaws snapped at her, she held it back with all her strength. Sarah lined up a fireball, but the risk was too high that she’d hit Jas. Nutsack ran towards her, too. At least, it resembled running. Even with his speediest stumbling, he wouldn’t make it in time.

      Jas had a choice to make. Fight or die.

      Fight it was. She tried reaching for her sword, but couldn’t let go of the dog’s snapping mouth without risking a bite. With a whoosh the dog burst into flames, but it still didn’t die. Sarah shouted, “Sorry, I thought that would knock it off you!” She ran over to Marcus to revive him.

      A glance confirmed Nutsack was nearly here. He flipped his dagger and threw it, hitting the dog in the leg and almost killing it. One more decent hit should do it. Jas let go of the dog’s mouth long enough to punch it square in the jaw. It slumped onto her, the flames still doing damage. With a strain, she pushed it off and backed away, the reality of the situation finally setting in. Now she’d killed a man and his dog. Without even realizing it, she had her swords in her hands. She tried to drop them, but they stayed firmly in her grasp until she sheathed them on her back. A message popped up, but she dismissed it.

      Sarah appeared by her side, putting her arm around her. “It’s ok, Jas. You did what you had to. He would have killed us all.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “He’s not even real. He was an NPC. It looks like a random encounter. Nutsack must have accidentally triggered the fight. Often you can talk your way out of them, or avoid them altogether.”

      “But his dog!”

      “Also an NPC. Looks like a pet.”

      While Sarah talked her down, Marcus scanned the area. He spotted what he was looking for. Carlos was rummaging through the dead man’s pockets. He charged over to him. “What are you playing at?”

      “I’m looting the corpses. What does it look like?”

      “I don’t mean now. I mean during that fight. Where were you?”

      “I kept my distance. I’m a healer remember, I’m not supposed to engage in combat.”

      “Oh, piss right off. You’re still sulking. Grow up.”

      Carlos reeled back as if he’d been hit. Then he spat out, “Grow up? Are you kidding me? You don’t get it! All I’ve wanted since we saved the world was to have that feeling again, if only for a moment. To be a hero. Against all the odds, it happened, and instead of being a ninja, or a knight, or a stealth archer, I’m a glorified health pack!”

      Marcus saw the frustration on his friend’s face and held back his anger. “I know how hard it was for you to transition back to normal life. You’re way more than a health pack, you are an integral member of this team. We need you. I need you. I can’t tank if you’re not there to keep me alive. We’ll only survive this if we work together.”

      Carlos stared back at him. His annoyed expression slowly faded. “I’m sorry you died. I’ll do my job from now on. It’s a big change for me. I’ve never played a healer before.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be annoyingly good at it in no time at all, just like you always are.”

      Carlos smiled. “Let’s hope so, because you guys suck!”
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      Carlos waved everyone into a huddle, healing up those that needed it. Once everyone was back to full health, he said, “Let’s debrief, because that was a bit of a shambles.”

      Sarah was about to point out why, but she noticed the look from Marcus and bit her tongue. Carlos was a pain in the arse, but they wouldn’t survive long without a decent healer.

      Carlos continued. “Marcus, you’ve played games like this before. If you’re going to draw enemies away from the others, you can’t get too far away. Otherwise, you’re going to take too much damage before backup arrives. You can’t be relying on Sarah to be watching your back the whole time. We’re going to need her to be focused on the ranged mobs. Which leads me to Sarah.”

      If fireballs could form from looks alone, Carlos would have crumbled into a pile of ash. He ignored the glare. “You engaged the enemy, which drew the agro. That led to mobs heading towards the group when we weren’t prepared. It also reduced your accuracy. You don’t have much MP, and based on the large pause in your attacks, I’m guessing your MP regenerates slowly. Is that the case?”

      “I have a better sense of the regen speed now. I’ll optimize my casting rate accordingly,” Sarah said, with as neutral a tone as she could muster.

      Carlos nodded. “Sounds good. Now on to Jas.” He softened his tone and smiled. “That was a decent first attempt. We can work on your hesitation, but it will get easier with time. Not all our enemies will be human, so don’t worry too much about that aspect.”

      “Don’t worry about it? I’m not a psychopath, of course I’m going to worry about it!” Jas said.

      “What I mean is, there will be plenty of chance to practice. I know how realistic this all looks and feels, but you have to remember it’s a game. The NPCs don’t have feelings. If anything, you’re helping them out. Their entire purpose in life is to be defeated. They’re probably already back out there, looking for another fight.”

      Jas tried to shake the image, and couldn’t. What kind of hellish existence was it to respawn endlessly, to be murdered over and over by bloodthirsty players? That sounded like something straight out of a nightmare.

      Carlos ignored her contemplation and kept talking. “Last but not least, let’s talk about your part in all of this, Nutsack.” Carlos gestured to the rogue, who stared off into the distance, completely oblivious. Mention of his name got a brief bout of attention, but then he started looking around again with a strange grin on his face. He ambled over to a nearby tree and admired it. Carlos sighed. “Ok, I don’t think there’s much point providing constructive feedback to Nutsack right now. We need to figure out if there’s anything we can do to improve his comprehension. If we can’t communicate, he’s going to be a burden.”

      “Speaking of which,” Sarah added with a raised eyebrow.

      Carlos held up his hands. “I know what you’re going to say, and you are right. I was worse than useless in that fight, and I’m sorry. My head’s in the game now. It won’t happen again.”

      “It better not,” grumbled Sarah, loud enough for Carlos to hear.

      He ignored her and carried on speaking. “Now that we’re on the same page, we need a battle plan to figure out how we’re going to get those daggers. First things first. Where are we?”

      Everyone pulled up their maps, except Nutsack, who’d spotted some nuts in the branches of a tree. With tremendous effort, he clambered in their general direction. It was much harder without sharp claws and a tail. He kept slipping, but after a few attempts, he found he could jump and hang from the branches before pulling himself up and repeating the process. As soon as he reached the top, he grabbed a handful of nuts. His problem now was climbing down. He was already down two usable hands; there was no way he could make it back to the ground whilst holding all these nuts. A smart person would drop them, but a smart person he was not.

      Instinct compelled him to try stuffing them in his mouth. Unfortunately, the moment they got close, he ate them automatically. That was not what he wanted. He did his best to think like a furless. His keeper had large pouches in his outfits, which Nutsack slept in if a hood wasn’t available. Perhaps his rags contained similar pouches? He tried to find them with a fistful of nuts, and they vanished. Squiggles appeared, which he promptly ignored.

      Items moved to inventory.

      He grabbed another handful and tried again, with the same results.

      Marcus noticed the rogue wobbling precariously at the top of a tree and he dashed over to intercept. He shouted, but Nutsack didn’t respond. Marcus didn’t particularly feel like climbing all the way up there to coax Nutsack down, but the only alternative was to chop the tree down. He stared at his wooden sword and reached for the lowest branch. As he did, he noticed something carved into the trunk. There were words. He let go of the branch and stepped back to better see the whole carving.

      It was a poem, and not a very good one. He read it aloud:

      

      “The Hyfforddiant Plains are where you start,

      This place is for beginners,

      You’ll learn the ropes and gain some skills,

      To prevent becoming dinner.

      

      Fear not your fellow travellers,

      They need not make you tense,

      For ancient spirits keep away,

      Those with experience.

      

      So learn the blade and learn your spells,

      To help you stay alive,

      For you’ll be banished from this place,

      When you reach level five.”

      

      Marcus frowned at the tree. They were in some kind of training zone, but the first NPCs they’d run into had almost wiped their entire team. He looked around for more clues, but there were no signs of other players or mobs. He thought out loud. “There must be something around here, a tutorial or training dungeon where we can practice and level up.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the King’s style,” said Carlos. “He strikes me as the trial by fire type.”

      The ground immediately rumbled beneath them.

      Marcus groaned. “You had to say it, didn’t you?” He readied his wooden sword. “Brace yourselves. I think we’re about to have company.”

      Something worked hard to erupt from the ground beneath them. Marcus’ first thought was zombies. They would be low HP, slow-moving and numerous, making them perfect fodder for a starter zone.

      Movement caught his eye and he span in time to see a small brown hole in the pristine green floor. It was the size of a cricket ball. Either it was the world’s smallest zombie, or something else was trying to get out. He said, “I think I may have something over here.”

      Carlos and Sarah moved towards the hole, while Jas remained where she was. Nutsack was still merrily gathering nuts in his tree, oblivious to the new danger.

      As Marcus stared into the hole, a small black creature jumped out and bit him on the end of his nose before disappearing back into the ground. His pride was hurt more than his health bar.

      “Hey!”

      “What was that?” asked Sarah, holding her hands out in front of her, ready to flame anything that moved.

      “I think it was a mole.” Marcus waved his sword at the hole in a semi-threatening manner. “Keep your eyes peeled. It probably has friends.”

      Carlos cheered. “Hooray, cannon fodder!” He stepped over to Marcus and waved his hands about while chanting. The golden glow topped up his health. Marcus said, “Thanks, but are the sound effects really necessary?”

      “I’m getting into character. Everyone knows chanting makes the healing process work better. You’re the one who told me to take it seriously.”

      “Maybe try a little less seriously?”

      “Make your bloody mind up!”

      Sarah said, “Quit it, you two. We’re in combat.”

      Carlos stared at the hole, waiting for something to happen. After a few seconds, he said, “I don’t think anyone told the mobs.”

      Sarah’s hand burst into flames. “Maybe I can smoke it out?”

      She stepped over to the hole and threw a fireball into it. With a screech, the mole jumped into the air fully ablaze, and Marcus cut it down, setting his sword on fire. He waved it frantically in the air until the flames went out.

      A notification flashed up for all of them.

      Battle won. Distributing EXP.

      A summary of their EXP appeared before each of them.

      Carlos sighed. “Wow, a whopping 2 EXP. Don’t spend it all at once, kids!”

      Jas squinted. “Looks like I got 2 EXP as well, but I didn’t even do anything.”

      Sarah checked a few menus until she found what she was looking for. “We’re in a party together. Looks like the EXP is divided up equally.”

      “That sounds like an odd way to do it,” Jas said. “Why wouldn’t the King reward playing well? What is our incentive to perform above expectations if our individual contributions are going to be ignored?”

      She flashed back to a group project in her first year at university, where she did all the work, and the rest of her team got the same grade. The professor ignored her complaints, so she’d escalated the matter all the way to the Dean, until the rest of her team lost their marks. After that, it never happened again, mainly because no other student would work with her.

      “It’s because of the different classes. If EXP is awarded for killing stuff, then a healer or tank would be at a serious disadvantage.”

      Jas wasn’t quite ready to give up on the idea. “Why can’t they get EXP for doing their stuff? Like healing or whatever.”

      “Then they are effectively being punished if we kill things quickly, or without getting hurt. It would also be hugely open to abuse. We could ignore a mob and leave it attacking Marcus, while Carlos continuously healed him. They could rack up an almost infinite number of EXP. This way, a team working together gets an equal share of the reward and no-one feels left out,” said Sarah.

      “I agree with Jas. This sounds lame,” said Carlos, picking up the charred mole carcass. “I miss the good old days when I got EXP for killing stuff!”

      The dead mole dissolved in his hands, leaving two gold coins. Jas stared at him, wide-eyed. He noticed her look of horror. “Touch the corpses to loot them. We’ll have to figure out the best way to divide the spoils, especially from bosses. They usually have pretty generous drops, but some of their stuff is likely to be class specific.”

      “I’m not sure that I can do this,” Jas said.

      Right on cue, a mole jumped out of the ground next to her. As it reached her head, it chomped down on her ear and dangled like a Christmas ornament. Jas ran around, screaming and flailing her arms. “Get it off me!”

      Sarah squinted at the moving target. “Hold still, I’ll get it.”

      Jas did as she was told, and Sarah blasted the mole with a fireball. Jas didn’t say anything, but she drew both her swords. Carlos immediately ran over in his excitement at having something to do. “Stand back everyone, healer coming through. Let me take a quick look.”

      He examined Jas’ ear and nodded thoughtfully. “Just a flesh wound. I can heal that in no time.” He waved his hands and her health bar refilled.

      She said, “Thank you,” and smiled at him, just as a mole jumped up and bit him on the arse.

      Carlos ran in a circle as the mole remained firmly in place. “Guys, little help here!”

      Jas whacked it with one of her swords. The mole vanished in a poof of fur. She stared at her sword accusingly, but remained poised to strike.

      Carlos tried in vain to heal his own arse before giving up in frustration. “Figures. The only person I can’t heal is myself. I guess I’ll just have to try not to die the old-fashioned way.”

      “We’ll get you some health potions, or whatever the equivalent is,” said Marcus, looking around warily. “Why haven’t we received the notification yet?”

      A mole burst from the ground, heading straight for his groin, but a fireball cut it down in mid-air. He nodded his thanks to Sarah. “I’m glad you’re a good aim with those things.”

      “Who said I was aiming for the mole?” she said, only half joking.

      As the mole fell to the ground, the notification finally popped.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      There were several dings and they all smiled as the Level Up notification showed up in each of their HUDs.

      Marcus considered the message:

      Level Up. You are now Level 2. +1 Stat point.

      That meant they each had a stat point to spend. Before anyone could jump into their menu, Marcus said, “What strategy are we using for our stat points? Are we going to each focus on our speciality?”

      “Makes sense,” answered Carlos. “We have no plans to split up, so we have each other to fill the gaps.”

      “Ok, let’s do that for the time being and we can reassess once we have a better understanding of the impacts.” Marcus hopped into the menu and selected his DEF stat.

      Add stat point to DEF?

      He mentally agreed and a new message appeared:

      Auto-assign new stat points to DEF? (This can be changed at any time)

      That was handy. He didn’t even have to remember to assign it. He agreed to the auto-assignment.

      Sarah and Carlos both added their points to WIS, Jas added hers to STR, and Nutsack sat in a tree stuffing his pockets with nuts.

      Jas said, “I don’t feel stronger?” She flexed her arm and poked at the muscle.

      “It’s incremental. We don’t even know how many levels there are. You might do an extra couple of points of damage when you hit, but you won’t be picking up wagons until you’ve dumped a lot of points into it,” replied Carlos.

      “Wait, are you saying I’ll have superhuman strength?” Jas asked, looking excited for the first time.

      “He’s teasing you,” said Sarah. “We don’t know the limits of our abilities yet, but we might get a sense if we run into other players.”

      Jas changed back to her default expression of concern. “Do you think that’s going to happen? That we might have to fight real people?”

      “It’s a distinct possibility,” said Sarah. “Based on our default nametags, there could be hundreds of other people running around in here.”

      “How is that possible?” asked Jas, a growing sense of guilt gnawing away at her. “Surely someone would have noticed if hundreds of people were missing?”

      “Depends where they found them,” replied Carlos. “You saw the size of that cage in the basement. This wasn’t an accident. Who knows how many other witnesses that dickhead Davies has disappeared?”

      Jas slowly craned her head around, waiting for an ambush or surprise attack. There were enough bushes dotted around to conceal a dozen well-armed attackers, provided they were very short. A new terrible thought occurred, “Won’t they be much higher levels than us if they’ve been here a while?”

      “Probably,” replied Carlos.

      “Wouldn’t that give them a considerable advantage?”

      “Probably,” repeated Carlos with a shrug. “But we have one thing they don’t.”

      “A squirrel disguised as a man?” Jas said.

      “No! Years of experience and finely honed skills,” said Carlos. “The kind you can’t pick up in a day or two. A few extra stat points can’t beat that.”

      Jas looked unconvinced. “It still sounds to me like a competitive disadvantage that we should work on rectifying. We don’t even know if the other players are trying to get the daggers too?”

      “Only one way to find out,” said Carlos. “First things first, we have to get the training wheels off and escape this bloody tutorial zone.”

      Jas had never known anyone so keen to be attacked.

      The ground rumbled again. “Looks like another wave,” said Carlos. “Let’s keep things interesting. Marcus, can you use that Taunt ability to make the moles attack you?”

      Marcus concentrated for a moment and then blurted out, “Come get me, mangy tunnel rats!”

      Sure enough, the rumble underfoot converged on him. After a few seconds, five moles erupted from the ground and bit into every available surface. Marcus was now wearing a moleskin coat, only with more teeth. Carlos healed him, a stream of golden light washing over Marcus. A tug of war began between the moles biting him and Carlos healing him, with his HP bar wavering back and forth.

      Sarah beamed. “Finally! I’ve been waiting for a chance to check this out.” She formed a fireball in her hand, but instead of throwing it, she held onto it. The fireball grew bigger and bigger, until it was three times the size. She unleashed it straight at Marcus, who winced as it hit him, killing all the moles at once and leaving him unscathed.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      He checked the details.

      There was a yellow bar showing his progress to the next level. It was already half full.

      “Hey! How did you know that wouldn’t burn me, too?” asked Marcus, patting down his clothes.

      “I didn’t. Now we know for sure,” Sarah said.

      “Thanks for the warning!”

      Carlos jumped in before a fight broke out. “What was that attack, Sarah?” he asked, looking around at the scattered mole corpses.

      “I can charge up my fireball spell. It uses nearly half my current MP, and takes twice as long to cast as the uncharged version. On the plus side, it increases the AoE and damage, which makes it effective in the right circumstances.”

      “AoE?” asked Jas, doing her best to keep up.

      “Area of Effect. There are spells and special moves that affect an entire area. It’s usually a circle, but it could theoretically be any shape. AoE spells are best used when fighting multiple enemies that are close together, or if you’re trying to hit something fast moving. They can also be used for zoning, to block an enemy’s retreat or force them down a particular path.”

      “Sounds handy!” Jas said, looking at her swords. “Is it only for magic?”

      “Not necessarily. It depends on the abilities you unlock.”

      Before they could continue their discussion, the ground shook. Carlos said, “That worked pretty well before. Same again?”

      Marcus checked. “Nope, Taunt is still on cooldown.”

      One by one, moles burst out of the ground. There were more of them this time. They continued to hop out, attack, and then drop back into their holes before anyone could hit them. Sarah caught one with a fireball in mid-air, and Jas sliced another, but they kept coming. Carlos bounced around, doing his best to heal while avoiding the moles, but two of them landed bites on him.

      Nutsack sat in his tree, watching his friends as small furry creatures popped up and attacked them. He wasn’t sure why they’d stay on the ground when it was obviously not safe. He yelled at them to join him in the safety of his tree, but the silly creatures refused to listen to common sense.

      Carlos frowned at the racket coming from the tree. “Any way we can get Nutsack down here to help us in the actual fight?”

      Marcus gestured for Nutsack to get out of the tree, but the rogue ignored the suggestion.

      Eventually Marcus’ Taunt ability came off cooldown, and he drew the four remaining enemies away from the others. As the moles chomped on him, he said, “Ok, Sarah, do your stuff.”

      “I don’t have the MP for a charged fireball.” She hit him with a regular fireball instead, which only killed two of the moles. Marcus turned to Jas. “I’m going to need your help to finish the other two.”

      Jas stepped forward and hesitated. “What if I hit you?”

      “It shouldn’t hurt me. We’re in the same party.”

      She took a swing at the mole dangling from Marcus’ torso. Even though her sword connected with him, it didn’t leave a mark or take away any HP. Jas quickly dispatched the last mole with quiet efficiency.

      Marcus relaxed when he saw the message pop up:

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Level Up. You are now Level 3. +1 Stat point auto-assigned to DEF.

      He heard Carlos sigh. “Guys, I know I should dump all my stat points into WIS to maximize my MP and keep the heals going, but I think I’m going to put this stat point into DEF. I’m way too vulnerable at the moment, as I can’t heal myself. I’ve already lost over half of my health. My HP regenerates slowly when I’m not in combat, but if our fights continue to come thick and fast, I won’t have time to get back to full health in between.”

      Everyone else agreed with that assessment, so Carlos added his point to DEF. Jas looked at her new STR point and said, “So what is the point of me adding STR? I know it makes me hit harder, but so what? I’m already killing these moles in one hit.”

      “Yeah, these are low-level mobs, probably level 1 or 2. They don’t have a lot of Hit Points, so you won’t notice the effect of doing more damage. However, these are just to get us used to the combat. As we progress, the enemies will get tougher, with more armour and HP. Then your higher DPS will be more noticeable.”

      Her face bunched up in frustration. “But how am I supposed to determine the formula being used for STR without access to the raw numbers?”

      “Why do you need to know the formula?” asked Carlos.

      “How else am I supposed to understand this world? It’s a game with a set of rules and conditions. If I’m to thrive here, I must be able to quantify my improvement.”

      Carlos smirked. “Were you this fun in the real world?”

      “Fun? It’s not my intention to be fun. We’re in a life or death situation. Fun doesn’t come into it. If we are to win this game, we must know the rules we’re playing by.”

      Carlos was about to say something else when Sarah interrupted him. “Jas, check the combat log. It shows you a detailed breakdown of each fight. That should have everything you need. Just think Combat Log.”

      Jas did as instructed and a stream of information flooded her view. She noticed an option to filter the log to just her activity and she did. Her view was immediately filled with rows upon rows of numbers.

      “Does that help?” asked Sarah.

      “It’s a decent start, but not yet conclusive. I’ll need more data to set a proper benchmark.”

      “Data? Benchmark? This is a game, not maths homework!” said Carlos.

      “I thought you were supposed to be good at this?” said Jas. “How can you be a good player if you don’t understand the formulas?”

      “I don’t need to know the formula for gravity to understand its effect on an arrow over distance,” replied Carlos.

      Jas looked horrified. “You don’t know general relativity? What about Newton’s universal law of gravitation?”

      “The guy with the apple? I bet I could shoot that off his head from twenty feet away.”

      The ground rumbled beneath them, thankfully cutting the conversation short.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas killed the last of the moles and saw the notification.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Level Up. You are now Level 4. +1 Stat point auto-assigned to STR.

      A flicker of a smile crossed her face, but not from enjoyment. She was about to find out how the systems here worked. One more level up should be enough to confirm her STR theory, and she’d be one step closer to understanding this place.

      At least here the rules were logical. Not like in the real world, where it often felt like everyone was making it up as they went along. Every time she thought she had it figured out, someone would introduce an additional layer or wrinkle. It often felt like she was the only one without the rulebook, that somehow she missed the memo regarding how to behave in a socially acceptable manner.

      A familiar rumble underfoot signalled another wave. They had mole-murder down to a fine art now.

      Jas had been expecting more complexity. Her new colleagues bragged about spending hours at a time playing video games, but as far as she could tell, it was a fish in a barrel simulator, with very little room for improvisation. The angry thief had been the only real challenge, and that was primarily because they hadn’t yet determined the optimal combat strategy. If he were to reappear now, she had little doubt they would dispatch him as easily as the talpis they had slain by the dozen.

      On the plus side, the large numbers of furry critters had helped quash her guilt. It was hard to feel bad about all of them. The murders all blended into each other after a while.

      As the snout poked out of the ground, Marcus yelled, “On me, you expensive fur coat!”

      The snout kept coming and coming, pushing up more and more earth until it towered above them. Eventually, it collapsed to the ground with a loud thud and a mole the size of a rhino stared back at them.

      As Jas stared, the new foe’s title appeared above its head:

      Momma Mole - Level 8

      Maybe this place wasn’t so boring after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 7: Big Momma

        

      

    

    
      The Momma mole stared back at them, her eyes barely visible under the thick silvery fur. She had a long pink snout that sniffed at the air, her head swivelling from left to right. She slowly turned to face Marcus, revealing a mouthful of pointed teeth.

      With growing panic he said, “Oh no, I just taunted this thing!”

      The mole scrambled forward with surprising speed, her claws leaving grooves in the ground as she surged towards them. She crashed into Marcus and began biting, each hit carving away 20% of his HP. He did his best to hold back the powerful jaws, but they continued to find alternative places to nip at him.

      Carlos immediately started up the healing stream, but it wasn’t strong enough to keep up with the onslaught. He said, “Jas, get in there! I won’t be able to keep Marcus alive for long.”

      Jas did as asked, charging in with both swords. She was so used to killing moles in a single hit, it was almost a surprise when the first two hits barely dented the Momma mole’s health bar. Jas doubled her efforts, getting in two more slashes before the mole span to face her.

      She backed away. “Now what?”

      “Keep hitting it!” Carlos yelled as he tried to heal Marcus back to full health.

      Jas lunged forward with both her swords, landing two more hits, but the mole ignored them. The creature bit into Jas’ ankle and refused to let go, pinning her to the spot. The berserker brought her swords down as hard as she could, but they only did a few percentage points of damage.

      The Momma mole pulled back sharply, dragging Jas off her feet. She landed hard and lost the ability to move. A new message appeared.

      You are stunned for 5 seconds.

      It didn’t sound like long, but it was enough for the mole to get another bite, almost killing Jas. As the mole reared back for another attack, the stun wore off and Jas slashed at the snout, doing almost twice as much damage as she was before. Even in the chaos of battle she quickly deduced that this was because of her Rage ability.

      The extra damage only angered the mole further. The Momma reared up, ready to deliver the killing blow. As she opened her jaws wide to finish Jas off, the mole flew sideways as a huge fireball blasted her, setting her on fire.

      Momma mole is ablaze.

      Sarah yelled, “Sorry for the delay. I wanted to see how long I could charge up a fireball. Turns out it’s quite a while! The bad news is I’m all out of MP again.”

      The Momma mole hissed as her HP slowly but steadily dropped. She writhed on the ground, trying to put the flames out, and when that didn’t work, she started to dig. Huge chunks of dirt flew at the group, doing minor damage, but also restricting their ability to attack. Carlos moved his healing beam over to Jas, who waited until she was back to 50% health before shaking her head. “Stop there. I need the DPS boost if we’re going to have any chance of killing this thing.”

      Carlos nodded his approval. “Not bad, noob, not bad at all. We’ll make a berserker out of you yet.”

      A shallow mound moved across the ground, showing them the location of the mole as it tunnelled beneath them. It headed straight for Carlos. He backed away hurriedly. “Why do they always go for the healer?”

      Marcus intercepted, sticking his wooden sword into the ground and blocking the mole’s path. The Momma re-emerged, no longer on fire, but still furious. She slashed at Marcus with her front claws, hitting him twice before he dodged out of the way. “I’m going to kite it along with another Taunt. Jas, see if you can get some more hits in without drawing agro.”

      Marcus ran away as quickly as his low agility would allow, before using his Taunt ability. “On me, you expensive fur coat.”

      Carlos laughed. “You really need to work on your taunts. You can’t even be bothered to think up new ones!”

      Marcus looked concerned. “It’s not me saying that! As soon as I think Taunt, I blurt out these terrible lines. It’s super creepy!”

      They didn’t have time to contemplate the wider implications, as there was a large angry tunnel rat to deal with. The mole waddled straight at Marcus, just as expected. Jas run up behind and got in four quick hits before the Momma turned back towards her. As soon as the mole turned Marcus hit her with his wooden sword. He couldn’t do enough damage to draw the mole’s ire, but he could at least get in a few quick hits of his own. Sarah joined in too, firing off the lone fireball that her depleted MP pool would allow. It didn’t set the Momma on fire again, but it served as a temporary distraction. They weren’t doing much damage individually, but if they could keep up the onslaught, they would be able to wear her down eventually.

      The mole ignored the other attacks and focused on Jas. The first claw swipe almost killed her, but Carlos was already healing her. Jas got in two more hits with her improved DPS, taking the mole down to 50% health. As her HP filled, Carlos said, “I’m down to 20% of my MP. I can’t sustain a constant healing stream like this for much longer. We need a new strategy.”

      At least someone agreed with him. Without warning, the Momma dived back underground. This time there was no telltale mound moving around. Instead, there was a deep rumble underfoot. “I think she’s gone deeper. Get ready for an attack,” said Marcus, his sword aloft. They all stared nervously at the ground as the rumbling grew stronger.

      The mole burst from the ground, leaping high into the air like a well-trained orca. It sailed towards Carlos, who tried to roll out of the way, but couldn’t clear the mole’s expansive undercarriage. The Momma landed with a thump, crushing him beneath her furry body, killing him instantly.

      It happened so quickly there was no time to adapt, but they had little choice. It forced them to improvise. Jas slashed at the mole before running off. “I’m going to draw it away from Carlos. Sarah, revive him. Marcus, I need you to tank. It’ll kill me in a couple of hits.” She headed straight for the tree that Nutsack was hiding in, hoping she could escape the mole by climbing. Unfortunately, the mole was too quick for her and caught up to Jas as she reached the tree.

      Marcus got there in time for the mole to slash at Jas. The berserker only had enough HP for one more hit. The mole reared up, ready to kill yet another team member. Taunt was still on cooldown, so he dove in the way. The killing blow slammed into his back. He was immensely glad that pain wasn’t a thing here. That single hit would have put him out of commission for weeks.

      Nutsack sat in his tree and watched the battle unfold directly beneath him. He’d thought his friends foolish before, when they were fighting the small furry creatures, but now that they were fighting this huge critter, he was concerned they may in fact be suicidal.

      It was difficult to watch his keeper being hit repeatedly. Each attack angered him a little more. Two competing emotions raged inside him as fiercely as the battle below. Loyalty and self preservation went head to head, clanging swords and bashing skulls. Just when it seemed self preservation may remain victorious, the mole slashed at his keeper’s back. It was a cheap shot, but it tipped the balance. Nutsack couldn’t sit here and watch any longer.

      Momma mole was prepared for many types of attack, but she wasn’t ready for an unseen enemy to drop out of the sky and land on her back. Nutsack plunged his pointy stick as hard as he could, and squiggles blocked his view.

      Backstab (Critical Hit)

      He pulled the dagger back for another attack, but the mole bucked violently, trying to throw him off. He bounced up and down, desperately trying not to let go. With the flair of a rodeo cowboy, he grabbed a handful of soft fur and held on as best as he could.

      When the mole’s attempts to dislodge him were unsuccessful, she tried a different approach. She dove back underground, taking Nutsack with her.

      Marcus watched them both disappear into a hole as Carlos sat up groggily. He looked around at the carnage and said, “What happened?”

      “You got one-shotted. Now hurry up and heal us. We need to go after that mole.”

      Carlos did as asked, but the healing stream ran out halfway through healing Jas. “I’m all out of MP. Are you sure going in there is the best strategy?”

      Marcus sighed. “I don’t think we have a choice. The mole has been fighting us on our terms this whole time, but when she dropped below half health, she went deeper underground. I think this is the second phase of her attack pattern. Now she wants us to take the fight to her, and has squirrel-napped Nutsack to convince us.”

      Carlos peered into the darkness of the muddy hole. “Urgh, fine, but you should at least wait until I regen some MP, else you’re going to be sitting ducks down there.”

      “Same for me,” Sarah added. “I barely have enough to cast a single fireball. My current regen speed is too slow. I need to get it up as quickly as possible.”

      Carlos opened his mouth to speak, but Marcus cut him off. “Not the time!”

      “You don’t know what I was going to say…” Carlos said.

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Nope.”

      Marcus tried to get them back on topic. “I don’t think we can wait. Nutsack won’t survive long down there.”

      A scream from the tunnel entrance confirmed they may already be too late. Marcus moved over to the hole, sword held high, ready to leap into the unknown. His vertigo briefly piped up to remind him that leaping into dark holes was a bad idea, but he ignored it.

      Carlos stared at the ground and said, “He’s dead.”

      “How do you know?” asked Marcus.

      “I have a passive ability that lets me see everyone’s health bar floating above their heads. Helps to prioritize healing, I guess. Nutsack’s HP just zero’d out.”

      “Wait,” said Jas, peering into the darkness. “If he’s already dead, there’s little to gain by rushing in there. If we aren’t operating efficiently, we will take longer to kill the mole, which will give it a greater opportunity to harm us. Besides, the mole may come back out. We should wait and see what happens.”

      She said this with a sense of urgency. Marcus wanted to ignore her and leap down to protect his friend, but deep down, he knew she was right. He begrudgingly waited at the top of the hole, furiously tapping his foot for what felt like a very long time. Jas took several steps back and sat on the ground, staring at the hole, as if daring it to do something. There was no sign of the mole.

      After two minutes Marcus couldn’t bear to wait any longer. He said, “Carlos, where you at? Is your MP full?”

      “Almost, but my HP isn’t.”

      “How come?”

      “Stupid game is treating it like we’re still in combat. I only got a quarter of my HP back when Sarah revived me, and that’s where it’s going to stay until we win this fight. I need to find health potions.”

      “I’m hoping there will be a shop soon,” said Marcus, concerned. Having a healer with low health was a recipe for disaster. It wasn’t helped by Carlos’ penchant for getting into trouble.

      Marcus said, “How about you, Sarah? How’s your MP?”

      “Close enough,” she said.

      Close enough. This was the closest he had been to her in months, and as far as he was concerned, it wasn’t close enough.

      He desperately tried to think of something clever to say, to keep the conversation going, but Carlos interrupted. “Good enough for me! Let’s go.” He ran and cannonballed into the hole.

      Jas watched and said, “Is he always like this?”

      “Like what?” Marcus asked.

      “Suicidal.”

      “He’s overly enthusiastic.”

      “He has absolutely no idea what’s down there, or how deep it is, and his health is perilously low. He’s probably lying dead in a heap at the bottom. Also, I bet it’s dark down there…”

      Marcus leaned over the hole, ignoring the wobble in his knees. He put his hand up to his mouth and yelled, “Carlos, you ok down there?”

      The only response he got was his echo, which took an awfully long time to reach them. He said, “I think perhaps Carlos might need a hand.”

      “What he needs is a plan,” Jas said.

      “He likes to plan on the fly.”

      “If you fail to plan, you plan to fail,” Jas said.

      Marcus shrugged. “That’s the great thing about games. You can fail all you want.” He stepped off the edge and fell.

      The darkness made it hard to gauge how far he tumbled, but it took a long time to hit the ground. Each passing second was worse than the last, until he landed with a crunch, buckling his knees and sending him tumbling forwards onto something soft. It took a moment to realize that the squishy landing pad was Carlos, who was dead. The moment Marcus touched him, the revival countdown started.

      He heard Sarah’s voice. It was faint, and far away. “Marcus? Are you ok?”

      “Yes. I’m fine.” He checked his HP. He’d lost almost 20% of his health from the fall. “Be warned, it’s a bit of a rough landing.”

      “Is it dark?” Jas asked, not hiding the nerves in her voice.

      Marcus stared into nothing. “Yeah, pretty dark. There’s no light source down here.”

      “Hold on, I can fix that,” yelled Sarah.

      An orange dot glowed in the distance. As he squinted at it, it grew larger, until he realized what it was. He dodged out of the way as the fireball crashed into the ground, being careful to keep his hand on Carlos. He yelled back up, “Hey! Check your fire.”

      After a brief delay, he heard Sarah say, “Sorry! Did you see anything?”

      “Yeah, I saw a bloody big fireball hurtling at me!”

      “I mean in the tunnels. Any sign of the Momma mole?”

      Marcus peered over his shoulder into the infinite wall of black. “Nope, no sign of her.”

      “Ok, we’re coming down.”

      There was a muffled discussion between the girls. Marcus couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded like a disagreement.

      Carlos sat up, rubbing his head. “That was a little deeper than I expected…”

      Marcus let go of him. “You think?”

      “Also, it’s dark down here.”

      Marcus sighed. “You jumped into a hole. How are you surprised it’s deep and dark? That’s literally the two things that make it a hole.”

      “Ok, don’t get your knickers in a twist. I’m fine.”

      “Fine? You died!”

      “And yet here I am, ready to annoy.”

      “Well, you’re certainly nailing that part. Seriously, we’re all on the same team. I know you’re used to jumping in with both feet, but we won’t last long if our healer’s always dead,” said Marcus.

      Carlos thought for a moment and said, “I promise I won’t dive in headfirst, if you promise you will. You’re the tank. It’s your job to take the heat. You can’t do that if you’re hanging back.”

      Marcus held out his hand. “Ok, deal! Now can you heal me up so I can go tank some stuff?”

      Carlos laughed and started up the healing stream. As he did, the golden glow lit up the tunnel. Carlos said, “Look! I’m a walking med pack and a night light.”

      “You’re a regular multi tool.”

      Sarah landed with a thump. She immediately set her hands on fire, drowning out Carlos’ sparkle hands with flickering torchlight. It illuminated her face, showing how upset she looked. Marcus immediately panicked. “What’s the matter?”

      “We have a problem.”

      “What is it? Are you ok?” said Marcus.

      “It’s not me, it’s Jas. I can’t convince her to come down here.”

      Carlos butted in. “What? Why not? She’s our DPS. She can’t keep running from fights.”

      “Turns out she’s afraid of the dark.”

      Marcus carefully considered how to broach such a sensitive topic. As someone with a phobia, he was keenly aware of just how gently they needed to tread to convince her. One wrong step and…

      “Seriously, Jas? You’re afraid of the dark? What are you, a toddler?” Carlos yelled back up the hole as he switched his healing stream to Sarah.

      The reply was faint. “It’s a totally rational fear called Nyctophobia, triggered by an evolutionary overreaction to…”

      “Get down here or we’re leaving without you!” he replied over the top of her scientific explanation.

      “You wouldn’t!”

      Carlos stayed totally silent.

      After a pause, Jas spoke in a more panicked tone, “Are you still there? Anyone?”

      Sarah went to speak, but Carlos put his finger to his lips. She stared at him, shook her head and said, “It’s ok, Jas, I can light up the tunnels down here, it isn’t dark at all.”

      “You promise?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      There was a moment of silence before a lot of screaming, and then Jas crash landed. She looked around anxiously as Sarah increased the flames on her hands and said, “It’s ok, we’ve got you.”

      Once Jas was convinced it was bright enough, she glared at Carlos. “I can’t believe you’d pretend to leave me behind!”

      “Who says I was pretending?”

      “You’re not very nice. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Sarah might have mentioned it once or twice,” Carlos said with a smirk.

      Jas pushed him out of the way and moved directly next to Sarah, gazing at the flames in her hands. Carlos moved towards her, and she looked ready to murder him, but he slowly healed her.

      They turned the corner ready for a fight, only to see Nutsack face down on the ground at a fork in the tunnel. Marcus revived him and he sprang back to his feet, his health sitting at 25%. He saw Marcus and tried to climb onto his back.

      “Not now, Nutsack! We’ve got a mole to fight.”

      The rogue reluctantly let go. He wasn’t sure what the words meant, but he knew all about tone.

      “Any idea which way the mole went?” Marcus asked. Nutsack stared back at him blankly. Marcus did his best impression of a mole, sticking his teeth out and flapping his hands around. Then he pointed at the two different tunnels and shrugged.

      Nutsack finally deduced what was being asked. His keeper wanted to know how to avoid the big bitey thing that had attacked him. He pointed at the tunnel that they should take, the nice safe one on the left.

      Marcus moved towards the right-hand tunnel and Carlos said, “Where are you going? He said the mole was down the left tunnel.”

      “Exactly. We got what we came for. Nutsack is safe. Now we’re getting out of here.”

      “But think of the EXP! We’ll get boatloads when we take the Momma down.”

      Marcus had seen this look on his friend’s face before. He wasn’t one to admit defeat. He’d rather die trying. Unfortunately, that was the most likely outcome.

      “We’re at a disadvantage down here. The mole can see better than us, move faster, and attack from 360 degrees. Our ranged fighter is neutered, and we can’t take advantage of our superior numbers. If we stay down here, that thing’s going to kill us off one by one, and you’ll be first.”

      Carlos turned to Jas. “Back me up, stats wizard. There’s got to be a good reason to go after the big momma.”

      “Actually, I’m not sure there is. The King didn’t give us a time limit to complete our task, so levelling up faster isn’t necessarily helpful if it comes with increased risk, which your suggestion definitely brings. It vastly increases the chance of all of us dying simultaneously, which would mean a lost fight and a waste of time. We should vacate this location as quickly as possible.”

      “I’m sure the darkness has nothing to do with that assessment,” Carlos mumbled, still pouting. He reluctantly followed Marcus when he took the right-hand path.

      Nutsack watched the rest of them go. These furless creatures were strange. They never listened. If only he could make the sounds they made, perhaps he could explain that they were heading toward certain death. He tried, and the resultant noise was very loud in the confined space.

      Everyone stared at Nutsack as he groaned. Jas said, “Is he ok?”

      “It sounds like he’s crapping his pants,” said Carlos. “Wait, can we even do that in the game?” He tried sniffing and said, “Weird, there’s no smell! Marcus, go check him to find out.”

      “What? No way! Why am I the one checking?”

      “He’s your pet, so you clean up after him.”

      “Not a chance,” Marcus said. “Let’s get out of here and then we’ll deal with whatever’s going on with him when we’re safe.”

      They rounded two more corners and came face to face with the Momma Mole in a large, open chamber. Marcus gave Nutsack a piercing glare, who responded with an I told you so shrug.

      “Now that we’re here, I guess we may as well fight,” said Carlos, a little too chirpily.

      The Momma agreed with him. She hissed and charged straight at them. Sarah threw the fireball in her hand and they were plunged into darkness, earning a shriek from Jas. Then the mole burst into flames again, illuminating the entire space.

      Momma Mole is ablaze.

      The mole turned and they prepared to attack, but instead of retreating, she kicked out her back legs, showering them with dirt.

      “It’s trying to bury us!” Sarah shouted. “Don’t let it pin you down.”

      They tried to evade, but the dirt slowed their movement. Only Nutsack was fast enough to break free and he lunged at the mole with his dagger, stabbing her firmly in the arse and setting his sleeve on fire. As he shook his arm to put out the flames, the mole squealed and darted out of range.

      With no more dirt flying, the others pulled themselves loose. They split into two groups, each sticking to a different wall. Marcus spoke loud enough for everyone to hear him. “Ok, we need to finish her quickly, before she brings the ceiling down.”

      Nutsack recalled how upset the mole was earlier, when he’d stabbed her in the back. Perhaps he could try doing that again. There was the minor inconvenience of the mole being on fire, but flames didn’t seem to hurt. He just needed to get on top of her.

      With one deft movement, the rogue ran up the nearest wall, kicking dirt everywhere, before flipping up and onto the mole’s back. He quickly performed a backstab, which had the desired effect. The more the mole squirmed, the more she was hurt.

      The mole attempted to buck Nutsack off once more, and was assisted by the perilously low ceiling. Nutsack crashed into it, losing almost half his health. The only upside was that it put the flames out. Carlos quickly started up the healing stream to keep the suicidal squirrel alive.

      Marcus and Jas took full advantage of the distraction, getting in hits of their own. They didn’t rival the backstab damage, but the combined effect was a slow and steady whittling of the moles remaining HP. Nutsack delivered the killing blow moments before he was crushed to death by the ceiling, and the mole slumped into a pile on the ground.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Jas grinned as she confirmed the results, temporarily forgetting they were still in a dark tunnel:

      Level Up. You are now Level 5. +1 Stat point to spend.

      New ability unlocked. Please choose from the following options:

      - Tornado (AoE): Spin in a circle for 10 seconds with weapons outstretched. Pulls enemies caught in the area of effect towards you. 60-second cool down.

      - Leap Attack: Target a single enemy within range and leap towards them in a devastating attack. Does double your standard damage. 60-second cool down.

      Things had suddenly gotten a lot more interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 8: Choices, Choices

        

      

    

    
      “I think everyone should be free to make their own choice,” Marcus said.

      Once Carlos had finished looting the Momma’s corpse they had found the rest of the moles’ extensive tunnel network, which thankfully led to a more accessible exit. Once they were back outside and a safe distance away, they took a moment to rest and heal up. When they were certain they wouldn’t be attacked, they sat down to discuss their new abilities. They each had a choice to make.

      The pleasantries lasted the duration as Sarah’s patience.

      “But what about…” Carlos started.

      “If you say synergies one more time, I’m going to set you on fire,” Sarah muttered. The fireball in her hand suggested she wasn’t kidding.

      Carlos reconsidered his statement and instead said, “Ok fine, but we should at least share our choices, in case some of them may complement each other…” The fireball grew bigger and Carlos spoke a little faster. “I’ll start. My choice is between a temporary speed boost, or a temporary healing boost. Basically, I can either get to someone quicker, or heal them quicker, for a 10-second duration. There’s a 60-second cooldown for both.”

      “Which way are you leaning?” asked Marcus.

      “Enemies have caught me by surprise a few times, so being able to tactically retreat faster would be handy. It would be nice to increase my healing output, but I suspect I’ll get better equipment to help with that, whereas I don’t know what options I’ll have for my movement speed. For that reason, I think Dash is the more strategic choice.”

      Everyone nodded and Marcus said, “Ok, don’t lock it in yet, but let’s keep that in mind. Who wants to go next?”

      Sarah spoke up. “Mine’s a little different. It’s a passive ability. I can choose between a 50% faster MP regen, or a 25% increase in my overall MP pool. I’m honestly torn. They both sound useful. I’m thinking maybe the increased pool. Regen would be handy mid-fight, but assuming I’ll be learning new spells, and assuming that the MP cost of those spells will increase, it will provide more flexibility to have a larger MP pool. Plus, we don’t know if there are magic potions yet. If there are, I can use them to refill my MP pool, so regen speed is less important.”

      “Solid reasoning,” said Marcus. “Jas?”

      “I can either leap at a single enemy, or spin in a circle and chop lots. The spin option is an Area of Effect ability.” She beamed at knowing the acronym.

      “Hmm, that’s trickier. One increases your mobility, the other provides more effective crowd control. What are the cooldowns?”

      “Both 60 seconds.”

      “Which one were you thinking?”

      “I don’t have enough information to make that determination.”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Why not?”

      “So far we’ve fought several groups of weak enemies, and two singular but more powerful enemies. If we believe the former will be more prevalent throughout the game, then the spin attack would be a better choice, but it will be less effective against singular enemies. On the other hand, I could use the leaping attack against both.”

      They all stared at her for a moment while they considered her reasoning. Carlos was the first to speak. “As a berserker, you’re unlikely to put many points into AGI, so your movement speed may become an issue. That’s a problem if you’re our main DPS, as you may be on the other side of the battlefield from the toughest enemy. I think the leaping one will be more practical in the long run.”

      “Makes sense,” Jas said. She hovered over the option, waiting for confirmation.

      “I guess that leaves me,” said Marcus. “I have a similar choice to Carlos. The two abilities are Turtle and Hare. One doubles my DEF, but halves my movement speed. The other doubles my movement speed and halves my DEF. Both last for 10 seconds and have a 60-second cooldown. I was initially thinking turtle, but the points Carlos made to Jas apply to me even more. I’m the slowest of all of us. I can’t save someone if I can’t reach them in time. Hare solves that.”

      That was met with nods all around. Marcus said, “Ok, it sounds like we have a plan. Those abilities should work well together as it will give us greater mobility as a team, which will let us adapt to changing situations more easily. Everyone, confirm your choice.”

      They did as asked. Jas looked over at Nutsack, who was staring intently at a nut. “What about him?”

      “I can barely convince him to fight. The chances of him understanding the intricacies of a levelling system are non-existent. Perhaps as he levels up, he’ll be better able to communicate,” said Marcus.

      Nutsack noticed everyone looking at him and assumed it was jealousy over his nut. He quickly jammed it in his mouth and placed his hand on his dagger, in case they were coming for the rest of his stash. The nut didn’t taste of anything.

      There was a rumble underneath them, and Carlos rolled his eyes. “Seriously, I figured we’d get a break from the moles after we killed their mum.”

      A white arm burst out of the ground, clutching a sword. Then another. One by one, skeletons pulled themselves out of the earth, surrounding them. They started a chant, their voices wispy. “Leave this place.”

      Carlos clapped. “Finally, something decent to fight!”

      Marcus didn’t share his enthusiasm. He focused on the closest enemy and the title above its head popped up:

      Spirit Warrior - Level 20

      “Carlos, I don’t think we’re meant to fight them.”

      “Stop being such a wuss. We can beat them if we work together.”

      More and more skeletons erupted from the earth until they were everywhere, slowly circling the group. Jas drew her swords and held them in front of her. “I’m already wishing I had that spin attack!”

      “Yeah, that’s a normal feeling. You always notice the abilities you don’t choose more than the ones you do,” said Carlos. “Why not test out your new leap attack?”

      Jas hesitated. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, we can totally take these guys. This is the training zone, remember?”

      Jas shrugged and thought of her new ability. As soon as she did, a green arrow appeared above the closest skeleton’s head. As she looked around, it moved from enemy to enemy, until she looked at one too far away, and the arrow turned red. Refocusing on a closer target, she hesitated and then thought attack.

      Her legs became springs. She jumped higher and further than she thought possible. As she sailed through the air, she instinctively flipped both swords to face downwards and plunged them into the skeleton’s rib cage, shattering it instantly. With nothing to hold them up, the rest of the bones tumbled to the ground into a neat little pile. Carlos cheered behind her. “See, these guys are glorified dog treats. Let’s show them there’s a new team in town!”

      As the bones fell away, a shimmering blue apparition remained. It was roughly the shape of a person, but the edges were undefined, like a picture trying to come into focus. It bent down and picked up the sword that the skeleton dropped, causing it to hover in the air. Jas swung her sword, but it passed straight through the blue mist, until it clanged against the spirits’ very real weapon. With a hiss, the spirit lofted its sword to retaliate, and Marcus charged in to block the attack. He used his new Hare ability, closing the distance quicker than he expected. As he skidded to a halt between Jas and the ghost, he remembered too late that his DEF was temporarily halved. The strike killed him instantly.

      As Marcus fell to the ground, the skeletons repeated their earlier command, adding an ultimatum. “Leave this place, or join us.”

      “Ok, change of plans,” Carlos said, inching towards Marcus’ body. “Let’s get out of here. Jas, watch my back while I revive Marcus.”

      “How? I can’t even hit that thing!”

      “I don’t know. Stand there and look menacing!”

      Jas tried, but it was hard to tell if the skeletons were intimidated or not, they weren’t exactly expressive. They didn’t attack, which was a good sign. When Marcus finally sat up, he turned to Carlos. “I told you!”

      “We can argue about it later. I think now might be a good time to leave.”

      With the shuffle of clanking bones, the skeletons took a step forward, pushing them back. A scan of the horizon showed a village behind them, with nothing else in sight. Marcus checked the map and confirmed the village was outside the training zone boundary. “Let’s head that way. There may be shops.”

      As they slowly backed away, the skeletons stopped marching and a message popped up:

      Battle fled. Rewards lost.

      When they were sure the skeletons weren’t following, they turned to face the village and increased the pace. A new message popped up the moment they left the area:

      You are leaving the training area. Death penalties now apply.

      “Death penalties?” asked Jas.

      “Yeah, usually there’s a consequence for dying. Could be lost EXP, dropped equipment or worse. Knowing the King, it will be something bad,” Carlos replied. “Let’s try not to find out.”

      They slowly fell into silence, each taking a moment to contemplate the situation. It all felt more tangible now that they’d killed some mobs and levelled up.

      As they approached the village, a new message appeared:

      This is a non-combat zone. Aggressive actions will be punished. PvP is disabled.

      Before Jas could ask, Sarah said, “PvP is Player vs. Player. That’s a bad sign.”

      “What do we do if we see another player?” asked Jas.

      Marcus replied, “We’re still seriously underpowered. If we encounter other players, we should run.”

      “What if they’re trying to help us?”

      Carlos, Marcus, and Sarah all burst out laughing. When they realized Jas hadn’t joined in, they laughed even harder. Eventually, Carlos caught his breath. “Sorry, we keep forgetting you haven’t played games online before. No-one ever helps. If you meet a stranger, they will one-hundred percent screw you over the very first chance they get, whether that means stabbing you in the back, stealing all the best loot or using you as a human shield. You shouldn’t trust anyone that you don’t already know.”

      “I only met all of you a few hours ago…”

      “Yeah, we don’t count. We are that rarest of online creatures, not arseholes.”

      Sarah’s laughter got louder, but Carlos ignored her. “The lack of PvP sucks. I was looking forward to slaying some fresh meat.”

      “Why are you mad? You wouldn’t last five seconds in a PvP fight,” Sarah said. “You couldn’t even handle the level 1 training moles.”

      “I could if I hadn’t been so busy healing you lot. Anyway, who knows what cool spells I’m going to get? For all you know, I’m going to be a badass battle healer!”

      “Battle healer?” said Jas. “Is that a thing?”

      “Ignore him,” Marcus said. “He made that up. There’s no such thing as a battle healer.”

      “Of course there is!” Carlos declared. “You haven’t heard of it because most healers are too lame to handle it. I’m going to be the perfect blend, able to keep you plebs alive while kicking arse. Just you wait and see.”

      Marcus smiled. “I’m suddenly annoyed by the lack of PvP too….”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 9: Shop till you Drop

        

      

    

    
      Hyfforddiant Village was a collection of ramshackle wooden structures, with tattered thatch roofs covered in moss. The only building that looked properly built was the tavern, which stood proudly in the centre of the village square. It was constructed of a light-grey brick, giving it an air of permanence. A hungry wolf could huff and puff the entire village down in a couple of breaths, but he wouldn’t steal their booze. This place had made their priorities clear.

      The village bustled with energy as NPCs went about their day, and animals freely roamed the streets. Two gigantic horses trotted down the road, led by a small child. They were thick and sturdy, built for durability instead of speed. That same no-nonsense approach applied to the villagers too. Their outfits suggested humble folk, farmers, peasants, and a smattering of other trades. The details were impressive, down to the frayed, muddy clothing and haggard expressions. Some of these NPCs looked moments away from jumping off a cliff, if they could find one.

      The only people enjoying themselves were the two men engaged in a heated game of chess outside the pub. Each had a half-filled tankard that sloshed around as they got excited about a particularly well-executed move. Their laughter echoed across the square, warm and inviting, beckoning the group towards the tavern. They resisted the temptation. There was a quest to complete.

      Jas ran up to the nearest NPC, a young lady that was milking a cow in the middle of the street. The maiden looked puzzled when Jas said, “Excuse me, can you understand me?”

      With tremendous concentration, the girl replied, “Yes, weary traveller, I speak your tongue. Would you like to buy some milk?”

      “No, thank you. I was wondering if there’s anywhere around here I could buy some clothes?”

      The young lady stared back. Her face crinkled with effort as if she was trying to speak. There was a long pause, followed by a gargle, and then her face went blank. She responded in a monotone voice. “Would you like to buy some milk, weary traveller?”

      “No thanks. I guess I can find the shop on my own,” Jas said, walking away.

      “What was that?” she said, returning to the others. “That woman’s behaviour was strange.”

      “Don’t let their looks fool you. As I mentioned before, these are simple programs with a very limited repertoire. Most NPCs are decoration. They will only have a few lines of dialogue and will repeat the same sentences over and over. Others may be more advanced, for example, if they’re part of a quest. Those NPCs usually have more to say, and might even be capable of some limited interaction.”

      Jas looked back at the woman frantically milking the cow. “But she looks like a person.”

      “Yeah, I’m quite surprised at how lifelike they are. DAS has certainly put in some effort, which isn’t like them at all. They must have bought a company that owned this tech and shoehorned it in. That’s the only logical explanation. Just wait, in five minutes we will be hit up for micro-transactions,” Carlos replied.

      Jas glanced down at her bare stomach. “I’d actually be ok with that, if it means I can buy some decent clothes. I can’t keep walking around like this, it’s making me self-conscious.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Sarah said. “I wouldn’t mind checking out the gear to see if I can get a few upgrades. Why don’t the rest of you try to find a blacksmith or armoury so we can get some decent weapons? Let’s meet back in this square in ten minutes.”

      Everyone nodded, but Marcus lingered. He looked like he was about to say something to Sarah, but then he shook his head and left.

      As soon as they were alone Jas blurted out, “Are you still attracted to Marcus?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry, I’m not very good at girl talk. I mean, Carlos said you used to date, but don’t anymore. Seems as if you still like each other. Why did you guys break up?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Jas stared expectantly, and Sarah sighed. “I had a fiancee, we had our entire lives planned out, and then he turned out to be a cheating bastard. My world got turned upside down. I promised myself I wouldn’t let myself get hurt like that again. I swore off men for a while, and then Marcus stumbled into my life. We went through a traumatic event together and bonded, but deep down, I couldn’t commit. I tried to make it work, but I’m not ready. I had to break it off.”

      “Did you tell Marcus the reason?”

      Sarah stared at the ground. “No. He’d keep trying to win me over, or worse yet, he’d wait for me. I don’t know how long it’s going to take. I couldn’t stand the thought of him pining over me, putting his life on hold. It was much better for both of us to end it. Sure, it stung for a while, but at least now he can move on.”

      “And what about you? Do you get to move on?”

      Sarah looked stunned by the question. She stumbled for an answer. “I’m super busy with work right now. There’s no time for a relationship. I don’t think about it.”

      “I see. So how did Marcus end up at DAS last night?”

      “Enough about me,” Sarah blurted out. “What about you? I hardly know anything about you. Is there a special someone in the real world that might raise the alarm when you don’t come home?”

      “Afraid not. I haven’t had a date in months. I’ve been too busy with work.”

      “What’s your type?” Sarah asked.

      “He has to be extremely intelligent, well read, philosophical, confident, but not overly so, ambitious, but not overly so, and able to look after himself.”

      Sarah laughed. “So basically, he’s imaginary? What does this dream man look like? A Greek god? A movie star, perhaps?”

      “I don’t care about looks. I only care that he has a beautiful mind.”

      Sarah laughed again. “You should ask the King to make you this guy, because you aren’t finding him in the real world!”

      They both chuckled at the thought. Sarah said, “Seriously though, is there anyone that might miss you? Friends or family, perhaps?”

      “No, my family all live back in Canada. The only people I see regularly are people from work. There’s nobody else, unless my cat Digit learns to dial 999. He might annoy the neighbours if he gets hungry enough, but I’m pretty sure he’s already being fed at half the houses on my street. Regardless, I doubt they’ll send the search party because of a disgruntled kitty.”

      Silence hung between them. Jas was painfully aware of how tragic her life sounded. No friends, family, or boyfriend, only work. Sarah didn’t seem to have that problem. She was casually casting aside guys that clearly adored her. Perhaps if Jas asked the right questions, she might figure out how.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus regarded his crappy wooden sword. “Sarah’s right. We need to find a blacksmith.”

      “Can we stop at the general store on the way? I need health potions to avoid a repeat of that last fight,” said Carlos, his health bar finally full again after their period without combat.

      “Sure, I wouldn’t mind a couple myself, just to be safe.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence!” Carlos said with a wink.

      “Don’t be so sensitive. You died twice in the last battle. It won’t hurt to have a backup if I have to make it across the battlefield to revive you.”

      Nutsack watched them bickering, like they always did. It must be a territorial thing. Perhaps the mouthy one was trying to steal his keeper’s mating partner. That was a constant threat in the squirrel world. Even your closest ally would happily betray you during mating season. It was nothing a savage biting wouldn’t fix. He took a step towards Carlos, happy to lend a hand, or some teeth.

      “Looks like Nutsack’s keen to get moving,” declared Marcus, setting off towards a side street that showed promise.

      As they started walking, Carlos said, “Are you doing ok? With the whole Sarah thing, I mean.”

      Marcus slowed. “It’s a lot to process. She hasn’t spoken to me in months. Now we’re thrown together, and I’m supposed to act like everything’s fine. I’m going to have a chat with her, if we can get some alone time.”

      “I think that’s a bad idea,” Carlos said, taking a step back in case he caught a wooden sword to the face.

      “Why?” It was disguised as a question, but Marcus’ tone made it more of an accusation.

      “What good can come of it? You’re both trapped in here. If she says she doesn’t love you, it’s going to open up old wounds. If she admits she made a mistake, it’s going to be a massive distraction. Either way, it’s bad for the team.”

      “The team? Since when do you care about the team?”

      “What? I always care about the team. You can’t win if the team sucks. It’s not my fault if most of the teams I’m in are full of idiots. Present company excepted.”

      Nutsack leapt into a nearby bin and rummaged around for food scraps.

      “Speaking of team mates, what do you think about Jas?” Carlos said, ignoring the foraging rogue.

      “She seems nice.” Marcus eyed him suspiciously. “Why? Do you fancy her?”

      “What? No! I’m still not convinced she’s fully on our team. This whole thing could be a trap. She works for DAS after all, and she said she was part of these experiments. Who knows what stuff she’s been involved with?”

      “Sarah works at DAS too. Jas is stuck in here, same as us. There’s no reason to think she’s a villain.”

      Carlos raised an eyebrow. “Trusting people got us into this mess.”

      “Perhaps, but not trusting our teammates will get us killed. We need to be working together if we’re going to have any chance of getting out of here. Promise me you’ll drop this ridiculous double agent theory. We’re literally trapped in a world of their creation. You think they couldn’t mess with us in a million different ways? They can probably listen in on every conversation and see everything we do. Why would they need a mole?”

      “Urgh, don’t say mole. If I never see another mole for the rest of my life, that’s fine with me,” replied Carlos with a shiver.

      They reached the general store. It was exactly what its name suggested, with a wide variety of products on offer. Most of them were self explanatory. It was hard to gauge prices with nothing to compare them to, but Carlos bought five healing potions for 5 gold apiece to help keep himself alive. He popped them into his inventory. “That’s most of my money, but at least now I won’t be caught with my pants down.”

      Marcus chuckled. “I hope you’re wearing pants under that robe.”

      “Don’t you start. It’s bad enough with the girls teasing me.”

      Marcus picked up a grey potion and examined it. He pulled up the description:

      Potion of Caledwch (Weak) - 30 gold

      + 5 DEF for ten minutes. Does not stack.

      He held it up for Carlos to see. “This would come in handy. Perhaps I should get one of these?”

      Carlos shook his head. “Too expensive for a temporary boost. You’d be better off spending your money on gear that permanently improves your stats.”

      Marcus reluctantly put the bottle back on the shelf. Nutsack watched him do so with confusion. It had seemed as if his keeper had wanted the bottle, but he didn’t take it. The rogue picked it up and had a strange urge to slip it under his robes. He did so, and a message appeared that he couldn’t read:

      CHR check passed. Theft successful.

      That seemed easy enough. He picked up a yellow potion:

      Potion of Doethineb (Medium) - 60 gold

      + 10 WIS for ten minutes. Does not stack.

      He tried slipping it into his robes again, but different squiggles appeared in his vision:

      CHR check passed. Theft successful.

      Warning: Inventory Full. Please discard items, or store them in a chest.

      He did not know what it said, so he tried again:

      CHR check failed. Theft detected.

      Marcus jumped as the shopkeeper pulled a sword from under his counter and shouted, “Stop, thief!”

      Marcus looked for the thief in question as the shopkeeper ran straight at Nutsack, who darted away, knocking down shelves of produce as he fled. He bolted out the door clutching a yellow vial, with the shopkeeper in hot pursuit.

      “As if he wasn’t enough of a liability. Now he’s a shoplifter!” Marcus said, turning to Carlos in time to see him stuffing an orange potion into his robes. “What are you doing?”

      Carlos shrugged. “Our reputation’s already shot. Might as well take advantage.” He tried to take another, but stopped. “Hmm, apparently if I steal another potion, our party’s reputation with the village will be permanently set to hostile. Not sure if the girls would appreciate that.” He gingerly put the potion back on the shelf.

      Marcus ran outside in time to see several villagers holding Nutsack down as the shopkeeper stalked towards him with a sword. “We don’t tolerate thieves in these parts,” he snarled.

      Nutsack squirmed but couldn’t break free. Marcus drew his own sword, the splinter-filled mess that it was, and shouted, “If you want to kill him, you’ll have to kill me too.”

      Two large villagers broke away from the group and walked towards Marcus. Apparently, they had accepted his offer. They both shared the same description:

      Farmer - Level 5

      They each clutched a pitchfork coated in mud, but the prongs looked plenty sharp enough. Certainly sharper than his weapon.

      Carlos appeared behind him. “What’s the situation?”

      “Half the village wants to kill Nutsack, and these two large gentlemen would prefer it if I didn’t intervene.”

      “Fair enough. I’ve got your back. This isn’t much use to me, anyway.” He tossed the orange potion to Marcus, who checked the details:

      Potion of Cryfder (Weak)

      + 5 STR for ten minutes. Does not stack.

      Marcus shook off the guilt of handling stolen goods as the first farmer lunged for him. He dodged out of the way, the pitchfork narrowly missing him. It effortlessly pierced deep into the ground. The farmer had made his point. All four of them.

      Marcus chugged the potion and immediately felt stronger. Much stronger. He barrelled into the second farmer and smacked him with his wooden sword. It took off almost a quarter of the farmer’s HP in one swing. Marcus was still staring in amazement when he felt a jab in his back. It didn’t hurt, but his back vibrated to let him know he was being hit in a place he’d rather not. He had made a rookie error, turning his back on an opponent, and it had cost him 10% of his HP. Thankfully, it was a temporary setback. Carlos quickly brought him up to full health.

      The farmer pulled back to attack again, and Marcus ran straight for him. The pitchfork was a ranged weapon. It was ineffective up close. As the farmer tried to back away, Marcus got in a flurry of quick hits, downing him. He was prepared for the backstab this time, and ducked accordingly as the other pitchfork sailed over his head. He span and slashed at the remaining farmer’s legs, which was enough to finish the job.

      Marcus surveyed the scene. Nutsack was still writhing on the floor as the shopkeeper stabbed at him, with each hit doing decent damage. He couldn’t figure out how Nutsack was still alive until he saw Carlos standing in the background, healing him. The odds weren’t in his favour. There were at least ten villagers in the square, and all of them looked ready to fight if he engaged them. It occurred to Marcus that letting Nutsack die might reset the villagers, but it was equally likely the entire party was tarnished by Nutsack’s actions. He’d likely have to fight them one way or another. Might as well attempt to save his friend.

      Before he could wade in, the nearest villager burst into flames and flew across the village square. Sarah strode out of a side alley in a shimmering red dress with a gold trim in the shape of flames. She looked stunning. Marcus took a moment to enjoy the sight. He’d gotten so used to only seeing her in his imagination, or by staring at old pictures, and here she was in the flesh. Well, almost.

      He shook his head. Carlos was right. Sarah was a distraction. He needed to stay focused.

      Jas was right behind her, now wearing a bronze-armoured chest plate with fur accents. It showed much less of her stomach, and the skirt looked a little longer too, although it still revealed a lot of leg. She reached for her swords and then hesitated. She searched the crowd and found Marcus. “Why are they trying to kill Nutsack?”

      “He stole something from the store and got caught. It appears the punishment for theft around here is death.”

      “So the villagers are justified in their actions?” said Jas.

      “I suppose,” Marcus said, trying to hide his frustration. He had to remind himself that Jas had met Nutsack a couple of hours ago. She had no reason to jump to his aid. He tried to bring her around. “I don’t think he knows what he did was wrong. He’s obviously not familiar with the concept of paying for stuff. I’m sure if we could make him understand, he’d apologize.”

      He watched as Jas weighed up the various moral issues at hand. After a few seconds, she pulled out her swords. “Forget it. There’s no right answer here. He’s a squirrel, and these people aren’t real. Ethics doesn’t even begin to cover a situation like this. Let’s save our teammate.”

      Without further hesitation, Jas leapt into the fight, literally. She jumped at the nearest villager, killing him instantly. Another tried to attack her from behind, but she side-stepped and caught him with a vicious backslash, followed with three quick hits. He succumbed too. For the briefest of moments, it looked as if Jas was actually enjoying herself.

      Sarah was also fully engaged in the skirmish. She rapidly unleashed fireballs into the angry mob, downing already-wounded fighters or intercepting those that tried to sneak up on Jas or Marcus. Between each fireball she checked her MP bar, but there was more to play with now. She glanced at the new ring on her finger. It would help too once she figured out how to use it.

      As the villagers ran to attack this new threat, they left Nutsack one by one. When there were only two villagers left holding him down, he made his move, flipping back up onto his feet and pulling free of their grip. They’d taken his pointy stick, but luckily for him, his captors had weapons, and they moved slowly. As the nearest one attacked, he grabbed the weapon, which was a battered old chair leg. He twisted and pulled it free, ignoring the squiggles:

      AGI check passed. Disarm successful.

      He tried poking with it, but it wasn’t very effective. Swinging it was far more effective, as amply demonstrated when he hit the shopkeeper in the head. He tossed the stick aside and retrieved his pointy stick from the old man’s belt.

      He still had the yellow vial in his other hand. This seemed to be what all the fuss was about. If everyone wanted this, it must be good. More to the point, if he drank it, they couldn’t take it back. He pulled the cork out with his teeth and downed the contents in one large gulp.

      In an instant, Nutsack’s world turned upside down. He had words for all these new feelings, and words for other things, too. He looked at the pointy stick in his hand and knew it was a dagger. These weird things on his feet were shoes. He was currently wearing clothes. With some concentration, he even knew his own name. Something about that confused him, because it was also the name for something else. “Bollocks?” He hadn’t intended to say it out loud, but there it was, his first word.

      The shopkeeper staggered back to his feet, clutching his head. He picked up the discarded chair leg and swung it with all his might. It was deflected by a wooden sword. Marcus roared, “Stay away from Nutsack!” It had sounded much more heroic in his head.

      Nutsack burst out laughing. “My name, funny!”

      “What? Since when do you speak?” Marcus said as he parried another attack from the shopkeeper.

      “Since drink. Me much smart.” Nutsack spoke each word slowly, as if it took great effort.

      It took Marcus a moment to realize Nutsack must have drank the stolen potion. They could use this to their advantage, but first he had to end this fight. He only had sixty seconds left on his own potion. It was time to put it to good use. He said, “Carlos, I’m about to need some healing.”

      “Got it,” came the reply. Marcus stopped blocking and switched to attacking. The shopkeeper tried to defend himself, but the sheer number of attacks was too much for him and every one that landed did decent damage.

      When the shopkeeper’s HP reached zero, he didn’t fall down like the others. He abruptly stopped attacking and made a bee-line back towards his store. As soon as he did, everyone else stopped fighting. The defeated villagers hopped back to their feet and went back to their routines, completely oblivious.

      Battle won. No rewards gained.

      Warning: Fighting NPCs in a non-combat zone will change your status to hostile and you will be attacked on sight. Due to this being the first instance of NPC hostility, your status has been reset to neutral.

      Jas surveyed the scene as everyone casually carried on with their day. “What just happened? Why didn’t we get any EXP?”

      Marcus sheathed his wooden sword. “Looks like there are different rules for NPCs that aren’t mobs. It makes sense, if you got EXP for killing them, everyone would murder their way through every village. It also looks like you can negatively affect your status with them. I’m guessing a hostile classification would mean we couldn’t visit any of the shops, and we’d probably be attacked on sight.”

      Jas thought for a moment. “I see, so the game is using sticks and carrots to influence us to behave in the desired manner. Fascinating. In effect, it’s a virtual skinner box.”

      “A what now?” asked Carlos.

      Jas was pleased to finally explain something to everyone else. “A skinner box is a confined space where you place an animal, typically a lab rat, and then reinforce particular behaviour. Perhaps you give the rat a treat when it pushes the red button, but not the blue one. Over time, the rat will figure that out and change its behaviour accordingly. At that point, you’ve conditioned the rat to behave a particular way. You can then build that up to complex tasks. Perhaps you only give the rat a treat on the second button push. Or maybe you make it so that it only gets a treat if it has pushed the blue button first, then the red button. That’s what this game is doing to us. It’s conditioning us to behave within the game rules, and punishing us if we don’t.”

      They all stared at Jas for a moment while they processed that information.

      Nutsack interrupted their train of thought. “No more fight?”

      The others jumped at this new revelation. Marcus explained. “He drank a wisdom potion and now he can talk. Temporarily. I wonder what his WIS stat is?”

      Marcus tried to view Nutsack’s stats in the party menu, but he hadn’t been approved to see them. With some explanation, he got Nutsack to share his stats with the entire team. As soon as the approval came through, Marcus pulled them up:

      Name: Peasant468

      Class: Rogue

      STR: 0

      DEF: 0

      WIS: -3*

      AGI: 5

      CHR: 3

      Abilities:

      Charm - Can be used on NPCs or enemies to temporarily charm them into switching sides. May enrage enemies if they resist the charm.

      * WIS boosted by +10 for 2 minutes 19 seconds. Temporary WIS: 7

      As they all reviewed the stats, Carlos laughed. “-3 for WIS. Classic.”

      “I don’t get that,” Marcus said. “Why start below zero?”

      “Probably so he could have more points for AGI,” Carlos said.

      “But the King decided the points. Why not just give Nutsack more AGI points? It’s not like he has to follow his own rules.”

      “Great question. Let’s ask him next time he invites us over for tea and crumpets,” said Carlos.

      Jas watched them go back and forth and then jumped in herself. “There’s something else I don’t understand. Why is his WIS score in the game affecting his ability to think and speak?”

      “Why not?” said Carlos. “It makes sense if you think about it. Let’s use Marcus as an example. His normal strength is unimpressive, but when he drank that potion, he became stronger and could hit harder. Why would WIS be any different?”

      “Does that mean we can all become geniuses if we put our points into WIS?” asked Jas, trying to hide her excitement.

      “Maybe, but probably not in the same way. I suspect we’re only noticing it with Nutsack because even a minor bump in IQ makes an enormous difference when you’re starting out in single digits. If it works on people, the effect is going to be much less pronounced, plus you’d be dead, because a brainiac berserker with low DEF and no magic is going to last about three seconds in a fight.”

      That was an annoying complication, one that Jas was certain the King had considered. It was the ultimate tease. She could improve her already-impressive IQ, but she’d become increasingly useless as they progressed.

      While Jas noodled her particular predicament, Marcus was trying to solve another one. He pointed at the sign above the Blacksmith’s shop and said, “Hey Nutsack. Can you read that sign?”

      Nutsack stared at the squiggles and sounded out the word. “B…L…A…C..K..S.M.I.TH?”

      They all clapped, half in amazement and half in disbelief.

      “What is blacksmith?” asked the rogue.

      “Nevermind that, can you think menu?”

      Nutsack did as asked and his vision filled with more squiggles. A lot of them. Marcus said, “Go to the menu item labelled Stats, and put any stat points you have into WIS.”

      It took a while to figure out how to navigate, but it didn’t seem nearly as insurmountable as it had before. After going over the steps several times, Nutsack navigated through all the required menus, confirming his request to put his 5 stat points into WIS. He felt himself get a little smarter with each additional point. Something else appeared about an ability, and auto assigning points, but Nutsack was distracted by a flashing icon. He concentrated on it and a message filled his vision:

      Warning, your active potion (+10 WIS) will expire in 30 seconds.

      He watched in horror as the seconds ticked down. There was still so much he needed to learn. He had questions, so many questions, about the way the world worked, particularly how furless behaved. Even now, as smart as he was, so much of what they did made no sense. There was one thing in particular that he absolutely needed to know, as a top priority. He bounded over to Marcus and Carlos and pulled them into a huddle, away from the girls. “I need you help me mating.”

      “What?” they both blurted in unison.

      “Mating. How work as man? Is there dance, or should show my nuts?”

      “What?” they both said, even louder than before.

      Nutsack pulled a nut out of his inventory. “Have many, more than need for winter.”

      “Dump those immediately,” Carlos said. “They’re wasting inventory space and they’ll stop you from being able to carry stuff that’s actually useful.”

      Nutsack reluctantly emptied his pockets. The nuts fell in a heap around him as he stared at them longingly. Then his eyes snapped back to Carlos. “If food no make mate, what should be doing?”

      “Honestly? Be rich, good-looking, and charming. Those seem to be the fundamental traits women are looking for.”

      Marcus nudged Carlos. “Don’t listen to him. He has no idea what women want. You just need to listen to them, engage them on a personal level, try to form a meaningful connection. Women like intelligent, thoughtful men.”

      “Utter bollocks. Women will choose charming over smart every time,” Carlos said.

      Nutsack looked back and forth between the two of them. He really wanted to listen to his keeper, but Marcus only had one mating partner, and she hadn’t been around much recently. Carlos had more success on the numbers front, although his partners rarely returned, suggesting he was an inferior mate. Being smart came with its own challenges. Every choice became a lot more complicated.

      Marcus clapped his hands together. “We should get Nutsack to auto assign his stat points before the potion wears off. That way, he can slowly get smarter as he levels up, and it will be easier to communicate.”

      Nutsack recalled the previous menu and he navigated back to it. The warning icon was flashing now. He didn’t have long left. He was about to auto-assign his points to WIS when he noticed another stat. CHR, which he deduced meant charm. Here it was, the two competing approaches. He could be smart or charming. The choice was obvious. He selected it seconds before his comprehension evaporated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 10: Chop Chop

        

      

    

    
      “This way, Nutsack…” Marcus gestured frantically, like an Italian after one too many espressos.

      Nutsack stared back blankly, like an Italian after one too many vinos.

      “Why isn’t this working? He should be smarter!” said Marcus.

      “He probably is smarter than before, but he started out dumber than a bag of rocks, so it’s hard to notice the improvement,” suggested Carlos.

      Nutsack grinned and waved.

      Marcus tried again. “This way. We’re going to walk this way.” He motioned, walking with his fingers. When Nutsack didn’t follow, he shrugged and set off. “He’ll figure it out.”

      They kept their distance from the general store. It was unclear if all was forgiven, but the primary concern was that Nutsack would immediately steal from the store again.

      After taking the scenic route, they found themselves outside the Blacksmith’s. It was a small brick hut that was either built in a hurry, or deposited here by an angry tornado. There were several holes where bricks should be, each one emanating a deep orange glow.

      They wisely left Nutsack outside, in the interests of not starting a fight in a room full of sharp objects. Carlos and Sarah didn’t need weapons, so they pretended to keep him company. In reality, they were there to keep him out of trouble. Marcus agreed to look for a suitable upgrade rather than trying to explain the concepts of trade and commerce to a squirrel.

      Marcus and Jas entered the glowing hut to the sound of metal clanging against metal. The temperature immediately jumped several degrees and the orange hue of sparks flashed against the far wall. The front of the store was unusually bare, comprising a dirt floor covered in grooves, leading up to a wooden counter. An array of gleaming weaponry, ranging from daggers to spears and everything in between, was hanging on the wall behind the counter, out of reach of anyone that might help themselves. As they approached the counter, a voice bellowed from the back. “I’ll be right with you. Please feel free to browse, but don’t touch.”

      With a hiss of steam the orange glow died down and a wolf walking on its hind legs came around the corner, holding a still-smouldering sword. It wore clothes, a thick leather apron covered in soot, with several patches crudely sewn onto it. There was a hint of a bulge at groin level, although whether it indicated gender or a poorly concealed weapon was a debate nobody wished to engage in. The wolf had tufts of orange and white hair across his entire face, with ears perked up on top of his head. They swivelled back and forth like mini radar dishes.

      The wolf smiled at them both, baring impressively sharp teeth. “Welcome to my shop. I’m Cinio, the owner.” He studied them carefully before adding, “I can tell from your expressions that you haven’t met a member of the Cerdded Blaidd pack before. Fear not, I mean you no harm.”

      “Are you a…werewolf?” asked Jas, half out of curiosity and half out of fear. They had no silver, if that was indeed what was required to dispose of a lycanthrope in Rithwir. Would a regular sword work? She hoped she wouldn’t have to find out.

      The wolf laughed. “A common misconception, but no, I’m not a werewolf. It’s true my great, great, great grandfather was, but after a few generations my kind can no longer transform into a human form. What you see is what you get.” He gestured to the variety of sharp objects behind him. “Which is also true of my store. Is there anything in particular I can help you find?”

      Marcus placed his sword on the counter, and Cinio smirked. “Ah, I see. Not to worry, there are plenty of other squires in these parts that are also learning their sword fighting technique. I’ll be happy to sell you a real blade, but first you must prove you have learned the basics.”

      “Sorry what?” Marcus exclaimed as Cinio reached under the counter and brandished a wooden sword of his own. He hopped gracefully over with a slide, landing without a sound in the dirt section, which Marcus now realized was a fighting pit.

      Jas drew her swords. Cinio shook his head. “Two against one? I suppose it will save time if I can assess you both simultaneously.”

      He circled around to place Marcus between himself and Jas. Then he darted forwards, poking the wooden sword into Marcus’ chest. It only lightly touched, doing a paltry 1HP of damage, but the wolf tutted. “Oh dear, you can’t be in a sword fight with your hands by your side.”

      Marcus quickly picked up his sword and took a swing, which Cinio easily dodged. “You must choose your attacks more carefully. Don’t strike where your opponent is standing, strike where they are going to be standing.”

      Jas charged into the fight, her twin swords flashing, but Cinio effortlessly parried each attack, the wood making a dull clonk as it struck her metal blades. “You must not let your anger get the better of you. Berserkers are known for their temper, but it will do you no good if you cannot control your rage. Each attack must be carefully considered, for it leaves you open to a counterattack.”

      With that, he blocked her next strike and kicked her across the room. She landed with a thud. Marcus shouted, “Hey!” and charged, but Cinio stepped aside before he connected. “Emotion is not a battle plan.”

      Marcus stopped attacking. This guy was annoying to fight, but he wasn’t wrong. Wildly swinging and hacking away wouldn’t get them very far. Marcus backed away until he was alongside Jas. “Ok, new plan, we attack together. Let’s pin him in the corner, where he can’t dodge and his range of attacks is limited.”

      With a nod, she walked in lockstep with Marcus, slowly fanning out to block escape routes as they herded Cinio towards the corner. He smiled as they boxed him in. “Better. You will only defeat a superior opponent if you can work together. Of course, that might not be enough.”

      He somersaulted over them, but Marcus was ready. Without looking, he thrust his sword out behind him, feeling it connect. With a smile he said, “Strike where your opponent is going to be standing.”

      Cinio let out a chuckle, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. “I see you’re a quick study. You are indeed ready for a real weapon. As a reward, I shall teach you both a new move. Behold, the charge attack.” With a deep breath, the wolf man pulled his sword back behind his head as if he was about to strike. He strained until the sword glowed slightly, then he released the attack, hitting Marcus clear across the room.

      As he shook his head he heard Cinio exclaim, “Always be ready to defend yourself. Your opponents will rarely give fair warning.”

      Marcus jumped back to his feet and tried to mimic what he’d seen. He held his sword back and strained against the swing, feeling it resist. The more he pushed, the more it stayed in place, but he could feel it building as if attached to a rubber band. When he finally released the attack, it left a trail of light behind it and made a whoosh sound.

      It took Jas a few more tries to get the hang of it, but soon she was doing it too. She alternated charge attacks with her two swords, performing quick slashes with one while charging the other. Cinio watched them both with a wry smile. “Very good. Charge attacks are useful for dealing maximum damage, but they take time to charge up, making them predictable and easy to dodge. That makes them most effective against stunned or slow-moving targets. Now that you’ve proven yourselves worthy, you may purchase from my store.”

      He flipped backwards over his counter, landing perfectly in the centre. When Marcus stared at him, a menu appeared, showing details of the various weapons on offer. He browsed through several ornate swords that he wasn’t even close to being able to afford until one caught his eye:

      Captain’s Sword (Common) - 20 gold

      This weapon is crafted to a higher quality than the standard city guard swords, and as a result, has improved durability. It is not meant for street fights. This is a weapon of elegance and sophistication. The crest of the city guard on the hilt may influence others.

      + 2 STR, +1 AGI

      40/40 Durability

      He flicked through the rest of the collection and compared it to the only other sword that was in his price range:

      Squire’s Short Sword (Common) - 15 gold

      The blade is crafted from easy to find materials, making it cheap and easy to replace, but this also increases the weight, making it harder to defend yourself. This weapon is intended for knights still learning their trade. It can be combined with a shield, but is too short to be used effectively from horseback.

      +3 STR, -1 DEF

      25/25 Durability

      It wasn’t a straightforward choice, mainly because he didn’t yet have enough experience with the various in-game systems. It wasn’t clear how durability played into things. An extra 15 durability might represent an additional 15 hits with a sword, or a difference of hours or even days. He also had a different choice to make. Did he want to be a slow, hulking knight that hit hard, or something more nimble? His first thought was to go with the extra strength, but then he remembered he was supposed to be tanking. Losing DEF wasn’t an option.

      He purchased the Captain’s sword and sold his wooden training sword for a whopping 2 gold. He considered keeping hold of it as a backup, but he wanted his inventory as clear as possible for the questing ahead, and it was better to get something for it than to have to abandon it for loot. Besides, the training sword was next to useless. He took a moment to browse the daggers, hoping to find something for Nutsack, but they were all similar prices to the swords and he didn’t have enough to cover it. He considered popping outside to ask Nutsack for money, but that wasn’t likely to end well. The only option likely to end worse was convincing the squirrel to come in here and prove himself to Cinio. They really didn’t need any more upset shopkeepers. For now, Nutsack would have to make do with what he had. It wasn’t going to make much of a difference while he was up in a tree.

      Jas cycled through her weapon choices, her expression one of cold calculation. “There’s some really interesting swords here, with significant stat boost potential. We’ll have to come back when I have more gold. I spent almost all of it on my new outfit.”

      “Ouch! Do you get any stat boosts for that?” asked Marcus.

      “I do. It improves my DEF by 3 points and it also protects me if we go to a low-temperature area. Sarah checked it out for me and said this was the best choice from the options available.”

      “Oh, if Sarah says it’s good, it must be decent. She knows this stuff pretty well.”

      There it was. Exactly as Sarah described it, that doting tone. It sounded more endearing than annoying, but who was Jas to argue?

      This was why Jas hated people problems. They were messy, the rules forever changing. Computer code or physics behaved in predictable ways that were repeatable. Once you learned how they worked, you knew what to expect, but people kept surprising her. More than one former colleague had stormed out of the office, never to return, after Jas had helpfully pointed out all the things they were doing wrong. Even more annoyingly, no-one had returned the favour. The only thing Jas had received feedback on was how bad she was at giving feedback, and this was normally yelled at her in an expletive-laden tirade by someone packing up their desk.

      Jas reluctantly closed the window of new weapons without selecting one. Cinio nodded. “Another time perhaps.”

      They joined the others outside. Nutsack was busy twitching, Sarah stared off into the distance, and Carlos beamed at the sight of Marcus’ new sword. “Nice! That looks like an upgrade.”

      He regarded each of them, and then said, “This is it. I think we’re ready.”

      “Ready for what?” asked Jas.

      “Ready to go after the first Dagger of Power.” He jabbed at the map and a waypoint marker appeared. Marcus squinted at it, hovering over the spot marked Coeden Forest.

      “That seems premature,” said Sarah.

      Carlos grinned and turned to Marcus, who waved his new sword. “Don’t say it.”

      Carlos cleared his throat and said, “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I agree with Sarah. It seems a little quick. Shouldn’t we look for some side quests to level up first?” asked Marcus.

      Carlos pointed on the map. “The dagger’s all the way over here. There will be plenty of time to level up on the way, using mobs instead of lame side quests. Besides, we have no idea what we’re dealing with regarding these dagger quests. This can help us set a benchmark.” He winked at Jas.

      Marcus tried to think of a counterargument, but it was no use. Carlos had his mind set on the new dagger, and in his experience, it was easier for everyone to go along with it.

      He said, “Ok fine, I’m on board. What does everyone else think?”

      Jas and Sarah slowly nodded. Marcus said, “Alright, let’s go find us a dagger.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 11: Stop, Drop & Run

        

      

    

    
      The path to Coeden Forest led through the flat pastures of the Hyfforddiant Plains at a leisurely amble. The wide open fields gave great visibility, allowing them to see threats coming, but nothing attacked. There were a few animals dotting the hills, but they scurried away long before the party could reach them.

      They weren’t the only ones that were twitchy. A message informed them that PVP was now enabled, and that made the entire party on edge, ready for a fight at the merest flicker of movement. A bunny hopped out from behind a bush and was almost torched by a fireball. Sarah said, “Sorry!” as it hopped away.

      Trees appeared on the horizon. Initially, they were far apart, but the gaps between them gradually shrank, until it slowed the entire party down, both from squeezing through gaps and also the countless places for enemies to hide. This would be the perfect spot for an ambush.

      As they crossed the boundary on the map a message appeared:

      Welcome to Coeden Forest.

      The only person genuinely excited about this new area was Nutsack. He ran full speed into the forest, completely ignoring their cries to keep the party together. With considerable effort, he scrambled up the first tree he came upon. He hung in place a few feet off the ground, hugging the tree with all his strength.

      After trying to climb higher, he settled for perching on a low branch. If going up wasn’t an option, then he’d move sideways. He found the closest branch on a nearby tree and jumped over to it. The landing was less than elegant, and he nearly toppled straight off, but he corrected himself at the last moment. The next jump was slightly better. He smiled, feeling satisfied with this pale imitation of his previous life. It sure beat trudging along the ground.

      The others watched as he hopped from branch to branch, barely three feet off the ground. After a few moments, Carlos said, “Should we drag him back down?”

      “He’s fine. He’s getting it out of his system. There’s no harm in letting him jump around as long as he can keep up with us,” replied Marcus.

      “So which way do we go?” asked Jas, pulling up the map. The forest was large and imposing, with no clear path through.

      Marcus pointed at the thick blue line running directly through the centre of the forest. “We should head towards the river. It will be easier to navigate than the trees, and there may be an alternative form of transport to speed things up.”

      No-one disagreed, so they set off in the river's direction. As they continued deeper into the forest, the sunlight became patchier and the rustling increased. The trees grew taller, and the branches were higher, forcing Nutsack back to a more pedestrian mode of transport. The canopy above was thicker, with barely any gaps between the leaves to let the light through. It gave what little light there was a green hue.

      Branches swayed in a breeze they couldn’t feel and leaves slowly drifted to the ground, at first a couple, and then more and more. A rustle above drew their attention, but there was no sign of anything in the thick green canopy. The occasional ray of sunlight made it through, filling the area with defined beams that danced across the floor, adding to the illusion that the forest was alive, ready to pounce at any moment.

      Carlos nodded his appreciation. “I have to admit, the King knows his stuff. These god rays are really adding to the ambience of the forest. It’s a delightful mix of beautiful and menacing.”

      Jas looked at him. “God rays? I assure you, a divine being has nothing to do with it. Those are crepuscular rays.”

      “Craptacular?”

      “Crepuscular. From crepusculum, the Latin word for twilight.”

      Carlos stopped. “Why would I know that?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Because I have better things to do with my time than learn Latin!”

      “Like playing video games?” Jas said, with the faintest hint of judgement.

      He bristled. “Tell you what, next time we bump into some enemies, you hit them with your mad Latin knowledge, and I’ll use my gaming skills. We’ll see who comes out on top.”

      “It’s hardly a fair comparison when we’re stuck inside a video game!” she said.

      “You’re absolutely right. Latin is far more useful back in the regular world.”

      Marcus and Sarah watched them bicker back and forth. He said, “Should we intervene?”

      Sarah charged up a fireball, and Marcus waved his hands. “That’s not what I meant!”

      She laughed, and the fireball was sucked into her new ring with a loud slurp. “Sorry, I wanted to load up my new purchase. This ring can hold up to a 5MP spell that I can then cast whenever I want. That means I can unleash a fully charged-up fireball without a delay, plus my MP regenerates, so it’s a freebie.”

      “Pretty cool! Can you wear ten of those?”

      “Just the one I think. There’s a defined ring spot in my equipment.” She held up her hand.

      “Oh, it’s on your wedding finger…”

      The silence was razor sharp. Sarah tried to think of a witty response, something, anything, to break the silence, but before she could say anything, Nutsack yelled out, “NUT!”

      Marcus had never been so glad to see an acorn in all his life. There was a plink as another one fell from a tree above. Then another.

      Another rustle overhead made them all look up. Something was moving around above them, and it sounded large. They all froze, except for Nutsack, who ran over to scoop up the acorn. He was popping it in his mouth when a huge shape plummeted out of the canopy and landed face down, right on top of him, its four thick limbs splayed out comically. The creature was the size of a koala, with similar grey fur, although this one had black stripes down its back and a shiny armoured carapace on its head, like a helmet. Its paws ended in sharp black claws that looked more than capable of doing damage. It didn’t move; it lay on top of Nutsack, pinning him to the ground.

      The others grouped up and stared at the strange creature. Jas said, “What is that?”

      Marcus analyzed it and said, “Apparently that’s a level 8 Drop Bear.”

      “Is it dead?”

      He checked that too. The Drop Bear still had 90% of its HP, so it was very much alive, although it wasn’t acting like it. Perhaps it was stunned. He bent down and tried to move the prone creature off Nutsack, but he couldn’t lift it. He said, “Bloody thing weighs a tonne!”

      Jas bent down and casually rolled it away with minimal effort.

      Carlos quickly revived Nutsack while the others surrounded the stunned Drop Bear. Marcus and Jas took turns hitting it, but it proved to be remarkably tough. Marcus could only drop its HP by 1 or 2% a hit, even with his fancy new sword. Jas fared better, doing almost twice as much damage. After a few hits, she said, “Hold on. Move out of the way for a second,” before backing up and hitting the Drop Bear with a Leaping Thrust attack. That single hit stripped 8% of the bear’s HP.

      That reminded Marcus of his charge attack, and he tried that too, knocking off another 3%.

      “Hey wait, I know this mob type!” declared Carlos out of the blue. “Does anyone remember the 8-bit platformer Outback Attack? It was one of the first games that Brenin Davies made.”

      Everyone except Marcus shrugged. After a moment, Marcus said, “Wait, I remember! That was the one with Bruce Bogan, where you had to make it all the way through the Outback. That game was tough as nails!”

      “Sure was, and the very first enemy you encountered was a Drop Bear. They hid at the top of levels and fell on anyone running beneath, killing them instantly. You had to move really slowly and keep your nerve so you didn’t trigger them to attack. Looks like the King has a touch of nostalgia going on. Makes sense that he would put them in an earlier level. They should be easy to avoid now that we know what to expect. If you hear a rustle above, slow down and you should be fine.”

      What Carlos didn’t know was that the King had a soft spot for Drop Bears. They were the very first enemy he’d coded himself, with a rudimentary attack pattern. If the player was moving quickly directly below, attack. He’d learned a lot since then, about both players and A.I. His new and improved Drop Bears weren’t quite so helpless.

      The second-in-command of the Drop Bear colony (collectively known as a Plummet of Drop Bears) stared down at the party of tall ones beneath them. She glanced up to check the progress of the rest of the bears as they fanned out into the pre-arranged formation. The trick was to move slowly. Hurrying created too much noise and movement, which risked warning the tall ones. She didn’t want to give the game away before everyone was in position. She squinted through the leaves at their fearless leader, lying on the ground as he took sword hit after sword hit without flinching. He was the colony’s mastermind, their tactical genius. Unfortunately, he had the tactical insights and attack strategy of a box of hammers. With any luck, the tall ones would kill him and she could finally take over. The others were awaiting her signal. She grunted for them to hold off for a little longer.

      Back on the ground, one of the rays momentarily blinked out of existence as something crawled across a gap. Then another. It was like the forest was sending Morse code to warn them of danger above. A lot of danger. Marcus held up his hand to Jas, and they stopped attacking the stunned Drop Bear. He kept his voice low as he pointed upwards. “Looks like we’re surrounded.”

      “It’s fine. Stay calm, move slowly and there will be no reason for them to attack,” said Carlos confidently. He cautiously took a step, then another, staring up the entire time. The leaves above him shifted, but there was no gravity-assisted assault.

      They slowly inched their way towards safety until Nutsack looked up and saw the silhouette of a Drop Bear against the canopy. His recent murder by bellyflop meant he wasn’t keen on sticking around for a repeat performance. He ran.

      The movement triggered a shower of Drop Bears, each programmed to land on a moving target. Unfortunately for them, Nutsack moved far quicker than they did, zig-zagging left and right as the bears tumbled from the trees like that really chunky rain that’s specially reserved for an English summer BBQ party.

      After a couple of near misses, Nutsack changed tactics, jumping into the closest tree. Climbing was still tough going, but the branches here were thicker and easier to balance on, once he hauled himself up on to them. When his useless new hands slipped, he used his dagger to gain better purchase and pull himself up.

      Marcus saw the erratic path of bears lying on the forest floor and looked up. The bears had given up on subtlety now and were desperately trying to close the gaps, but even in a rush, they didn’t move quickly. He spotted an opportunity to accelerate their escape. “Follow Nutsack!” he shouted, running beside the Drop Bears that were sitting up on the ground, revealing sharp teeth. They grabbed at his legs with their claws, but he shook them loose.

      The others ran, or at least they tried to. The prone bear in the centre of their group suddenly burst to life. It flipped up onto its feet like a furry ninja, its claws flashing as it tottered around on stumpy hind legs. Three more bears dropped behind it, blocking their escape path. The first Drop Bear swiped at Carlos, but the attacks were slow and ponderous. He avoided them without taking damage, but there was the sound of Drop Bears falling to the ground behind him. They were being surrounded. The trap had been sprung.

      The second-in-command Drop Bear assessed the situation. Some of the tall ones had escaped, but the ones remaining would feed the colony for a week.

      Jas performed another leap attack on the initial Drop Bear. It didn’t even flinch as her swords landed, and she found herself with a new problem. She was right next to it, well within its limited attack range. The claw swipes and bites that followed were slow and predictable, but Jas didn’t want to find out how much damage they caused. Slow as it moved, there were too many attacks to keep track of, and it was only a matter of time before one of them got through.

      Sarah helped Jas out as Drop Bears surrounded her. She unleashed the charged-up fireball from her ring, setting several bears on fire. It triggered Drop Bears above as it travelled, causing them to fall to the ground. “It’s the movement!” she realized out loud. She confirmed this with a second, smaller fireball thrown in a random direction. All the Drop Bears above immediately toppled out of their tree to attack it. She yelled, “This way!” and threw another fireball, creating an escape route.

      Marcus watched as the rest of his team ran the opposite way, but he had his own problems. He’d reached the point where Nutsack had climbed and there was nowhere to go but up. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t reach the lowest branch. He had a solitary point in AGI thanks to his new sword, so scrambling casually up a tree was off the cards.

      He was still considering his options when a loud thwack caught him by surprise. He looked around for the source of the sound and noticed a long arrow shaft sticking out of the tree right next to his head. He hadn’t noticed that before, and it seemed like the sort of thing he’d pay attention to. That could only mean one thing. He ducked as the second arrow embedded itself into the tree right where he’d been standing.

      Marcus scanned the forest, looking for the source of the projectiles. A flash of movement caught his eye, and he saw two tiny figures running between the trees on the edge of the clearing. They were half his height, and from this distance it looked as if even their skin was painted green, helping them to blend in. The only part that stood out were the shiny metal helmets, which looked out of place with the rest of their clothes. He watched as one of them notched another arrow and fired it straight at him, forcing him to roll out of the way. The arrow landed next to him, emitting a purple cloud that immediately killed all the surrounding grass. Whatever it was, he wasn’t keen on taking a direct hit.

      What he needed was a shield, something he could use to protect himself while he got close enough to hit them. If Sarah was here, she’d make short work of them, but without her, Marcus was a sitting duck. His only alternative was to close the distance as quickly as possible. He braced himself and activated his Hare ability. With a sudden lunge, he sprinted across the clearing, closing the gap faster than they were expecting, catching his enemies and himself by surprise. He crashed into the first mob, knocking him down. As the mob scrambled to get back to his feet, Marcus attacked the other one, putting his new sword to good use. Try as he might, he struggled to land a hit. The diminutive enemy moved quickly, ducking and weaving between his attacks. Marcus only landed a single strike, but it clanged ineffectively off the battered and worn helmet, barely doing any damage.

      Now that he was closer, he could see that their skin wasn’t painted green, it was green. These creatures were goblins, or more accurately, goblin scouts. That suggested there was a larger group nearby, which he wasn’t keen on meeting. A quick scan informed him they were only level 5, same as him, but they had the numbers advantage.

      The goblins quickly determined the same thing. They weren’t well equipped for close-quarters combat, but they didn’t need to be. As one of them kept Marcus occupied, the other stepped back and notched another arrow. At this range, dodging was out of the question. Marcus realized at the last second that Hare was active for two more seconds, halving his DEF. He cursed, wishing he could deactivate it. Even when he stopped running, the DEF debuff remained.

      As the goblin prepared to fire, a shape dropped out of the trees, landing directly on top of it. For a second Marcus thought a Drop Bear had come to his aid, until he saw Nutsack hop to his feet, dagger in hand. The goblin shakily stood up, surprised by this sudden threat. Its HP was below half. Nutsack snarled and dashed forward, his dagger flashing in a blur. Each hit connected. He was too fast for the goblin to dodge. It tried to back away, but Nutsack intercepted all attempts to retreat. He continued to wear down its HP, until it was almost defeated.

      The second goblin turned its attention to the new enemy that was viciously attacking its companion. It pulled back its bow and drew a bead on the rogue. Marcus took advantage of the distraction and landed a charge strike, but the momentary delay allowed the goblin to fire. The arrow found its target, hitting Nutsack squarely in the back. The initial damage was minimal, but Marcus saw the purple cloud envelop his friend. A purple skull and crossbones icon appeared above Nutsack’s head, along with a sixty-second timer. He was poisoned. His HP dropped.

      The effect was immediate. Nutsack’s vision blurred and his movement slowed. He swiped at the small green furless enemy and missed, allowing the goblin to jump backward and gain some distance. As the goblin prepared to fire another arrow, a shadow fell from the trees above, landing on top of him. This time it was a Drop Bear, but it bounced harmlessly off the goblin’s helmet and fell to the ground. That explained the choice in headgear. The goblin sneered at the stunned bear before releasing its notched arrow, hitting Nutsack squarely in the shoulder.

      Marcus watched in horror as Nutsack’s HP dropped twice as quickly. It appeared poison debuffs stacked, which was confirmed by the two skull and crossbones above Nutsack’s head, each with a different timer. That was good to know, but not the ideal way to find out. Unfortunately, he had nothing to keep Nutsack alive. During all the kerfuffle with the shoplifting, he’d forgotten to pick up health potions.

      Nutsack wouldn’t survive long as the focus of their attacks, particularly if he couldn’t dodge. Marcus triggered Taunt and yelled, “Focus on me, you smaragdine scoundrels.”

      The effect was instant. Both goblins aimed their bows at Marcus, purple arrows ready to fire. Hare was still on cooldown. There was no escaping. He was going to have to tank the hits, poison and all. He hated to admit it, but without Carlos, he wouldn’t survive this fight.

      The question was, where was the rest of his team?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos stared at the tiny health bars floating in the distance. “They’re a few hundred meters through that tree line. Nutsack is losing HP fast, so they are definitely in combat.”

      As he led the way through the trees, sudden movement caught his eye. He turned but saw nothing except a small swaying bush. It looked out of place amongst the towering trees, enough so that Carlos stopped walking. He watched the bush carefully, looking for any sign that it had ill intent. This was a game, after all. Anything and everything might be dangerous. The bush, however, remained entirely stationary and non-threatening.

      A blinking in his peripheral refocused his attention. Nutsack had dropped below 20% HP and his health bar was now flashing. Marcus had also lost HP at a steady rate, although he was still at 80%.

      “We have to move,” Carlos said, as another rustle behind him forced him to spin his head around. The bush was still there, but it was slightly closer than before. Not by much, but enough to arouse suspicion. Carlos muttered under his breath. “Sarah, I need you to torch that bush.”

      “What?”

      He tilted his head towards the offending shrub. “That bush. Kill it with fire.”

      Sarah’s face scrunched up in a puzzled expression, but she charged up a fireball. As she unleashed the projectile, the bush sprang to life, dividing into two small forms that dodged around the fireball and ran straight at Carlos. As they charged, the leaves slowly fell away to reveal two tiny green creatures with metal helmets and pointy daggers. Jas barely had time to say, “What the heck are those?” before Sarah yelled, “Goblins!”

      Carlos winced as the first goblin reached him, dagger raised, ready to strike. He was about to roll out of the way when Jas crashed onto the goblin’s back, her leap attack doing major damage. She followed it up with a flurry of strikes, but the goblin dodged them all before stabbing her with a purple dagger. The moment it connected, Carlos saw the debuff icon appear above her head. “Sneaky buggers are using poison! Don’t get hit.”

      Jas continued to swing her swords as her vision blurred, but her attacks were wild and uncoordinated. After several failed attempts, she said, “They’re too fast. I can’t hit them!”

      Sarah waited until both the goblins had almost reached Carlos. Then she unleashed a charged-up fireball, hitting the ground between them. The blast caught them both in the AoE and set one of them on fire. The flaming goblin stumbled directly into one of Jas’ wild swings, killing it instantly.

      Now it was three against one. The goblin wasn’t keen on those odds. It pulled out a horn and raised it to its lips. Before it could blow, Sarah hit it with a fireball, briefly delaying the call for help. She fired three more, but the little green warrior dodged them and darted behind a tree.

      “We can’t let it blow that horn!” said Carlos, feeling helpless. He had nothing that could prevent the inevitable. All he could do was keep Jas’ health topped up to minimize the effects of the poison. Unfortunately, it did nothing to reduce the blurring, or the slowdown, but at least it kept her alive.

      Jas squinted, making out the shape of the goblin as it poked out from behind the tree. It was just out of reach. As she pondered the situation, she felt her leap attack reactivate. It was a strange sensation, like suddenly remembering a word for something. She targeted the goblin and hoped this would work in her current state. She felt weak, but her legs still propelled her into the air and she brought both swords down on the goblin as the briefest parp escaped from the horn. It died instantly.

      They all looked around nervously, waiting for more goblins to burst out of the forest, but none did. After a few seconds, the message appeared to let them know the battle was over. There was no time to celebrate. Nutsack was down to 10% health, and Marcus’ HP wasn’t far behind.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack shook his head. The blurry vision had slowly faded, and he could feel his speed returning. Whatever those tiny green furless did to him had stopped for now. He had no appreciation for the significance of the flashing red health bar in the corner of his vision. All he knew was those little green bastards were going to pay.

      The goblin scouts fanned out and took it in turns to fire poisoned arrows at Marcus, who was doing his best to stay behind a tree. He could only hide from one of them at a time, but it meant that he was taking half as many hits. Even at the reduced rate, and with his higher DEF, the poison was doing its work. He had three purple skulls sapping his HP.

      Nutsack pulled himself up the nearest tree, dangling from a branch until he could get his leg hooked over it. It wasn’t elegant, but he made it to the top. From up here, he could carefully balance across the branches to move around. All across the canopy, he could make out the furry outlines of those other creatures. He carefully navigated around them, being careful not to disturb them. He brushed one with his foot and with a hiss, it released, crashing to the ground below. That got the attention of the goblins, who momentarily stopped firing at Marcus. That gave Nutsack an idea.

      Marcus hunkered down behind the tree trunk, his health still dropping. A loud crash made him jump, and the steady thwack of arrows briefly paused. Had Nutsack managed to take one of the goblins out? Or was that his companion crashing to the ground? He risked a peek, squinting through the blurred vision.

      It was hard to make out, but the goblins had stopped firing and were staring up at the canopy. At that exact moment, some kind of chain reaction happened above. One by one, Drop Bears exploded out of the trees, each landing with a thump. The goblins moved closer together, staring directly up, waiting for the inevitable. When the Drop Bear finally burst out of the trees above them, they made sure their helmets were pointing right at it and smirked as it bounced harmlessly away. What they failed to notice was the rogue riding it.

      Nutsack wasted no time. He stabbed the first goblin in the back, killing it instantly. The second goblin tried to hit him with an arrow, but the rogue was ready. He scooped up the prone form of the Drop Bear and used it as a furry shield. The arrow hit the bear squarely in the arse, which shook it out of its stun. It opened its beady eyes and bared its teeth to Nutsack, who promptly tossed it at the goblin. The helmet was less effective against a horizontal Drop Bear attack, particularly because the Drop Bear was keen to make the acquaintance of the git that had just poisoned it. It clamped onto the goblin with its stubby arms and dug in its claws, stubbornly refusing to let go as its jaws went to work. It didn’t take long for the goblin to succumb.

      It was little comfort to Marcus. His health continued to drop and it wouldn’t be long before he ran out of HP. He was supposed to be the team’s tank, and he’d barely been able to tank two level 5 goblins. As he watched his HP dip below 5% he wondered if Nutsack would know how to revive him. There wasn’t time to explain it. He’d have to hope the others found him and brought him back, or that he at least respawned somewhere close by. The thought of trying to navigate this forest alone, crawling with Drop Bears and goblins, didn’t exactly fill him with happy thoughts.

      As his HP hit 2% he prepared himself for the inevitable. He watched it carefully, waiting for it to tick down to 1%, but it didn’t. Had the poison wore off? If so, why was his vision still blurred? There was time left on the debuff timers. That’s when he noticed the golden glow. He turned to see three blurry figures strolling towards him.

      Help had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 12: Murder Horse

        

      

    

    
      Carlos healed everyone back to full health as they waited for the poison to wear off. There were no lingering ill effects. Once the timers ran out, the blurred vision and health drain stopped. They moved far more cautiously now that they knew what dangers lurked in the forest. Sarah hit every bush with a preemptive fireball, but they were all innocent shrubbery that quickly turned to ash, wondering what exactly they’d done to deserve a surprise cremation.

      The goblin fights had raised the whole party another level, and put them well on their way to the next one. Carlos was the only one smiling. “At this rate, we’ll hit the level cap in no time. We should look for more goblin mobs, or maybe coax down a few more of those bear thingies. I reckon if we only had a couple to fight at a time, we could take them.”

      “We need to focus on the task at hand,” said Marcus. He was used to gaming with Carlos and knew exactly where this conversation was going. They’d spent days grinding in online MMOs, desperately trying to level up their characters in the most efficient way possible, no matter how soul-crushingly repetitive it was. He’d only endured it because he knew he could always log off and play something else. If they started down that path, they’d be in this forest for weeks.

      Carlos didn’t argue, but he talked a little louder than usual, and unless Marcus was imagining things, he was stomping around a lot too.

      Despite Carlos’ best efforts, they didn’t encounter a single enemy as they ventured further into the forest. At first, that was a relief, but soon it became unnerving. The background noise slowly faded away, first the birdsong, then the chirps of insects, until the only sound was the creaking of tree branches.

      “I don’t like this,” muttered Marcus. “It’s too quiet.”

      “You moan about too many enemies, now you’re moaning about not enough! I’m going to call you Goldilocks.”

      The breeze changed, and a wisp of smoke appeared between the trees. There was the faintest sound of wood crackling, but no voices or other signs of life.

      Sarah charged up another fireball for her ring. “Should we go around?”

      “Around what?” said Carlos. “We need to know what we’re dealing with. It could be a couple of goblins, a whole army, or other players. Right now, they don’t seem to know we’re out here, which gives us the advantage. Let’s not squander it.”

      “Ok, but we should stick together this time. Being apart makes us vulnerable,” said Sarah. No-one disagreed.

      They proceeded slowly, being careful to keep their sound to a minimum. Even Nutsack played along, staying on the ground and mimicking the others’ caution.

      Slowly, the trees turned to stumps, revealing a large war camp. The remains of makeshift wooden huts were strewn all around, as if a wrecking ball had come through and decimated every structure. Something bad had gone down here.

      Jas was the first to spot a body. The goblin archer was slumped beneath a tree, clutching his neck. His bow lay beside him, the poisoned arrow still notched. “Whatever killed him did so before he could get a shot off,” remarked Sarah, eyeing the surrounding forest. “We should get out of here before it comes back.”

      “There’s no enemies around. Whatever killed them is long gone.” Carlos bent down and checked the corpse. After a second he said, “Couldn’t have been a player, they didn’t take the loot. Maybe it was killed by another mob?” He looked around for more bodies, and spotted another pile further into the camp. The bodies were huddled together, as if they’d been standing back-to-back. He said, “We should keep going. There may be more loot, or at least enough coins to get some decent gear.”

      “Are we sure this isn’t a trap?” asked Sarah. “It would be easy enough to coax us in with the promise of easy gold, and then ambush us when we’re out in the open. We’ll be sitting ducks.”

      Carlos nodded. “That’s certainly a possibility, although I doubt players would go to this much effort to kill a few low-level nobodies. If it’s not people then it’s either a scripted event, or the A.I. is a lot more advanced than we’ve seen so far. I don’t think either of those things is the case, but I’ll do you a deal. If this is a trap, I’ll admit you were right and I’ll go along with whatever you say for the rest of our time here.”

      That was all the motivation Sarah needed. She set off for the centre of the camp like a woman with a purpose. The others did their best to keep up with her.

      It didn’t take long to find the rest of the bodies. Goblin corpses were strewn haphazardly about, sometimes in piles of two or three. A raging campfire in the centre suggested this hadn’t happened long ago, or worse, that the perpetrators had stuck around to warm up. It was unnerving enough for Sarah to forget all about the bet. “I think we’ve seen enough. We should get out of here while we can.”

      A sound echoed through the camp, causing them all to freeze. It took a moment to place it. Marcus frowned. “Was that a horse? Why would there be horses out here? Horseback enemies would be a terrible idea in the forest. They’d barely be able to get above a trot.”

      “Centaur?” asked Carlos.

      “Do they neigh? I thought the top half was human?” Sarah rebutted.

      “Reverse centaur?”

      “So, the body of a man and the head of a horse? Who would do that?”

      “The same guy that did that.” Carlos gestured to Nutsack, who was busy scratching himself in a variety of private places. “You think King Welsh would hesitate to put a horse’s head on a human body?”

      “Point taken,” she replied.

      Marcus scanned the tree line. A white blur streaked in his peripheral vision, but when he turned, it was already gone. Was that a hint of a rainbow fading in the mist?

      There was a splash, followed by a sound like thunder, but no matter how quickly he turned, it was always just out of sight.

      That’s when he heard Jas gasp. “Is that a unicorn?”

      He span and finally saw the majestic creature, standing in a small clearing, amongst piles of goblin corpses. Its mane was multicoloured, and the hair danced as if caught in a summer’s breeze. The rest of the body was a luminous white. It was stunning, its muscled flanks glistening with morning dew. Everything about it screamed elegance, except the twisted, glittering horn that was much longer than expected. Even from here, they could see it was sharp, but there was something else unsettling about it. It had the faintest tinge of green at the tip.

      The unicorn fixed its stare upon them and reared up on its hind legs, letting out another neigh, this one louder than before.

      “It’s beautiful!” exclaimed Jas as she walked towards it.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Marcus warned, but it was too late. Jas held out her hand to stroke the magnificent creature. The unicorn remained perfectly still, as if inviting the attention, until suddenly it charged. It became a blur of white and rainbow as it slammed into Jas, impaling her on its horn and tossing her to the side, where she crashed into a tree and slumped to the ground. She didn’t get back up.

      It happened so quickly they barely had time to react. Sarah threw a fireball, but it bounced harmlessly off the unicorn.

      The Unicorn resists fireball.

      She turned to run, but the unicorn glided between the ruins of the huts as if it were ethereal. Sarah took a horn to the back and was tossed into the centre of the camp, landing close to Jas. Carlos back-pedalled as the unicorn continued its charge. He rolled as the unicorn attempted to impale him, narrowly avoiding being trampled.

      Marcus froze. His eyes were fixed on Sarah, slumped in a heap, not moving. He had to get to her, but there was too much open ground between them. The murder horse would strike him down long before he could revive her.

      He took a deep breath. Sarah was fine. If they all died, they’d respawn somewhere together and laugh about it. Carlos might even admit defeat in his bet, so it wasn’t a total waste.

      Marcus turned his attention back to their attacker. The unicorn circled back around to take another crack at Carlos. Marcus looked for Nutsack, and when he didn’t see him on the ground, he instinctively looked up to find him scrambling up one of the few remaining tree trunks.

      “Stop climbing trees, the fight is down here!”

      Nutsack shook his head. He didn’t need to understand English to see that his keeper was trying to coax him to his death. The rogue had a foolproof plan that involved not getting trampled to death by the shiny horse. He’d run into horses once before, and it hadn’t gone well. The clumsy bastards would step on you without even realizing. He’d lost a cousin that way, or maybe it was a brother. It was hard to keep track. Regardless, it wasn’t pretty. To make matters worse, this particular horse had a pointy stick on its head. Definitely a big nope. He was safer up here.

      He watched as his keeper and the mouthy one ran around, flailing their arms. They ran into the trees, hoping that would slow the spiky horse down, but it wasn’t particularly effective. The mouthy one attempted to outrun it, which even Nutsack knew was a bad idea. They wouldn’t last long.

      Carlos ran as fast as he could through the trees as the unicorn thundered along behind him. No amount of dodging and weaving was slowing it down. The galloping hooves were getting louder. He could almost feel the horn tickling the back of his neck. He dived aside again, wishing he had something to defend himself with. The unicorn skidded to a halt, kicking up a shower of twigs and leaves. He couldn’t outrun it, and he couldn’t fight it. He was going to have to outsmart it.

      He searched around and found what he was looking for. He ran towards it as the sound grew louder again. Carlos slammed up against the head-high tree stump with seconds to spare. The unicorn bore down on him, angry blasts of air rippling out of its nostrils. He had to time this perfectly. Any…second…now!

      He rolled aside as the unicorn connected with the thick trunk, embedding its horn. As it tried to pull itself free, Carlos shouted over to Marcus. “Get over here and kill this thing!”

      Marcus ran over to find the unicorn struggling. There was a creak as the trunk started to split. Carlos yelled, “Quick! We don’t have much time. Chop off its head!”

      Marcus held his new sword aloft and stared at the creature squirming in front of him. He hesitated. “I’m not sure I can do this!”

      “Don’t be stupid! It’s a game. This fancy horse is a mob standing between us and the first dagger. It killed Jas. It murdered Sarah!” Carlos was sure that would be enough, but Marcus still didn’t execute the unicorn. Carlos tried one last time. “Either you kill it now, or we wait for it to break free and finish us both, after which we’ll respawn and have to traipse all the way back here to try killing it again. We won’t get another chance like this.”

      Marcus trembled, the sword quivering in his hands. There was something about the unicorn, the way it struggled, that felt all too real. Mobs didn’t behave this way. They were designed to be killed. There was something in its eyes, a hint of primal fear. This creature seemed…alive. It was a ridiculous notion, but he couldn’t shake the feeling. As the unicorn shed a solitary tear, it fell to the ground and a bright-orange flower bloomed where the teardrop landed.

      King Welsh was really laying it on thick.

      Marcus didn’t have a choice. There was only one thing to do. He swung his sword, feeling it connect, but it wouldn’t carve all the way through. Of course it wouldn’t. He didn’t have the STR. With a twist, he widened the gash he’d carved into the trunk, above the unicorn’s horn. With a final tug, the unicorn pulled itself free. It reared up on its hind legs, forcing Marcus and Carlos to back away. Carlos stared at his friend in disbelief. “Great, I can’t wait to explain this one to the girls. We almost had it, but Marcus wanted a pet unicorn, which is how we both died of punctured lungs.”

      As the unicorn dropped back down to all four feet, it paused, eyeing them suspiciously. It dipped its head as if to charge, but remained in place.

      Marcus took a step toward it. “I think it wants me to stroke it.”

      Carlos shrugged. “I give up. I’m going to go find a nice scenic spot to die.”

      “Trust me, I’ve got this.”

      Marcus reached out, his hand connecting with the coarse hair. He turned to Carlos. “I think it was afraid of us. It probably killed all these goblins because they attacked. Now that it knows we aren’t trying to hurt it, I think it will…”

      With a heavy thud, Nutsack landed on the unicorn’s back, his dagger plunging into it. Marcus screamed, “No!” but it was already too late. The unicorn sped away, crashing into low-hanging branches until Nutsack took one firmly to the face, knocking him off. The unicorn kept running, disappearing back into the forest.

      Battle fled. Rewards lost.

      “No fair, it was the one that ran away!” said Carlos with a huff. He revived the others while Marcus checked out the rest of the camp. The goblin bodies each contained a few coins, which wasn’t worth almost dying for. They were about to give up when Carlos waded into a pile of sticks and rocks that used to be a large hut in the centre of the camp. Underneath all the debris was a red and gold box. A treasure chest. He waved over Jas and she casually shifted the larger chunks of rock out of the way so they could get a clear view. In the centre of the chest was an ornate keyhole. Jas scoffed. “Stay back everyone, I’ll open it.”

      She drew her swords and swung them with all her might. They bounced harmlessly off the treasure chest with an exaggerated clang, not even making a scratch. She tried twice more before giving up. “What gives? It doesn’t look like it should be this tough.”

      The others chuckled. “It’s a quirk of most games that some objects will be indestructible,” said Sarah. “A simple locked door can send us on an epic quest to retrieve the key. If we could just kick the door down or blast it with a fireball, everything would be much easier.”

      “So the only way to get into this treasure chest is if we have the key?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Ok, so how do we find it?”

      “You pry it from my dead body,” squeaked a high-pitched voice behind them. A goblin strode out of the trees, his garments far more intricate than the others. His arms were covered in bangles that jingled at the slightest movement. He had a gnarled wooden staff that was longer than he was, and a golden chain around his neck containing a wrought iron key.

      Marcus analyzed the new threat.

      Goblin Chief - Level 10

      The Chief surveyed the damage and scowled. “You think you can stroll into my camp and kill my clan without retribution?”

      Jas stepped forwards. “We didn’t kill your clan. A unicorn did.”

      The Chief’s cackle echoed through the trees. “I see. A unicorn killed two dozen of my finest warriors, and then disappeared without a trace, just before you showed up to loot the bodies. What do you take me for, girl?”

      “Girl?” Jas gripped her swords tighter. “That’s rather patronizing and disrespectful.”

      “You dare to talk to me of disrespect while you stand amongst the corpses of my kin. We shall teach you the respect you’re so desperately lacking!”

      “We?”

      More shapes appeared out of the trees. Two more goblin warriors, both level 5, and two new types of goblins, wearing robes eerily similar to Carlos. They had staffs of their own, although not as grand as the Chief’s. Marcus scanned the closest one:

      Goblin Healer - Level 5

      That was going to complicate matters.

      Before they could formulate a plan, the Chief raised his staff and a ball of purple energy grew on the tip. He pointed the staff in their direction as Marcus rolled away from the others and used Taunt. “Fight me, you olive oligarch.”

      The Chief obliged, spinning to fire the energy ball directly at Marcus. It moved far too quickly for him to dodge, and it hit hard enough to knock Marcus off his feet. As the ball exploded, it left behind a purple cloud that lingered in the air and engulfed the tank, triggering a skull icon above his head.

      “Great, AoE poison,” said Carlos. “We need to spread out, and we have to take out those healers.” He used Dash to get over to Marcus as quickly as possible, squinting through the thick, purple cloud. “Marcus, if you can hear me, follow my voice. I can’t get any closer without risking the poison.”

      Marcus staggered out of the cloud. The initial blast had taken off over 40% of his health and his HP was already ticking down. Carlos started up a healing beam. “If we all get poisoned, I won’t be able to keep up. You’re going to have to tank all the hits until we whittle down the numbers.”

      “Oh, goodie.” Marcus stumbled forward as the two warriors crashed into him, drawn by his taunt. He fumbled a parry and took another hit, then another. He swung his sword, and the warriors dodged, moving closer together. A charged-up fireball hit them from the side, with the flames engulfing Marcus too, but doing no damage. It set both of the warriors on fire, distracting them enough that Marcus landed a couple of sluggish blows, being careful not to get caught in the flames. He shook his head to clear his vision, but the blurriness remained.

      Sarah followed up her charged fireball by switching targets. The healers remained at the back, doing their best to stay out of range. At this distance, they were hard to hit, but she tried anyway, unleashing a flurry of projectiles. The first two missed their mark, but the third one connected, doing decent damage. Her celebration was short-lived as the second healer promptly turned and healed up its companion.

      Jas watched the others fighting, unsure of where she would be the most help. Then she saw the Chief readying another poisoned blast. Without thinking, she triggered Leap Attack, hitting him in the side and cancelling the blast. Her attack did decent damage, almost 10%, suggesting the boss was one of those glass cannons Sarah had mentioned. All she needed to do was stay alive long enough to dish out some damage. She prepared another attack when a golden glow surrounded the Chief, and his HP refilled. Both the healers behind him chanted, bringing him back to full health.

      The Chief pulled an ornate purple dagger out of his belt and grinned at her with pointed teeth. “You think me easy prey, but you’re wrong. I shall enjoy teaching you this lesson, girl.”

      “I have two PhDs. You’re not teaching me anything,” she said, slashing with her swords. The Chief blocked both attacks with his staff, and then lunged with the dagger, but was knocked sideways by a brown blur. As he got back to his feet, he saw the ugliest human he’d ever seen. This guy was ugly, even by goblin standards. The Chief slashed at Nutsack, who effortlessly dodged the attacks, moving out of range. The Chief charged up another poisoned blast, determined to put the hideous creature out of its misery, but a fireball knocked him out of his attack again. It was quickly followed by two more, which the Chief dodged, before the healers did their thing again.

      Jas held back her attacks. There was little point in fighting the Chief until they took out the healers, but that would leave them as sitting ducks for his poison attacks. She needed to keep him busy, but maybe Nutsack could handle the healers. She pointed at them. “Can you take out those guys?”

      He blinked at her. She clearly wanted him to do something, but it wasn’t clear what. She was waving her hand towards the other green enemies, the ones that weren’t hurting anyone. Perhaps she wanted him to befriend them? Maybe they were lonely? It was worth a shot.

      The Chief swung his club at Jas. It was a slow, ponderous attack, which she easily dodged. She was feeling very pleased with herself when Sarah yelled, “Jas, you’re blocking my line of sight!”

      Jas realized too late that the Chief had herded her into position to act as a human shield. He charged up a poisoned blast, and she desperately tried to roll away, but he aimed it at the spot where she was going. The initial blast didn’t catch her, but she rolled directly into the poison cloud and felt its effects take hold.

      Nutsack reached the first of the goblin healers that Jas had insisted he meet. He tried smiling, but he was still getting the hang of it. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say to them, but with considerable effort he conveyed his thoughts on the matter, each word a struggle. “You, no, bad.”

      Goblin Healer is charmed.

      The goblin ran off towards Jas and healed her up. That had gone better than expected. He bounded across to the second one and tried again.

      “You, ok, small thing.”

      Charm failed on Goblin Healer. Opponent is enraged.

      He still did not understand the squiggles, but he understood the goblin running at him with its staff held high, ready to strike. This one seemed less keen on helping than its colleague. He dodged the attack and used his dagger. A show of force was an effective persuasion technique in the squirrel world, but the healer remained unconvinced. It continued to swing at him, and he continued to dodge. Perhaps it needed a little more persuasion. After the seventh gentle stab, the healer fell to the ground and didn’t get back up. Nutsack kicked it twice and gave up. He looked around and found his keeper engaged in a heated battle with two goblin warriors, while the mouthy one hid behind. Typical. He sprinted over to provide some backup, glancing back at Jas. She had everything under control.

      Jas took full advantage of her new healing buddy and the stream of HP it was providing. She ignored all attacks from the Chief and focused on doing as much damage as possible. The poison was still in effect, slowing her hits, but each one that landed visibly hurt him.

      The Chief continued to counter-attack with his poisoned dagger. After three more hits, the poison debuffs were stacked, and the HP loss outstripped the goblin healer’s ability to keep Jas alive. Her HP dropped again, slowly at first, but each hit was speeding it up. As it fell below 50%, her new friend stopped healing her with a shake of its head. When it realized what it had done, it sprinted away from Jas and started healing the Chief. Whatever Nutsack did had worn off. All her hard work getting the Chief’s HP down was about to be undone, and she wouldn’t survive long enough to try again. What she needed to do was take out the healer before it could reverse the damage. She tried to target the healer with a Leap Attack, but the arrow above its head was solid red. It was too far away.

      The blurry outline of a fireball sailed towards the healer. It noticed at the last moment, quickly side-stepping out of the way, and straight into Leap Attack range. The arrow flashed green, and in an instant Jas was sailing through the air. Her dangerously low HP meant the strike was almost twice as powerful, killing the healer in a single hit. It slumped to the ground, and just like that, it was a fair fight again.

      The Chief saw the look of fury on Jas’ face as she turned back to face him. Sarah appeared by her side, a fireball in her hands. “Let’s show this guy what a couple of girls can do.”

      With a roar, the Chief backed away. He pointed his staff at the ground and a tall purple wall sprang out of the earth. Sarah unleashed her fireball, and it fizzled away as soon as it touched the barrier.

      Poisoned Barrier absorbs fireball

      Jas laughed manically. She was already poisoned. She didn’t have long, but she could make it count. With a scream she ran through the barrier and her HP plummeted. It didn’t matter. She was going to murder that patronizing bastard, if it was the last thing she did.

      The Chief had other ideas. As Jas staggered towards him, the goblin charged up anther Poisoned Blast. At this range he couldn’t miss, and it would be enough to kill this puny female. He was about to unleash the blast when he heard someone yelling.

      “Pick on someone your own size.”

      He tried to resist, but he felt compelled to change target. He swivelled and aimed the blast at the knight, knowing full well it would not be enough to kill him. The knight had a pesky healer of his own, and that ugly rogue had helped him defeat the Chief’s finest warriors. He could hear the angry woman approaching from behind, but there wasn’t time for another blast. He’d underestimated them, and now he would pay the price.

      Jas reached the Chief with 4% of her HP remaining. She raised both her swords and brought them down as accurately as she could manage through the blurriness. It was enough to finish the Chief, and he burst into a cloud of purple smoke, leaving only a dagger, a wooden staff, and a wrought iron key.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Jas fell to her knees, glad that the battle was over. Then a golden glow appeared and her HP stopped dropping. As the poisoned status effects wore off one-by-one, her HP climbed, and the fuzziness faded. Through the blurred vision, Carlos smiled at her. “Not bad brainiac. You just solo’d a guy twice your level and gained us two more levels.”

      She grinned back. “Dixi vobis.”

      “I’m not going to ask what that means, cause I suspect I don’t want to know. I’m going to let you have that one,” he said, helping her back to her feet. “Now grab that key. You earned it.”

      Jas did. While she took it over to the treasure chest, Carlos picked up the wooden staff and dagger that the Chief had left behind. He smirked as he read the description for the staff:

      Magic Staff (Uncommon)

      This staff is made from the wood of the Hudol tree and enhances any magic that is passed through it, reducing the MP required to cast by 25%. It can also be used as a melee weapon, although it is not designed for this purpose and will negatively impact durability.

      35/40 Durability

      Finally! He had something he could hit the bad guys with. It didn’t sound like it would do much damage, but it was better than nothing.

      He checked out the ornate dagger next:

      Ornate Poisoned Dagger (Uncommon)

      This weapon was specially commissioned and was forged by the best Goblin blacksmiths, before being enchanted by a Goblin Shaman. It is imbued with a mild poison that never runs out.

      43/50 Durability

      He walked over to Nutsack and held out the dagger. “You should have this.”

      The rogue looked at him, confused. Someone was pointing a dagger at him, which was usually, in his brief experience, something that happened before he got stabbed. He quickly drew his own weapon and the mouthy one held up his hands and mumbled some nonsense. “Woah there, you idiot. I’m trying to give you this, not fight you.”

      They went back and forth a few more times until Carlos sighed and placed the dagger on the ground in front of Nutsack. “I give up. That’s yours if you want it.”

      This behaviour was even stranger. The mouthy one had backed down, but he’d left his dagger on the ground. Was he forgetful, or was he throwing it away? Nutsack gazed at it and liked the way the purple blade shimmered in the light. He bent down to pick it up, being sure to keep his own dagger ready in case it was a trap. When nothing happened, he slipped both blades into his belt.

      Jas unlocked the chest with a satisfying clunk. The lid opened with a creak and she peered inside. She was expecting piles of gold, or maybe jewels, but there was a single musty scroll. She felt a pang of disappointment. It seemed like an odd thing to keep so securely locked up. Perhaps it was the location of hidden treasure? She scooped it up and let it unfurl, her disappointment returning when it didn’t reveal a map marked with a glaring red X. Instead, it was covered in a language she couldn’t read. The letters pulsed faintly, as if they were alive. Only the top gave any hint of what this scroll contained. There was a small purple skull and crossbones icon. She stared at it a moment longer and then said, “I think this is a spell.”

      Sarah perked up. “Does it say what it’s for?”

      “Looks like it’s for Poison.” Jas held it out and Sarah took it. She scanned the contents, a smirk on the edge of her lips. When she got to the end of the scroll, a message popped up:

      Learn Poison? This will use up 1 available spell type slot (2 available)

      A window popped up, showing her the new spell options. She took a moment to review the information and then said, “It looks like I can learn new spell types, that I can combine with my existing spells. For example, with Poison, my fireball spell becomes that Poison Blast spell the Chief was using.”

      “Can you switch back?” asked Carlos.

      “Yes. Right now I have three spell type slots. Maybe there’s a way to unlock more?”

      “Sounds like nothing but good news.”

      “Hold on,” Sarah said, scrolling through more of the info. “The bad news is that the MP cost is higher. Almost double. Which I guess makes sense, as poison has that funky Area of Effect and does damage over time. It’s going to be a major drain on my MP. Even with my expanded MP pool, I’ll have to use it sparingly.”

      With a weary sigh, Carlos held out the staff he’d just acquired. “Here, this should help.”

      She read the description and looked at him warily, as if he was trying to trick her. “Thanks, but can’t you use this?”

      “I guess, but it’s a better fit for you right now. My healing ability is limited by range, and it can only be used on one person at a time. The MP cost per second may reduce with this staff, but the healing output won’t increase, which means I can heal for longer, but not faster. You don’t have those restrictions, because you can keep casting till you run out of MP. You can use this staff to put out more damage, making the fight shorter, which means I need to do less healing. It’s a win, win.”

      Sarah accepted the staff with a nod. “Thanks, Carlos, I’ll make sure I put it to good use. This is going to make the poison spell type way more viable.” She held up the magic scroll and started muttering a strange language. Before anyone could ask what she was saying, the scroll glowed purple and exploded into a ball of light, which orbited Sarah before slamming into her chest. Her feet briefly lifted off the ground before she, too, emitted a faint golden glow, before floating softly to the ground. When she opened her eyes, she was smiling. A purple orb glowed at the end of the staff, ready to fire.

      A rustle behind them made her spin, staff pointed, ready to annihilate whatever dared sneak up on them. She wasn’t prepared for what waddled out of the bushes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 13: Fluff Fluff Boom

        

      

    

    
      The small fuzzy creature stared back at them, hopping from side to side on two tiny bird feet. It was roughly the size of a basketball, although most of that was green and white fluff. Its eyes were large and expressive, and the emotion they were showing was fear.

      “Kill it!” said Carlos without hesitation.

      “Don’t you dare,” said Jas. “The poor thing looks terrified.”

      “Did you learn nothing from the unicorn? The cuter something is, the more likely it is to chop us into tiny pieces.”

      “Chop us with what? Is it going to tickle us to death? I’m not seeing sharp claws or a mouthful of fangs. Did it ever occur to you that King Welsh might test our empathy? Maybe we’re supposed to look after this little guy?”

      “Don’t accept any quests from it. I’m not doing a bloody escort mission,” Carlos muttered.

      As Jas approached the creature, it quivered, creating a rippling effect across its furry body. She spoke softly, “It’s ok, we’re not here to hurt you.”

      Marcus scanned the creature:

      Fluffboom - Level 7

      That didn’t sound good. He kept his voice low. “Jas, move away. Slowly.”

      “Not you too!”

      “It’s called a Fluffboom…”

      “Oh.” Jas stopped moving and backed away, as the Fluffboom’s fur changed colour from green to orange. It took a teetering step towards her, and then a larger hop, as it changed to bright red.

      A poison blast caught it on the third jump, resulting in a spectacular explosion that knocked them all to the ground, doing damage even from a distance. The purple smoke was dissipated by the blast.

      Nutsack was the first one back on his feet. He scanned the area for more of the critters that had gone pop, but there was none in sight. With two quick leaps, he scrambled up the closest tree, using both his daggers to help pull him up. He’d hoped being a furless meant less stuff would try to kill him, but that definitely wasn’t the case.

      Jas brushed chunks of forest floor off herself, not meeting anyone’s gaze. She mumbled, “I’m sorry, it reminded me of Digit. It won’t happen again.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Sarah said reassuringly. “You were right to hesitate. We shouldn’t murder everything indiscriminately. Who knows what else is out here?”

      Carlos stayed silent as he healed them. He yelled up at Nutsack. “Oy, get down here so I can heal you.”

      The rogue dropped silently from the tree, landing in a dramatic pose. He gestured wildly towards the bushes, trying to come up with the right word.

      “It’s ok, calm down. I’ll have you good as new in no time.” Carlos started up the healing beam, but it sputtered out. “Darn, all out of MP. We’ll have to wait a minute.”

      Nutsack finally remembered the word he was looking for. “More!”

      Two more Fluffbooms stumbled out of the bushes. They stared at the group, but didn’t advance. After a few seconds Marcus said, “Looks like they only attack if we get too clo…”

      The Fluffbooms vibrated, their pupils bouncing around like toy googly eyes. Without warning, they slammed into each other with surprising force, knocking off half each other’s HP and instantly changing them both to orange. The vibrations got worse, and they charged at the group in unison as they turned red.

      Sarah panic-fired a fireball. It wasn’t well aimed, but it clipped the Fluffboom on the left, detonating it, which also set off the other one in a chain reaction. As the explosion echoed through the trees, four more Fluffbooms stepped out of the bushes.

      Marcus watched as they bounced around, becoming agitated. “This isn’t working. They’re going to keep coming. Sooner or later they will catch us in one of those blasts. I think we should run.”

      Carlos said, “I think we’re in combat. My HP regen has stopped.” He downed a health potion to get back to full life.

      Sarah pulled up her map. “We’re almost at the river. We could use it as a barrier to get away, assuming they can’t swim.”

      “Wait, do we know we can swim?” asked Carlos.

      Jas puffed out her chest, “I completed all the required swimming badges to achieve…”

      Carlos interrupted her. “Doesn’t matter. In lots of games, falling into water means instant death.”

      “Right now I’ll take potential death over certain death,” said Sarah, flinging a fireball towards the four Fluffbooms. They dodged out of the way before it struck, leaving scorched grass and four agitated orange critters running straight at them.

      “They’re getting too close!” Sarah said, holding back her fireball.

      Marcus dashed forwards, sword drawn, as he slashed at the two Fluffbooms in the centre. They exploded, triggering the others.

      Carlos yelled behind him. “I’ve got you!” He threw a healing beam towards Marcus, but it didn’t lock on. The golden beam engaged, but missed its target. Multiple explosions engulfed Marcus in flames, killing him instantly.

      Carlos quickly ran over and revived him. As Marcus opened his eyes, he said, “What happened? I thought you were there with the heal?”

      “I was! It didn’t work. It missed the lock on, which makes no sense as there was no-one else around you.”

      “Weird. Maybe you didn’t have enough MP?”

      “That’s the thing though, the spell worked, it just didn’t work on you.”

      Marcus scratched his head. “That doesn’t make sense. Can you miss a heal spell?”

      Carlos shrugged. “Hasn’t happened before, but I guess it’s possible. I don’t manually aim it. The spell locks on.”

      Before Marcus could worry about it too much, there was another rustle and eight Fluffbooms stepped out of the bushes. Sarah had a fireball ready to go, but Marcus said, “Hold up. This is getting silly. We can’t keep blowing them up, it’s only making things harder. What we need is a way to keep them occupied while we escape. Someone fast enough to outrun them.”

      They all turned to look at Nutsack. Marcus chose his words carefully and spoke slowly. “Nutsack, make creatures, chase?”

      Nutsack stared back and didn’t move.

      “How’s he not getting this? His WIS should be up in the 5 or 6 range by now with all the levels we’ve gained. This should be easier.” Marcus looked more closely at the rogue and noticed something unexpected. He didn’t look quite as hideous as he did before. His teeth were slightly straighter, his hair a little thicker, and his ears stuck out less. He was still a long way from being attractive, but that was not the point. Something wasn’t adding up.

      Marcus quickly pulled up Nutsack’s stat sheet. His CHR was far higher than it should be. He cursed. “Looks like Nutsack auto-assigned his stat points into CHR instead of WIS.”

      “Why would he do that?” asked Jas.

      “I think he’s trying to be more charming,” Marcus said, not wishing to repeat the mating conversation.

      “Classic Nutsack,” Carlos said with a grin. “He’s smarter than I gave him credit.”

      “No! It’s literally the opposite of a smart move. How are we supposed to communicate with him if he’s stuck like this?” Marcus waved his hands at the moderately less hideous rogue.

      “He’ll figure it out. He’s still new to being human, you can’t expect him to pick it up in a couple of hours,” said Carlos. “I bet if you turned into a squirrel it would take you a while to get the hang of things.”

      “I get that, but we don’t have the luxury of time. This level of intelligence is what we have to work with until we can get another WIS potion and talk some sense into him. Until that happens, all those auto-assigned stat points that should be making him smarter are being wasted, making him less…” Marcus stopped. He didn’t know how much Nutsack could understand, but he didn’t want to use any of the words that sprang to mind to describe his friends appearance. “Whatever. Basically, it’s not going to work. We don’t have time to explain it to him in terms that he’s going to understand.”

      To confirm that assessment, the line of Fluffbooms vibrated. Marcus stuck out his chin. “Ok, new plan. You guys run for the river. I’ll stay here and draw their attacks.”

      “I’ll stay and revive you,” Carlos said.

      “No, the explosions will kill us both. You go with the others. When I respawn I’ll make my way to the river. I’m the one best suited to making it through the forest alone.”

      “Stop trying to be the hero,” said Carlos, standing his ground. “You can’t do this alone. We need to work together.”

      The Fluffbooms slowly went orange. Sarah and Jas led the way, while Nutsack stood in the middle looking back and forth, like a kid whose parents weren’t getting along. Jas had to grab him by the hand to convince him to follow her, which he reluctantly did. Only Carlos remained. Marcus yelled at him, until Carlos said, “My targeting’s all messed up again. Hold on, I want to try something.”

      “Is that something dying in a fiery explosion? Because that’s what you’re about to try. Take my word, it’s overrated.”

      Carlos took a step towards the charging critters and held up his hand. The golden light streamed towards the party of Fluffbooms. It hit the left-most creature, who changed from orange to green, as the others became increasingly red. Carlos shifted the focus of his healing beam, and the new target changed back to green. He fist pumped the air. “I figured it out! I can heal these little suckers to stop them from exploding!”

      He did his best to heal across the group, but he couldn’t switch targets fast enough, and his MP was still low. As the Fluffbooms reached him, the healing beam sputtered to a halt and the one in the centre exploded, setting off all the others and killing Carlos. The blast almost killed Marcus too, only distance and his high DEF saving him.

      With a sigh, Marcus revived Carlos. “Great work figuring that out, but there’s no way you can keep all of them green before you run out of MP. There’s simply too many. If we’d figured it out earlier when there were only a couple, then maybe, but not now.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” said Carlos.

      Marcus wasn’t prepared for agreement, and it took him a moment to compose a new reply. “Of course I’m right. Let’s see if we can catch up with the others. Perhaps there’s another way on the other side of the river that doesn’t involve getting past those furry bombs.”

      Rustles in the bushes encouraged them to pick up their pace of their retreat. Neither of them wanted to face-off against sixteen Fluffbooms.

      Battle fled. Rewards lost.

      As they ran through the trees, they heard a scuffle up ahead. It sounded like balloons popping, with occasional screeching. There was a flash of black, and then another, as something swooped down from the trees to attack them, taking a bite out of Marcus’ health. He used Taunt to protect Carlos and keep whatever it was focused on him. They kept moving until they found the source of the commotion.

      Jas, Sarah, and Nutsack were standing back to back, staring up at the canopy. As Marcus watched, a large black bird dived from a branch to attack them. He analyzed it:

      Crow - Level 2

      Sarah threw a fireball at the feathery foe, but it gracefully dodged out of the way. It dive-bombed Jas, who took two swings at it, the second of which clipped it, turning the bird into a shower of black feathers. The crow’s dying caw invited several more black shadows to swoop down from the trees.

      Marcus and Carlos joined the circle, with Carlos in the centre and Marcus boxing him in. Marcus said, “What happened?”

      “We were escaping when a crow swooped down and attacked Nutsack. He killed it out of pure instinct. Before we knew it, there were loads of them,” said Sarah. “They move quick, aim ahead if you want to hit them. They have a distinct attack pattern. They dive-bomb with their beaks before circling around and attacking with their claws. By themselves they don’t do much damage, but more keep coming, so we have to kill them quickly, before they overwhelm us.”

      Marcus glanced back at the way they had come from. Had they made it far enough away from the Fluffbooms? He sure hoped so. Standing still was asking for trouble, but the birds were too fast to outrun.

      The crows continued to dive them. They reached top speed during that initial attack, which was when they did the most damage. Carlos was quick to heal everyone, until the crows switched their focus to him. They dived from above, negating the circle the rest of the party had made around him. He held up his hands to protect his face. “I’m going to need a little help here.”

      Nutsack was the first to respond. He moved fast enough to clip the crows while they circled back around, leaping into the air with a dagger in each hand. He quickly dispatched several, each one expiring with a satisfying pop. The entire time, he had a manic grin plastered on his face. He hated birds, especially crows. They always acted like they owned the place. They’d build their nests out on branches and then kill anything that moved, including baby squirrels barely old enough to leave the nest. All he’d been able to do before was run, but now he could get some payback.

      Everyone else watched Nutsack chase down the crows that managed to escape with a huge grin on his face. Carlos said, “He’s enjoying this a bit too much.”

      “Leave him alone,” Marcus said. “He’s the only one quick enough to hit them.”

      Nutsack swiped at the last of the crows. He’d shown them he wasn’t to be messed with.

      “You think that’s the last of them?” said Jas.

      A vast shadow passed overhead, blocking out the sunlight.

      “You had to ask,” Carlos said. “That’s either twenty small crows, or one huge crow. At this point, I’m not sure which I’m hoping for.”

      The shadow momentarily split before joining back together. The sound of birds filled the air with a cacophony of caws.

      “What do you think they’re waiting for?”

      Nutsack’s swagger was replaced with a familiar fear. He’d angered the birds, and now they were coming for him. All of them. Unfortunately for them, they’d have to catch him first. He bolted.

      “No!” Marcus yelled as the first crow burst through the canopy. It was travelling much faster than any they’d seen before. This one had the velocity of a cannonball. It slammed into Nutsack like a tiny meteor, knocking him to the ground and stunning him. Then the bird got back up, shook itself off and flew back up into the trees.

      “What was that?” asked Carlos, staring up at the dark cloud of birds above.

      Sarah analyzed the bird as it disappeared into the trees:

      Stone Crow - Level 2

      “These crows are new. Looks like they pack a punch.”

      Three more kamikaze birds crashed into Nutsack as he tried to crawl away.

      “We can’t leave him out there. He’s getting murdered!” Carlos said.

      Jas chuckled, earning a glance from the others. She said, “Sorry, I thought he was making a crow joke.”

      Marcus cracked his neck. “What Nutsack needs is a distraction. Sarah, get that fancy new Poison Blast charged up. Carlos, get ready to heal.”

      “What are you going to do?” Carlos said.

      “This.” Marcus took a deep breath and activated Taunt. “Come get some, you glorified feather dusters.”

      The effect was instantaneous. Crows rained down from the sky, hitting Marcus over and over. Carlos got the healing beam up, hoping he could sustain it long enough to keep Marcus alive.

      Sarah charged up a poison blast. It took her a moment to figure out Marcus’ plan. She aimed the blast straight at him. “Are you sure this will work?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      She fired the blast, the purple orb striking Marcus squarely in the chest. It didn’t do any damage, but the resultant purple cloud slowly emanated from him. As the Stone Crows continued to slam into him, they coughed and sputtered before tumbling to the ground with their little legs in the air. None of them flew back up. As the cloud dissipated, Sarah followed up with a second blast, finishing the last of the crows. “That’s it, I can’t fire any more. Let’s hope that’s enough.”

      As the pitter patter of dead crows slowly abated, Marcus admired his handiwork. There were at least fifteen feathery black corpses littering the ground. He sighed with relief when the system message popped up:

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      A quick check confirmed they’d each received over 80 EXP, which was enough to bump them up two more levels. That came with more good news. They had made it to level 10, which meant they got to pick a new ability.

      Marcus checked his options.

      1 Ability point to spend. Choose from the following:

      - Slow Regen: Health regenerates slowly over time. 1% HP regen every 5 seconds until health is fully restored. Switches to 1% every 10 seconds whilst in active combat (Passive).

      - Shield Specialist: Shield specialists are able to block, parry, and also deflect projectile weapons using a variety of shields. Shields have their own durability, absorbing or reducing damage until they break. Note that carrying a shield may reduce agility.

      On the one hand, regen would free up Carlos to heal the others, but the regen rate was slow, and even worse in combat, when he actually needed it. That trickle of HP wouldn’t hold up under sustained attack, the kind that Marcus was always in the middle of. He’d have to break away to heal, leaving the rest of the party vulnerable to attack.

      On the other, shields sounded really handy. It would be nice to have something to hide behind, but the thought of moving even slower didn’t thrill him. He could offset it temporarily with Hare, and in the longer term by putting a few points into AGI. Overall, it sounded like the better option.

      With some hesitation, he selected it, and a wooden shield materialized on his back. He grabbed it effortlessly and swung it over his shoulder. The poor thing had certainly seen better days. It was holier than a priest’s cheese grater, but it was better than nothing.

      He checked the description:

      Squire’s Shield: This wooden shield is intended for beginners. It can absorb minor blows from a bladed weapon or projectile, but is susceptible to magic. The wooden material is not durable. You should replace this shield as soon as you can.

      Vulnerable to fire.

      +2 Defence. -1 AGI.

      Durability 10/10

      Carlos admired the new addition to Marcus’ arsenal. “Nice! I’m guessing you chose a new ability?”

      “I did. I’m now able to wield shields.”

      “Excellent. What was the alternative?”

      “Health regen. It was too slow to be of any actual use, though. I figured it would be better to block the damage than to heal from it.”

      “Great choice,” Carlos said. “I’m having a bit of a pickle with mine. Both of the abilities sound useful. Option one is a healing orb, which emits +5% HP regen per second for 10 seconds, with a radius of 1 metre. It costs 10 MP per cast, so it’s expensive, but if you all grouped up, it would be a great way to heal everyone quickly. The catch is, it doesn’t work on me.”

      “That’s a bummer,” Marcus said. “That would save on healing potions.”

      “Funny you say that. My other option is a self-heal spell. It lets me turn my healing beam on myself for twice the usual MP cost. That bastard Brenin is making me choose between a superior healing option for the party, or the ability to heal myself.” Carlos shook his fist in what he believed to be the general direction of the King’s tower. “I know what you’re up to!”

      No-one was clear exactly what Carlos was so worked up about, but it was Sarah who asked the question. “What exactly do you think is going on?”

      “He’s making me pick between being a better healer and my own self-interest. He believes I won’t be able to think of anyone but myself, but I’ll show him!”

      Carlos locked in the Healing Orb spell with a cackle. “Who’s laughing now, Kingy? I’m going to be the best Battle Healer this stupid game has ever seen! Check this out.” With a quick flick, a golden orb appeared in Carlos’ hand and he tossed it like a grenade. As soon as it touched the ground, it expanded into a translucent golden dome. Nutsack moved into the dome, drawn by the pretty colours, and his HP slowly refilled.

      “That’s going to come in super handy,” Sarah said, before adding, “check out my new spell.”

      With the wave of her staff, a wall of flames burst out of the ground, towering 8 feet into the air and twice that in width. After 10 seconds, it poofed out of existence, leaving only a charred line on the ground.

      “I figured it would be useful for crowd control. I can use it with poison too, but it really saps my MP.”

      “Not bad!” Carlos said. “How far out can you project it?”

      “Not very, but I’m sure it can be upgraded. The tricky part’s going to be getting enemies to touch it.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” Jas said. “I get to choose between Upward Slice, which throws the enemy into the air, and Spartan Kick, which pushes them backwards. Sounds like we could combine that one with your walls to do some pretty decent DPS.”

      Carlos nodded like a proud parent. “Someone’s been paying attention! You should look at the upward slice more closely though as it could set up juggles.”

      “Juggles? Like a clown?”

      He laughed. “Not exactly. Most enemies can block or hit back, but they are often vulnerable when they’re in the air. Juggling is hitting an enemy off the ground and then hitting them again while they are in the air, sometimes several times, before they land again.”

      “Wow, that sounds tactically advantageous. Drat, I was hoping this would be an easier choice.”

      “I’d still go with Spartan Kick.” Sarah said. “Remember the mole tunnel? Fall damage is high in this game. If we’re fighting somewhere with ledges or cliffs, being able to kick an enemy off the edge would be an instant kill.”

      “That settles it. Spartan Kick it is!” Jas selected it and then looked around for something to test it on. Unfortunately, all the crows were dead. She’d have to wait until they ran into more enemies, which based on previous experience, wouldn’t be very long. “If we keep going like this, we’re going to be at the max level in no time at all!”

      “Levelling’s not constant, it’s usually on a curve. You always level up loads at the start, but it gets harder for every subsequent level. Usually this is offset by fighting tougher enemies that give out more EXP, but it’s not always well aligned. We could go days between levels at the higher end,” said Carlos.

      “Days? How long do we think we’re going to be in here?”

      “Honestly, there’s no way to know, but it isn’t likely to be easy. We don’t even know if time’s the same here. Often in games the days go quicker. Without knowing the ratio, it will be hard to figure out how much time has actually passed in the real world.”

      Jas frowned. “Luckily, I have an excellent sense of time. I’d estimate we’ve been in here about 6 hours so far, give or take 15 minutes.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James checked his chunky watch that cost as much as a nice house. The subjects had been in the game for just over 2 hours. He strolled back into the lab and nodded at Granite. He did not receive a nod back.

      He walked over and kicked Miles’ chair. “Where are they at?”

      “Just reached level 10 and on their way to the forest dagger.”

      “Level 10 already? That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Solid progress. It’s strange, for most groups that aren’t briefed beforehand, the first couple of hours are usually spent in disbelief and denial, but these subjects hit the ground running straight away. It’s almost as if getting trapped in a video game was no big deal to them. Even the squirrel’s keeping it together. The only person freaking out is Dr. Reid, but even she’s doing better than I expected. I’d have bet money she’d be having a nervous breakdown by now. Instead, I saw her smiling. I don’t remember ever seeing that in the real world.”

      James picked up on the faintest hint of admiration. He didn’t like it. “It won’t be a problem, will it? Dr. Reid I mean.”

      “No, boss. We always knew she’d figure something out, eventually. She’s too smart for her own good. I could only hide my skills for so long. At least now I won’t have to put up with her micro-managing or trying to get me fired.”

      James exhaled, glad to have at least one problem sort itself out. Disposing of Dr. Reid would have been a job for Weasel and Granite, so this was a considerably less messy alternative. That still left several other messes to clean up. He checked his watch again. “How long until they reach the forest dagger?”

      “They’re pretty close, but they are coming up to the Fluffbooms. A lot of groups get caught in a loop trying to fight their way through. Depending on how stubborn they are, it could take a couple of hours before they give up and go around.”

      “I want to know as soon as they get to the dagger.”

      Miles nodded in agreement. “Can do. Anything else?”

      “Monitor my father. I don’t trust him not to interfere. He knows how important this is.”

      “You still think he’s trying to sabotage the project?”

      “I don’t think it, I know it.”

      Miles looked like he was ready to argue, but he said, “You’re the boss.”

      There was a loud noise as James’s other phone rang, right on time. He cursed. He hoped they’d give him a little longer, but that was all it was. Hope. They weren’t the sort to be late, which was why they were so concerned about the schedule. What he needed was a win, something to get them off his back. He vowed this would be the last time that he stalled them. Then he answered the phone.
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      “Are you sure this is the right way?” Marcus asked as they pushed through the bushes.

      “Pretty sure,” Sarah replied, staring at the map. “The bridge should be through this tree line.”

      Marcus and Jas used their swords to carve a path through the thick shrubs, with Sarah and Carlos behind them. Nutsack was somewhere overhead, the occasional rustle of leaves the only sign he was keeping up.

      As they burst through the trees, they found themselves in a crescent-shaped meadow, with the bridge on the far side, a distant speck. The river was nowhere to be seen, the bridge running across a large crack in the earth. Sarah gave Marcus her best I told you so glance. Nutsack hopped out of trees and reluctantly joined them with a thud.

      Jas took a step and the others all yelled at her to stop. She said, “What did I do?”

      “It’s definitely a trap,” Carlos said, eyeing the tree line that curved around the perimeter of the meadow. “Any time there’s a wide open space like this, it means something big and nasty is going to jump out.”

      “What do we do? Do we not go to the bridge?” she replied, looking confused.

      “What? No, of course we go to the bridge. We just need to make sure everyone’s ready for a fight. Anyone need healing before we begin?”

      There was a round of grunts in the negative. Carlos checked Nutsack’s HP to be safe, then added, “Sarah, how are you doing with MP?”

      “I’m fully charged, but I’ll stick with fire spells as they’re less MP intensive. I’ll only switch to poison if the situation requires it, but I’ve charged a poisoned blast for the ring as a backup.”

      “Ok good. Marcus, are you good to run if you need to intercept something big and nasty?”

      “Yes, Hare’s good to go.”

      “Perfect. Then I think we’re ready. On three…” Carlos started the countdown. As he reached one, they all moved forward in unison.

      As soon as they set foot in the meadow, a deep, ominous tune played in the background. Jas looked around. “Where’s that music coming from?”

      Carlos said, “It’s background music, and it doesn’t sound good.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means be on the lookout for trouble.”

      It didn’t take long to find it. A lone Fluffboom appeared from the trees on their left. Then another from the trees on their right. They blocked the path to the bridge, but didn’t immediately attack.

      Sarah said, “I think they are there as a warning.”

      Marcus pulled up the map. “There’s an alternate way across the river, but it’s a big detour. You think the King’s trying to nudge us that way?”

      Carlos stepped forwards. “Let’s find out!”

      As soon as he got closer, the Fluffbooms charged. He waited until they were next to each other before alternating heals. He maintained a delicate balance between them, making sure neither one got close to red, but stayed a dark orange. They bumped into each other frantically, but Carlos kept their health topped up and their explosions un-triggered.

      With a grin, he said, “This isn’t so bad. I knew my healing skills would come in handy!”

      One of the Fluffbooms let out a frustrated screech and it was answered from the trees. Five more Fluffbooms emerged, then ten more, then twenty more, all blocking the path to the bridge.

      “Carlos!” shouted Marcus.

      “I’m on it,” he replied, tossing out a healing orb in front of them. The dome of golden light caused every Fluffboom caught within it to stop shaking and slowly fade back to green.

      As the party stepped into the dome, the sound outside became muffled, like being underwater. It was almost tranquil, with the shimmering walls and gentle squeaking of the placated Fluffbooms nestled safely inside.

      Carlos tossed out another orb, and they hopped across into it as the first dome flickered. They had to move as one unit, huddled together, to make sure they stayed within the bounds of the dome. Nutsack remained in the centre of the group, completely oblivious to what was going on, happy to be included. The Fluffbooms in the new dome were already a dark orange, but they slowly reverted, while the ones left behind went red.

      “Is this going to work?” Marcus asked, wary of how close he was to the edge of the dome and the twitching creatures right outside it, primed to explode.

      “No idea,” replied Carlos, enjoying himself a little too much.

      As they moved across the field, they could better make out the bridge. It was long and rickety, with missing slats and frayed ropes. It looked exactly like every rope bridge in every movie, waiting to fall down at the faintest hint of a footstep. A few more domes would get them to it, but there were still a lot of critters between them and their goal.

      The next transition was going smoothly, until Marcus found himself at the back as the previous dome vanished. The mobs around him immediately glowed and become agitated. As one hopped right at him, he instinctively slashed it with his sword, triggering a chain reaction. He pulled his shield up in time to absorb the initial blast, but it still took off almost half his HP, and that was before the second and third Fluffbooms exploded. He felt a stream of golden light engulf him, dragging him back from near death, and he jumped into the new dome to find Carlos healing him.

      “Thanks, mate,” said Marcus.

      “Don’t thank me yet, I’m running out of MP. I only have enough for one more dome. Get ready to run.”

      Marcus checked his shield. It was already at 40% durability. The description wasn’t lying about it not being very sturdy, although in the shield’s defence, wood wasn’t meant to block explosions.

      Marcus surveyed the sheer number of enemies still around them. “There’s no way even a decent player could make it through this field without being seriously hurt. Sooner or later they’d be overwhelmed. I don’t get how King Welsh considers this an easy dagger.”

      Carlos tossed his final healing orb. “I guess it’s easy when you have a world-class healer.”

      Sarah charged up a fireball and threw it into the group ahead, triggering another chain reaction. As the Fluffbooms exploded, they left a smouldering path that led towards the bridge. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

      “Run!” she yelled, but no-one needed to be told. Marcus triggered Hare to keep up, and Carlos used Dash.

      Nutsack raced out ahead, much faster than anyone else, even with their speed buffs. He wasn’t following instructions as much as instinct. Those popping fur balls were bad news, and running away from them seemed like a solid strategy. He was surprised his friends had thought of it.

      He reached the bridge. The river was far below, with a fatal drop down to the water. As soon as he stepped onto the bridge, it wobbled precariously. His high AGI prevented him from toppling over the edge, but the moment of panic was enough to convince him that the bridge wasn’t much safer than the exploding furballs. He bolted straight across, leaping over gaps and counteracting the sway. When he reached the other side, he scanned for threats. When he didn’t find any, he hopped up onto a tree stump and waited patiently for his friends.

      Marcus brought up the rear, his shield ready, doing his best to protect the rest of the team. He watched as Jas stepped onto the bridge and almost toppled over the guide rope, catching herself at the last moment. She moved slowly, one step at a time.

      Carlos tried to jump on the bridge behind her, but there was no room. It forced him to stand at the edge of the ravine, waiting for Jas to make it further across.

      The delay gave their fuzzy pursuers time to catch up. Marcus nervously watched the gaggle of Fluffbooms slowly waddle towards him, their colour shifting like an angry rainbow. He raised his shield and braced for impact.

      A wall of flames rose from his feet, forcing him to step back. Moments later, another appeared, creating a huge flaming arrowhead between the Fluffbooms and the bridge. He could hear the Fluffbooms exploding on the other side.

      Sarah yelled over the sounds of popping. “I’m all out of MP, so we’re going to have to make this quick. Those walls won’t hold them for long.”

      Jas was halfway over the bridge, with Carlos close behind her. Marcus turned to Sarah. “You go first.”

      “Why? Because I’m a girl?”

      “No. Because I’m the tank!”

      Sarah looked like she might continue the debate, but the sound of nearby explosions changed her mind. She stepped out onto the bridge and it creaked in protest. There was no pause, to see if the plank would hold. She stepped straight on to the next one.

      Marcus waited until she was a few planks away before he tentatively stepped onto the bridge, keeping his eyes fixed firmly on Sarah’s back. The moment he did, the Fire Walls both dissipated, revealing a horde of Fluffbooms charging straight at him. They were still some distance away. Any too close to the walls had recently exploded. He did his best not to look down, which only made him more tempted to do so.

      He jumped onto the next plank, which cracked and broke, almost sending him tumbling into the ravine below. He caught the guide rope and dangled precariously. A glance down made his knees weak, which didn’t matter much as he wasn’t currently using them. It was effective encouragement to hold on. He tried to pull himself back up, but his body felt heavier than before. Chin-ups were never his favorite exercise, but he found himself wishing he’d done more than three of them in the last five years. He felt his fingers slipping, and prepared for the fall, reminding himself it would be over in a few seconds and he’d miraculously spring back to life. Then a terrible thought occurred to him. What if he respawned on the other side of the ravine, back with the Fluffbooms and no bridge? The detour around the ravine was considerable. The bridge might respawn too, but there was no way to know how long it would take to do so, if at all. He was still panicking when suddenly Sarah appeared standing over him, the sun glistening behind her like a guardian angel. She reached out a hand and dragged him onto the nearest plank.

      “Thanks!” he said, catching his breath. “I thought I was going to die.”

      “You still might,” she replied, glancing over his shoulder.

      He followed her gaze. The Fluffbooms had reached the bridge and were pouring over the edge of the crevice, exploding mid-air like flak. It was mostly harmless, but some were close to the guide ropes. He watched in horror as one of the ropes caught fire and frayed.

      He dragged himself back to his feet. “We need to move,” he said urgently.

      Carlos and Jas made it to the other side of the bridge and yelled back at the others. Carlos shouted, “Go faster or die,” which was both motivational and a statement of fact.

      Marcus was two-thirds of the way when the bridge creaked and lurched to the left. The guide rope went slack in his hands, and he almost toppled into the ravine for the second time in as many minutes. Sarah fell too, clutching the remaining guide rope to steady herself. Marcus kept his eyes fixed on the far side. The sense of déjà vu did not make the current situation any less terrifying.

      It was much harder to move with the bridge swaying, but Sarah continued to take it one plank at a time until she was nearly there. There was another creak as the other guide rope gave way. They only had a few more seconds before the whole bridge came down. Marcus did the calculation of how much further he had to go, and came to a worrying conclusion. He wasn’t going to make it. He couldn’t move fast enough, and Hare was still on cooldown.

      He was still trying to work out a solution when the bridge decided for him. One second it was beneath him, the next it wasn’t.

      Marcus felt gravity take hold, and he dived forward as far as he could. Sarah landed with a thump on the opposite bank, but Marcus missed the ledge by several feet. He reached out in a last-ditch attempt and caught the bottom of the rope bridge as it dangled on the side of the ravine. The whole thing felt like a scripted event, rather than an organic incident. It had just the right amount of improbability. He’d almost been expecting QTE prompts.

      Marcus climbed up the planks, but his grip was already failing. Now would be a great time for STR, or even AGI. A high DEF score wasn’t much use in his current predicament. It would only help when he hit the bottom. The thought made him glance down to see if he might survive the fall, but the large snapping creatures directly below him suggested that surviving the fall would be a short-lived celebration. He was certain they hadn’t been there before, but perhaps his phobia had forced him to focus on the drop, rather than the landing.

      There was a noise above. Marcus looked up to see Nutsack scrambling down the bridge in a hurry. The rogue made it look easy. He was holding a line of rope in his teeth, which he spat out when he reached Marcus. There was a chorus of grunts from above, and he felt himself being pulled upwards. Nutsack stayed beneath him and shoved Marcus upwards, using his head. It was a perfectly acceptable way to encourage a tentative baby squirrel up a tree, but Marcus thought the embarrassment of having his arse head-butted up a ravine might be enough to zero his HP on the spot.

      As they reached the top, Marcus pulled himself up onto solid ground. Nutsack flipped up to land next to him with a smile. Carlos looked him over. “You’re actually doing ok, HP wise. Take a moment to relax and catch your breath. We’ve already scanned the area. There are no enemies in the vicinity.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Give me some credit, I know how these games work. After a major event, there’s always a moment to get your bearings.”

      That was when the arrow hit Carlos squarely in the back. He span, trying to see the offending article that had stripped almost half his health. Then he gave up and stared at the trees accusingly. “Did anyone see where that came from?”

      The rest of them shook their heads. Whoever fired it was very far away, or very well camouflaged. Possibly both.

      Sarah pulled out the arrow from Carlos and examined it. “Says it’s a rare-quality arrow. This wasn’t a standard mob. It was a player, or an important NPC. Maybe an elf or a ranger?”

      That earned a groan from Carlos as he popped the cork off a health potion. “Please don’t let it be a ranger. They’re a pain in the arse at the best of times, and we’re about to go walking in the woods. I really don’t want to burn this whole place to the ground.”

      “What’s a ranger?” asked Jas, looking perplexed. “Is that a different class?”

      “Yes, it’s traditionally a ranged class, and they often get bonuses or additional skills if they’re operating in a wooded area. Could be a boost to their range, or their damage, or something more mundane, like infinite arrows. Let’s hope we don’t find out.”

      They waited for more projectiles, but none came.

      “Perhaps it was a warning shot?” said Jas, eventually.

      Carlos glared at her. “I don’t think it’s traditional for warning shots to leave you with a punctured lung.”

      “Maybe a very stern warning?”

      They were about to consider next steps when Nutsack charged full speed into the woods, daggers drawn. As soon as he disappeared from view, there was a yelp, and then silence.

      The rest of the party ran to the spot they’d watched him enter. They didn’t have to go far to find his body. It had three arrows in it, and his leg was clenched in a bear trap. Jas easily pulled the trap open while Carlos revived Nutsack and healed him. Carlos said, “Definitely a ranger. Keep your eyes peeled for more traps.”

      Nutsack darted up the closest tree as soon as he was mobile. The others assumed this was his usual self-preservation routine, but he was actually trying to get a better vantage of the forest. He’d glimpsed a shimmering green cloak when the first arrow struck him, and he was keen to find the owner so he could introduce them to his daggers. Repeatedly.

      There was no sign of his murderer, but something else caught his eye. Something bad. He dropped back down to warn the others, straining to remember the right word. He pointed and said, “Smoke!”

      They seemed excited by this news, which was not the reaction that he was expecting.

      “A ranger wouldn’t leave an obvious clue like that. It must be someone else,” Carlos said. “Let’s check it out.”

      They immediately set off towards the direction Nutsack was pointing. Towards the fire. The hot stuff that burned down trees and destroyed homes. He tried to stop them several times, but they ignored him.

      As they got closer, the smoke became visible above the trees. It was a thin, wispy column that danced in a non-existent breeze. As they broke through the thick brush, a gap revealed a small hut with a thatched roof and a large vegetable garden. There were several patches of ivy across the side of the house, thick green tendrils hanging down in tufts that flapped around, like a cheap wig on a windy day.

      “Is this someone’s house?” asked Jas, admiring the tiny cottage.

      “Possibly, although NPC’s typically don’t sleep, so it likely serves some other purpose. Otherwise, why have it all the way out here?” said Carlos, walking towards the small green front door. The others followed close behind, not wanting to be left alone. The ivy slowly parted as they opened the door to reveal a small cluttered room. Piles of junk were everywhere, mostly wooden trinkets, with the occasional metal item sticking out.

      A small bell tinkled, and a man strode out in long green robes. He had thick brown dreadlocks and an attempt at a beard, although the hair on his face was as patchy as the ivy outside. He looked surprised to see them. “What are you doing here?”

      “We’re passing through and wondered if you had items to sell or trade,” said Carlos, gesturing to the detritus surrounding them.

      The man’s brow crinkled in concentration, as if he were parsing the words. Then his expression faded, replaced with a blank stare. “Of course, weary travellers, I’d be happy to sell you my wares. Please browse my selection and let me know if you find anything to your liking. Alas, I do not have the coin to buy any spare items you may have, but I’ll gladly consider them as part of a trade.” As soon as he finished speaking, his expression returned, although now it was tainted with concern.

      While the others browsed the items, Sarah approached the vendor. Something about him seemed familiar. He smiled as she approached. “Are you finding anything of interest, traveller?”

      “Yes, you have some lovely things. May I ask, why do you keep it in this manner? In piles like this?”

      His expression shifted again, as if something was under the surface that was being actively suppressed. His speech was strained. “These are my things. You never know when you’re going to need something. Throwing them away is disrespectful to the guardian of the forest. I look after them until I can find a new owner to take good care of them.”

      Sarah picked up the item closest to her, which was a table leg. “Some of these things look less useful than others.”

      He snatched it from her, cradling it in his arms. “Not if you’re a person with a broken table. A tree gave up its life to make these items. Their sacrifice must be honoured.” He waved the table leg around threateningly.

      She fought the urge to light up a fireball. This room was a giant pile of kindling. She forced a smile. “Of course, I meant no offence.”

      His anger faded away as quickly as it surfaced. He carefully placed the table leg onto a pile behind him. “No offence taken. I only hope you can put some of these items to good use.”

      She backed away and found Carlos. “Is it just me, or is the merchant on the eccentric side, even for an NPC?”

      Carlos shrugged. “You know how it is. Brenin probably based him on his wacky uncle or annoying person he worked with.”

      The words finally connected the dots that had been floating around in her head. “Right! That’s where I know him from. He looks like a guy that used to work at DAS. He was an odd duck too, always complaining there weren’t enough vegan options in the vending machine. That totally makes sense now. I knew there was something familiar about him. I didn’t realize he’d worked there long enough to know Brenin Davies.”

      She snapped out of her recollection as Marcus whooped. He pulled an intricately carved wooden shield down from the wall. What originally appeared to be purely decorative turned out to have two looped handles on the rear, woven out of reeds. He analyzed the shield:

      Forest Shield: This shield is crafted by master woodworkers from the Caleb tree, the strongest, most durable wood found in Coeden Forest.

      Immune to lightning. Vulnerable to fire.

      +4 Defence. -1 Agility.

      Durability 50/50

      Not a bad improvement over his Squire’s Shield, with twice the DEF boost, plus it had much higher durability. His poor shield had taken a beating in the Fluffboom attack. He wasn’t convinced it would survive another fight.

      He excitedly took his find over to the merchant. “How much for this?”

      “Let’s call it 20 gold.”

      “I only have 18 gold. How much if I throw in this?”

      He plonked his charred Squire’s Shield on the table. The merchant caressed it, running his hand along the edge, wincing every time he reached a burnt section. “What have you done to this poor thing?”

      “It didn’t fare well against the exploding rodents on the other side of the bridge.”

      “I can’t give you much for it, on account of the condition. How about I knock off 3 gold?”

      Marcus was genuinely surprised to get anything at all. He’d been expecting to have to negotiate a lot harder. He excitedly said, “Ok, deal!”

      He handed the merchant the gold and his Squire’s Shield, and got the new Forest Shield back. It was definitely an upgrade. Not having cracks he could see through was an enormous improvement. With a quick flick, it flipped over his shoulder and stuck perfectly to his back.

      Marcus wasn’t the only one having success. Carlos found a box of dusty bottles, one of which had a pale blue liquid in it. It was a magic potion, used to restore MP. He excitedly took it over to the merchant. “Do you have any more of these?”

      “I’m afraid not. That’s my only one. A traveller traded it in for a wooden bow. You can have it for 9 gold pieces.”

      Carlos hurriedly paid and hung the potion from his belt, where it sloshed around.

      Meanwhile, Jas pulled a pair of long-handled axes out of a pile, causing several things to topple over. She didn’t analyze them, instead she span them around in her hands, feeling the weight difference from her swords. She could tell from the feel of them they would be slower to swing, but cause more damage. As they whirled past her face, she stopped and said, “I didn’t know I could do that!” It was a surreal feeling, being able to wield these deadly weapons so easily.

      She took them over to the merchant. “How much for these?”

      “25 gold.”

      “Drat, I only have 16 gold.” She was about to put them back when she remembered Marcus’ bartering success. She checked her inventory. “How much will you give me for these clothes?” She dumped the skimpy furs on the counter. The merchant picked them up and ran his fingers through them. “Are these yours?”

      Jas nodded, confused. “They were. I don’t need them anymore.”

      His face went a deep red. “These are real fur. A wolf died to make these clothes, and you want to discard them? Fur is murder. FUR IS MURDER!” He picked up the table leg and took a step towards Jas, who backed away.

      “Guys! What’s going on?”

      The others stopped what they were doing, as surprised by the merchant’s reaction as Jas was. Out of nowhere, Nutsack appeared, teeth bared, his poisoned dagger at the merchant’s neck. He gestured to Jas and shook his head. “No…hurt.”

      The merchant dropped the table leg, his blank expression returning. “Of course, sorry, I don’t know what came over me. Please accept the axes as a gift, in way of apology.”

      Jas nodded, slipping them into loops on her belt. They dangled by her sides. She fought to keep her emotions in check, but it wasn’t fear that she was fighting. It was rage. Pure, unfiltered rage. She wanted to use her new axes to chop the merchant up into tiny pieces, then set the chunks on fire and kick them into the ravine. She darted out of the cottage before that happened.

      Nutsack’s dagger remained at the merchant’s neck.

      Marcus said, “Let him go.”

      Carlos looked around before leaning over to Marcus. He spoke in what he considered a whisper, but was still plenty loud. “You know, if he kills the merchant, we might be able to loot the body. Not like there’s any backup around here…”

      Marcus turned and stared at him. “No, we aren’t playing like that. Nutsack’s a person now. We have to teach him right and wrong.”

      “But…”

      “No buts.” Marcus turned to Nutsack. “Put the dagger away. He’s scared.”

      Nutsack looked at the shopkeeper and saw fear. He sheathed the blade and followed Jas outside, grabbing a box full of trinkets on his way out the door. The merchant rubbed absentmindedly at his neck and didn’t stop him.

      Marcus went to go after their rogue who kept going rogue, but Carlos grabbed him. “Let’s just focus on one lesson at a time, ok? He managed not to murder the guy. We’ll work on stealing later.”

      “But…”

      “No buts. You said it yourself. He’s still an idiot. Do you want him forgetting the no murdering rule to remember not to pinch stuff?”

      “Ok fine.” Marcus went over to the shopkeeper. “Sorry for my friend. He’s new to the whole human thing.”

      “That’s ok, I’m new to the shopkeeper thing.” His face crinkled in confusion before it jolted into a blank stare.

      Marcus said, “What do you mean, you’re new to this?”

      “Can I help, weary traveller? Would you like to buy or trade?” The shopkeeper gestured to the room.

      Marcus watched him carefully, trying to determine what exactly was going on. Before he could ask any more questions, Sarah said, “Guys, you might want to come outside. I don’t think Jas is ok.”

      Marcus rushed outside to see Jas hacking away at a tree with her new axes. Large swathes of tree bark flailed away as she chopped into the helpless cedar, over and over, stopping only to let out a primal scream. No-one was brave enough to approach her; they let her get it out of her system.

      She hacked and hacked until there was a loud creaking sound. With a final groan, the tree collapsed into the woods, sending up a flurry of birds. Jas stared at her handiwork with surprise. Sarah appeared by her side. “Is everything ok, Jas? You don’t seem quite yourself. Not that I know you very well, but based on what I’ve seen so far.”

      Jas casually slipped the axes back into her belt. “I’m actually feeling a lot better now. I don’t know what came over me. I really wanted to hurt that guy. There’s no good way to explain it.”

      Carlos interrupted. “Don’t apologize, that’s good. Save some of that anger for the boss fight. I’m sure we’re going to need it to retrieve the first dagger. Speaking of which, we should keep looking around. It can’t be far.”
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      There was no obvious path away from the cottage, except for the one they had carved. The path where they knew someone was lurking, with an abundance of arrows and a desire to share them. That left them two choices: double back, or carve a fresh path.

      Marcus tried to repeat his earlier trick of hacking through the undergrowth, but it was too thick to make any progress. The Captain’s sword wasn’t up to the task. He gave up after a few feet and sighed with frustration. “This is impossible. It’s going to take days to get anywhere.”

      Jas strolled into the small gap he’d made, wielding her new axes. They sliced through the thickest branches and vines without complaint, and she casually carved a tunnel through the undergrowth. The others followed in single file, with Marcus hanging back to protect against an ambush. It was slow going, but at least they were moving away from the ranger.

      A twig snapped, drawing their attention. Sarah charged a fireball, but no attack came. When they were certain the coast was clear, Jas hacked at the bush in front of her. Without warning a creature burst out, crashing into her. It was a juvenile boar the size of a dog. It was only level 3, which meant one good hit would probably be enough. Carlos yelled, “Kill it!”

      Jas hesitated as the creature circled back around. The boar was cute, in a murderous rampage sort of way. Killing it felt unnecessary. It hadn’t done much damage. It was running around terrified, squealing up a storm.

      She unequipped her axes and said, “I’m not going to. It’s a baby.”

      Carlos yelled back, “Remember the unicorn? Cute doesn’t mean harmless around here, probably quite the opposite!”

      Jas held out her arms and prepared to catch the boar as it ran at her. It never made it. As it charged, it tripped on a vine, triggering a very loud sound from above. A huge log crashed down from the canopy, crushing the boar instantly, before starting a slow and steady topple towards Marcus. Out of sheer instinct, he held up his new shield, not actually expecting it to stop the crushing weight. Before the log made contact, it exploded into a ball of fire and splinters. He gave Sarah a thankful nod. “That was a little too close. I guess our ranger friend is still around, and now we have another thing to worry about.”

      Jas lifted what was left of the log off the dead boar and tried to revive it, without success. She said, “That’s not fair! It didn’t deserve to die like that.”

      “Could have been worse,” said Carlos.

      “It was crushed to death! How could it possibly have been worse?” asked Jas.

      “It could have been us!”

      The reality of the situation settled in and slowed down their progress. Every suspect vine or branch required them to spread out before Jas gingerly sliced through it. They were so busy focusing on looking up that they nearly fell into two different spike pits covered loosely with leaves.

      As Carlos circled around the second pit, he felt something pull tight on his leg and found himself unable to move. He looked down to see a snare cutting into his ankle, with a status of immobilized hovering above it. “Can someone help me out here? I can’t cut this off.”

      Jas used one of her new axes to sever the snare, freeing Carlos. He stretched his leg and almost put it straight into a bear trap, stopping himself at the last second. “Based on the increased frequency of the traps, I’m guessing we’re getting closer to our forest friend.”

      “You say that like it’s a good thing,” said Jas.

      “It is. I’m quite looking forward to making their acquaintance, right before we kick them off a cliff.”

      An arrow slammed into the tree directly next to Carlos’ head. It vibrated from the force of the impact. Jas said, “It looks like you’re going to get your chance.”

      “It came from that direction!” Carlos yelled, charging straight at the danger, his earlier concern for traps completely forgotten. Marcus tried calling him back, but he was in frontal assault mode, despite not having any means of attack.

      They burst into another clearing, this one the largest yet, with trees flanking them in a perfect circle. Arrows flew in their direction. Marcus used Taunt to draw the attacker’s focus and then ducked behind his new shield. There was the repeated thunk of arrows slamming into it. He continued pressing forwards, trying to flush out the ranger. An arrow to the knee forced him to kneel and crouch walk forwards, doing his best to keep as much of his body as possible behind the shield.

      The others stayed back and observed to pinpoint where the arrows were coming from, but they were too fast to trace. As Taunt was about to wear off, they realized they were sitting ducks in the clearing, and they rushed to get behind Marcus and the protection of his shield, forming an awkward crouched conga line. Nutsack watched them go and ran off in the opposite direction, straight into the woods.

      Every few steps, Marcus peeked around the edge of his shield, but there was no sign of their attacker. The only clue they were heading in the right direction was the delay between arrows getting shorter.

      A flutter of movement in the centre of the field caught Marcus’ eye. It looked like torn fabric, but it was the same colour as the grass. He shouted behind him. “Sarah, I think the ranger’s camouflaged in the centre of the clearing. Can you toss a fireball that way?”

      “I could use Poison Blast? That would clear the area.” She poked her head up to see where Marcus was pointing. “Can you get us a little closer? I don’t have a good angle to aim at the ground from this distance.”

      “I can, but it’s going to make it easier to pick you guys off. We’ll only get one shot at this.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” she replied.

      Another arrow hit Marcus’ shield, but this one made an unfamiliar sound. The thunk was followed by a whoosh, and suddenly the shield was on fire. Marcus tried waving the flames out and yelled, “We’re out of time! Do it now!”

      “I’m still out of range,” Sarah replied calmly.

      “I don’t know how long my shield’s going to last with these flames. We may end up as sitting ducks.”

      A harrowing war cry drew their attention, and for a moment, it appeared they were being ambushed. Then Nutsack burst from the trees. He’d circled around to attack the ranger from behind, creating a perfectly timed distraction, completely by accident.

      Nutsack ran straight at the lump where the flying pointy sticks were coming from. It went against his usual self-preservation instincts, but whatever was there was trying to hurt his friends. He was certain with enough persuasion he could convince the person to stop. He only needed to get close enough to try.

      The first arrow narrowly missed his head. He heard it pass by his ear as he dodged. He wasn’t far now, and he already had his elegant speech prepared, at least in his head. Unfortunately, the second arrow came quicker than expected, and he was closer now, making it harder to dodge. It caught him in the shoulder, throwing him off balance and causing him to stumble, providing enough of a window for the ranger to hit him with two more arrows. Nutsack was on the verge of dying when a golden orb landed on the ground in front of him and the healing dome engulfed him, slowly topping up his HP. A red blinking thing in his vision stopped blinking. He skidded to a halt to avoid leaving the dome. He was safe in here. It was like a cozy nest on a winter’s day.

      A flaming arrow pierced the golden wall and struck him in the chest, setting him on fire. The flames negated the HP top-up from the healing orb, and the next arrow killed him.

      “Silly bugger stood still!” Carlos said as he watched Nutsack slump to the ground.

      Sarah took full advantage of the distraction. She ran at the ranger’s hiding spot. As soon as she was in range, she unleashed the Poison Blast from her ring. A hooded figure rolled out from under the cloth and dived away from the purple cloud. As the ranger flipped upright, the hood fell back with a flourish, revealing a woman with short blonde hair and piercing green eyes.

      She sneered at them. “You’ve sinned against Mother Nature. You must pay the price.” She punctuated her statement with another volley of arrows, two of which struck Marcus’ flaming shield while the last arrow caught Sarah in the arm. Carlos turned his healing beam on her and the arrow fell out.

      “We haven’t done anything!” yelled Jas defensively, sensing an opportunity for a good old-fashioned conversation. “Perhaps we could discuss your grievances, so we could better understand them?”

      “Haven’t done anything? You killed an entire colony of Fluffbooms!”

      “In our defence, they mostly killed themselves,” said Carlos.

      Three more arrows thumped into Marcus’ shield. Jas popped her head up and said, “Are you sure we can’t discuss this?”

      There was a thwack as the arrow hit her square in the chest. It pierced her new armoured chest plate. Jas looked down at the arrow sticking out of her and yelled, “Hey! I just bought that!”

      She ducked back behind Marcus and said, “That’s it, she’s got to die.”

      “Finally, we agree on something!” said Carlos.

      Marcus risked a peek at their opponent.

      Petal - Forest Ranger - Level 16

      “Woah, she’s level 16. That’s a pretty big jump.”

      “Good. Sounds like we found the boss,” said Carlos. “Hopefully when we beat her she coughs up the Dagger of Power. Only one way to find out.”

      “We need a strategy,” Sarah said, charging up a fireball. “Carlos will be a sitting duck for her arrows if he tries to hang back and heal us.”

      Marcus said, “Taunt’s still on cooldown. As soon as it kicks in, I’ll use it to draw the agro, but it doesn’t last long. Jas, close the gap as fast as you can, and see what kind of damage you can do. We don’t know if Petal has close-quarters weapons, so watch out for counter attacks. At level 16, she’s going to pack a punch, even if her STR is low, plus it’s going to take a while for us to whittle down her HP.”

      There was a loud screech from above. They all looked up in unison to see a huge hawk diving straight at them. Marcus lifted his shield to block the attack and took an arrow to the chest as the giant bird crashed into him. It was similar to the crow attacks from earlier, only twice as mean and three times the size. Marcus held onto his shield for dear life as the claws and beak scratched along the surface, chipping away the edges of his poor beleaguered shield.

      Panic ensued as the hawk flew straight up and circled above them. Sarah threw fireballs, but it easily dodged them. With a sudden dip of its head, the bird started a new dive. They braced themselves, but the majestic hawk landed gracefully on the ranger’s outstretched arm. She fed it something from a pouch and gently stroked its head. Then without warning she launched it straight at them like a feathered missile, the vicious raptor crashing into the group, knocking Sarah and Carlos down and into the ranger’s line of fire.

      Marcus realized too late that he couldn’t cover both of them. He only had a moment to decide. He swung his shield over and felt the arrows thunk into it. Carlos looked at him, surprised, as Sarah fell to the second volley. Carlos said, “You picked me over Sarah?”

      “You’re our healer, so get healing.”

      Carlos didn’t waste any time. He ran to revive Sarah as both Jas and Marcus charged at Petal before the hawk could circle back around. The ranger fired arrow after arrow, but Jas stayed behind Marcus until she was in range. She brandished her new axes and took a swing, but Petal was far too quick. She effortlessly dodged out of the way. Jas switched to her swords instead, hoping to land a hit with her faster weapons, but didn’t fare much better. As Jas hacked and slashed, Petal dodged and weaved, pulling a dagger from her belt and using it to parry. It wasn’t a regular weapon. The blade was made from the tusk of a large boar, the handle wrapped in vines. It was crude, but effective. As she ducked under an attack, she stabbed at Jas, doing over 20% damage per hit. The drop in HP powered up Jas’ attacks, but the berserker needed to land a hit to make it count.

      “We can’t trade blows without a healer,” Marcus yelled, both to Jas and to Carlos, who‘d revived Sarah and was running back to assist when the hawk struck again. It flew straight at the healer, claws extended. Without a weapon, he prepared to dodge, but as the bird was about to strike, a blazing wall of fire erupted from the ground. It was too late for the hawk to dodge and it flew straight through the flames as Carlos rolled out of the way. If the hawk was upset about being on fire, it didn’t show it. It circled back around for another attack, leaving a trail of smoke behind it. Its HP was dropping, but not fast enough.

      Carlos ran straight for Nutsack. He was the only member of the team quick enough to hit the crows. Surely that would translate to a huge flaming hawk. Carlos rolled as the hawk swooped again, narrowly missing him. He skidded to a halt next to Nutsack, the revival timer starting up immediately. Carlos yelled, “Sarah, I need covering fire, otherwise I’m going to be hawk chow!”

      “I’m on it.”

      She moved towards him, firing up at the hawk. One fireball hit, but it only did a few points of damage, on account of the bird already being on fire.

      Sarah switched to Poison to double up on debuffs, but the poison blasts moved slower, making it harder to hit a speedy target. The hawk swooped back around and came straight at her, and she tried to throw up a poisoned barrier, but didn’t have the MP. In a panic, she switched back to fire and the Fire Wall erupted at her feet as the hawk pulled up and glided straight over it. Was it smart enough to trick her into burning through her remaining MP? She hoped not.

      Carlos yelped as the revival countdown reach zero. Nutsack opened his eyes to see Carlos glaring down at him, a truly awful way to come back to life. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse, he saw the flaming hawk circling overhead.

      Squirrels had no concept of heaven or hell, only alive and dead. However, if they did, a flaming hawk would be a strong contender for their version of the devil. Sure, cars killed more squirrels than pretty much everything else combined, but most of the time they tried not to. They swerved out of the way and made that terrible screeching sound, sometimes even a honk. Hawks, on the other hand, would silently slaughter an entire squirrel family, just for fun. They came out of nowhere, like a feathery grim reaper, a shadow made of beak and claws. Hawks were arseholes with wings. They made crows look positively angelic. And this one was on fire.

      He fought the urge to run and hide. Every fibre of his being told him a tree was the safest place to be right now, but he got to his feet and pulled out his daggers. He pointed at the hawk and chittered as ferociously as he could muster.

      With a piercing cry, the hawk dived, moving so quickly it put out the flames. It was ready to strike, to gouge, to scratch, but the creature it was attacking had other ideas. It moved with unexpected speed. One moment it was there, the next it was not. The only thing remaining was a purple dagger, which slashed at the hawk’s wings and blurred its vision. The bird tried to escape, to get out of range, but the rogue had other ideas. It was time for some payback.

      Carlos continued his lap of the battlefield, content that Sarah and Nutsack could hold off the hawk for the time being. An arrow narrowly missed him, and he saw the ranger fighting off Marcus and Jas with a dagger. She paused occasionally to take potshots with the bow. It would be impressive if it weren’t so hugely OP.

      Marcus chose his moment to draw the ranger’s attention. He used Taunt. “Fight me, you tree-hugging hippie.”

      The ranger was happy to oblige and lunged at him with her dagger, which he only narrowly blocked with his shield, leaving another hole. The poor thing had already taken a beating. He didn’t need to check the stats to know it couldn’t keep taking this kind of abuse.

      Marcus tried to counter with his sword, but the ranger backflipped away. The moment she landed on her feet, she was firing again. Marcus blocked the first arrow with his shield, but missed the second. It hit him squarely in the forehead for extra damage, sapping almost 30% of his HP.

      Carlos threw down a healing orb between Jas and Marcus while checking his MP. He was running low. The MP potion sloshed around on his belt, but he was reluctant to use it. The ranger still had almost 80% of her HP, due mainly to their inability to hit her with anything. High AGI characters were a real pain, and Petal was no exception.

      Jas was becoming increasingly frustrated at her inability to land attacks on the ranger. What good was being strong enough to do serious damage if your opponent kept flipping out of the way?

      What they needed was a way to slow her down.

      Just as Jas was about to give up, a wall of fire appeared where the ranger was standing. The ranger rolled left at the last moment, dodging the flames with a smug grin, but Jas was ready. With all her might, she hefted her foot off the ground and Spartan Kicked the ranger clean through the inferno and into a tree. Without a moment’s hesitation, Jas followed up with a leap attack, striking Petal and doing noticeable damage. It felt good to make contact, even if the ranger’s health bar was still annoyingly large.

      Petal was less keen on the new development. She jumped straight up, grabbed the branch above, and flipped herself onto it like a gymnast. From her new vantage point, she was out of range of most of their attacks and took full advantage by raining arrows down upon them. Marcus ran to intercept the arrows fired at Jas, yelling, “Sarah, we need ranged support over here.”

      “Kind of busy!” she replied as the hawk hurtled straight at her. She feigned the firewall, which the hawk tried to dodge. As it swooped overhead, she hit it in the chest with a poisoned blast, adding to the wooziness it was already experiencing.

      “We can’t hurt her up there,” Marcus said, peeking around his shield.

      “Sure we can!” said Jas, sheathing her swords and removing her axes. She charged into the tree and started hacking at the trunk, with Marcus providing cover, his shield above her head. As the tree creaked, the ranger tried jumping across to another, but that tree burst into flames. Marcus heard Sarah yell, “You’re welcome!”

      The tree toppled with Petal still in it and landed with an earth-trembling thud. The ranger howled at the newly created firewood and unleashed a volley of arrows at Jas, while screaming less than polite things about her.

      A shadow loomed overhead, and they all looked up, including the ranger. She wasn’t expecting to get a face full of hawk. The impact was hard enough for them all to wince, and the bird continued clawing at Petal as she tried to get back to her feet.

      “What have you done to my beautiful bird?” she cried as it tried to peck her eyes out.

      Marcus saw the pink debuff above the bird’s head.

      Charmed.

      For the hawk’s part, it was low on health and very poisoned, which had made it susceptible to the suggestions of the strange-sounding rogue. One moment it had been trying to dive-bomb him straight into Hades, the next he suggested maybe the real villain was the crazy lady that kept bossing it around. The more the hawk thought about it, which wasn’t a lot, the more the guy made sense.

      The hawk was the perfect feathery distraction. Sarah launched a poisoned blast at the duo, engulfing them both. Jas took full advantage and swung her axes at the ranger, feeling satisfaction when they finally connected. Even Marcus landed a couple of quick hits with his Captain’s sword. Petal was too distracted fighting her own pet to defend herself, and Nutsack was quick to introduce his daggers to her back. Carlos kept everyone topped up on health, and slowly but surely, the ranger’s HP dropped. She fell to the ground with a final cry.

      They waited for her to get back up. She stayed slumped in place. The hawk collapsed next to her, the poison finally finishing it.

      “That went better than expected!” said Carlos, peering around for something else they could fight. When nothing presented itself he said, “Is that it?”

      “I think so,” replied Marcus. He went over to check. The ranger was dead. A quick check of her body did not provide a Dagger of Power, or any other useful clue as to where one might be. No map marker, no mystical symbol, not even a rusty key.

      “Now what?” Carlos asked.

      “No idea. We keep searching, I guess?” Marcus said, but he felt a twinge. Something wasn’t right. That battle had all the hallmarks of a boss fight, a named enemy, a special pet, and a unique arena. This wasn’t a random encounter, this was a main event, and yet they’d bested her on their first attempt.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “Hey, shouldn’t we have gotten some EXP?” asked Jas innocently.

      Carlos took a moment to process what she’d said, before the realization hit him. He shouted, “Run!” but it was already too late. The ground around Petal exploded, showering the area with dust, dramatically reducing visibility.

      A thick rope whipped out and struck Jas, killing her instantly. The others scrambled to get away from whatever was in the centre of the swirling cloud.

      As the dust cleared, they gasped at the sight. Petal was standing, but she wasn’t herself. Her skin was rough and brown, like tree bark, and her hair had transformed into daisy chains. Worst of all were her arms. Instead of limbs, she now had long vines covered in thorns and leaves. As she spoke, her voice echoed. “You seek to destroy me. I only wish to live in peace, but your cities cut into me, your buildings suffocate me, your machinery burrows deep inside, your toxins poison me. Who will protect me? Who will look after me? I cannot wait for you to save me. I must fight, or die.”

      Marcus scanned this new creature before them and gasped.

      Mother Nature. Level 25.

      Her HP was over a thousand, double that of her ranger form, but there was already a chunk missing. Upon closer inspection, she was glowing faintly purple from poison. It was far more effective than before, causing a slow but steady drop to her health. If the poison held up, it would eventually kill her. The chances of them being around to see it were slim to none.

      Sarah was the first to call it. “We don’t have anywhere close to the DPS to put a dent in a life bar that large. We’d need to be at least five levels higher, probably more.”

      Marcus said, “This is supposed to be the easy dagger. How are we already getting mauled by bosses twice our level? Does this mean we’ll be dying constantly for the rest of the game? That can’t be right. We have to be missing something.”

      The vines launched themselves at Marcus while he was still contemplating options. He got his shield up in time, but the vine still stripped him of half his HP through the sheer force of the attack.

      Nutsack had fully expended his bravery quota. He’d charged at certain death, fought off a winged demon, and killed a crafty furless, but he drew the line at fighting trees. It would be like these furless starting a fight with a house. There was no winning this one. The sooner his friends figured that out, the better. As he ran away, he could hear his keeper shouting his name. There was a pang deep in his chest, like something was burrowing there. He didn’t like this new feeling at all. It got worse the further away he went. The only way to dull the ache was to promise himself that he’d watch the fight from the safety of the forest and jump back in if he thought they could win.

      Marcus stopped shouting after Nutsack. They had bigger problems, namely the angry tree lady stalking towards them. Sarah and Carlos had already backed up, keeping out of range of the vines, which left him to tank the creature’s agro while they tried hurting Mother Nature with ranged attacks. He may as well keep her focus, so he took a swing with his sword. To his surprise, it severed the tip of the vine that was lashing against his shield. The chunk immediately withered and died the moment it hit the floor. Before he could celebrate, a new tip had grown in its place. It was hard to tell if the vine was shorter as it waved about, but if it was, that gave them a way to chip away at her HP. He couldn’t help thinking Jas’ axes would be perfect for the task. He could make it to her, but he couldn’t leave this spot. If he did, Mother Nature would quickly overrun Carlos and Sarah.

      Die alone, or die together.

      All the options sucked.

      Sarah did not intend to go quietly into the night. She had fire magic, and they were fighting a walking bonfire. That seemed like a winning combo.

      The target was slow-moving, so she didn’t even have to worry about aiming. She lined up the shot and charged up a fireball as big as she could before unleashing it straight at Mother Nature. It hit the target and the tree burst into flames. The initial attack did minimal harm, but the fire damage added to the poisoned damage and sped up the erosion of the massive health bar. It still wasn’t fast enough, though. Sarah would run out of MP before their enemy ran out of health.

      Mother Nature thrashed around, the fire slowly spreading. She lashed out at Marcus with her flaming vines, raking them against his charred shield. He was so focused on blocking, he didn’t see the second vine wrap around his foot until it was too late. With a quick tug, he was pulled off his feet and the flames from the vine spread up his trouser leg. He heard Carlos grumbling behind him. “Why is the targeting messed up again? Hold still, I’m trying to heal you.”

      “Hold still? I’m hanging upside down by my ankle!”

      “Excuses, excuses.”

      Marcus tried to slash at the vine with his sword, but the weapon wasn’t long enough to reach. He sliced at thin air. He prepared for the inevitable. It would only take a quick slam to kill him. Would Sarah be able to hold Mother Nature off long enough for Carlos to revive someone? It was unlikely. Even if Nutsack rejoined the fight, they were still hugely outmatched.

      Carlos tried a second time to heal Marcus, but the beam missed him, hitting Mother Nature instead. “What’s going on with this stupid thing?” That was when Carlos’ brow crinkled. He said, “It’s actually healing her. Slowly, but way faster than it should with such a mammoth health bar. It shouldn’t be working at all. This definitely isn’t a glitch. It’s intentional, but why?”

      “Maybe she’s going to explode like the Fluffbooms?” suggested Sarah.

      “Perhaps. Everyone, stop attacking for a second.”

      “If you say so,” Marcus replied, still dangling helplessly from the vine.

      Carlos threw down a healing orb at Mother Nature’s feet, which healed both her and Marcus. He added a healing beam, focusing on the tree.

      With no one attacking, it was clear the heals were working, but the poison and the fire continued to do damage. Marcus waited for her to kill him, but she seemed content to let him dangle while she healed up.

      “Wait, are you supposed to heal her?” asked Marcus.

      “I think so?” Carlos replied. “Why else would it work? It also explains the Fluffbooms. Brenin wanted to make sure any team that made it this far had a healer, and learn that healing mobs could be beneficial.”

      “That sneaky git!” replied Marcus. He couldn’t find a flaw in the argument. It made sense, in a twisted game logic sort of way. He watched as an upside-down Carlos crept closer to the boss as his beam stayed focused on her. Marcus said, “Any chance you can get me down?”

      “Not without cutting her, and that doesn’t send the right message. I’ve got this, just hang tight.” Carlos threw in a smirk for good measure.

      Marcus resigned himself to his current situation, and instead focused on how long it might last. “Can you get her back to full health?”

      Carlos checked and shook his head. “I’m running low on MP. I’ll have to use my potion, and even then, it’s going to be tight.”

      “If this doesn’t work, you’re making it much harder for us to win,” said Sarah.

      “I hate to say it, but I don’t think we can win this fight the conventional way at our current level,” said Carlos. His face wrinkled in disgust as he said it.

      It was so unlike Carlos to admit to even the notion of defeat that it was enough to convince everyone to go along with the plan.

      As his MP ran out, Carlos said, “Bottoms up,” and popped the cork off the MP potion. He downed it in one gulp. His MP bar refilled all the way to the top. There were a few seconds before it kicked in, and Mother Nature roared as the healing beam sputtered out. She pulled back the vines, ready to unleash them, when the healing beam started up again. Carlos looked at his MP bar tumbling and the boss’s HP slowly creeping up. He gestured to Sarah. “Go revive Jas, but make sure she doesn’t attack.”

      Sarah crept slowly over to Jas, being careful not to make any sudden moves. She kept her eyes fixed on the flaming vine that was pulled back, ready to strike. She didn’t fancy joining Marcus in the hanging around club. The revival timer slowly ticked down, and Jas sat bolt upright. She said, “What killed me?”

      “That did,” said Sarah, gesturing to Mother Nature.

      Jas hopped back to her feet and brandished her axes. “Time to repay the favour!”

      Sarah placed her hand on Jas’ shoulder. “Actually, we’re healing it at the moment.”

      “Wait, what?”

      She watched as Carlos kept the stream pointed at the boss. The flames covering the tree flickered and went out, but the poison damage continued. Without the fire pulling down Mother Nature’s HP, the healing became more effective and her health increased faster. Up and up her health bar climbed, until it was almost full. Carlos shouted, “I’m down to my last 10% MP. Get ready in case this doesn’t work.”

      “Get ready to do what?” asked Jas, still trying to figure out what was going on.

      “Die horribly,” came the reassuring reply.

      Carlos flicked his attention between Mother Nature’s health bar and his MP. It was going to be close. 97%, 98%, 99%…

      “Oh no.”

      The healing beam sputtered and faded away. Mother Nature reared up instantly, ready to strike. Carlos said, “I’m out of MP! We only have 1% to go. We can still do this!”

      Mother Nature slammed Marcus into the ground, almost killing him. Jas covered the distance in a single leap and instinctively chopped at the vine before it could hoist him back into the air. He fell to the earth, feeling rather confused that the world was suddenly the right way up. Before Jas could attack again, Marcus stopped her. “Hold up, we’re almost there. I’ll tank until Carlos regens enough MP to finish the job. No-one attack.”

      Marcus held up his tattered shield and used Taunt. “Prepare to be kindling.”

      The vines lashed at him and he used Hare to dodge the one snaking toward his ankle. “Not this time!”

      The second vine whipped at him, narrowly missing. He ran in a circle, lapping the wooden woman, until she tripped him with a vine, bringing him to the ground, his health bar flashing. As he lay on his back, he saw the second vine hurtling towards him, ready to end it.

      The vine stopped inches from his face. That’s when he noticed the golden glow.

      Mother Nature had lost health from the poison, but Carlos wasn’t about to watch his friend get flattened. His tiny MP bar raced Mother Nature’s HP bar for a second time, each heading in opposite directions. With a barely audible ding she reached 100%, seconds before his MP ran out again.

      The notification said everything they needed to know:

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Mother Nature’s daisy chain hair grew longer and her vines reached upwards, becoming branches. The thorns disappeared, to be replaced with golden apples. One fell to the ground with a loud thud at Carlos’ feet. He bent down to pick it up and found a simple dagger sticking out of it. Its handle was two intertwined branches, the hilt ended in two metallic leaves, and the blade glowed faintly green. It was serrated on both sides, which made it look like a Christmas tree.

      Carlos was about to examine his new prize when he heard clapping.

      King Welsh did the loud, slow-clap that people only ever did in movies. He stepped casually out of the forest, a huge grin on his face. He was wearing golden armour that glistened like a mirror, with a comically large sword and a flowing red cloak that rippled behind him, despite the lack of any kind of breeze. “Bravo. Well played. You passed the first test.”

      “What was the point of that?” Carlos asked, brandishing the dagger.

      “Some enemies cannot be beaten with force. They may have been poisoned against you, and insist that you are their enemy, but sometimes it’s better to undo that harm than add to it. Just because you have swords and fireballs, does not mean they are always the right tools for the job. I’m impressed. Most candidates keep trying the same old tactics, whittling down her HP. Some even leave and come back later when they are at a higher level. Of course, she can be beaten that way, but she won’t drop the dagger. Speaking of which, who’s going to be the lucky recipient? Perhaps you’ll be a gentleman and give it to one of the ladies, or maybe your furry friend?” King Welsh looked around, puzzled. “Where is he, anyway?”

      Nutsack dived from the nearest tree, his dual daggers ready to plunge into the King’s back and end this madness forever. The rogue jerked to a stop in midair, hovering above the King, who glanced up with a smile.

      “There you are. How are you getting on in your new body?”

      Nutsack wriggled in the air, thrashing his daggers about.

      “Looks like you’ve got control of all your limbs. That’s a good start!” The King waved his hand and Nutsack was launched across the clearing, landing in a heap on the other side. He stayed down until the King clicked his fingers, upon which Nutsack sprang back to life and started the long walk back to the others.

      “You’re a real arsehole. Did anyone ever tell you that?” said Carlos.

      “No, you’re the first. The others were much smarter. If you continue talking that way, you’ll be the last.” He gestured to the dagger that Carlos was waving around. “You look right at home with that, but perhaps a more deserving member of the team should have it.”

      Carlos gripped tighter, but the dagger was no longer in his hand. It was in King Welsh’s. “These daggers are soul bound, meaning they can’t be taken from their owner. You should carefully consider which of you should have this. It’s not a choice to be taken lightly.” He tossed the dagger into the air, and when it fell to earth, he was already gone.

      “Urgh, I hate that guy. I can’t wait to wipe that smug grin off his face,” Carlos said.

      “He’s a literal god here. You saw what he can do. How are we going to fight him without weapons? Or if we can’t move?” said Sarah.

      “We’ll think of something. For now, what do we think about the dagger? I know he wants us to fight over it. Personally, I’d rather not give him the satisfaction.”

      “So you’re ok if someone else has the dagger?” Sarah said, adding, “In the interests of team bonding, of course.”

      “Sure,” Carlos said, after a long enough pause to suggest he was anything but.

      Sarah let him sweat it for a few more seconds before she said, “I vote Carlos gets the dagger. He doesn’t currently have a weapon, and he figured out how to beat the boss, so it seems fair to me. What does everyone else think?”

      Everyone nodded, except for Nutsack, who was back from his long stroll and busy scratching himself again.

      Carlos said, “Thanks, team, that means a lot. I won’t let you down.” He scooped up the dagger and whistled as he pulled up the stats:

      Thorn, Dagger of plants. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This dagger is crafted from the finest materials in the forest by a master carpenter. It slows down opponents to allow the wielder to escape difficult situations. It has the following special abilities:

      Strangling Vines: Stabbing a foe with Thorn will cause vines to trip them and slow them down. The effect lasts for 10 seconds and has a 60-second cooldown.

      Beanstalk: Stabbing Thorn into dirt will grow a beanstalk that can be climbed. The beanstalk lasts for 60 seconds and has a 10-minute cooldown.

      Both sounded pretty cool. He bent down and stabbed Thorn into the ground, curious to see the effect. A towering beanstalk erupted next to the blade, growing up and up, with large leaves as platforms. Everyone else jumped at this sudden addition, but Nutsack scrambled up it, leaping effortlessly from leaf to leaf until he waved to them from the top.

      Jas stared up at him. “That’s pretty cool! Can you do that anywhere?”

      “Only in dirt, and only every 10 minutes, but I’m sure we can find some uses for it. I can also use the dagger to attack people. It won’t do much damage, but it will slow them down. It’s certainly more deadly than what I have now!”

      They were still admiring the huge plant when the leaves at the bottom turned brown and withered. With a snap, they fell off one by one. Carlos shouted up towards the team’s rogue, who was still jumping around at the top. “Nutsack, you need to get down from there right now!”

      Nutsack heard the commotion and ignored it. He was used to people frantically shouting his name. What he wasn’t used to, was trees vanishing beneath his feet.

      It was a high fall, enough to be fatal for anyone else. Nutsack landed in a roll, absorbing the worst of the damage. It was still enough to put him down to 10% HP. Carlos rolled his eyes. “Give me a minute and I’ll fix you up. My MP is still refilling.”

      It was a timely reminder that using the beanstalk would require coordination, and no dilly dallying.

      While Carlos played with his new toy, the others opened their maps. Jas said, “Only two other daggers are marked as easy. One’s in the area marked as the Tywyll Mines, the other’s somewhere in the Fields of Gŵyl, which is that large green spot with ruins in the centre.”

      “We can get to the mines on foot from here,” Marcus remarked, tracing a line with his finger. “To get to the Fields of Gŵyl, we’ll need to go all the way around that medium zone, which will take a while. Perhaps if we get the next dagger, we’ll be levelled up enough to cut through it.”

      Jas nodded enthusiastically. She looked around and the others were nodding too. She said, “Ok, that settles it. Let’s go to the mines.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 16: Alpha

        

      

    

    
      The trees thinned and the green grass became patchy, revealing brown dirt beneath. Soon they were hiking through thick mud. It impeded their progress and made movement difficult. Even Nutsack struggled to maintain a decent pace.

      They continued their slow march as the ground sloped downwards, becoming steeper and steeper, every step sending rocks and dirt tumbling. The only sign of civilization was a derelict cottage, but the roof was missing and vines had long since claimed the walls. They found a small treasure chest inside without a lock, but all it contained was a lonely health potion, which Carlos promptly snaffled.

      As they walked, Marcus explained the menu system to Nutsack, hoping to teach him how to switch his auto-assigned points back to WIS. When that didn’t work, Marcus tried to get him to select a new ability, even if he couldn’t make an informed choice. For a moment it seemed as if the rogue was following along, but then he stopped to pick up a leaf and the illusion was broken.

      They finally reached a patch of level ground and stopped to check their bearings. According to the map, they were still heading in the right direction, and had trudged past the halfway point.

      Before they could set off again, a loud howl echoed behind them. A large brown wolf scrambled up onto the level ground. It was bigger than normal, somewhere between a dog and a horse, and it looked hungry.

      Marcus analyzed it:

      Wolf - Alpha - Level 12

      Marcus kept his voice steady. “Ok, team, we’ve got this. It’s going to hit hard, but I’ll do my best to keep it away from everyone. Jas, try taking a hit to boost your DPS, but don’t get too low. We don’t want to risk you dying. Sarah, stay back and keep that thing toasty. Nutsack, it would be great if you could be up here helping, but you’re probably going to run away.”

      Nutsack didn’t run. He was feeling more confident, as if he could take on the world. No oversized puppy was going to ruin that feeling. He held out his daggers.

      Marcus smiled at the newfound efficiency of the group. They’d beaten a boss and lived to tell the tale. A chubby wolf wasn’t going to stop them.

      There was another howl, and then another. Four more wolves appeared, scrambling up the hillside. They were only level 8s, but they looked just as hungry as the alpha. They slowly circled around the party, blocking the only escape route. Then they tightened the noose, creeping towards their prey.

      “Slight change of plans. Sarah, start firing, Jas, we can’t use the low-health strategy anymore, with this many enemies it’ll be too easy for you to get swarmed. Stay close to me so Carlos can use healing orbs instead. Nutsack, do the stabby stabby. Everyone, focus on the weaker wolves first as they’ll be easier to kill, then we can switch our attention to the alpha once we’ve thinned the pack.”

      The alpha let out a loud bark, and one of the lesser wolves charged at Carlos. Marcus intercepted it with his shield, the wolf’s teeth gnashing against the charred wood. It clenched down, trying to pull the shield loose.

      As the tug of war continued, his teammates took full advantage. Jas sliced down with her swords. Nutsack stayed true to his word, getting in some swift stabs with his daggers. The poisoned one was particularly effective. The wolf wobbled as the poison took hold.

      Carlos pulled Thorn from his belt and stared lovingly at his new toy. He’d never been so happy to have a lethal weapon in his possession. He plunged it into the wolf, hoping it would do massive damage, but the wolf’s HP barely dropped at all. What happened was much more impressive. Green vines burst from the ground and wrapped themselves around the wolf’s feet. They weren’t thick enough to immobilize it entirely, but they slowed it down. The creature even stopped chewing on Marcus’ shield and switched its focus to the vines, desperately trying to gnaw its way out.

      With everyone grouped around the wolf, Sarah didn’t have a decent line of sight, but there was still plenty of targets to choose from. She switched to poison and aimed between two of the weaker wolves with her staff, catching them both in the cloud of purple smoke. Immediately their health dropped, which was initially a good thing, until they broke from their pack mates and ran straight at the rest of the party, who were still busy fighting the first wolf. Sarah tried to slow them down with a fire wall, but they dodged around it.

      “Incoming!” Sarah shouted as the first wolf charged into Jas, knocking her back. She was quick to retaliate, performing a Leap Attack to get back to the wolf. As soon as she was within range, she followed it up with a Spartan Kick, pushing the wolf back before it could bite her.

      Marcus yelled above all the growling, “Jas, we need you to focus on this first wolf until it’s dead. If we split our focus, it’ll take longer to kill, which means it will deal more damage. Don’t worry about getting hit. Carlos will keep you topped up on health.”

      Marcus used Taunt to draw the ire of all three wolves, which he quickly regretted when the other two attacked from behind. There was no getting around the fact that he could only shield in one direction at a time, and his opponents refused to form an orderly queue.

      Marcus slashed at the wolf attacking his shield. It was down to less than 20% health, which was a good sign. Provided the rest of the wolves didn’t all attack at once, they could repeat this same tactic a few more times to wear down the rest of the pack. Jas joined him, focusing her attacks on the weakest wolf, with each of her hits doing considerably more damage than he was. Before long, the wolf fell. In unison, Marcus and Jas span to face the next one, repeating the process until both wolves were defeated.

      Everything was going swimmingly until the alpha howled again. Three new wolves scrambled up the rocky cliff to join the rest of the pack, quickly filling the gaps. They were one level higher than the previous pack members.

      Marcus assessed the situation. “New plan! Looks like the alpha can keep summoning wolves with his howl, and they’re getting tougher, so we need to take him out before he summons mobs we can’t beat. Everyone, focus your attacks on the alpha.”

      “Hold on a second,” Carlos said, eyeing the rest of the pack. “Hear me out. Can we kill a few more of the low level wolves first? It’s a good way to farm EXP.”

      “Ok, a couple more, but let’s not get carried away. We need to focus on the task at hand, not on power levelling,” replied Marcus.

      The alpha let out a long howl, and all four lesser wolves attacked at once. It threw any pretence of a plan out of the window as they scrambled to respond, with Carlos taking multiple bites before Marcus could properly shield him. He frantically chugged a health potion. “Ok, this may not be the best plan after all.”

      “Can we kill the alpha now?” Marcus asked as two wolves tugged his shield back and forth. He held on as hard as he could. With a terrible sound, they tore the shield clean in half, its durability finally reaching zero.

      “Yeah, I guess we should,” said Carlos.

      A wolf bit Marcus on the thigh and Carlos started up the heals. The healer glanced at Jas, who was at less than half health, but her increased DPS was helping to kill the mobs quicker, so he left her as she was. Nutsack was doing ok health-wise, and so was Sarah.

      Sarah switched her attacks from the lesser wolves to the alpha, using fireballs to ration her MP. Several of them hit their mark, but the flames refused to take hold.

      Marcus considered their options. “We can’t kill the lesser wolves, because the alpha will summon more, so we have to kill him first, before we finish any of the others. Everyone, switch your focus now. Carlos, we’re going to be needing a lot of heals, shout if you’re being attacked so we can keep them off you.”

      Jas was the first to break from attacking the rest of the wolf pack. She used a Leap Attack to close the distance to the alpha, landing with both swords. She was down to less than 10% health, making it hit much harder. Carlos kept a close eye on her as she plowed into the enormous wolf, Spartan kicking it across the clearing for a one-two combo that prevented the alpha from landing a hit on her. Then she drew her axes from her belt and tossed them both in unison. They arced, spinning end over end, slamming into the alpha for another 15% damage. She stared in disbelief at the axes sticking out of the wolf and fought the urge to apologize.

      Carlos said, “How did you do that?”

      Jas looked shocked. “I don’t know! It felt like the right thing to do.”

      Carlos nodded. “It was. Now you’d better go get those axes back.”

      Jas ran at the alpha, her swords at the ready. It snapped and lunged as she got closer. Carlos was still trying to disengage from the rest of the pack, but he saw that a single bite would kill her. He tossed a healing orb over the rest of the party and landed it at Jas’ feet as the alpha crashed into her. It tried to bite her leg, but she blocked the attack with her swords, throwing her off balance. As the alpha pushed forward, she tumbled back, landing with a thud. The alpha pounced, trying to press its advantage, but it was intercepted by a brown blur. Nutsack stabbed frantically with his daggers, drawing the alpha’s agro and turning the wolf away from Jas as the healing orb dissipated. She was only at half health, but now the alpha was facing away from her.

      She pulled the axes out of the wolf’s back and brought them both down in unison. They did more damage than her swords, at the expense of hitting slower, but the alpha was too distracted to dodge. It howled in pain and circled back around to face her. She knew instinctively that her HP was dropping as she felt the vibration of another wolf biting at her back, but she trusted Carlos to keep her alive.

      Carlos stood between the two groups, his head turning back and forth like a tennis match. Everyone was taking damage. Jas and Nutsack were facing the alpha, while Marcus and Sarah were doing their best to keep the rest of the wolves busy without killing them and triggering fresh ones. To make matters worse, Carlos was running out of MP.

      The alpha hit harder, putting Jas and Nutsack in jeopardy of a sudden death. Carlos focused on them, so he threw a healing orb at Marcus and Sarah, hoping it would be enough to keep them alive. He used Dash to get closer to Nutsack and Jas and start the healing beam. He brought Jas back from the brink of death, no longer concerned about her DPS. Keeping her alive was his priority. They couldn’t revive anyone with this many enemies around.

      The life bar above Nutsack’s head was flashing. The rogue dodged most of the alpha’s attacks, but every one that landed did major damage. He was one bite from death, and Carlos was running on fumes. There wasn’t the MP to heal Nutsack back to full health. Carlos had to sacrifice him for the good of the team.

      He shook his head. That wasn’t good enough. They needed all the help they could get in this fight. There had to be another way. Carlos pulled out Thorn. He bent down and stabbed the dagger into the ground. A beanstalk immediately sprouted, reaching for the sky. Carlos gestured at it and Nutsack got the message. He jumped up and grabbed a low-hanging leaf as the alpha snapped and snarled. With a grunt, he pulled himself up and scrambled to the top. Carlos had bought him another 60 seconds of life, but without more MP or a health potion, it was only a stay of execution.

      He kept his healing beam focused on Jas as she continued to whittle away at the alpha’s HP. There was 20% left, but her reduced DPS from her improved life bar slowed down her progress. That wouldn’t be a problem for long. A lesser wolf was snapping at her, bringing her health back down, but she ignored it and focused on the alpha. It was a race to see who would succumb first.

      It wasn’t looking good for Jas.

      It wasn’t going much better with the other group. Sarah was hiding behind Marcus, popping out to throw fireballs, but her MP was also running low. Marcus couldn’t block the wolves, he could only fend them off with his sword, and tank their bites to keep them away from Sarah. If the fight continued much longer, they would both succumb to the wolves.

      With a loud whoop, Nutsack jumped from the top of the beanstalk, his daggers above his head. Carlos watched him fall to the ground, landing with a loud thud on the alpha, both daggers stuck in its head. It killed the mob instantly. Nutsack pulled the daggers out and turned to face the lesser wolf, who took one look at its dead leader before tucking its tail between its legs and running off with a whimper. The others weren’t far behind. Sarah picked two of them off with her last remaining fireballs.

      Everyone was in a state of shock. Nutsack had stabbed something he was supposed to stab, at a time he was supposed to stab it. Not only that, he’d killed it, saving the rest of the team in the process.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      They all got a stash of EXP, and the wolf corpses each provided a wolf pelt when looted.

      Carlos pulled up the party menu and opened Nutsack’s abilities. Something was bugging him. That attack did way too much damage. He reviewed Nutsack’s ability list and found what he was looking for:

      Death from above: This passive Rogue ability is triggered when you’re above your enemy, causing you to leap down and attack them with your current weapon. Negates all fall damage if the hit is successful. Damage to target is multiplied by the amount of time in seconds spent falling. Missing the target will cause standard fall damage to apply.

      “Hey, Marcus, I think your pep talk helped after all. Looks like Nutsack picked an ability!”

      “Please tell me it makes him smarter!”

      “Nope, but it combos well with beanstalk, so that’s a plus. We should come up with a name for that combo. How about the Jack attack?”

      “Nutsack barely knows his own name. He’s not responding to called plays,” said Marcus.

      Carlos said, “I think he’s smarter than we give him credit for, isn’t that right?”

      Nutsack grinned mindlessly and pulled a handful of nuts from his inventory. He was just happy to be part of the team.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 17: Blind Spot

        

      

    

    
      Marcus held up his hand and the others stopped. He watched as the alpha up ahead turned and continued on its patrol route. When its back was turned, they charged, silently closing the gap between them and the wolf. Before it could let out a sound, they were upon it, Jas with her axes, Marcus with his sword, and Nutsack with his daggers.

      The wolf bit and scratched at anyone that got close, but Carlos was there to heal the wounds. With a frantic dash, the alpha broke free and tilted its head to howl, but Sarah was ready with the fireball, knocking it out of the animation and cutting off any hope of backup.

      The team caught up to it, resuming the assault. Carlos put up the beanstalk and yelled, “Jack attack!” Nutsack ran up the plant and dropped onto the wolf from the top leaf to rack up the damage. They were a well-oiled machine, staying out of each other’s way, steadily depleting the mob’s HP until it succumbed to the onslaught.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      “That was the best one yet,” exclaimed Carlos, putting away Thorn. “Nice timing with the fireball, Sarah. You cut him off at exactly the right moment.”

      “Thanks. I’m getting the hang of the casting time now.”

      “That EXP finally gets us to level 14, but it’s also the longest we’ve gone before finding a mob. I think we’ve farmed this area as much as we can. It’s going to be a slog to 15 if we have to spend this long hunting between fights. We should press on towards the town, see if there are any quests we can pick up that will give us an EXP boost.” Carlos stared at the mining town off in the distance, the lights glimmering against the huge brown mountain behind it. After all the flat ground they had encountered, it was a strange sight. “I’d say it’s maybe fifteen minutes for us to get there. Ten if we hustle.”

      Marcus said, “I think we should take five to let everyone heal up and check our gear. We can’t afford any more incidents of weapons failing mid-fight. We don’t know what we’re going to run into out there.”

      The others sat down, except Carlos, who bounced excitedly from foot to foot. “What are you sitting around for? There’s a dagger to get!”

      “There’s no sign that we need to hurry. We haven’t even seen another player. The dagger isn’t going anywhere. What’s the rush?” said Marcus.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Progress report,” James barked, storming back into the room like a zig-zagging tornado you could only pray would miss your house.

      Miles squirmed. He wasn’t used to seeing James rattled. “I tried to call you, but your line was…”

      “I was on another call,” he hissed back, doing his best to forget it. These hourly check-ins were getting tiresome. The problem with working with ruthless people was that they didn’t discriminate. Everybody was expendable, even their business partners. “So where are we?”

      “They’ve retrieved Thorn.”

      “Show me,” James said.

      Miles twitched. It wasn’t like his boss to demand proof. He usually took Miles at his word. Something bad was going on. He pulled up the viewer.

      The party came into view. James said, “Why are they lounging around?”

      “They’ve been fighting wolves non-stop. They’re probably taking a quick breather.”

      “They don’t have time for that.”

      “Why not?” asked Miles, confused.

      “We have 40 hours until we have to pull them out, and you know my father will make that difficult if they haven’t played his silly game.”

      “40 hours? To get all the daggers? I can’t see that happening, based on previous teams’ performance. They are ahead of schedule, but 40 hours would be tough even at their current pace.”

      “Then we must increase their pace,” said James. “Can you speed up the processing speed? Make it so time moves faster for them?”

      “No,” Miles said firmly. “We’re already operating beyond the recommended thresholds, which exist for a reason.”

      “There are five of them. We can afford to lose a couple.”

      “It’s not that simple. We can increase the server speed, but their digital brains can’t handle that much throughput. We might get away with it in short bursts, but any longer massively increases the risk of corruption.”

      “What are their current corruption levels?”

      Miles pulled up a set of graphs. “They are stable. Usually at least one member shows symptoms by now. Everyone’s chart is in perfect sync. Except the squirrel, but I don’t think he’s a good benchmark because of the scale of the transformation. We can’t even track his brain activity properly, it’s effectively a flat line.”

      “If there’s no corruption, why can’t we speed up the server?”

      “Because you want something to show for all this work. At higher speeds, the corruption can go from low levels to off the charts in a matter of seconds. I won’t have time to react. If we turn them into vegetables, that won’t impress anyone.”

      James ignored the fear in Miles’ voice. You didn’t get to his level without breaking a few eggs. What he needed was a contingency. “What if we pulled one of them out before trying the speed boost? Perhaps Dr. Reid?”

      “It would seriously hamper the rest of the team’s progress. Your father intentionally picked their classes to work as a unit. I think he might have anticipated this move.”

      “Of course he did,” James snarled. His father was a crafty old fox, and just as hard to get rid of. He’d made this an all-or-nothing play, no half measures, exactly like he’d always taught James. If you committed, you played till the bell. There was no quitting in the middle.

      With all his eggs in one basket, the server speed boost became too risky. He’d tuck it away, for now. What he needed was a different way to pick up the pace. The perfect solution popped into his head. He was amazed he hadn’t thought of it sooner. If he couldn’t accelerate time, perhaps he could speed up the participants. “Inform Ryan about the daggers.”

      Miles tried and failed to hide his horrified expression. “I’m sorry, boss. I definitely didn’t hear that correctly. What did you say?”

      “Ryan. The Collector, or whatever he’s calling himself. Tell him there are new artifact-level items available in the game world that he doesn’t currently possess.”

      “But we’ve gone to great lengths to make sure he didn’t find out about the daggers. That’s literally what we’ve been doing this whole time. Besides, I thought you were trying to speed this up. Adding him to the mix will only slow things down.”

      “How so?” asked James dryly.

      “He’s max level, with the best gear in the game. He can easily retrieve daggers the party won’t have a chance of getting yet. If he knows where all the daggers are, he’ll simply go get them for himself. They are soul bound, so once he retrieves one, it’s impossible for the candidates to get it back. It would effectively break their quest and piss off the King. That’s a major risk.”

      “That’s easily resolved. Don’t tell Ryan where the daggers are located, or how many there are. Only tell him the party’s searching for extremely valuable items. That way he’ll be forced to follow, rather than going rogue. We want him to harass them along, not beat them to it.”

      Miles paused, unsure of how far to push back. He decided it was worth the risk. “I still think it’s a bad idea. He’ll steamroll them the first chance he gets. He’s a loose cannon, and he’s proven time and again to be extremely unpredictable. The corruption is only making that worse. You know how badly it’s gone in the past when we’ve tried to control him.”

      James’ whole demeanour changed. “Your opinion is duly noted. Now do what I asked. This isn’t a democracy.”

      Miles considered digging his heels in, but his self-preservation instinct stepped in. James was not acting himself at the moment. This was a young, rich, physically fit and successful guy. It took a lot to fluster him, and yet here he was, running around in a panic. If someone was powerful enough to pull his strings, they wouldn’t think twice about tying Miles in knots if he got in their way. His best chance of making it through this was to stay under their radar.

      They weren’t the only ones he needed to avoid upsetting. The King would not be happy about this, and he would see Miles’ name on any communications sent to the Collector. He had to cover his tracks. “I’ll start working on it now. It’ll take a while. I’ll do it indirectly, so your father can’t trace the communication. We don’t want him stepping in and blocking this. I can make it look like a coincidence, but it’s still going to make him suspicious.”

      “I’ll deal with my father. You do your job.”

      James stormed out of the room and exhaled. He’d pulled the pin. Now he had to make sure he wasn’t holding the grenade when it went off.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The walk into the mining town was far from a pleasant stroll. As the gradient got steeper, the path got narrower, until they were edging along in single file, their backs pressed against a filthy wall to avoid the sheer drop into the valley below. Marcus kept his eyes fixed firmly on Sarah to stave off the vertigo. At least, that was his excuse. As they inched along, he briefly stumbled, and his heart pounded in his chest. He instinctively tried to grab hold of something, but there was only the wall. He tried anyway, and was surprised when his fist punched right through, pulling away a handful of crumbling dirt. Marcus said, “I think this wall’s made of mud.”

      Jas poked at it. Her finger went into the wall up to the knuckle. “I concur. This entire structure appears to be dangerously loose soil. The slightest nudge in the wrong place could cause a landslide, which would easily bump us off this narrow ledge and to our certain deaths.”

      Everyone glared at her, particularly Marcus. “That’s not exactly helping, Jas.”

      “Lying to you is considerably less helpful. You asked for my assessment and I gave it.”

      No-one else dared speak, but they all moved a little quicker towards the end of the narrow path. Marcus breathed a sigh of relief when the path widened and the wall ended, revealing a gaping black hole. It led straight down at a 45-degree angle and a signpost dangling above declared:

      DANGER - Tywyll Mines

      The sides of the mine shaft were inter-spaced planks of wood, with a flaming torch halfway down the tunnel casting a paltry amount of light. There was a steady drip, drip, dripping sound echoing up from the depths below. It didn’t exactly scream warm and inviting.

      Marcus pulled up his map. The dot appeared in the dead centre of the mines, but there was no detailed layout of the underground caverns, only a large black rectangle.

      Jas took one look at the entrance and said, “Nope. There’s absolutely no way I’m going in there. Ever. Period.”

      Sarah put her arm around her. “It’s ok, Jas, we won’t go charging in. We’ll come up with a plan first. We can’t fight anyone in the dark. I’ll make sure you can see the whole time.” She lit up her hand with a fireball and walked towards the mine entrance to make the point. It had the opposite effect. The fire barely lit up the walls on either side, as if the darkness were actively fighting back.

      Carlos looked ready to say something, but he caught Marcus’ glare and changed his mind.

      Marcus clapped his hands. “Ok, we all agree. We need to stock up and make sure we’re ready to face whatever’s down there. Let’s head into the village.”

      They were about to leave when they heard Sarah yelling. Marcus instinctively activated Hare and raced towards her, but she was in no apparent danger. When he got closer, he said, “Are you hurt?”

      “What? No. I think I may have found a clue to the next dagger. Check out this poem.”

      Marcus read it aloud:

      

      Weary travellers far and wide,

      Come seek your fortune deep inside,

      The way is dark, the paths are crossed,

      Without a guide you’ll soon be lost.

      

      If you still decide to play,

      Let these words show you the way,

      You must take heed of this riddle,

      If you want to find the middle.

      

      Your courage, kindness, grit, I’ll measure,

      To decide if you will find my treasure.

      Follow your heart, it is the key,

      To reach the depths of revelry.

      

      And at the end a final test,

      To determine who is best,

      But be warned that greed alone,

      Will not provide gifts from the throne.

      

      Carlos groaned. “Seriously, what’s with the mediocre poetry? This has King Welsh written all over it.”

      “That’s a good sign. It suggests this mine is important, not just a muddy hole filled with rats. Sounds like we’re on the right track,” replied Marcus.

      “But if that’s true, why leave clues out in the open like this? I thought he was trying to make this hard for us?”

      “I don’t think he wants the act of finding them to be hard, because it would be no fun watching us bumbling around his world with no idea where to go next. It’s why he gave us a map. What I think he’s doing is toying with us. He wants to prove he’s the smartest guy in the room, that he’s the one in control, and the way he does that is with poetry,” said Marcus.

      “It’s possible,” said Sarah. “But if King Welsh wanted to, he could line up the bosses and make us fight them one at a time. Why make us go through the act of finding them at all?”

      “Presumably because he’s a sadistic git,” suggested Carlos helpfully.

      They shared a chuckle. Hopefully the King was enjoying the show, at least enough to not get bored and make it harder.

      “We should get a move on. Come on, let’s go stock up,” said Carlos, walking towards the mining village.

      The path to the village was narrow and crumbly, but there was no steep drop to distract them. It was hard not to notice the child’s footprints stamped into the mud, leading to and from the mines. Dozens of them, everywhere, so small and dainty. This place needed far stricter child labour laws.

      The village itself was nothing fancy, a smattering of huts made of mud and stone that were heaped into house-shaped piles. Everything was various shades of brown. Loud music poured out of a building with a large bay window that appeared to be the local tavern. There were several panes of glass carefully propped up against the side of the building at an angle.

      “Someone in there will probably know where to buy decent equipment,” said Carlos, moving towards the noise.

      With a loud crash, a child came flying out of the window, sending shards of glass everywhere. He got to his feet, still clutching a large and impressively full tankard of ale. He downed it in one go. Carlos moved towards him. “Are you ok, kid? Do you need healing?”

      “Do I heck, ye wee bugger,” said the child in a thick Scottish accent. A closer inspection revealed a long red beard. He tilted his head back and emptied what was left in the tankard all over his face, with some landing near his mouth. There was little doubt that this wasn’t his first beverage of the evening, and it did not look as if he intended for it to be the last.

      “Is he ok?” Jas mumbled as quietly as she could manage.

      “Yeah, he’s drunk. And a Dwarf. I see King Welsh is sticking to the stereotypes. He’s even made them Scottish. I can’t wait to meet the snooty elves and savage orcs.”

      “Wait, you can get drunk in this game?” asked Jas.

      “Looks like it, or at least the NPCs can,” replied Carlos.

      “How would that even work?” she asked, her expression one of genuine curiosity.

      “In most games, drinking messes up your controls, and maybe gives you double vision or some other temporary debuff. There might be an agility penalty too.”

      “That sounds like a waste of time. Why even bother to code that in?”

      “Let’s find out!” said Carlos, walking straight into the tavern as a couple of disgruntled dwarves walked out the front door and around the side of the building. They retrieved a pane of glass from the pile and slotted it into place moments before another dwarf was casually tossed through it.

      The travellers scraped their heads on the roof of the tavern, which was packed to capacity. Dwarves were engaged in heated exchanges of ideas everywhere they looked, usually involving one or more pickaxes.

      Carlos made his way to the bar, where he towered over the rest of the patrons. He asked for five beers and paid the barmaid the required five gold, handing a beer to each of them. Then he said, “Bottoms up!”

      He tipped the glass up, but no liquid poured out. One minute the glass was full, the next it was empty. Marcus and Sarah did the same. They each received a message:

      You are tipsy. -1 WIS, +1 DEF.

      A 60-second timer appeared, counting down the effects. Carlos grinned. “Perfect, it comes with stat modifiers. We’ll have to experiment with those. They might come in handy. Drink up, Nutsack and Jas!”

      Nutsack stared at the strange object in his hands. It had liquid inside. He tried to drink it, but got no satisfaction from doing so. Stranger still, the liquid vanished, and then he felt different.

      Jas held out the tankard as if it might explode. “Here’s the thing. I don’t drink. Never have.”

      “Technically, this isn’t even drinking. It’s like a potion,” said Carlos.

      “I’m not sure I want to try.”

      Marcus held up his hands. “No-one here would ever force you to do something you don’t want to do. Don’t worry about it.”

      She placed the tankard down on a nearby table, and Nutsack casually scooped it up. He downed it when no-one else was looking, ignoring the squiggles that appeared.

      You are wobbly. -1 AGI, +1 STR.

      He fought the sudden urge to punch someone. Anyone. Whatever the strange liquid was, he wanted more of it. He’d not yet learned the art of commerce, except for the concept of buy none, get one free. He wandered over to another table and scooped up someone’s drink, chugging it in one gulp.

      You are flirty. -2 DEF, +2 CHR.

      A very different urge replaced the urge to punch. Unfortunately, this place was devoid of females, or at least, easily identifiable females. He was about to give up when he noticed the barmaid. She had a smattering of facial hair, but he didn’t mind. He was used to ladies with a little more fur.

      They watched Nutsack wobble off towards the bar. “Is he ok?” asked Jas.

      Carlos grimaced as Nutsack staggered into a large group of dwarves, knocking their drinks over. “I think we should keep an eye on him. Marcus and Sarah, see if you can find us a guide for the mines. The daft poem said we’d need one.”

      They glanced around. The dwarves here all appeared to be in various stages of intoxication. It was doubtful any of them could find their way out of the tavern, let alone navigate the underground tunnels of the mine.

      Marcus approached the soberest-looking dwarf, which was not a high benchmark to reach. It was in fact, just above waist height. “Excuse me, do you know where we might find a guide?”

      “I’m not a guide,” slurred the dwarf. It was hard to tell if the NPC was drunk or stupid. Possibly both.

      “Ok, great. Do you know anyone who is a guide?”

      “I’m not a guide.”

      “Thanks for your help.” He tried another dwarf, who perked up immediately. “Aye, I can take ye down the mine, for 400 gold.”

      “400 gold! We don’t have that much. Is there anyone cheaper?”

      A dwarf picked his head up off the table long enough to mumble, “I’ll do it for 500. I can even show ye a few shortcuts.”

      Marcus looked around. These NPCs were all simple, with limited scripts and hard-coded inebriation. Something told him they weren’t what he was looking for.

      Someone bumped into him from behind, almost knocking him clean over. Marcus span to confront the jerk that had shoved him, only to find a dwarf wearing sunglasses, with a long white stick. Marcus immediately went into apology mode. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

      “That’s ok, neither did I,” said the dwarf without a hint of a smirk. “I couldn’t help but overhear. Are you looking for a guide for the mines? If so, I believe I may be of service, and I only require 100 gold pieces.”

      “But you’re…blind,” Marcus tapered off. Could he hurt an NPC’s feelings? Did they even have feelings? This one certainly seemed more expressive than his sozzled brethren.

      “Wow, you’re a regular detective. Nothing slips by you. What gave it away? Was it the sunglasses, the white stick, or my guide dog?”

      Marcus looked around nervously. “You don’t have a guide dog.”

      “I don’t? Oh drat, did I lose another one?” The dwarf finally cracked a smile and Marcus burst out laughing, relieved he wasn’t in trouble. There was still one other thing bugging him though: the elephant in the room, so to speak. “How can you guide us if you can’t see?”

      “It’s a big dark cave. You think having good vision is an asset? Trust me, sound is a far more useful sense down there.”

      Marcus turned to Sarah. “I don’t know about you, but I’m convinced.”

      She chuckled. “Fine by me, but you get to tell Carlos. He’s going to lose his mind.”

      Marcus held out his hand to the dwarf. “Ok, you’re hired.”

      The dwarf ignored the hand. “Perfect. You can call me Spot. Are you ready to leave now, or are there other party members we’re waiting for?”

      “They’re grabbing a drink at the bar.”

      Spot turned his head slowly. “I wouldn’t advise that. There appears to be a fight brewing over there.”

      Marcus glanced over in time to see the barmaid jump up onto the bar and smash a glass tankard on Nutsack’s head. He turned to Sarah. “That’s our cue to leave.”

      Spot took two steps, crashed into a wooden pillar and said, “Please excuse me,” before continuing on his way.

      It was enough to get Sarah laughing again. “Oh man, this is going to be good.”
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      It took a while to leave the tavern, because Nutsack was trying to fight or hump everything that moved, sometimes both. It quickly became clear the only thing that made dwarves happier than punching each other was punching tall folk. Nutsack’s typical approach to fighting was to not get hit, but due to the drinks he continued to steal, he currently had the agility of a crash test dummy. He was doing a very passable impression of one, too. He was quickly overrun, but the dwarves weren’t the sort to stop kicking someone just because they were dead. Once their feet got tired, they found their fists were still hungry for more, and they turned their attention to Marcus and friends.

      The temptation was to fight, but there was no EXP to be gained, and worse, it would cost them reputation with the village. They hadn’t yet stocked up their supplies, and losing access to the shops would severely limit their ability to tackle the mines. Carlos held out his hands. “Gentlemen. Sorry, gentledwarves. We do not wish to fight. Please enjoy a round of drinks on us.”

      There was a long pause while the dwarves collectively considered this option. One of the wider dwarves stepped forwards. “Their gear alone will pay for our drinks all night. I say we kill them.”

      He moved towards Jas, his arms outstretched. She didn’t even bother to draw her weapons. She Spartan Kicked him straight out the window. The two window fitters sighed and put down their tankards.

      Another dwarf stepped forward. “Are we going to let them behave like that in our tavern? We should teach them a lesson.”

      Before anyone could respond, he found himself unexpectedly ablaze. He ran out of the building screaming, while Sarah prepared another fireball. She said, “Anyone else feel like teaching us a lesson?”

      The fate of their friends subtly changed the dynamic. Everyone was dying for free drinks, but no-one was keen on actually dying for them. Carlos inched towards the bar, his hands raised. “Excuse me, barmaid, how much to buy a drink for everyone in here?”

      “Forty-seven gold.”

      Carlos turned to the others. “I can chip in 27 gold. Anyone else?” He noticed Spot for the first time. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s Spot, our guide. We owe him 100 gold,” muttered Marcus as discreetly as he could.

      “Is he…”

      “Yes, he’s blind. It won’t be a problem.”

      Marcus was ready for the argument, but Carlos said, “Ok, sure, whatever works. That still leaves us in a pickle. We can’t afford both.”

      “Not a problem. We’ll have to get more gold. I’m sure our guide can wait around. Isn’t that right, Spot?” said Marcus optimistically.

      Spot nodded. “I’m not in a hurry while there’s a free bar. You’ll find me here when you can afford my rate.”

      “That’s settled then.” Carlos handed over the money and the barmaid started dishing out drinks, while Marcus cautiously revived Nutsack. The rogue immediately jumped to his feet, ready to fight, but they dragged him out of the tavern before he could cause any more trouble. He tried desperately to get back inside until Marcus finally gave up and sat on him until the drinks wore off. When he finally stopped wriggling, Marcus said, “Are you good now?”

      Nutsack looked away sheepishly and nodded.

      “Ok, before we hit the mines, we need to stock up on supplies,” said Carlos.

      “How are we going to buy supplies if we don’t even have enough for the guide?” asked Jas.

      “We’ll have to find a couple of side quests. Villages like this typically have simple ones you can do for quick cash. There’s usually an NPC with some kind of indicator over their head to let you know they have a quest. See if you can figure out what it is.”

      It didn’t take long. The mining town was laden with side quests. An old lady dwarf needed help to find her cat. A miner had lost his favourite pickaxe. There was even a quest for three wolf pelts, which they completed instantly because of their existing stash.

      They counted up their gold after every completed quest. Once they had 100 gold, Carlos said, “Ok, that pays for the guide. Now we need to earn something to spend on new gear. Let’s do a couple more quick ones.”

      There was still one thing Jas couldn’t wrap her head around. “Why do most of these quests involve grabbing stuff they could easily get themselves? That woman’s cat was literally in a waist-high tree around the corner.”

      “It’s called a fetch quest. They aren’t super fun, but they’re a good way to earn easy money. Lazy developers often use them to make games longer and give crappy players a way to get a few coins,” said Carlos, firing a glance at Sarah.

      “Why would you want the game to be arbitrarily longer? Wouldn’t it be better if games were shorter and more fun?”

      Carlos laughed loudly. “Gamers want games to be cheap, long, fun, challenging but not too hard, original but not too different, graphically intensive but able to run on 8-year-old hardware, and they want a sequel every year.”

      “What you’re describing isn’t possible,” said Jas.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t stop every publisher from trying. It’s actually amazing how close they get these days. Anyway, let’s do a couple more quests and see where we stand.”

      They cleared a basement of rats in record time. Then they accepted a side quest to catch three chickens, which was harder than it sounded. Only Nutsack was fast enough to grab them, and getting him to let go of the chicken once he caught it was a whole new challenge. Carlos had to heal up several wounds.

      When they handed in the final chicken, they all received a message:

      Reputation improved with Tywyll Mine village. Now considered Friendly. 10% discount applies to all items in local stores.

      They counted up their spoils and decided a trip to the shops would be worthwhile. Carlos and Sarah went to the general store to stock up on potions while the others made their way to the blacksmith’s. It was easy to find as it was exceptionally loud, a rhythmic clanging emanating from the building.

      It was hard to tell if the dwarf working in the blacksmith was male or female, and no-one was keen on asking. Still, the quality of the craftsmanship on display was staggering. Weapons hung from the ceiling on chains, rattling around at the faintest hint of a breeze, each one held in place with a thick iron padlock. A new shield instantly caught Marcus’ eye. Something about it looked off, but the intricate swirls around the edges were beautiful. He analyzed it:

      Dwarf Iron Shield (Common):

      This metal shield is crafted by a dwarven blacksmith, using ingots found in the Tywyll Mines. It is exceptionally durable, but also heavy. Built to dwarf specifications.

      +6 DEF, - 2 AGI. Requires a STR of 2+ to use.

      Vulnerable to lightning. Immune to fire.

      Durability 50/50

      He pointed to it, yelling over the sound of the hammer striking the anvil. “How much for the iron shield?”

      The blacksmith stared at him. “For you?”

      “Yes, for me.”

      He sniggered slightly. “Ok, if you’re sure. Seeing as you’re a friend of the village, it’s yours for 36 gold.”

      Marcus checked his inventory. He had barely enough to cover it. He said, “Sold!” as he handed over the cash.

      The dwarf stopped hammering and grabbed a rusty stepladder. He scrambled up it and pulled a chunky key from his belt, which he slipped into the padlock. He removed the shield and held it out to Marcus with the slightly worrying caveat of, “No refunds!”

      It didn’t take long for Marcus to determine why. For a start, it weighed more than he expected. He could feel it slowing him down. It also didn’t protect his legs at all. It took him a moment to realize why. “Dwarven specifications. Bollocks.”

      Still, what little there was of the shield was thick and sturdy, and it was better than nothing, which was what he currently had. It could definitely take a lot of punishment, as long as the punishment was aimed at his chest.

      Jas pointed at a pair of swords. They were shorter than her current ones, with guards that curved upwards like a half-moon. The dwarf unlocked them and she said, “Can I test them out?”

      He shook his head and she added, “Please? I’m still pretty new to this and I don’t want to make the wrong choice.”

      He eyed her warily before handing them over. She slashed them through the air with a satisfying swish. They glowed slightly as she swung them. “What’s with the blue light?” she asked.

      “Dwarf weapons usually glow. We do most of our fighting underground. It helps to see who you’re stabbing,” said the blacksmith, as if that was common knowledge.

      Marcus leaned over. “You should be able to analyze them to see their traits. Look at them and think analyze.”

      She did as instructed and jumped as the information popped up:

      Dwarf Long Swords (Rare):

      These twin long swords are intended for use by dwarven berserkers. They pack a punch, but are less effective at blocking than regular swords.

      +5 STR, -3 DEF.

      Durability 30/30

      Ability: Glows in dark areas.

      “Wow, these certainly boost my STR, but they negate the DEF bonus from my outfit. May I please enquire how much these are?”

      The blacksmith grinned. “Seeing as you’re a friend of the village, they’re yours for 23 gold.”

      Jas confirmed she had enough gold to buy the swords. She hesitated and turned to Marcus. “What do you think I should do?”

      Marcus shook his head. “You’re not a noob anymore. I’d like to hear what you think.”

      Jas studied the blades a little longer. “Well, if I’m the team damage dealer, these will increase my DPS, at the expense of reducing my DEF, making me easier to kill. But that shouldn’t be my primary concern. If anything, it makes my job easier and Carlos’ job harder.” She smiled and added, “I’ll take them please.”

      Marcus gave her a thumbs up. “A solid analysis and a great choice. I think you’re getting the hang of this.”

      Jas parted with her hard-earned gold and then stopped. “What am I supposed to do with my old swords?”

      “You could try selling them?”

      The blacksmith shook his head. “Nope. Tall ones’ stuff no good. Too long, don’t glow. I can only give you a few gold for them, cause I’m gonna have to melt them down.”

      Jas looked over at Marcus, who said, “Might be best to hold onto them until we get to the next village. That’s pretty common. Different places will give you different prices for stuff, so you have to shop around.”

      “Ok, so how do I do that? I don’t have anywhere to put them?”

      “Just think equip on the new ones, and the old ones will move to your inventory.”

      Jas did so and jumped as the swords on her back vanished, leaving two empty sheaths that were a perfect fit for the swords in her hands.

      Nutsack was up next, but he was still incapable of picking out his own weapons. He pointed at the daggers above and said, “Me want!”

      Jas placed her hand lightly on his shoulder. “Don’t forget to say please.”

      The rogues face crinkled. “Please?”

      “It’s a word we use to show that we have good manners.”

      With a weary sigh Nutsack tried again. He pointed at the dagger and said, “Me want please!”

      Jas beamed with pride while Marcus analyzed the dagger in question:

      Dwarf Short Sword: This short sword is for close-quarters combat. It is lighter than a normal sword, allowing the wielder to move quicker and strike faster. However, the light weight means it packs less punch.

      +3 AGI, -1 STR.

      Durability 20/20

      Ability: Glows in dark areas.

      It was a suitable choice, but he didn’t trust Nutsack to handle the negotiations, seeing as his idea of a discount was of the buy none get one free variety. Marcus turned to the blacksmith, “How much for the short sword?”

      “Seeing as you’re a friend of the village, it is yours for 13 gold.”

      “Technically it’s not for me, it’s for him.” Marcus gestured to Nutsack. The blacksmith grinned. “Oh, in that case, he can have it for 12 gold.”

      “Wait, why’s it cheaper for him?”

      The blacksmith shrugged. Marcus considered asking more questions, but he didn’t want to take too long. Nutsack should have more than enough to cover it. The challenge was letting him know that. He was about to explain when he had a new concern. Technically, it wasn’t a dagger, which meant he didn’t know if Nutsack could even equip it. There was only one way to find out. “Can we test it, please?”

      With a grumble, the dwarf wheeled his stepladder below the short sword and unlocked it. He took it over to Nutsack, who stared blankly back at him.

      Marcus moved over to Nutsack, being careful not to make any sudden moves that might spook the shopkeeper. He pointed at the rogue and then at the dagger. “You need to test it.”

      “Test?”

      Marcus made a thrusting motion. “Make sure it works.”

      Nutsack slowly nodded as comprehension dawned on him. He reached out and grabbed the weapon, watching as it glowed. There was clearly no issue with equipping it. Marcus was about to walk him through how to pay when Nutsack thrust the short sword straight into the shopkeeper.

      “Noooo!” Marcus cried as the blacksmith staggered backwards, still very much alive and now understandably rather upset. The dwarf picked up the nearest weapon, which was a rusty stepladder, and lifted it above his head. Marcus darted forward on instinct, blocking the strike with his new shield, the blow reverberating around the small room. He stabbed the blacksmith with his sword. As the blacksmith opened his mouth to scream, Jas struck him down with her new blades. He didn’t get back up.

      Jas stared at the body now slumped on the floor. She waited for the guilt, but none came. She spoke coldly, “That was a less than optimal outcome.”

      Marcus grabbed Nutsack firmly by the shoulders. “I thought we’d been over this! Why did you do that?”

      “Test!” His earnest grin was enough to calm Marcus down.

      He ruffled Nutsack’s hair, which was thicker than before, and slightly wavy. “I’m sorry, I should have explained better. We don’t test on people. Just air.” He slashed his blade around, and Nutsack copied him with his new short sword.

      Jas said, “Touching as this is, we need a plan. We really don’t want this entire village after us. We’ve already upset half the tavern. What are we going to do?”

      “Hide the body somewhere. If another villager sees it, we’ll likely be considered hostile.”

      Jas scooped up the blacksmith’s corpse with ease. As she did, the door burst open and they all flinched. Carlos strolled in and smiled as he took in the scene. “What are you lot up to?”

      Marcus relaxed and lowered his shield. “Nutsack accidentally stabbed the shopkeeper. It was a misunderstanding.”

      “That’s some misunderstanding!” Carlos looked up at the small armoury dangling above. “It might not be all bad. There’s a lot of good stuff here. Can we steal it?” He reached up and tried to pluck a metal staff from its chain. “It’s locked. Where’s the key?”

      Jas coughed and span around. “I think it’s on his belt.”

      “You guys killed him and didn’t even bother to loot the corpse?” Carlos walked over and tried to take the key, but it remained firmly in place. “Darn, it won’t let me take it. Only thing I got was 10 gold.”

      “10 gold? We just gave him almost 60 gold!” said Jas, sounding annoyed.

      Carlos shrugged. “Yeah, that’s pretty normal. If you could buy something from the shopkeeper and then kill him to get your money back, there wouldn’t be any shopkeepers left. Same reason we can’t take the key, otherwise we could loot the entire store.”

      Jas said, “Ok, that all makes sense. I only have one more question.”

      “Go on.”

      “What am I supposed to do with this dead body?”

      Carlos gestured to a cupboard leaning up against the wall. “You could stuff it in there?”

      Jas opened the cupboard and a stack of swords fell out. She looked at the small space and did her best to compare it to the blacksmith. “It’s going to be a tight squeeze.”

      “Then it’s a good thing he’s dead!” Carlos said. “Hurry, before someone else comes.”

      Jas stuffed the body into the cupboard and slammed the door shut. It required a few tries to get all the dwarf’s limbs contained before the door closed.

      While Jas played a game of stuff the dwarf in the cupboard, Marcus chatted with Nutsack. He pointed at the new short sword in his hand. “Test with air. Purple dagger, other hand.”

      Nutsack tried to follow along, but it required patience. A nut appeared, then his basic dagger, before he finally cycled around to the poisoned one. As soon as it appeared, Marcus yelled, “Stop!”

      The rogue stared at both his hands. “This ok?”

      “Yes. That’s exactly right. Use both when you’re fighting.”

      Nutsack slashed at the air. It was unsatisfying. The size difference between his weapons looked odd, but it meant he could stab someone from slightly further away. Not as good as a tactical retreat, but it was an improvement. The short sword moved slower, messing up the timing. He needed to get the hang of it.

      Marcus went through the pile of swords that had toppled out of the closet, looking for an upgrade. They were all old swords with low durability that had been traded in, or they had stats below his current weapon. He considered taking them anyway, but there was no easy way to know what the NPCs could detect. Having a stack of stolen goods from the scene of a murder was probably a bad idea.

      More noise outside drew their attention as two drunken dwarves staggered by. Everyone froze, except Nutsack, who was still stabbing at nothing. They didn’t dare move until they were certain the coast was clear.

      Carlos was the first to break the silence. “We can’t stay here. We’ve got to move.”

      They left in a hurry, bumping into Sarah outside. She took one look at them and said, “Is everything ok? You guys look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Carlos said, “Not so much seen one as made one. We need to head to the mines right now, before anyone notices that the village blacksmith is AWOL.”

      She sighed. “Honestly, I can’t leave you guys alone for a second!”
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      The tavern felt like a much more dangerous place the second time around, which was saying something about a venue with a dedicated window repair crew. The dwarves were more agitated, which Marcus assumed meant they were already aware of the recent murder. He clutched the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice. It wasn’t until he overheard several slurred conversations that he realized the rowdiness was actually a result of the free round of booze, which had taken the inebriated crowd and planted them firmly into rat-arsed territory.

      Several dwarves held up their almost empty tankards in thanks, but he wasn’t interested in chitchat. He wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible. The others were waiting outside, weapons drawn and ready to fight, in case word got out.

      Marcus found Spot in the corner with a half-finished beer in his hand. He slid up next to him. “Ready to go?”

      Spot peered around, as if trying to locate the sound. “Is that you long folk? I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      He put the tankard to his lips, and Marcus snarled. “We’re in a hurry. There will be time to drink later.”

      “Alright, geez, you should have a drink yourself. Sounds like you need one.” Spot abandoned the rest of his ale and slowly got to his feet. He was only up to Marcus’ waist. With sweeping motions of his white stick, he navigated his way out of the tavern, tripping several dwarves. They didn’t need his help to fall down. They were already well on their way to the ground all by themselves.

      Marcus kept reassuring himself that there must be a point to this. Why go to the trouble of coding a blind NPC unless it was relevant? Of course it could be a red herring. King Welsh was the sort to make their lives harder, purely for fun.

      It was a promising start when Spot headed towards the mines. He stepped over rocks and around posts without incident and they were soon back outside the mine’s entrance. As they were about to enter, they heard a commotion from down in the village. Spot craned his head and cupped his hand to his ear. “Sounds like there’s been a murder.”

      “Oh dear, how terrible. Let’s go mining!” said Marcus nervously.

      Spot stood for a moment, listening intently. Then he shrugged and said, “I should warn you it’s very dark in there, or so I’m told. Stay close. When we round the first corner, you’ll find a stash of torches. There are deadly traps everywhere, to keep out looters. Follow behind me. If I tell you to stop, I mean it. If I tell you to run, do not hesitate. Are we clear?”

      They all nodded, and then, remembering their guide, they spoke in unison. “Yes.”

      The light dropped out as soon as they stepped over the threshold of the mine. Jas hesitated, letting out an uncomfortable squeak, but then her blades glowed blue, lighting up the walls. Nutsack appeared beside her, gently placing his hand in hers, his own glowing blade in the other hand. He said, “You be ok. I watch.”

      “Thank you,” she said, genuinely meaning it. Surprisingly, it was easier to face the darkness when she wasn’t alone. She could hardly believe it had taken her this long in life to figure that out.

      The combined light from the swords did a better job at casting away the shadows than Sarah’s fireball, with the minor drawback of becoming a walking beacon for anything lurking in the depths of the darkness.

      They found the stash of torches exactly where Spot had said they would be. With a quick whoosh, Sarah lit them all at once, handing one to Marcus and Carlos. Jas refused, preferring the glow from her swords. Sarah offered a torch to Nutsack, but he frantically shook his head. He pointed at the fire and said, “Bad!”

      They set off deeper into the mine. The only sound was the tap, tap, tap of Spot’s white cane. Jas ran her hand down the damp wall and marvelled at the detail. Each wooden beam had a distinct grain, each nail head was slightly irregular, and the blue glow of her swords reflected off wet surfaces differently than the dry ones. It was still hard to believe this was a game. It looked so real, even felt real. She could feel Nutsack’s hand in hers, his grip tight and reassuring.

      They reached a fork in the path, with two distinct tunnels. The one on the right glistened with a faint yellow glow and the left path tilted slightly down, with wooden beams that were bent and buckled. The whole thing looked ready to come crashing down at the slightest disturbance.

      Spot turned to face them. “What is it you seek in the mines? Fame or fortune, glory or treasure?”

      Marcus pulled up his map. “The middle. We want to go to the centre of the mines. Is there anything there?”

      “Are you sure? That is a most treacherous path. The only thing you’ll find there is certain death.”

      “Sounds about right. Yes, we’re sure.”

      “Alright. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. If that is the route you wish to take, it’s very important you follow me precisely. Do not stray from the path I tread.”

      He set off down the left tunnel. The ground immediately became loose soil, and they struggled to keep their footing. Marcus could barely keep up with everyone else. It felt as if he was walking through tar. He tried running, but it was awkward on the uneven ground. As he hopped over a fallen beam, he stumbled, and landed face down on a large, flat rock. There was the faintest clicking sound and Spot yelled, “Duck!”

      They dropped to the ground as a whooshing sound passed overhead. With a brief glint of reflection from their torch light, a large circular blade swept through the corridor at neck height for anyone but a dwarf. It would have killed them if they hadn’t ducked in time.

      Once they were certain the blade wasn’t making a return journey, they stood back up and dusted themselves off. Marcus immediately apologized. “I’m sorry, everyone, I lost my balance. It’s this shield. The AGI penalty is killing me. I can barely walk in a straight line.”

      “No problem, we’re all still alive, so no harm, no foul,” said Carlos, checking that no-one needed healing. Everyone still had their heads, which was a good sign. He raised an eyebrow when he saw Nutsack lying on top of Jas. He said, “You ok there, Nutsack?”

      Nutsack hopped to his feet, and Jas slowly got up, looking rather flustered. Nutsack reached out to hold her hand, but she said, “I think I’m ok now. Thank you for protecting me. It was very kind.”

      The rogue looked momentarily heartbroken before skipping away. Squirrels handled rejection like they handled everything else that was scary. They ran away from it.

      Marcus grumbled and opened up his HUD. He turned off his auto-assignment of stat points into DEF as a temporary measure. He wasn’t much use to anyone if he was three steps behind them the whole time. The point of being the tank was to take the hits, not turn up halfway through the fight. He hated being a slow, lumbering tank. He wanted to be a fast, nippy tank, like an armour-plated sports car. He still wanted to be able to get around the battlefield, or even dodge if he had to. The thought made him smile. Being a super nimble, dodging tank would be really cool.

      Spot cleared his throat. “When you’re all ready, please follow me.”

      They rounded two more corners, and the darkness fell away, replaced by a dazzling light. Upon closer inspection, the walls down here were littered with diamonds. Big ones. The sheer size of them suggested they would be worth at least 1000 gold each, possibly much more. Spot spoke in a stern voice, “Take nothing out of this room.”

      “But…” Carlos started.

      “No buts. If you want to make it to your destination alive, you will leave everything here.”

      They each crept through the room, being careful not to touch anything.

      As they were about to leave the room, Marcus stopped Nutsack. “Leave them here.”

      “Huh?” he said, an innocent glint in his eye.

      “The diamonds. Leave them here.”

      Nutsack shrugged, feigning ignorance, but Marcus blocked his path and pointed at the diamonds on the wall. He drew his finger over his throat and said, “Dead.”

      There was a long pause, and then Nutsack pulled the diamond out of his pocket and dropped it with a sigh.

      Marcus said, “All of them.”

      Three more diamonds hit the floor.

      Satisfied, he let Nutsack pass. Carlos rolled his eyes. “Some people can’t control their impulses!”

      Marcus looked over at him and sighed. “You too. Leave the diamonds here.”

      Carlos said, “What are you talking about? I’m not an animal.”

      “Ok fine. Sorry for doubting you.”

      Marcus turned and was sure he heard the faint clink of a diamond being placed gently on the ground.

      They continued along, silently passing through junction after junction, until no-one could remember the way they’d come. This place was a maze, with almost no discernible features to use for navigation. If Spot abandoned them, it would take days to find the way out.

      As they stepped through yet another nondescript tunnel, the roof vanished above them. The sound in the room changed, the echoes became fainter, and further away. Their torches did little to penetrate the darkness, but it was obviously a far larger space than the confines of the tunnels. Sarah threw a fireball at the roof. It took a long time before it hit something.

      Jas shivered. “I don’t like this. I can’t see the walls anymore.”

      Nutsack was immediately beside her, his blade held high, the glow penetrating the darkness. She smiled at him; her face an eerie blue.

      Carlos was less excited. “Yeah, I don’t like the size of this room either. Remember what we said earlier? Game designers don’t add wide open spaces to a level unless they think you’re going to need the extra room. Like for fighting something big.”

      The ground rumbled, and chunks of earth fell from the ceiling, crashing down around them.

      “Right on cue,” muttered Carlos, moving away from the centre of the room.

      “Hey, has anyone seen Spot?” Marcus asked in a panic. There was no answer, so he shouted, “Spot, you out there?”

      A voice echoed back from the darkness. “I’m afraid the Llyngyr Mawr has awoken. I cannot fight, but I will help you as best I can. If you wish to continue on your journey, it would be wise to keep me alive.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Carlos, checking his MP was full. “We won’t be killing much if we can’t see properly.”

      Sarah threw up a Fire wall, illuminating the cavern. It was a large space with a plain dirt floor. There were unlit torches hanging on the walls, which Sarah lit with carefully aimed fireballs. They provided little light, but it was enough to see the ripple moving across the ground towards them. Marcus was the first to spot it. “Beneath us, heading this way.”

      Spot yelled, “Watch out!” as a creature burst from the ground, showering them all with dirt. It rose eight feet into the air, its pink tubular body pulsating as it tilted its eyeless head down. It was a huge earthworm. They waited for it to strike, but its head bobbed back and forth.

      Carlos broke the silence. “Is anyone going to stab this thing or what?”

      Marcus used Taunt to draw the agro. “On me, you soggy noodle.”

      Confident that she was now safe, Jas went to attack, her new swords ready to strike. The moment she moved, the earthworm’s head swivelled towards her and it lunged, punting her backwards. Before anyone else could attack, the worm dove back underground.

      “What happened? I thought you taunted it?” she said as she scrambled back to her feet. Carlos quickly healed her back to full.

      “I did! I guess it doesn’t react to verbal taunts?”

      Spot interrupted. “Front.”

      The earthworm exploded out of the ground directly ahead of them, but they were ready. Marcus charged at it, his movement still slow and cumbersome. He noticed the head tracking him. “It’s following my movement. I’m going to distract it.”

      As the worm lunged, he blocked with his shield, the weight of the beast almost knocking him down. As it reared back for another attack, Sarah lit it up with a fireball and Jas did a Leap Attack with her swords, leaving two large gashes. The worm contracted, sucking back into the ground, leaving a puddle of blood in its wake.

      “Front again!”

      This time, they knew exactly what to do. Marcus moved first, drawing the worm’s attention, and the others attacked as he blocked with his shield. Even Nutsack got in a hit, jabbing his new short sword into the worm as it retreated underground.

      It was big, but not overly tough. The pink skin had almost no armour and did little to prevent sword strikes. A quick check confirmed that the worm was already down 10% of its health.

      “That thing’s huge! Think of the EXP we’re going to get out of it,” said Carlos excitedly.

      That was enough to get Marcus to inspect it:

      Giant Worm - Level 15

      “This thing’s still tougher than us,” he said. “We can’t relax or it will easily overwhelm us.”

      Spot broke the silence with a loud, “Behind!”

      Marcus braced himself as the worm launched itself out of the ground, towering above him, but the attack didn’t come. Instead, it turned its head towards the others, catching them by surprise. They scattered as the worm’s entire body crashed down in a ground pound, narrowly missing all but Sarah, who was pinned under the writhing mass. The shock wave pushed everyone else back, doing minor damage and knocking them off their feet. Carlos tossed down a healing orb for the others, then immediately started his healing beam on Sarah, doing his best to keep her alive as Jas hacked and slashed at the worm’s body, leaving deep cuts. Marcus noticed the wounds. “Hey, we’re cutting it. That’s new, we don’t normally cause visible damage. It must be for a reason.” He lumbered over and joined in, chopping at the deepening groove that Jas had started. As they made it halfway through, there was a flash of red underneath the worm and it sucked back into the earth, leaving Sarah behind. She got back to her feet and wiped at the sheen of worm goop that covered her body. “That was gross. Thanks for saving me. I wasn’t expecting that attack.”

      Marcus said, “Ok, we can’t group up if it has an AoE. Spread out and wait to see how the worm attacks. If it goes straight for me, run in to hit it. If it tries the ground pound move again, wait for it to land before rushing in.”

      They quickly spread out in time for Spot to yell, “Behind!”

      The worm popped up between the girls and scrambled to find a target. Sarah started flinging fireballs, leaving scorch marks on the pink flesh and drawing the agro, but she was ready this time. As the worm lunged to attack, she shouted, “Fire Wall!” and stepped aside. The flames erupted from the ground as the worm dived face first into them, writhing in pain as it slammed into the ground. Marcus and Jas saw their chance and pounced on the squirming creature, hacking away at the gaping wound until the worm fell into two separate pieces with a wet plop. It stopped moving.

      Marcus let out a cheer. “That went better than expected! Great teamwork, everyone.”

      There was a rumble beneath them. They scattered, expecting another worm to burst through, but they watched as the two halves of the defeated worm disappeared underground.

      Spot’s head swivelled back and forth frantically. “What happened?”

      “It split in half.”

      “Left… no wait, right. Left, then right?”

      Worms burst out on both sides of them, half the size of the previous one. One worm had a mouth, the other was a tail. Instead of lunging, they lingered, looming over them. The attack pattern had changed again.

      With an echoing belch, the worm with the mouth barfed up a hunk of rock, which hurtled towards them with surprising accuracy. Marcus used his Hare ability to intercept the projectile, swatting it out of the air with his shield before it hit Carlos. The force of the impact knocked him off his feet, but didn’t cause any damage. That left the rest of the party wide open and the tail worm lunged at Jas, shaving off 20% of her health.

      Carlos Dashed across the cavern, his healing beam already engaging. “Ok, now we’ve got projectiles to deal with. We need to focus our attacks, let’s take one of them down quickly to even up the odds. We’ll call the barfing one Worm A, and the tail Worm B. When they come back up, we’ll see which one most of us are closest to and call out which one to focus on. Got it?”

      They had barely agreed when the worms attacked again, without Spot giving a warning. Carlos did a quick assessment of everyone’s position. “B!”

      Everyone rushed to the tail, hitting it over and over. There was a thunk as a huge chunk of dirt crashed into Carlos from behind, taking out over half of his HP. He ignored the damage and pulled Thorn out of his belt, stabbing it into the tail.

      The effect was instantaneous. Vines burst out of the length of the worm, evaporating its health bar. It split right down the middle and slumped to the ground.

      Carlos didn’t even pause. He turned and ran at the other worm. “A! Start attacking now, before it goes back underground.”

      The head sensed a lot of sudden movements and started barfing up rocks in a last-ditch attempt to stay alive. Marcus tried to run ahead, but couldn’t keep up, and Hare was still on cooldown. Sarah took a rock to the face and fell down, convincing the others to slow their pace until Marcus got ahead. He blocked projectile after projectile, each subsequent clang echoing around the cavern. He continued pushing forwards, gaining ground, until a rock hit him in the legs, knocking him down and leaving the others vulnerable.

      The worm reared back, ready to launch its last volley. It took aim and unleashed an enormous boulder, directly at Spot. Marcus watched it in slow motion, unable to get there in time to block. If Spot died, they’d be in serious trouble. Could they even revive their guide? He didn’t want to find out.

      As the boulder flew through the air, there was a blur of motion and Nutsack plowed into Spot, sending him flying before the rock connected. It hit Nutsack square in the chest, taking him down to 5% health. The worm reared back again, ready for another shot at Spot. It was exactly the opening Carlos needed. He rolled towards the worm before it could fire again, stabbing Thorn deep into it, with similar results. As the creature exploded, he grimaced as worm chunks rained down around him. “Wow, I wish I’d known about that at the start of the fight! I should have realized that a plant-based weapon would be super effective against an earth-based creature. Live and learn, I guess.”

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Spot got back to his feet, dusting himself off. “I don’t hear the Llyngyr Mawr anymore. Congratulations on your victory. Let’s continue on our journey, shall we?”

      “Hold up, let’s get everyone healed and give them a moment to check their stats.” Carlos threw down a healing orb next to Nutsack, who bathed in the golden light. Then the healer downed one of his health potions.

      They were almost at level 15 now. A few more kills should do it, and then they would unlock another ability. Every level up was another step on the journey to getting out of this place.

      Once everyone was ready, they set off again, diligently following their guide. Every time the roof raised, they prepared for another fight, but nothing else attacked them. The only sounds of scurrying they heard were moving away from them. It was strange. A dungeon such as this should be teeming with mobs, but they hadn’t encountered any since the worms. It was almost as if the mobs were avoiding them.

      A sound ahead caused them all to ready their weapons, with Marcus moving up front to block any surprise attacks. He charged around the corner, shield held high, ready to strike. He wasn’t prepared for the small person standing stock still, his expression blank, the distinct sound of crying filling the corridor. The young man wore frilly trousers and a poofy hat with a feather, a classic bard loadout. At the sight of Marcus, he pulled out a jewel-encrusted trumpet that glistened in the torchlight. It looked expensive, apart from a badly dented mouthpiece. He said, “Stay back! I’m not afraid to use this.” The voice was high-pitched and quivered with fright.

      Marcus looked closer, expecting a trap, but this wasn’t an NPC. The name above his head was Peasant439, and was orange, denoting a player character. A low-level one at that, only level 6. He must have come here straight from the Hyfforddiant Plains. How he made it through the forest unscathed was anyone’s guess, unless he had help. The weapon he was holding looked far beyond his current level. It wasn’t clear if he’d even be able to use it. The young lad twitched, as if he might attack at any moment, simply to prove that he could.

      Marcus kept his sword trained on this wayward bard. “Are you a real person?”

      “Of course I’m real! Wait, are you real people too?” His eyes darted amongst the group, looking for any signs of a trap.

      Marcus sheathed his sword and held out his empty hands. “It’s ok, we’re not going to hurt you. Who are you? How did you get here?”

      The kid’s voice remained shaky, but his arms slowly dropped until the trumpet was hanging by his side. “I’m Calon. I don’t know how I got here. One minute I was sleeping rough, the next some nice men gave me food, blankets and a warm place to sleep. When I woke up, I was in this world. There was a group of us, but the others abandoned me when they figured out I couldn’t fight. I don’t know how long I’ve been down here.”

      Carlos scoffed. “That sucks. Well, see you later, Calon.” He turned to leave.

      “Wait! You can’t leave me here. You’re the first people I’ve seen since I got ditched. Please help me.”

      “Go find something to kill you and you’ll respawn back outside. I can do it if you like.” Carlos brandished Thorn enthusiastically.

      “I tried that. This chamber was my last checkpoint after running away from that blasted worm. Every time I die, I wake up back here. I’ve been trying to get out for as long as I can remember, but it’s too dark and all the tunnels look the same.”

      “That’s too bad. Please excuse us for a second.” Carlos gestured for the others to huddle with him. “We’ve got to ditch this bard.”

      “What, no!” Marcus said. He waited for everyone else to back him up, but no-one did, so he said it a little louder. “We aren’t leaving him here. He’s a kid.”

      “This has trap written all over it. A little kid lost in the deep dark mines, and only we can save him? Please. He will betray us the moment he gets a chance. I say we ditch him, or better yet, kill him. Then we can verify his respawn story and see if he’s lying.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Marcus looked around, but no-one spoke.

      Jas eventually broke the silence. “You told me yourselves, other players are not to be trusted. He will lower our share of EXP and slow us down. He’s considerably weaker than us, which will make him ineffective against anything worth fighting. I see a lot of downsides and no obvious benefit to bringing him along.”

      Marcus turned to Sarah. “Back me up. We can’t leave him here.”

      She looked at Carlos and Jas and then spoke slowly, “The others have a point…”

      Marcus interrupted her. “Just once? You can’t back me up this one time.”

      “It’s a question of priorities.”

      “Yeah? Well, I don’t want to play like that. He’s a kid and he’s scared. This shouldn’t even be a discussion. We’re better than this. What was that part of the poem about kindness?”

      Jas thought for a long moment. “Your courage, kindness, grit, I’ll measure, To decide if you will find my treasure. Follow your heart, it is the key,To reach the depths of revelry,” she recited. “It’s possible this is a test.”

      “Yes! Exactly. Great point Jas. We can’t leave him, we’d be failing the test! That settles it.”

      “But he’s a player, not an NPC. He isn’t even supposed to be here. This can’t be the test,” Carlos said, the frustration creeping into his voice. “We’ve wasted enough time on this topic already. I say we put it to a vote.”

      “You’re only saying that because you know you’ll win!”

      “I’m simply suggesting that we need to keep our eyes on the prize. It doesn’t make sense to bring him with us. It wouldn’t be safe for him. How about we get Spot to come back and get him once we’ve secured the dagger? I’m sure our guide would appreciate the repeat business. That sounds like a win for everyone.” Carlos did the little smile, the one he always did when he was trying to sell something.

      Marcus wasn’t buying. “Nope. He’s coming with us.”

      There was a polite cough, and they all turned to look at Calon. “I’m sorry. It appears I’m causing a fight between you, and I don’t want to be a burden. Carry on without me. I’ll figure something out.”

      “You heard him! He’s going to be fine here…” said Carlos, turning to leave.

      Marcus didn’t budge. He stared off into the distance, not saying a word. Carlos watched him for a moment and then said, “Hey Marcus, what are you doing?”

      A message appeared for everyone:

      Peasant439 has been added to your party.

      “What?” Carlos seethed. He glared at Marcus. “What are you playing at? You know the risks of adding him. Why would you do that?”

      Marcus shrugged. “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You can’t fall for every bleeding heart story. We have no idea how many people might be trapped in the game. There could be hundreds. We can’t save them all. Sometimes you have to make the hard decisions,” Carlos said.

      “Perhaps, but this wasn’t one of them.”

      Carlos gripped the hilt of Thorn tightly in his belt. “You and your bloody morals are going to get us all killed.”

      “Good thing we have a top-notch battle healer!”

      There was a long silence. Jas and Sarah shared a worried glance. Nutsack scratched himself some more. Spot stayed perfectly still, his white stick gently tapping against the nearest wall. Then Carlos started laughing. After a few seconds, Marcus joined in, and soon they were all giggling. Everyone except Calon, who stood silently, clutching his trumpet.

      Carlos slapped Calon on the back. “Welcome to the team, I guess. Let’s hope you don’t blow as much as every other bard I’ve ever met.”

      Spot continued to lead the way, down another winding set of tunnels. The path sloped downwards and became increasingly cluttered with rocks and stones. Marcus was careful to watch his step on the rough terrain so as not to put his low AGI to the test again.

      The tunnel widened out into another large cavern. A familiar rumble beneath them let them know what to expect, but this time, they were ready. Carlos ran to the centre of the chamber. As a level 15 worm burst from the ground, he immediately stabbed it with Thorn. The vines burst from the skin and for a moment it looked as if it might survive, but then it exploded into chunks. Calon said, “What happened? How did you do that? Are you some kind of wizard?”

      Carlos laughed. “Nothing fancy like that. I have the right tool for the job, that’s all.” He tucked Thorn away quickly and stared at Calon warily, as if daring him to ask more questions.

      The EXP had now dropped as a result of the additional party member. Carlos mumbled something under his breath. A couple more kills should get them there. They needed more mobs.

      They found themselves at a rickety old door that was covered in moss. It looked like it would fall apart if anyone tried too hard to open it.

      “You have reached your destination.” Spot stepped aside and bowed deeply.

      “No! Wait, this can’t be it. We need to kill a few more creatures. We could really use those new abilities for whatever’s behind that door. Can you take us for another loop?” Carlos pleaded.

      “You asked me to take you to the centre of the mine, and I have done so. Our contract is complete. If you wish to go back into the mines alone, that is your choice.”

      Carlos looked at the others, pleading, but nobody was keen to tread back into the darkness. They’d have to deal with the boss as they were.

      Marcus reached for the door handle. It was shiny and golden, which was out of place for the rest of the mine.

      Spot said, “This is your final warning. On the other side of that door is certain defeat. This is your last chance to turn back.”

      Marcus slowly twisted the handle and the door opened. Carlos said, “Wait, maybe we can surprise whatever’s in there! Let’s do a breach. Jas, you kick the door open. Marcus, you go in first to tank any surprise attacks, Jas behind him ready to strike. Sarah, charge up a fireball and break left to get line of sight. I’ll stay at the back, ready to heal. Nutsack, try to stay out of the way. Calon, you play some epic fight music or whatever it is you do.”

      Everyone got into position. Jas Spartan Kicked the door, and it burst open. They rushed into the room, ready for anything, but there was no foul beast or towering monster. Instead, there was a short plump dwarf slumped on a throne in the centre of the room. He didn’t attack. In fact, he barely looked up at them.

      “What do we do now?” asked Jas, her swords dropping by her side.

      The door slammed shut behind them. They turned to stare at it, trying to determine if it had closed by itself, but the only one back there was their guide.

      Spot smiled, his pearly whites illuminated in the flickering torchlight. He strolled past them and approached the figure on the throne. “Greetings, Chief. I’ve brought you a gift.”

      With a click, the door locked shut behind them.
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      Spot sauntered towards the centre of the room, spinning his white cane around his fingers. The room was vast and well lit, at least compared to the rest of the mines. A tattered red carpet ran down the centre, its edges frayed and its colour faded. Swathes of it were worn straight through, revealing the muddy ground beneath. It led to the large throne, which upon closer inspection was a medium-sized throne with a small person sitting on it. He was small even by dwarf standards, but there was a rusty crown sitting crooked on his head.

      A loud snore emanated from the Dwarf Chief. He shifted and a large jug fell out of his lap, shattering on the ground and waking him up. He looked at the shards of pottery scattered next to his throne and frowned. Only then did he notice the intruders huddled against the far wall. He scowled at them. “Who dares interrupt my sleep?”

      With some shuffling and nudging, Marcus stepped forwards. “We do. There appears to have been a misunderstanding…”

      Spot knelt before the Chief. “These unworthy peons wish to test your mastery of battle and challenge your authority as leader of our clan.”

      “Erm, we never said that,” Marcus pointed out, but it didn’t seem to matter. They’d triggered some kind of event. They were going to have to see it through now.

      “Pfft.” The Chief spat out a stream of air. “These lanky cowards aren’t fit to hang my cloak on. Why don’t you bring me actual warriors?”

      “I’ve heard them fighting. I can promise at least some mild entertainment.” Spot nodded at them with an expression that was a mixture of begrudging respect and dripping sarcasm.

      The Chief looked at them more closely while swaying back and forth. “There are several of them, and I’m rather drunk. I suppose it’s almost a fair fight.” He scooped up another jug from the ground and tried to pour it into his mouth, only to find it empty. The Chief casually tossed it over his shoulder and wobbled his way over to a long table at the side of the room that was littered with earthen jugs of various shapes and sizes. He picked one at random and took a long swig.

      While the Chief worked on sating his thirst, the heroes had a quick huddle. Carlos led the conversation. “Ok, let’s kill this guy!”

      “Are we sure that’s the dagger quest?” asked Jas.

      “No way to be sure, but this place is as likely as any. The Chief has the makings of a boss. I wonder if there will be a trick again, like with that tree chick. Hold on.” Carlos pointed his hands at the Chief and after a few seconds he turned back. “Nope, healing him doesn’t work. Let’s keep our eyes peeled for anything that looks out of place.”

      Calon coughed. “Erm, excuse me, but what’s our plan here?”

      “We’re going to kill the Chief and get the loot. You might even gain a few levels. Have you fought a boss before?”

      Calon shook his head. Carlos said, “It’s not a big deal. He’ll be tougher than the foes you’ve fought so far. We have to concentrate our attacks and try not to get in each other’s way. Is that trumpet of yours a ranged weapon?”

      He nodded. “I think so. I haven’t actually used it yet.”

      Carlos muttered, “Of course you haven’t,” under his breath, before he said, “Ok, you hang back here with Sarah and I. Jas, Marcus, and Nutsack will all be up close and personal, so wait for an opening before attacking.”

      “Wait, your friend’s name is Nutsack?”

      “Yes. It’s a long story that we don’t have time for right now.”

      Carlos focused on their target:

      Dwarf Chief - Level 22

      “Ok, he’s not as high a level as I thought he’d be, but he’s still going to be hitting hard. Marcus will tank the damage while I keep him healed up. Everyone else, focus on the Chief and yell if you need healing. There’s an extra party member to monitor, so my healing may be a little slower than usual.” Carlos flashed an accusing look at Marcus.

      There was a clank as the Chief located another jug that still had contents. It splashed down his red robes as he poured it into his mouth, leaving droplets on his long red beard. He didn’t look threatening at all. He looked more like a child dressed up for Halloween.

      He belched, breaking any illusion of innocence. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and slurred, “Alright fine, let’s get on with it, I have things to do.”

      Spot walked towards the Chief with a long golden sceptre in his hands. It had a jewel as big as a fist at the top. It looked comically large as the Chief took it, propping himself against it. Based on his current state, it was the only thing keeping him upright. He yelled, “Prepare to die!” Then he dashed forwards, stumbled left, and smacked into the wall.

      “Drunk bugger can’t even run straight. This is going to be a cakewalk,” said Carlos enthusiastically.

      Spot stood stoically behind his inebriated leader. “Excellent strategy, Chief, testing the perimeter for weakness. Now, may I suggest you strike the intruders?”

      The Chief had other ideas. He swung his sceptre at a large ceramic jug, shattering it and spilling beer on the floor. Then he fell to his knees and tried scooping up the liquid with his hands.

      Marcus watched this pathetic display and felt a tinge of guilt. Could they really kill this drunk old dwarf when he was too hammered to stand? Perhaps this was the compassion they were supposed to be showing.

      If so, that was cruel even for the King. How long would they have to watch the old guy drown his sorrows? Maybe killing him was the ultimate mercy, to put him out of his misery. At least Marcus could make it quick. He strolled over, raised his sword, and brought it down as hard as he could.

      There was a brief gust of air and then the sword struck the ground to the right of the Chief. Marcus stared at it, confused. How could he miss with a sword? He lifted his weapon to try again, and Spot appeared in front of him. “Sorry, I can’t let you do that.”

      Marcus sighed. Now he had to kill a blind guy to earn the right to kill a helpless drunk. King Welsh sure had a strange sense of humour.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.”

      Spot’s smirk appeared below his dark glasses. “Do what you must. I certainly will.”

      Marcus pulled back his sword for a charge strike, to make it quick. As he unleashed it, Spot dropped to the ground and swept Marcus’ front leg, throwing him off balance. His low AGI let him down and he crashed to the ground. Marcus watched as Spot raised his cane, ready to strike. Then the blind dwarf dodged to the left, narrowly avoiding a fireball.

      Jas ran over to help Marcus, but the Chief was now back on his feet. He swung the sceptre around wildly, throwing sparks off the wall and bashing a chunk out of the table. Spot had to dodge twice to avoid being caught in the flurry of swings from his own Chief. Jas waited, trying to find an opening, but the attacks were entirely unpredictable. She really needed Marcus to be in this fight. She tried to get to Spot instead, but the Chief blocked her path. “You’ll have to go through me,” he slurred.

      A fireball crashed into him, knocking him sideways. Sarah stepped up next to Jas and said, “Works for us.” With a wave of her hand, a Fire Wall erupted between Spot and Marcus, giving the knight a chance to get back on his feet. Jas lunged at the staggered Chief and Spartan Kicked him, flinging him across the room. It did minimal damage.

      “The Chief’s a tank, and I think the inebriation is making him tougher,” Jas said, preparing to strike again as the Chief got back up. “We’re going to need to hit him with everything we’ve got.”

      Carlos took the request literally. He charged with Thorn, stabbing down at the Chief, but Spot intercepted and parried the attack. He whipped at Carlos with his cane, doing a surprising amount of damage. Carlos lost 10% of his HP with every hit. He tried to stab Spot back, but the dwarf effortlessly dodged every attack, always being a split second ahead of Carlos’ blade.

      “How’s he doing this?” the healer exclaimed, desperately trying to land a single blow as Spot chipped away at his health bar. When it reached 20% Carlos retreated to drink a health potion, leaving Nutsack to fill the gap.

      The rogue jumped into the battle, bringing his daggers down hard. Spot narrowly avoided them, but as he tried to retaliate, Nutsack also dodged the blow. Back and forth they danced, neither one connecting, their weapons a blur of movement. Spot suddenly backflipped, which initially appeared to be a retreat, but he was intercepting a fireball Sarah had thrown at the Chief.

      Marcus watched the fight, trying to understand what was happening. He was missing something, he could feel it. Spot’s priority was protecting his leader, and the Chief’s priority was staying drunk. How could they use that to their advantage? He recalled the alcohol in the tavern had only lasted for 60 seconds. If they could deprive the Chief of a drink, then maybe whatever stat modifiers he had would dissipate.

      He moved towards the Chief, his shield held outwards, ready to take the hits. As he reached the girls, he said, “Jas, Sarah, can you take out the booze table? I’ll hold the Chief off as long as I can.” The Chief’s sceptre clattered off the iron shield, throwing up more sparks.

      The girls took their job seriously. Jas slashed at the jugs, smashing them all instantly, and Sarah picked off three bottles with fireballs before setting the corner of the table on fire.

      The sound made Spot turn his head. It gave Marcus an idea. He swung his sword to attack, listening for the sound of it swishing through the air. It was faint, but perceptible. He watched as Spot tracked his sword. “He’s using the sound to predict our attacks. Calon, I need you to engage!”

      The bard stepped out of the shadows at the back of the room, fumbling with the legendary trumpet. “I’ve been trying to get this thing to work. I don’t know how to play it.”

      “Learn fast! We don’t need anything special, just make a sound. The louder, the better.”

      Calon put the trumpet to his lips. It made a terrible noise, a cacophony of honks like a Monday morning traffic jam, but it had the desired effect. Spot twitched, trying to ignore the din, but it was so loud and awful it drowned out everything else. Marcus attacked, ready for the white cane to parry, but his sword connected with the guide. It didn’t do much damage, but at least it made contact. That was progress.

      Spot flipped away and charged at Calon, desperate to silence the racket. Now it was Nutsack’s turn to play bodyguard. He intercepted the dwarf, slashing away at him with his poisoned dagger, each hit shaving away a tiny sliver of Spot’s health and adding to the poison. Blurred vision obviously wasn’t an issue, but the slowly depleting HP was.

      Calon stopped to take a breath, and Spot immediately dodged again, his head turning to face the Chief, who was locked in battle with the girls. Marcus shouted, “Keep up the sound, Calon! It’s working!”

      The bard blew in the trumpet again, and Spot went back to getting hit.

      The girls were faring equally well against the Chief, who was desperately trying to wrestle the last jug out of Jas’ hands. She kicked him away, sending him sprawling backwards. Instead of smashing the jug on the ground, she downed the whole thing in one go.

      Jas immediately felt the room spin. She didn’t know what had compelled her to drink the golden liquid. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, which was most unlike her. Messages flashed up as her vision became blurry.

      You are tipsy. -1 WIS, +1 DEF.

      You are wobbly. -1 AGI, +1 STR.

      You are flirty. -2 DEF, +2 CHR.

      You are pissed. +3 DEF, - 2 AGI.

      You are hammered. +5 DEF, +5 STR, - 4 AGI, - 4 WIS.

      The sixty-second timer appeared, counting down her inebriation. She saw the Chief and moved to attack, but wobbled to the right instead and swung her swords at thin air.

      The Chief, on the other hand, was moving far more coordinated. He rolled out of the way of a fireball and swung at Jas with his sceptre. The attack connected, but she shrugged it off.

      Jas slashed wildly. When one of her swords finally caught the Chief, the hit carved a full 12% of his HP away in a single strike. Now all she needed to do was land a few more, if the three blurry Chiefs would hold still for a moment.

      Sarah watched Jas and the Chief trading blows. Jas would be ok for the time being. She was shrugging off his attacks and doing plenty of damage on her own, plus the sober Chief was better able to dodge Sarah’s fireballs. She would be more useful in the other fight.

      She turned her attention to Spot, who was taking multiple hits from Marcus and Nutsack. As he backflipped away from them, she launched a fireball, catching him mid-air.

      The music stopped. Marcus turned to Calon, who was panting. He wheezed out, “30-second cooldown. I can’t keep playing like this.”

      Spot got back to his feet, his face dripping with rage. He reached up and grabbed the end of his white cane and, with a tug, revealed a long, thin blade hidden inside. He slashed low, catching Marcus below the shield and hitting Nutsack before he could dodge. The attack did major damage, and Marcus got a new status message:

      You are bleeding. You will lose 1HP per second until the bleeding stops.

      He watched as his HP trickled down. “Carlos, I’m going to need your help over here.”

      The golden light washed over him, but the bleeding status remained.

      “It’s not stopping the bleeding!” Carlos helpfully pointed out.

      There was a rumbling beneath them, similar to the earlier worms. Marcus peered around, looking for the threat, and saw the Chief with his sceptre buried in the ground. Chunks of dirt fell from the ceiling, crashing down all around them. A huge chunk landed on Sarah, knocking her down instantly. Spot calmly took a step to his left as another chunk crashed into the ground where he’d been standing.

      “Calon! What’s the hold up?” said Marcus, hiding behind his shield as Spot started a new flurry of attacks.

      “Ten more seconds,” the bard gasped.

      “I’ll be dead in five!”

      Spot connected again, causing another bleeding wound and adding another HP of damage every second.

      “If it keeps going like this, I won’t be able to heal you fast enough,” Carlos yelled.

      “That’s encouraging,” Marcus replied as he blocked two more attacks. Nutsack continued attacking Spot, but the dwarf no longer tried to dodge. He happily traded blows. With dread, Marcus checked Nutsack’s HP and saw he was also bleeding.

      Carlos noticed it too and threw down a healing orb to keep them both alive. “I’m running low on MP. Try to kill him quickly.”

      “Thanks for that top tip.” As Marcus spoke, the truly wonderful sound of a wailing concerto filled the air. Spot tried another attack, but it was slow and clumsy. Marcus blocked it with his shield, countering with a hit of his own. As long as the music continued, it was only a matter of time before they could whittle Spot’s health bar down to zero.

      The room rumbled again, and a shadow appeared on the ground. Marcus noticed it and dived away, which Spot mistook for an attack. He stepped forward to parry, right into the path of the boulder. The only evidence it hit him was the tip of the cane sword sticking out from under the huge rock.

      With his opponent unexpectedly vanquished, Marcus rushed to join the others. The Chief was keeping them at bay with his sceptre, which glowed. It looked like more trouble was coming. Right now, their only option was to engage him up close, where he was the most dangerous. Sarah remained under the rock, her feet sticking out like a wicked witch.

      “Can we revive her?” Marcus asked Carlos, who shrugged.

      “Probably, but you’re going to have to get the bloody big rock off her first.”

      “Jas, you’re the strongest. Do you think you can shift that?” asked Marcus.

      “Wha?” Jas wobbled as she shrugged off another hit from the Chief.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Mehbe,” she slurred.

      “Great, our DPS is PSD. Carlos, be ready to intercept Jas and steer her towards the rock. Nutsack, get ready to attack. I’m going to tank.”

      Marcus stepped in, blocking the swipes. He’d learned enough to block low when the Chief tried sweeping at his legs. Nutsack also got stuck in, dodging and weaving between the Chief’s swings and getting in the occasional poisoned dagger strike, which helped slow the Chief down.

      Carlos reappeared from helping Jas to the rock. He stabbed Thorn into the ground, the beanstalk immediately erupting. It slammed into the ceiling, causing more boulders to rain down. Carlos yelled out, “Jack attack!” and Nutsack followed the same attack pattern as before, climbing up high. Before he could pounce, the Chief’s sceptre glowed light brown and an orb of dirt shot out from the ground, knocking Nutsack from the beanstalk. It stunned him enough to make him fail the landing, and the fall damage killed him.

      The Chief smiled and swiped his sceptre in a semicircle on the ground, carving a groove in the dirt. At equal distances along the line, new orbs rose into the air before orbiting him like tiny dirt moons. Marcus tried to find an opening, a way to attack, but the orbs were spinning too quickly. With a flick of the sceptre two of them flew away in a straight line, smashing into Carlos and knocking him down.

      “Did you puny tall ones really think you could defeat me? Do you have any idea how you get to be Chief of a dwarf clan? Let me tell you, it’s not through heated debate. A Chief is born in the heat of battle and is forged in the icy depths of defeat. I’ve led armies of thousands, fought off invading clans, and you think six lanky travellers are enough to bring me down?”

      Two more dirt balls rose from the ground to replace the ones that killed Carlos. With another flick, the entire line of them flew at Marcus, crashing into his shield and pushing him backwards. His new shield buckled. He couldn’t stand here taking this punishment. It would only be a matter of time until the durability reached zero, leaving him without a shield. Then he would be easy prey. He needed a distraction. “Calon, I don’t know what you’re doing over there, but a little help would go a long way.”

      A voice shouted back from the shadows. “Sorry, I was learning a new song. More complex songs take a while to learn.”

      Another dirt ball exploded on Marcus’ shield. “Now’s not really a great time for band practice.”

      “Actually, now’s the perfect time. Check it out.” Calon blew into the trumpet, but instead of the bag of cats being tossed into a mincer, this time it actually sounded like a song. Marcus felt uplifted, lighter, as if he was without a worry in the world. As the next dirt ball flew at him, he noticed it was moving slower. He stepped out of the way, not bothering to use his shield. The following two were the same, until he was almost upon the Chief, who was also moving slower. He whirled the sceptre around to land a flurry of hits, but Marcus avoided them all. He blocked the orbiting dirt ball with his shield, then he countered, stabbing the Chief for a modicum of damage.

      “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it!” Marcus said to Calon, who took a deep breath and increased the tempo, slowing the Chief down even further.

      Marcus glanced over to see that Jas had pushed the rock away and was helping Sarah to her feet. Jas was moving normally again, and even better, at the same speed as Marcus. It was only the Chief that had slowed. When the girls realized this, they went on the attack. Sarah threw up a Fire Wall and Jas did a Leap Attack to jump over the orbs. As soon as she landed, she Spartan Kicked the Chief right through the Fire Wall. He landed hard, the orbiting dirt balls remaining as he got back to his feet.

      Jas stalked towards him, swords raised, and hacked. She ignored the orbiting ball that crashed into her, reducing her HP but upping her DPS. With each strike, the Chief’s health bar fell more rapidly, until chunks of his armour cracked and broke. Piece by piece, they fell away, and he was left in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts, which Sarah promptly hit with a fireball.

      Sarah and Jas had things under control, so Marcus moved over to revive Carlos. He was annoyed to see the revival timer moved as slow as the Chief, but he kept his hand pressed down until it reached zero, just as the song stopped and time started passing normally again. The Chief immediately backed away from Jas and Sarah, pulling up more dirt balls from the ground to protect himself. Jas couldn’t continue with her previous tactic of tanking the hits. Her HP was dangerously low. She backed away in time for Carlos to heal her.

      Sarah moved to revive Nutsack while the rest attacked the Dwarf Chief all at once, with Marcus blocking the spinning dirt balls using his dented shield. With one final creak, it finally succumbed to the punishment and fell apart in his hands. He prepared to take the next one to the chest. With his high DEF, he should be ok to take several more hits. As it was about to connect, Carlos stepped forwards with Thorn in his hand.

      “What are you doing?” asked Marcus.

      “I’m going to try something.”

      He waited for the dirt ball to circle around before stabbing it with his dagger. The effect was instant. Vines burst out of the ball in every direction, until it was more vine than dirt, and it fell to the ground with a heavy thud. With a smirk, Carlos intercepted the next ball, with the same results. The Chief cursed and swung his sceptre, but Marcus stepped forwards and tanked the hit. Then Carlos stabbed Thorn into the Chief, causing vines to erupt from the ground and tangle around his feet. Calon resumed his song, making them all move much faster. Nutsack joined in, and with four of them moving at super speed, they finally whittled down the last of the Chief’s HP. With a final belch, he collapsed to the ground, defeated.

      They received the Battle won. Distributing Rewards message, but there was no mention of the Dagger of Power.

      After a few seconds Jas said, “Now what?”

      “Search the room, I guess?” said Carlos.

      It didn’t take long. There wasn’t much to search, only a charred table that fell apart at the first touch and the throne, which was empty. Jas casually lifted the throne above her head to check if there was anything hidden on the underside, when Marcus said, “What’s that on the floor?”

      They all looked down at the rusty metal trapdoor with an oddly shaped keyhole in the centre. Jas tried stomping on it, but it didn’t move at all.

      Carlos said, “That won’t work, remember? Check the Chief and Spot for a key.”

      Sarah checked the Chief with no success, while Jas rolled the boulder off Spot and confirmed there was no sign of a key there either.

      “We must be missing something,” said Marcus, staring around the room. The only other place to hide a key in this room was in a jug, but they had all been smashed during the fighting. He searched the debris, but there was no sign of a key, or even something key shaped.

      “Jas, wasn’t there something in the poem about the key?” Marcus asked.

      “Follow your heart, it is the key. To reach the depths of revelry,” she recited.

      “Our heart? What does that even mean?”

      Marcus glanced at Sarah, but it couldn’t be her. As he looked away, he caught sight of Calon standing there with a faint grin on his face. Something about his earlier conversation with Carlos sparked something. Calon was a bleeding heart story. What were the odds that they’d met a lone player perfectly suited to counter the Chief’s OP bodyguard? Without Calon, they would have struggled to land a hit on Spot, so why was this considered an easy dagger challenge? They only won because they had Calon on their side. That wasn’t a coincidence.

      “Of course!” Marcus exclaimed as he walked over to Calon. He held out his hand and said, “Can I take a closer look at that trumpet?”

      Calon’s grin spread as he handed over the golden instrument. Marcus studied the dented mouthpiece and compared it to the keyhole. It took a couple of spins to line it up, but then everything fell into place. “Calon is the key!”

      Everyone but Calon said, “What?”

      “The trumpet. It unlocks the trapdoor.” Marcus walked over to the trapdoor and was about to open it when he stopped. He stood back up and held out the trumpet. “Calon, this is yours. You should be the one to open it.”

      With a nod, he did as asked. The trumpet mouthpiece slid into the keyhole perfectly and Calon turned it slowly. There was a loud thunk, and the trapdoor opened by itself, revealing a grubby, dirty dagger that looked like it had spent the better part of its life buried underground.

      Calon said, “All that fuss for this old thing? Why would the Dwarf Chief keep it locked away?” He picked it up and whistled. “Wow, you wouldn’t believe the stats on this! How can I even equip this? I’m a bard. I can’t use blades.”

      Carlos spoke through gritted teeth. “That blade doesn’t belong to you. We need it to complete our quest.”

      “I’m sure you do, but I think a bard is supposed to have this. Why else would it be locked behind a door that only a bard could open?”

      The sound of slow clapping made everyone but Calon groan. King Welsh stepped out of the shadows. “Congratulations. You’re doing better than I could have hoped. Two daggers retrieved already, and you even added a new party member.”

      Calon shook his head. “I don’t want to be on their team. I only wanted to get out of here.”

      The King nodded. “I completely understand. Unfortunately, that puts your new friends in a bit of a pickle. You have the dagger they need. Would you like to give it to them?”

      Calon stared at the blade, hungrily eyeing his new treasure. He said, “No. This is mine. I earned it.”

      Carlos jumped forward, “You ungrateful little sh…”

      The King waved his hand and Carlos fell silent, although his mouth kept moving. The King stroked his chin thoughtfully. “This is quite the predicament.” He turned to the others. “I tell you what, I’ll let you challenge Calon for the dagger.”

      Carlos tried yelling, but no sound came out. He nodded furiously instead, but Marcus spoke up. “Nope, we’re good. It’s all his.”

      The King’s brow furrowed. “Are you certain? You’ll be failing the dagger quest.”

      “Would we? Your poem suggests otherwise.”

      The King smirked. “Does it now?”

      “Jas, the last verse, if you don’t mind.”

      Jas cleared her throat and said, “And at the end a final test, to determine who is best, but be warned that greed alone, will not provide gifts from the throne.”

      The King laughed, the sound bellowing in the confined space. “Very good. I’m glad to see you’re paying attention, and not blindly killing anything that stands in your way.”

      With a nod from the King, Calon walked over and held out the dagger for Marcus, who shook his head. “Jas earned this one.”

      Jas stepped forwards. As she took the dagger, the name above Calon’s head faded from orange to blue, revealing him as an NPC. Then he slowly faded away. Marcus couldn’t help but notice the panic that flashed across his face as he disappeared. It looked genuine.

      The King said, “I shall leave you to your new toy.”

      He too faded into the shadows, leaving behind a glowing golden circle on the floor.

      The second the King disappeared Carlos’ voice returned, “…stard.” He looked around sheepishly. “That wasn’t fun. Didn’t realize he had a mute button.”

      “I wish he would let me borrow it,” joked Marcus.

      Carlos sighed. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Get what over with?” asked Marcus.

      “Stop playing around and say it.”

      “Ok fine, I told you so. We’d have been screwed if we had ditched that kid.”

      “Feel better?”

      “Much!”

      Jas turned to Marcus. “How did you know it was a test?”

      “Too many coincidences. They all added up. The poem was the final clue.” He thought back to the expression he’d seen on Calon’s face. “There’s one thing that’s bugging me. Calon was very lifelike, even more so than the other NPCs we’ve interacted with. Does anyone else think that’s weird?”

      “Not particularly,” said Carlos. “It makes sense the King would save his best NPCs for key quests like this one. You know how it is, only the main characters get decent animation and back stories. Everyone else has three lines of dialogue and doesn’t even have a name. They are Generic villager #7.”

      “I guess. I don’t know, something about him felt very real.”

      They all took a moment to consider that before Carlos changed the subject. “Jas, tell us about the new dagger.”

      She read out the description.

      “Terra, Dagger of earth. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This dagger is forged from the legendary dwarven metal only found in the Tywyll Mines. The wielder of Terra is immune to all electrical damage. It has the following special abilities:

      Dirt Balls: Terra can form balls of dirt from the ground, which can either circle the bearer as a shield or be used as projectile weapons. The balls can be destroyed, and have a 60-second cooldown to regenerate.

      Island Time: Stabbing Terra into water will grow a temporary island that can be walked on for 30 seconds. Has a 10-minute cooldown period.”

      “Nice!” said Carlos. “These daggers are pretty powerful. Imagine how badass we’re going to be when we have all of them!”

      Marcus pulled out the map. “On that note, two down, six to go. Unfortunately, there’s only one easy dagger left. It’s in the Fields of Gŵyl.”

      “Field grill!” Nutsack mimicked.

      “Gŵyl,” Marcus tried. It was like having a toddler on the team, but one that could climb stuff and play with knives. He pointed to each letter on the map, hoping it would help Nutsack with his comprehension. “G…W…Y…L…”

      “Gills!”

      “Close enough,” Marcus said. He had enough to worry about without running a daycare. He ignored Nutsack and turned his attention back to the map. “We’re going to have to go around this medium zone to get to it. It’s going to take a while.”

      Carlos glanced at his own map. “Nonsense, we can go through it. No medium zone can hold us back. We’re level 15 now. Hey wait, we can choose new abilities!”

      Marcus peered around the dark, damp cave as there was a rumble overhead and a chunk of dirt fell from the ceiling. “Let’s get out of here first, and then we’ll sort that out.”

      “Ok, but how do we get out of here? We killed our guide,” said Sarah.

      “We’ll have to backtrack. I hope those worms haven’t respawned.”

      Nutsack wasn’t listening. He was too busy staring at the golden circle the King had left behind on the floor. It was very shiny. He reached out to touch it. As soon as he did, he was sucked into it, his world spinning. The others didn’t notice as he vanished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 21: Friend Zone

        

      

    

    
      Nutsack appeared back at the entrance to the mines, materializing out of thin air. He jumped at the sudden change in scenery and almost toppled straight into the ravine. He regained his footing and moved away from the edge, fighting his instinct to find the nearest tree. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed he was alone. A sudden panic kicked in that he wasn’t prepared for. He’d spent most of his life by himself, yet now he relied on his keeper and his rag-tag group of friends.

      That was another new concept. Friendship. He hadn’t fully grasped the intricacies, but the scaffolding was forming. They were nice to him, for no obvious benefit to themselves, which was something that rarely ended well in the wild. It was hard to shake the ingrained distrust. Altruism was a surefire way to lose your entire nut stash.

      Being a furless was more challenging than he’d imagined. When he was a squirrel, he’d happily sit in a tree and watch them blundering around, wondering where they were off to in such a hurry. They always seemed to be rushing, and that wasn’t even the strangest thing about them. Only a few of them slept outside in the park, where the air was clean and the stars shone brightly. The rest hid in gigantic, boxy nests with a serious lack of stuffing. It was most strange. He couldn’t wrap his head around it.

      Speaking of which, these emotions were exhausting. He’d finally get the hang of one and then discover three more. Not that squirrels didn’t have emotions, it was more that their repertoire was limited. If a rival stole your mate in the squirrel world, your main recourse was to bite his face. If someone barged into your tree hole, uninvited? Face bite. Stole your winter nut stash? Double face bite. The only time a face bite wasn’t the solution was if the problem had a foamy mouth and that crazy look in their eye. Those you left alone.

      He hadn’t seen a single furless bite someone’s face in the whole time he’d been here. They moved their mouths a lot, but it was always to let the sounds out. They never shut up. Face biting simply wasn’t part of their vocabulary.

      A rustle behind him made him smile. The others had finally caught up. He span around, expecting his keeper. He was greeted by a huge green troll strolling out of entrance to the mine. It was holding a club that it thudded into its other hand in a semi-threatening manner. It spoke, revealing a male voice. “Finally! I’ve been waiting here for ages.”

      Nutsack didn’t reply. He immediately unsheathed both his daggers and chittered a very stern warning not to come any closer.

      The Collector was prepared for many things, but a grown man squeaking and hissing at him was not one of them. “Are you ok?”

      Nutsack waited a moment to make sure this wasn’t an attack, but he stopped the warning. The furless was making mouth noises. If Nutsack concentrated, he might understand a few sounds.

      The Collector watched as the rogue made a strained expression, but didn’t respond. He said, “Do you speak English?”

      “Yes, no, please,” Nutsack replied, with all the confidence of a person who only knew a handful of words and was hell bent on using them all in a sentence.

      The troll pondered this response. It was apparent this player was suffering. Either the King was messing around with NPCs again, or this individual was heavily corrupted. The Collector knew the signs all too well. It was a rough way to go. He’d dispatched several teammates as a mercy.

      Perhaps that was why he’d received the mysterious message. The King was usually content to leave him be, but now his latest plaything had mush for brains and he needed someone to finish the job.

      The troll spoke slowly. “Where’s the dagger?”

      Nutsack knew that word! He held out his poisoned dagger to show his new friend.

      The Collector looked at the gear in the rogue’s hand and shook his head. “Not that junk, the artifact. Tell me where it is, or I’m going to beat it out of you. Don’t hold out on me. I know all about it.”

      Which wasn’t technically true. The message had been vague and had come from an unknown account. It had all the hallmarks of a trap, but he was bored. He hadn’t faced a challenge in an awfully long time. If the King wanted to lure him here and make him fight some hideous creature, so be it. That was still better than doing one of the regular quests for the hundredth time.

      Nutsack pointed at the weapon in his hand, confused. Did this green furless not know what a dagger was? Maybe he could help him. “Dagger!”

      The Collector was equally confused. This guy was dumber than he thought. Usually, by the time the corruption made someone this stupid, they’d stopped being able to stand up, let alone move around. He couldn’t rule out one of Brenin’s hybrid NPCs. He was always messing around with dodgy A.I.s masquerading as players. If that was the case, this one had a few bugs to work out. It sure was a strange way to give him a quest, but he wasn’t complaining. A new adventure sounded like exactly what he needed. The moronic NPC rogue was low level, so there was no need to fight him. Perhaps it was a puzzle. The King was fond of puzzles. Was he evil enough to make this NPC’s stupidity part of the quest?

      Yes, he absolutely was.

      “How get Power Dagger?” the troll tried, making grand gestures with his hands.

      Nutsack strained, doing his best to interpret the question. Hadn’t the others said something about power daggers? He strained his memory.

      “Feeling gills!” he blurted out, immensely proud of himself.

      “Gills? Is it in the ocean?” The Collector pulled up his own map, which had many coloured dots, but none of the daggers. Knowing it was water based wouldn’t be enough. The coastline was long and passed through several high-level areas. He needed to narrow it down, otherwise he’d be searching for days.

      The NPC peered over his shoulder and pointed. “Gills!” It was nowhere near the ocean. It was past the centre of the map right by the…

      “Fields of Gŵyl,” The Collector said, annoyed. How was he ever supposed to get that from gills? “So the dagger is at the Fields of Gŵyl?”

      Nutsack nodded enthusiastically, a gormless grin on his face. He was very proud of this breakthrough in furless communication. There was one more thing he needed to do to cement this new friendship. “Friend please?” he asked.

      The Collector gripped his club. A test. This was definitely a test. The King was punishing him for what had happened. He was making him earn back his questing privileges by making him deal with imbeciles. Well, it wouldn’t work. He was going to prove things had changed, that he could show restraint.

      “Sure, we can be friends,” The Collector said, his left eye twitching as he controlled the urge to turn this NPC into a very fine paste. “I have to go now. Later, matey.”

      The troll set off at a jog. He could take a fast travel point, but then he wouldn’t be able to kill everything along the way, and where was the EXP in that? He could take the scenic route. There was no rush. This rogue wasn’t going anywhere. The guy could barely talk.
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      With a flash of light, Marcus appeared next to Nutsack. “There you are! We were worried sick. Sorry, it took a while for the teleportation pad to recharge. We finally figured out Sarah could juice it with mana to speed things up. The others should be here shortly.”

      Nutsack was excited to tell him about his latest breakthrough. “Friend!”

      Marcus smiled. “Yes, buddy, I’m your friend.”

      “Make friend!” Nutsack tried.

      “Sure, if we meet some peaceful NPCs, we can probably be their friends. You have an ability that helps with that.”

      Nutsack jumped up and down on the spot. This was getting frustrating. Why was this so difficult? That big green guy had understood him perfectly.

      Jas appeared in a flash of light, and Nutsack forgot what they were talking about. The rogue smiled at her awkwardly, wishing he had the words to talk to her. Speaking of friends, he had a strange desire to be her friend, but also to make sure that no-one else was.

      He missed the simplicity of his old life. Back then, when he saw an attractive female, he did his darnedest to mate with her. At least you knew where you stood with lady squirrels. It was rarely successful and had resulted in many of the larger scars on his face. There wasn’t a lot of grey area. The area was almost entirely red when they were done declining him.

      Carlos and Sarah weren’t far behind. When everyone had arrived, Marcus said, “Ok, so beating the Chief finally got us to level 15. I think everyone should take a moment to do a quick check and make sure your auto points assignment still makes sense and to select your new ability.”

      They formed a circle, sitting on some loose rocks. Carlos pulled up his new abilities. As usual, there were two to choose from. He read them both twice, trying to decide which one was better. The King was making it hard to choose:

      - Speedy Revival (Party): This passive ability halves the time to revive a downed party member. Note that anyone in your party can revive members in half the time, provided you are still alive.

      - Distant Revival: This ability allows you to revive a party member from up to 10ft away, making it ideal for healers that like to hang back and avoid the fighting. This ability has a 5-minute cooldown.

      Both sounded really useful. The revival counter was currently 10 seconds, so while the speedy revival would apply to everyone, it only saved 5 seconds, with the big downside being he couldn’t get the benefit if he was down.

      Distant revival would open up new possibilities, as it would allow him to hang back and revive Marcus or Jas if they got overwhelmed, without having to rush into the thick of it. It was the more versatile of the two options.

      He talked it through with the others and they agreed. He locked it into place and said, “What about you, Marcus?”

      Marcus switched his auto points assignment back to DEF before checking his ability menu:

      - Shield Bash (Heavy Shields only): Charge into your enemy, bashing them with your shield. Stuns your opponent for 5 seconds. 30-second cool down.

      - Shield Throw (Light Shields only): You can target an enemy and throw your shield a great distance, doing moderate damage. After 5 seconds the shield will materialize back in your hands.

      “Looks like I’m going to have to decide whether I want to specialize in heavy or light shields. I suspect the builds for each are going to be pretty different. If I go with heavy, I can bash enemies with my shield to stun them. If I go light, then I gain a ranged attack, but lose my shield for five seconds.”

      Carlos said, “Sounds obvious to me. If you’re our main tank, you need to maximize how much damage you can take. I think heavy’s the way to go. Jas already has DPS covered, Sarah brings the range, and Nutsack is our speed. What do you think?”

      Marcus’ dream of being a nimble tank slowly evaporated. It was hard to argue heavy was the correct choice, even if he hated to admit it. He sighed and accepted his fate. “You’re right. I’m going with Shield Bash.”

      “Jas, what about you?”

      Jas was busy looking at her own stats. Her new Dwarf swords boosted her STR, but reduced her DEF. She trusted Marcus to take the hits, and Carlos to heal her, but with her ability to hit harder when she was hurt, it rarely made sense for her to be at full health. The longer she could fight injured, the more DPS she could put out.

      “Jas! Hello. Are you in there?”

      She snapped back to whatever version of reality this was. She said, “Sorry, I haven’t checked my ability selection yet. Let me look.”

      She pulled up the menu:

      - War cry (Party): You let out a mighty roar that inspires your allies. This ability boosts the STR of the entire party by 25%, including you, for 60 seconds. Can only be used once per hour. Does not stack with other abilities.

      - Powerhouse: This ability boosts your own STR by 100% for a duration of 30 seconds. Can only be used once per hour. Stacks with rage.

      She explained her choices. Carlos was about to offer his opinion when Marcus said, “Jas, which one do you think’s the better option?”

      “As the primary DPS, I think Powerhouse is the better choice. It stacks with rage, which makes a huge difference. Me being at up to 4X DPS is going to far outstrip the damage output of all of us getting a 25% boost, even if it lasts twice as long.”

      Marcus glanced over at Carlos, but he simply nodded. Marcus said, “Sounds like a splendid choice. Sarah, what are your options?”

      “I already chose. My choice was between two spells, a powerful tornado which was uncontrollable and had friendly fire, or a spell called Fire Wave, which is like my Fire Wall spell, only I can push it in a direction. I don’t want something out of control. Someone might get hurt. I went with the Fire Wave.” Sarah glanced over at Marcus.

      “I thought we were going to talk about it first?” he said tentatively.

      “Not everyone wants to talk things through. Sometimes people want to make up their own mind.” There was a long, drawn-out silence, and then Sarah said, “I need a minute.” She walked away.

      Marcus watched her leave and said, “Someone should keep an eye on her, in case of mobs.” He got up too and left, hanging back to give her some space.

      Nutsack was about to follow Marcus, but Jas reached out and grabbed him gently by the arm. “We should give them a minute.”

      He twitched as she touched him, reaching for his dagger, but then stopped. He placed his hand on hers and nodded. “Yes.”

      “Do you understand me?” she asked.

      “Little,” he said, slowly.

      “What does it feel like, being human?” She switched to scientist mode, thinking up tests she could perform to determine how deep the changes went. Was he a squirrel that looked like a man, or a man that hadn’t yet learned not to be a squirrel?

      “Odd,” he said with a smile. As he did, his teeth glistened, and Jas swore she heard a barely perceptible ding. Then she noticed the faintest hint of abs poking out under Nutsack’s half-buttoned shirt. She found her eyes drawn to them and her imagination wandered…

      Carlos barged between them, ruining the moment and almost knocking Nutsack off the side of the cliff. “It’s bad enough when those two make me play third wheel, don’t you two start! Nutsack, have you figured out your ability menu yet, or are you still working on your ABCs?”

      Nutsack didn’t have a chance to stick up for himself, because Jas leapt to his defence. “Don’t be insensitive. He can’t help it. He’s basically a child.”

      “What are you, his mum? I’m only teasing him. It’s called banter. Maybe you should stop being so tightly wound and try to relax?”

      Jas felt the rage building again. A white-hot inferno of pure anger. She did her best to keep her voice level, but it came out as a yell. “Relax? I’ll show you relaxed!” She drew both her swords.

      Carlos whistled. “You’ve lost the plot. First, I’m in your party, so good luck using those. Second, you’re going to need to work on your trash talk a lot if we’re going to make a proper gamer out of you.”

      The anger won. Jas wanted to hurt Carlos more than she’d ever wanted to hurt anyone else in her life. The rational part of her brain knew this made no sense, that his only crime was being endlessly irritating. The rest of her wanted to rip off his arm and beat him to death with it.

      She might not be able to kill him, but she’d settle for making him be somewhere far away. She reared back, ready to Spartan Kick Carlos into orbit. Carlos saw it coming and drew Thorn to protect himself. He didn’t have time to use it. The moment the dagger was pointing at Jas, Nutsack reacted, moving with terrifying speed. He slammed into Carlos, attempting to bite his face. Unfortunately, Carlos fell over, leaving Nutsack standing in his place, just as the Spartan Kick connected.

      The rogue was launched into the air. He instinctively twisted around to make sure he landed on his feet, but there was no ground to land on. Jas had kicked him clean off the cliff.

      Jas fell to the ground, her rage evaporating under the onslaught of guilt. “I’ve killed him,” she sobbed, peering over the edge to the valley below.

      Carlos got back to his feet and brushed himself off. “That was a smart strategy, using fall damage to kill me. We should add that to the playbook.”

      Jas hopped back to her feet, her fists balled. She tried to boot Carlos after Nutsack, but Spartan Kick was on cooldown. She settled for punching him instead. It didn’t hurt him, but it made her feel better.

      Marcus and Sarah came running over to see Jas using Carlos as a punching bag.

      Sarah said, “What happened? We left you alone for thirty seconds.”

      “I tried to kill Carlos!” confessed Jas.

      “Sounds about right,” said Sarah.

      Marcus looked around. “Where’s Nutsack?”

      Carlos pointed at Jas. “Our resident psycho kicked him off a cliff.”

      “I didn’t mean to!” said Jas frantically.

      “Yeah, it was supposed to be me!” said Carlos in return.

      Sarah nodded. “Can’t blame her for that.”

      “What? Piss off, this isn’t my fault. I didn’t kick anyone off a cliff.”

      “Only because you can’t,” Sarah shot back.

      Marcus held up his hand. “Enough. Shouting about it won’t solve anything. How are we going to fix it?”

      “Fix what?” asked Carlos. “As soon as Nutsack hits the ground, he’ll die. When we don’t revive him, he’ll respawn around here somewhere. All we have to do is wait. He’ll be back any second.”

      “What if he doesn’t die?” said Marcus, peering over the edge into the darkness below.

      “He fell off a cliff. He’s definitely going to die.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack was falling. He’d done it enough by now to know that bad things would happen when he landed, and his friends weren’t nearby to wake him up.

      He pulled both daggers out of his belt and stuck them into the dirt wall that was rushing by. The first couple of times they bounced right out, but the third time his short sword bit into the wall, slowing him. A glance down suggested he was out of time, so he slammed his dagger into the soil as hard as he could, slowing down enough that the fall damage only stripped away 95% of his HP.

      The landing should have hurt. A lot. He jumped back to his feet and checked to make sure everything was intact. It took him a moment to remember his tail was supposed to be missing. He ignored the blinking red warning in the corner of his vision. He was getting used to seeing it.

      He’d barely had a chance to be relieved he wasn’t dead when he heard the yelling. A line of glowing torches crested a nearby hill, and someone shouted, “There he is! He was with the travellers that killed the blacksmith. Get him!”

      A new status message flashed up, but he wasn’t able to read it:

      Reputation reduced with Tywyll Mine village. Now considered Hostile. You will be attacked on sight and no stores will serve you. Quest options reduced. Complete special quests to repair reputation.

      He turned and tried to scramble up the dirt wall, but his hands couldn’t get a firm purchase. He tried his weapons again, but they barely bit into the soft earth, which was even more crumbly at the bottom of the cliff. He got a few feet off the ground before they slipped loose and he slid back to the ground.

      He’d have to find an alternate route to get back to the others. Nutsack didn’t need to read to know sticking around here was a bad idea. The angry jeers had accurately conveyed that fact. He did what he did best. He bolted.

      Nutsack ran until he couldn’t hear the mob anymore. The muddy plains slowly turned back to forest, although this one was far darker and more foreboding. There wasn’t a leaf in sight. Every tree was gnarled, as if it had been slowly twisted to death. He scanned the woods carefully, looking for danger, but he was alone.

      A noise behind him made him spin in a circle, but there was no obvious source of the sound. He was about to resume his escape when he realized he was lost, with no sense of which way he’d come. He had been so busy running away he’d forgotten to pay attention to where he was running from.

      He climbed the closest tree, slogging his way up to the top branches, which were dead and brittle. They snapped almost as quickly as he could grab them, forcing him to find alternative options on short notice. Eventually he made it to the top, although he was precariously balanced, doing the splits in mid-air to reach two branches thick enough to hold his weight.

      The forest stretched as far as he could see. That wasn’t right. He was certain he hadn’t been in the forest this long. As he climbed down, he landed on a freshly cut tree stump, wood shavings still evident around the base. There was no sign of the rest of the tree. If there was one thing he knew well, it was wood. Chopped trees could only mean one thing. There were furless nearby. Perhaps they could help him find his friends.

      A sound below got his attention. It was the white horse from earlier, the one with the spike on its head. It glided between the trees, speeding towards him, leaving a faint rainbow trail in its wake. He recalled the last time they met he’d stabbed it in the back, a fact he was certain the spiky horse would remember. Still, it seemed to know where it was going, and that was more than he could say. It moved too quickly for him to follow. That only left one option.

      He waited until the horse was almost below him before he dropped, being careful to keep his daggers sheathed. The creature let out a deep grunt as Nutsack landed squarely on its back, only staying on thanks to his high AGI. It bucked, trying to kick him off, but he grabbed a fist full of mane and held on tight. If he could stay on long enough to get out of the forest he’d at least solve one of his problems, albeit trading it for a new one.

      The horse gave up trying to shake him loose and instead raced full speed through the trees, aiming for every low-hanging branch. Nutsack had learned from last time and ducked as low as he could, clinging to the rainbow mane. They twisted and turned, weaving in and out. Nutsack was worried he was going to pass out. The world blurred, and then turned to darkness, before erupting into colour again. They were in a clearing. The dark trees contrasted against the bright-green grass and colourful flowers outside a quaint thatched cottage, its exposed wooden beams a deep black against the whitewash of the external walls.

      The spiky horse skidded to a halt, dipping its head and throwing Nutsack into the clearing. He rolled when he hit the ground, before hopping to his feet as the horse charged, horn down, trying to impale him. He rolled again, still keeping his dagger in his belt. Something about this place felt safe, like a cozy nook in a tree. Brandishing his weapon would shatter that illusion.

      “That’s enough, Enfys,” said a voice behind him. The unicorn skidded to a halt, its horn inches from Nutsack’s face. It whinnied and scratched at the ground with its hoof, but it didn’t attack. With a final huff it turned and trotted back into the woods.

      Nutsack turned to see an old lady. She had long, grey hair and a nice smile. She was wearing simple black robes which disguised her figure, but her hands were thin and frail. She studied him carefully for a moment. “Who are you, and how did you find me?”

      He practiced his human greeting. “Hello!” He added in a wave just to be safe.

      The woman relaxed, her shoulders slowly dropped. She smiled and said, “Hello indeed.”

      “Friend?” he asked.

      “I won’t attack, if that’s what you’re asking, but I strongly suggest you don’t either. I know you might be under orders to bring me back, but I assure you, that won’t be happening.”

      “Back? Where? To friends?”

      She squinted, as if reading something in tiny letters. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh dear, what has he done to you? Poor thing. Please come inside. We’ll see what we can do to make this right.”

      She led him into the cottage. He instinctively ducked under a low beam as they entered. There was a large metal pot of something boiling over an open flame in the fireplace. The old lady gestured to a seat, and Nutsack plonked himself in it, sinking into the cushions. It was the softest thing he’d ever felt.

      “I’m sorry. How rude of me. I’m Drysi,” she said, handing over a plate of assorted biscuits. Nutsack took a handful and jammed them in his mouth, immediately feeling better. His HP slowly increased.

      She stared at him expectedly. He sensed she was waiting for something. She had told him her name. Perhaps he needed to do the same. What was it the others called him? “Nutsack.”

      “I beg your pardon.”

      “Me, Nutsack.” He pointed to himself.

      “Oh. I see. What an unusual name.” She smirked. “It’s nice to meet you. Are you out here all alone?”

      “No. Friends…lost. Help?” after a moment he added, “please?” to show his good manners.

      The old lady looked sad. “I can help with that. I know how hard it is to be alone. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you find your way back to them.”

      “Thank friend!”

      Drysi continued to stare at Nutsack, a slight smirk twitching at the corner of her mouth. Eventually she said, “Fascinating, but as usual the changes are crude. He always was a sloppy coder. I think we can do better, but it will take a little time to do properly. We don’t want to risk corrupting you. That would be a terrible shame.”

      She moved over to the boiling pot and threw in a pinch of something. Then she rummaged through a rack of assorted jars and tossed in several more items. She spoke to herself the entire time. “Let’s start with a base of creadur, a dash of permanence, a little hemlock, and finally three mint leaves. Actually, let’s make it four, to hide the taste.”

      With a loud poof, a purple cloud of smoke wafted out of the liquid, filling the room with a violet haze. Drysi smiled and stirred the concoction, then ladled a scoop into a cup. She handed Nutsack the potion. “Drink up, I promise it will help. Be warned, there may be some side effects.”

      Nutsack took a big swig and immediately wished he hadn’t. He didn’t feel well at all. As he collapsed to the ground, clutching his stomach, the red flashing in the corner came back. He looked up at his new friend and said, “Why?”

      “Fastest way to get you back to your friends, I’m afraid. Sorry about that. The other effects may take a little while to kick in. Good luck!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James stared at the monitor. Professor Jasper was slumped in the chair, whimpering. Weasel appeared next to him without making a sound, and James jumped when he finally saw him. “What have I told you about doing that?”

      “Sorry, boss. Force of habit.”

      “Instead of sneaking up on me, you should be getting the answers we need out of Jasper.”

      “Believe me, I’m trying. He’s either much tougher than he looks, or he’s told us everything he knows.” Weasel had an expression that was almost admiration, as if he were capable of such a thing.

      James clenched his fist. “He’s definitely keeping something from us. When I asked him to tweak the incoming transfer formula, he couldn’t. He understands the math, but not the underlying principles. Somebody helped him, which gives us a big problem. They know too much. The fact he’s protecting them tells me he already knows what we’ll have to do. That’s why he’s not talking.”

      “You need me to step up the interrogation?” Weasel grinned at the prospect. “I can try to find some leverage to help loosen his tongue? Friends, family, a beloved family pet perhaps?”

      “By all means, try, but I wouldn’t hold your breath. He’s a loner with no next of kin. That was a major part of why I hired him. He’s the kind of guy nobody notices is missing.”

      Weasel sucked air through his teeth. “Ok, I’ll keep working that angle. I have backdoor access to some official systems and some less than official ones. If his fingerprints, face, or DNA are on record anywhere, I’ll find it, along with anyone else associated with him. It can take a while though. I recommend we keep at him in the meantime.”

      James stared at the monitor again. Professor Jasper wasn’t whimpering anymore, but that was because he was no longer conscious. “How hard have you pushed?”

      “Pretty hard.”

      “What are the risks if you continue?”

      “The usual. He might not live long enough to tell us what you need to know.”

      “Then hold off. It’s more important that he’s alive for now. If we can’t fix the leak, our business partners will. Let him rest and get his strength back, then start again. Let me know the moment you find anything.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Weasel vanished as quickly as he appeared.

      James rubbed his hands on his face. He needed a shower and a shave. He liked a hint of stubble, something to suggest he had more important things to do than maintain perfectly smooth skin, but he was getting dangerously close to unkempt.

      His phone beeped with a message. He saw it was from Miles and immediately called him. “What is it?”

      “It’s the rogue. He’s gone missing,” Miles replied, doing his best to keep the concern out of his voice.

      James forgot all about his stubble. “Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

      “He’s vanished from the map. Wherever he is, it’s not part of the game world. His video feed is completely blank, with no sound.”

      “How’s that possible? Did he clip through a wall or something?”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t explain why his feed is off. If he was tumbling through the void, I should still be able to see and hear him.”

      “What was he doing before he vanished?”

      “From what I can tell, he was riding a unicorn, and then both of them disappeared.”

      James took a deep breath. He couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. “Let me know when he resurfaces.”

      He hung up the phone. Things couldn’t possibly go any worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 22: The Hard Way

        

      

    

    
      Nutsack blinked back into existence behind the rest of the party, who were all nervously peering over the cliff edge. There was the distinct sound of a disgruntled mob echoing up from the valley below. Carlos had his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun as he stared off into the distance. “Guys, I don’t know what’s going on. One minute I could see him, and then his health bar darted away before vanishing completely. It’s like he poofed out of existence. I got a status update letting me know he’s poisoned, but I can’t see his life bar anywhere. Maybe this ability has a range, and he’s out of it?”

      “So where is he now?” Jas yelled, far louder than necessary.

      Nutsack blurted out, “Friends!” which made them all spin around and almost earned him a fireball to the face.

      As soon as Jas saw him, she ran over and hugged him tight. She said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to kick you over the edge.”

      Nutsack stood there, not sure what to do. He’d never been hugged before, and wasn’t entirely sure he liked it. She was immensely strong, and though he wasn’t feeling pain, it certainly felt constricting. He didn’t like not being able to move, but he enjoyed being close to her. He definitely didn’t want to do anything to make her sad. “It ok. No try hurt.”

      “What happened to you?” she said, finally releasing him.

      “Me run. Spiky horse. Old lady drink.”

      Jas said, “Old lady? What old lady?”

      Nutsack strained to remember the name she had told him. “Name Drowsy.”

      “Drowsy? Was she a dwarf?” asked Carlos.

      “No. Tall. Nice, but purple drink bad.”

      “Wait, you drank something purple, and then you woke up here?” Carlos said. He thought for a second and added, “That explains it. She poisoned you. Sounds like a really sweet old grandma. She was probably going to bake you into a pie or something.”

      Marcus jumped in. “It doesn’t matter what happened, what matters is that Nutsack’s back. We really have to get moving before that mob finds a way up here. Let’s circle around the medium zone and…”

      “Through it,” said Carlos. Everyone looked at him, so he said, “We should go through the medium zone. We’re tougher now, no mid-level mobs are going to give us trouble, and even if they do, we can stealth our way around them. It will save time if we don’t have to go around, plus we can load up on EXP on the way. Trust me, this is another test by the King to see if we’re ready for the big leagues. Why else put that medium zone in the way?”

      “That may be, but I don’t have a shield, you’re running low on health potions, and we have no idea what creatures we’re going to face out there. I don’t think we’re ready for that,” Marcus said, looking at the others for support.

      Carlos grinned. “Sure we are. We’ve got this. Trust me!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James burst into the room like an unwelcome breeze. He headed straight for Miles, yanking the VR headset off his head. “Status update.”

      It took the engineer a moment to adjust back to the current reality. “I was doing some diagnostics before I called you. Something weird happened.”

      “I’m getting tired of hearing you say that. What is it now?”

      “Well, the good news is, the rogue came back. At least, I think he did.”

      “I don’t have time for riddles. Explain. Quickly,” barked James.

      Miles pulled up a set of graphs on one of his screens. “This is the system that monitors corruption. See anything unusual?”

      James studied the graphs, his face slowly scrunching up. “No. These all look normal.”

      “Exactly!” Miles pulled up two graphs side by side. “This was the squirrel before he vanished, and this is him now. He’s more in sync.”

      “But…” James tried to find the rest of the words, but they eluded him. It took a lot to make him speechless, but Miles had found it.

      “I know,” Miles said. “The implications are staggering. We’ve only ever seen deterioration. Whatever happened to him, it’s made him better. If we can find out how, we don’t need to write off corrupted participants. We could fix them before we bring them back.”

      “Bring him out. Now. I’ll have someone question him.”

      Miles shook his head. “Bad idea. We’ve never brought someone out with this kind of physical change before. Remember, he went in as a squirrel, so the system will bring him out as one. Even the best interrogator won’t get anything useful out of a squirrel.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Miles wasn’t used to being asked his opinion. He was far more accustomed to being told what his opinion should be. “24/7 monitoring. I’ve written a few scripts to warn us if the corruption comes back, if he disappears off the map again, or if he shows any unusual side effects. That’s our best chance of figuring out what happened. If it happens again, we’ll be ready.”

      “Good.” James pondered the new information and added, “Send me the before and after graphs. That might buy us more time.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus shielded his eyes from the sandstorm, which reduced visibility to only a few feet ahead. The wind howled around him, making talking difficult, so they marched forward in silence. He couldn’t see his teammates, only blurred outlines moving around on either side.

      He stopped moving. After a moment, the outlines did too. They circled around, doing their best to shield him as he pulled up the map. The wind tugged at the edges, but if he squinted, he could make out where they were. They were still heading in the right direction, and were almost at the centre of the desert. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant stroll, but at least there were no mobs. Any enemy would be a challenge, as coordination was next to impossible.

      Carlos leaned in and yelled over the wind. “How much further?”

      Marcus said, “We’re about to hit the halfway point. According to the map, there should be a structure not too far away. Perhaps we can take shelter in there and have a breather.”

      “Sounds good!”

      They reformed their line and continued the slow and steady march until the structure came into view. It was the remains of a hut that had seen better days. Years of being continuously sand blasted had taken their toll, the walls were pocked and the roof was shabby. There weren’t any windows, just the splintered remains of wooden shutters. The front door was long gone, but stepping over the threshold brought instant relief. Marcus heard the others tumble through behind him. As soon as they did, he got the notification.

      Spawn point reached.

      The wooden shutters rattled loudly as the wind continued battering the ramshackle structure.

      “That was fun,” Sarah yelled over the noise, brushing sand from her clothes. “Only a couple more hours to go.”

      “It’s still quicker than going around. What did I tell you? This was a much better idea,” Carlos said, no hint of doubt in his voice.

      Sarah fixed him with a look. “How is this better? At least if we’d gone around, we could have fought some mobs and kept levelling. All we’ve done is torture ourselves, and now we have to go back out there and do it all over again.”

      “At least we reached a spawn point,” Carlos said, desperately searching for the bright side.

      “Yeah, about that. I don’t recall seeing that message before, do you?” Marcus asked.

      “We probably missed it with all the excitement. It makes sense the game would tell us when we reach a milestone. The King’s giving us a break. He doesn’t want us to have to traipse through that sandstorm again if we die.”

      Suddenly, his voice sounded much louder. It took a moment to realize that the rattling had ceased.

      Carlos poked his head out of the doorway and smiled. “The sandstorm stopped!”

      Sarah’s face crinkled. “I don’t like it.”

      “Why not? You were literally just complaining about it,” said Carlos.

      “You think it’s a coincidence that we reached a landmark and the storm stopped? If you were playing a game and that happened, what would you think?”

      Carlos thought for a moment and sighed. “Crap.”

      “What?” asked Jas. “What does it mean?”

      Sarah replied, “A major environmental change like this is either randomly generated, or a scripted event. The timing is too coincidental for this to be random.”

      “So what?” she said.

      “It means one of two things. The King’s being nice to us, and wants to make it easier for us to cross the rest of the desert, or…”

      “Or?”

      “He wants us to see what’s coming,” said Sarah, fixing Carlos with a look.

      “Uh oh,” said Jas, filling in the blanks.

      “Exactly. I think we know which way the King leans. Be ready for a fight,” said Marcus. He poked his head out the doorway and scanned the area, but the only thing he saw was sand. Lots and lots of sand, as far as he could see, with no signs of enemies or anything else that was a threat. He went back inside. “Looks clear. Maybe we’re wrong. This could be a temporary break in the storm to allow us to orient ourselves and make progress. We should move out before it starts up again.”

      With a collective weary sigh, they got back to their feet and strolled out of the hut. It looked even worse in the blaring sun. Chunks of the walls were slowly disintegrating into the sandy floor, like a sandcastle at high tide.

      Marcus led the way, using the map to orient himself. The sand was hard to walk in, and it slowed his already-glacial pace, forcing everyone else to match it. They made it a few hundred metres from the structure when the ground rippled beneath them.

      “Quicksand!” Marcus yelled, pulling himself free of the shifting sands. He fell backwards, landing on his arse with a clunk. A quick wriggle confirmed the ground he had landed on was firm.

      “I think it’s much more dangerous than quicksand,” said Carlos as a huge red pincer burst from the sand. The claw alone was bigger than them, and it was followed by the rest of a cherry-red crab the size of a bus. Marcus analyzed it:

      Giant Sand Crab - Level 35

      “Guys, that thing’s more than twice our level!”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” Jas said, stepping forward. She thought Powerhouse and was engulfed with a red glow. She targeted the crab and performed a Leap Attack, closing the distance and stabbing down with her swords. They clanged off the crab’s thick shell, barely scratching the surface.

      Marcus expected a chunk of the crab’s HP to vanish, but only a small sliver disappeared. Their best DPS, with a double strength buff, had hardly dented it.

      “Hit it as much as you can before Powerhouse runs out!” Marcus yelled, using Taunt to draw the crab’s ire. It scurried sideways with surprising speed, closing the distance in a matter of seconds. One of the enormous claws snapped at him, clipping almost half his HP in a single hit.

      Carlos started up the healing, but with each hit being so strong, and two claws to fend off, this was going to be a brief fight.

      Jas continued her attacks, switching to axes. She hacked away 10% of the crab’s HP before Powerhouse ran out, and her attacks switched back to regular strength.

      “I’m going to let it hit me, to get my DPS up,” she said. Before anyone could disagree, she charged at the crab. One quick snap of its claw chopped away 90% of her health. Before she could land a single hit, the other claw finished the job, and Jas was downed.

      “Someone distract that thing while I try out this distant revive skill!” Carlos whooped, enjoying himself a little too much. He moved toward Jas until a new option appeared to revive her. He selected it and a golden beam shot out, connecting with her downed form. The usual countdown started, and when it reached zero, Jas sat up with a small chunk of health. He started healing her, but she said, “Hold off for a moment. I need the extra DPS. It’s going to kill me quickly either way. Might as well get some extra damage in.”

      “Fair enough,” Carlos said.

      Sarah unleashed a flurry of fireballs. They exploded dramatically against the crab, but there was little impact on its health bar. She said, “Looks like it has a fire affinity, which makes sense if it lives in the desert. I’m going to have to switch to poison, but that will sap my MP pretty fast.” She threw a poisoned blast at the crab, which did slightly more damage than the fireballs, but not nearly enough.

      That really only left one option. “Ok Nutsack, you’re up,” Marcus said, not holding out much hope.

      The rogue stared at him like he’d lost his mind. Marcus waited for him to bolt, but the rogue glanced over at Jas and then ran straight at the crab.

      The two claws moved with tremendous speed to snip Nutsack in half, but he dodged, flipping through the air as the claws furiously tried to catch him. His daggers flashed as he landed several quick hits, but the crab’s HP bar didn’t change. A small purple skull and crossbones let them know the crab was poisoned, but the effect on its health was barely noticeable.

      “It’s too tough! We can’t make a dent,” Marcus concluded, backing away as the crab circled around to attack. They had thrown everything they had at it, and they hadn’t even gotten it down to half health.

      Jas continued attacking, doing damage thanks to her low health buff, but soon she drew agro. Marcus used Taunt the moment it came off cooldown and wished he hadn’t. Without a shield, he was forced to tank the hits, and each one carved a chunk of his health away.

      Carlos threw down a healing orb to keep Marcus alive, with the added benefit that it got Jas too, but it didn’t heal them quickly enough. A quick pinch from the crab was enough to finish Marcus off, and distant revival was still on cooldown. With Marcus out of the picture, the crab turned to the next person on its shit list, which was Jas. She was downed a few seconds later.

      Watching Jas die again was enough to send Nutsack into a frenzy, and he scrambled up the crab’s leg and jumped onto its back, driving his daggers into the thick shell. The two giant eyes on stalks swivelled to find the pesky gnat, and a claw swiped at him, trying to knock him loose. Nutsack kept his balance by hanging on to his dagger, which was firmly embedded in the crab’s back. The second swipe knocked him off, and the crab trampled him underfoot before he could get away.

      Carlos and Sarah stood on opposite sides of the crab, both unable to do any actual damage. Carlos was closer to Marcus and Jas, so Sarah tried to block the crab off using Fire Wall, to give Carlos a chance to revive them. As soon as he knelt down to bring Marcus back, the crab burst through the flames and finished Carlos with a snip.

      Sarah didn’t bother trying to run. She’d seen how quickly the crab could move, and her MP was almost out. She couldn’t solo this thing. The best she could hope for was a speedy death, and the crab didn’t disappoint.

      With a start, she opened her eyes to find herself back in the derelict hut, the rest of the team strewn around, and a message blinking in the corner of her HUD.

      You were defeated. Party wiped. No EXP rewarded. 10% reduction in EXP in effect for 10 minutes.

      At least her health and MP were back up to full.

      Carlos was the first to speak. “10% reduction in EXP? What kind of bollocks is that?”

      Sarah sighed. “It’s to stop us cheesing fights.”

      “Cheesing?” asked Jas.

      “Using unsavoury tactics. For this particular example, it’s to prevent us team wiping deliberately to get all our health and MP back and then going back to chip away at a tougher mob.”

      “We’ll show the king!” said Carlos defiantly. “This time we should…”

      “We’re not fighting it again. We’re going to turn around and go back the way we came,” said Marcus firmly.

      “No way. We aren’t running away with our tail between our legs. We’re heroes,” replied Carlos, puffing out his chest. It didn’t have the desired effect in his flowing robes.

      “Yes, and as a hero, you need to know when you’re outmatched. The game even warned us this is a medium zone, and we’re only level 15. Not everything has to be an uphill struggle. We were clearly meant to go around this zone until we’re ready. That beat down confirmed we aren’t ready yet. Let’s take the path around the outside.”

      “Bollocks to that. It’s what the King wants us to do.”

      Marcus kept his voice calm and even. “Exactly. He gave us a map with a clearly marked route around this zone. If he wanted us to take this shortcut, he wouldn’t have filled the desert with mobs way outside our level.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you that we’re his play things? That he says double jump, and you say how high?”

      Marcus shrugged. “What choice do we have? He’s in charge here. He could wipe us all out in an instant. The King could spawn invincible mobs, strip us of all our levels, or lock us in a dark room with no exit. We cannot beat him at his own game. Our best bet is to play along.”

      Carlos started to argue, but he stopped. He took a deep breath. “This is what he wants. To divide us. I won’t give him the satisfaction.”

      “Ok perfect, so you agree we should go back?”

      “In principle, but I think Sarah is on to something. Can we please try fighting the crab one more time? I want to check.”

      Marcus huffed. “What do you want to check?”

      “I want to see its HP. Does it still have the same health as when we died, or did it go back to full, or something in between?”

      Marcus was about to reply when Sarah said, “He has a point. It would be useful to know the rules around our whole team dying.”

      “Ok fine. One more attempt, and then we’re turning round and going back the way we came,” said Marcus.

      “Absolutely,” said Carlos.

      They set off back towards the crab. It didn’t take long to find it in the barren landscape. It was standing perfectly still, its claws pointing up at the blazing sun.

      Marcus analyzed it. As he watched, the crab’s health bar slowly ticked up, but it was not yet back at full.

      Carlos stared at the crab. “It has regained some of its HP. I’m not sure if it has a health regen ability, or if it’s because it’s not actively in combat right now. The important thing is that it’s not instant, which means if we’re quick enough, we could grind down a tougher mob. That opens up a raft of new potential tactics.”

      “But we’d get reduced EXP,” Sarah reminded him. “And I’m pretty sure those EXP penalties are going to stack if we die within the ten minutes.”

      “We could easily find out…” said Carlos, his hand moving to Thorn.

      “Nope,” Marcus said instinctively, but Carlos continued.

      “We know where that thing is now. We can make our way slowly around it, and then head straight for the easy zone. Then we don’t have to suffer through that darn sandstorm again.”

      That was a pretty compelling idea. Nobody wanted to repeat the storm.

      Sarah spoke up, “It’s at least worth a try to see if it works. Who knows, maybe the King’s trying to encourage us to use a stealthier approach. If we accidentally trigger it, we’ll know roughly what distance it can detect us and also learn how the death penalties work.”

      Marcus ground his teeth and said, “Jas, what do you think?”

      “Let’s try it. It will teach us something either way.”

      Ever the scientist. Marcus could see he was losing support for the sensible approach, so he resigned himself to dying yet again. “Ok fine, let’s give it a wide berth and try circling around.”

      They did exactly that, keeping their distance. The crab didn’t pay them any attention. Everything was going great until the sand shifted beneath them. Before they could react, another claw burst out, blocking their path. Any hopes of stealth evaporated.

      Jas raised her swords, but Carlos shook his head. “Don’t. Powerhouse isn’t off cooldown yet, which means we’re going to have a hard time killing that thing. All you’re going to do is waste weapon durability.”

      She nodded and sheathed her weapons. “Now what?”

      “Now we die.”

      It was a somber and thoughtful moment until Nutsack turned and ran.
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      Death had been quick, although it took a while for the crab to catch up with Nutsack. He’d materialized at the spawn point with a harrowed expression and jumped when they’d approached him. It took Marcus a solid minute to calm him down enough to get him to follow them again.

      Sarah was the first to point out what they had learned once she’d read the message. “So now we have a 20% reduction in EXP and it lasts for 18 minutes. Not only does the EXP penalty stack, the additional time appends. That’s even worse than I feared.”

      “The king is an even bigger git than we thought? That’s a shocker!” said Carlos. The others looked around, fearing the worst, but no retaliation came. That was until they set foot outside.

      The sandstorm kicked up the moment they headed back the way they’d originally come from. It might have been Marcus’ imagination, but it felt even fiercer than before, like a giant, blustering slap in the face. The King was having a little too much fun.

      They half expected to be ambushed by giant crabs, but they made the return journey without any further surprises. Their tactical retreat was complete.

      As soon as they made it back to the start of the desert, the winds died down, and Marcus said, “That wasn’t very subtle.” He looked at the sky and yelled, “We get the message. Do as we’re told and we will be fine. Try to take shortcuts, and we will…”

      “Get crabs?” suggested Carlos.

      “You’re not helping!”

      The walk around the outskirts of the desert was considerably more pleasant. They weren’t whipped with sand, or crushed by crustaceans. They made quick work of the mobs that attacked them. Compared to the alternative, it was a literal walk in the park.

      Sarah led the party, a charged-up Poison Blast in her ring, ready to strike anything foolish enough to attack. Marcus assumed his position at the back of the pack, fully prepared for ambushes.

      Nutsack stayed close to Jas. A little too close. Jas could feel the others staring at her. She said, “Can you give me a little space?”

      He nodded and ran straight up the nearest tree before hopping across to the next one. Jas watched him leaping gracefully from branch to branch, his muscular frame flexing with every jump, and said, “Less space is fine…”

      Carlos appeared next to her. “You fancy him, don’t you?”

      “WHAT?” she said, a little too loudly. “He’s a squirrel!”

      “That isn’t a no.”

      “I prefer my partner to be an intellectual equal,” she stated, reciting the line from memory. It fended off nosy family members at gatherings when they asked where her date was.

      “Let me guess, you haven’t found one yet?”

      “My love life is none of your business. Besides, I don’t expect you to understand. You strike me as the sort who’d prefer his partners to be closer to squirrel intelligence.”

      A chuckle from behind caused Carlos to spin around. “Why are you laughing?”

      Marcus tried and failed to suppress his smirk. “Because Jas has you figured out. That last girl you brought back made Nutsack look like a genius. What was her job again?”

      “She was an influencer.”

      Jas and Marcus both laughed, and Sarah stopped moving. As the others caught up, she said, “What’s so funny back here?”

      “We’re talking about dating disasters. Would you care to join in?” said Carlos, pouting.

      The silence that followed was razor sharp. No-one wanted to be the one to break it, in case they triggered the fire that was burning in Sarah’s gaze. A fireball appeared in her hand and grew. Then, without a word, she turned and flung it into the trees, setting several on fire.

      “Something you want to talk about?” said Carlos as a huge oak crashed noisily to the ground behind him.

      “No,” she said, daring him to speak again.

      “Point taken!”

      Nutsack landed next to them, a scowl on his face. “No fire! Bad. Kill.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Sarah, looking at Marcus.

      There was a long pause, where it seemed as if there was more to say, but then it was punctured by a single word.

      “WOLF!”

      The cry came from through the tree line. The party knew exactly how to handle wolves, but they needed to do it quickly before it could call for reinforcements. They ran towards the sound, ready to strike.

      They broke through the forest and found themselves in a huge open field. It undulated in rolling hills, with a smattering of colourful wildflowers breaking up the endless sea of green. A settlement sat on the horizon, but it was far away, at least an hour of walking.

      “WOLF!”

      The cry came again from over the nearest hilltop. They picked up the pace. Someone was in trouble.

      As the group crested the hill, they saw a herd of goats grazing peacefully, and a young shepherd flailing his arms around. As soon as he saw the group, he said, “Come! Quick!”

      They raced down the hillside as fast as they dared. There was no sign of danger anywhere, but that didn’t mean much. Invisible wolves, ghost wolves, even tunnelling wolves weren’t out of the question.

      When they reached the young shepherd, Marcus said, “We’re here to help. Where’s the wolf?”

      “Wolf? What wolf?” the shepherd said with a smirk.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. We don’t have time for parables. Is there a wolf or not?”

      “Nah. I was bored and heard you lot bumbling through the woods from a mile away. Figured I’d have a laugh. You should have seen the look on your faces!”

      Sarah lit up a fireball, but Marcus shook his head. “Don’t. He may be able to help us.”

      A goat moved towards Nutsack. The rogue panicked, brandishing his weapons. The shepherd stopped laughing. “Don’t hurt them! They are thoroughbred racing goats, some of the finest in all the land. They compete in the King’s derby. I’d be killed if anything happens to them.”

      “That would be a real shame,” Carlos said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Indeed, it would. These fields have seen enough death.”

      Carlos perked up. “Sounds promising! Is there a monster in the village? Some kind of ultimate evil, maybe one that carries around a shiny dagger?”

      “What? No, we have nothing of the sort around here, the monsters were vanquished long ago. Dragons used to roam these lands, and they killed all the other monsters.”

      “Please tell me the dragons are still here,” said Carlos, a little too enthusiastically.

      “Not for a long time. Most of them died off in the civil war, and those that survived fled this place. They were captured and used as mounts for the generals. Apparently, it was a sight to behold. The great field was littered with the dead, thousands upon thousands of men, with huge dragon corpses scattered amongst the ancient ruins.”

      “Yep, that sounds like exactly the sort of creepiness we’re looking for. Where did you say that happened?”

      “In the largest field, past the town, but I wouldn’t go there at the moment. We’re in the middle of setting up our Spring Festival, where all the bards from miles around come to entertain vast crowds. You won’t be able to get close to the ruins,” said the shepherd.

      “We’ll see about that. Thanks for all your help.”

      “Don’t mention it. Be careful on the walk into town, there are lynx that stalk the fields looking for prey. They’ve attacked people when they get hungry enough, and it was a lean winter. You look like you can take care of yourselves though, so you should be ok.”

      “Is that why you’re out here? To protect the goats from the lynx?” asked Sarah.

      “Oh no, it would be quite impossible for a lynx to catch one of these goats. Like I said, it’s the thieves I’m here to deter.”

      There was the sound of a commotion, and they all turned to see Nutsack sitting on the back of a goat. It frantically tried to buck him off, but he clung on tight. Then it started racing in a circle, moving far quicker than expected. Nutsack clung on for dear life.

      The shepherd started yelling. “Let go! Stop thief! THIEF!”

      Nobody came to help. The shepherd looked at the group, expecting them to assist him, but Carlos said, “Did you guys hear something?”

      “Nope. Not a sound,” said Sarah.

      The shepherd, realizing that help wasn’t coming, took matters into his own hands. He walked towards the orbiting goat and held out his curved shepherd’s crook. The hooked stick snagged Nutsack as he raced past and pulled him off the fuzzy mount. He rolled when he hit the ground and was instantly back on his feet, daggers drawn.

      Everyone laughed, except the shepherd. His crook remained raised, and he pointed at Nutsack. “My instructions are simple. Kill anyone that attempts to steal these goats.”

      Jas drew both her swords and moved next to Nutsack. “You’re welcome to try.”

      The shepherd was not deterred by the sudden change in odds. He whirled his shepherd’s crook around with effortless ease. Text appeared above his head:

      Beast tamer - Level 18

      The crook shot out and hooked Jas around the neck. He dragged her towards him with surprising strength, a small blade flashing in his other hand. He stabbed at her repeatedly as she struggled to break free from the crook, too close to use her weapons effectively. No matter how hard she pushed, she couldn’t break free, even with her considerable strength.

      Nutsack reacted, charging at the shepherd with a hiss. The shepherd stopped stabbing Jas long enough to wave his hand, and a goat blazed across the field, intercepting Nutsack with a charging headbutt. The rogue flew sideways from the impact, twisting in the air to land on his feet.

      The others finally realized they were in a fight and behaved as such. Sarah threw a fireball at the shepherd, but a goat leapt up to block, bursting into flames. Being ablaze didn’t slow it down. It charged straight at Sarah, and Marcus had to use Hare to intercept it, tanking both the headbutt and the accompanying fire damage, the hit doing double damage thanks to the temporary DEF drop.

      The shepherd resumed the stabbing, laughing as Jas struggled. He said, “What’s the matter? Too close for comfort?”

      “Actually, it is. I’m giving you the boot.” She twisted to face him, and activated Spartan Kick. It broke the trapped debuff and launched the shepherd across the meadow. He was about to land hard when a goat dived underneath him, giving him a fluffy landing. The hit still took almost a quarter of his life bar, on account of Jas being down to half health.

      Sarah took full advantage of the open target and unleashed three fireballs in quick succession. The first two hit their mark, the third was blocked by another goat.

      Carlos yelled, “Hey guys, he has baaa-dyguards!”

      Everyone groaned, even the shepherd. He retaliated by sending three goats racing at Carlos, who had nowhere to go. In a moment of panic, he pulled Thorn out of his belt and jammed it into the ground at his feet; the beanstalk erupting as the goats were about to make contact. One got carried into the air by a huge leaf, another crashed into the thick beanstalk, and the third had to find an alternate route. The remaining goat was about to charge Carlos when the launched goat made a hard landing, right on top of his wooly pal.

      Jas watched Carlos using his dagger and remembered her own. She pulled out Terra, which glowed brightly. Three dirt balls rose from the ground, tufts of grass sticking out of them. She pointed the dagger at the goat attacking Nutsack and all three balls shot away from her, knocking the goat down and saving the rogue.

      The shepherd roared and all the remaining goats turned to face Jas. They charged at once, a stampede of hooves and horns too wide to dodge. Jas tried Terra again, but it was on cooldown. She threw one of her axes, then the other, cutting down goats, but still the rest charged. As they were about to make contact, Sarah yelled, “Fire Wave!” and a vast wall of fire burst from the ground and raced to meet them. It crashed into the charging goats, pushing them back and setting them on fire.

      The shepherd cried out as his precious goats were stabbed, kicked, and set alight. While he focused on the carnage, Nutsack snuck up behind him. Something about this attack strategy felt instinctively right. He stabbed the shepherd in the back with his poisoned dagger, doing double damage and poisoning his target. The shepherd tried to snare Nutsack, but the rogue easily dodged the crook and stabbed the shepherd again. Nutsack repeated this three more times until a goat slammed into him, knocking him down. As the shepherd loomed, ready to strike, another fireball hit him in the back. Before he could react, Jas appeared, hitting him over and over with her twin swords, chipping away what was left of his HP. He fell to the ground and the goats instantly stopped attacking.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Sarah turned to Marcus. “You need to do something about Nutsack. He’s getting us into trouble.”

      Jas said, “Leave him alone! He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      Marcus looked at both of them and tried to find an option that didn’t result in him getting yelled at. “You’re both right. We need to get him another Wisdom potion so we can get him to switch his auto assignment. That’s the only way he’s going to learn.”

      Carlos jumped in. “Personally, I like him like this. It keeps things interesting. Besides, he solved our problem.”

      “What problem?” asked Sarah.

      Carlos hopped onto the back of one of the racing goats. “Transportation. Unless you feel like a few more hours of walking?” He kicked his heels, but the goat stubbornly refused to move. He hopped off and gave it a kick. “Stupid creature.”

      Marcus chuckled and Carlos said, “What’s so funny?”

      “You’ve finally met something more stubborn than you.”

      The others laughed. Carlos said, “You think it’s so easy? Show me how it’s done.”

      Marcus jumped on the nearest goat, which bent down to eat some grass. He tried poking it gently with its sword, but all that earned was a bleat.

      Jas was still next to the body of the shepherd. The crook glinted in the sunlight. She bent down to look at it and accidentally looted it. She analyzed it:

      Beast master Staff: This wooden staff enhances the user’s control over creatures by 100%, allowing them to control creatures of higher levels. Lower-level creatures will require less MP to control.

      Requires a WIS of 5+ to use.

      Durability 26/30

      “Guys, I think I might have found something. Carlos or Sarah, do either of you have WIS over 5?”

      They both nodded. Carlos asked, “How come?”

      “This staff can control the goats, but you need WIS over 5 to use it.”

      “Let me see,” Carlos said, holding out his hand. Jas handed it to him, agreeing with the prompt that popped up, asking if she’d like to share it.

      The staff jumped from her hand into his. He waved it around. “It doesn’t work. I wonder if I have to activate it somehow?” As he moved it from left to right, the goat that Marcus was sitting on burst to life, darting back and forth in a zig-zag pattern. Marcus held on for dear life. “Stop!”

      Carlos cackled and made the goat run in a straight line, but he was far from in control. Marcus wrapped his arm around the goat’s neck as it sprinted, then skidded to a halt before running 90 degrees to the left. Marcus yelled, “What are you playing at, Carlos?”

      “Sorry, I don’t have full control. I can kind of nudge it in a direction, but then it does its own thing. I guess I’d need an actual beast master skill to use this properly.”

      Marcus jumped off his woolly steed. “Can you control more than one at a time?”

      Carlos concentrated and five goats bolted in the same direction, crashing into each other as they ran. “Kind of.”

      “Close enough. Everyone grab a goat.”

      Reluctantly, they each picked a mount, except Nutsack, who backed away and said, “Nope.”

      “Get on,” Marcus said. “It will be faster.”

      Nutsack regarded the angry creature. It was the one that had attacked him earlier. “Nope.”

      “Do it now!” Marcus yelled, losing his patience.

      “Nope!” Nutsack said, crossing his arms. “Not pet. Me choose.”

      “Ok fine. We’ll leave you here. Your choice.”

      Nutsack’s expression changed, but he stayed firmly in place. He didn’t believe his keeper would leave him here. That wasn’t his style.

      “We’re not leaving anyone,” said Jas firmly. She hopped down off her goat and walked over to Nutsack, placing her hand on his arm. “It’s ok. I know this must be scary for you. Can you try? For me? Please.”

      His stern look melted. He slowly approached the goat and clambered aboard. Once he was firmly in place, he smiled at Jas, then stuck his tongue out at Marcus.

      Jas got back on her goat and Carlos yelled, “Everyone ready?”

      They each nodded and Carlos gritted his teeth and pointed the staff. “Onwards.”

      The goats immediately crashed into each other like runaway bumper cars, but they at least headed in mostly the right direction. It was quicker than walking, if somewhat less comfortable.

      The goats jostled back and forth until Marcus crashed into Sarah. They briefly parted, before slamming into each other a little harder. Marcus glanced over his shoulder and saw Carlos grinning manically. This was going to be a long journey.
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      Marcus pulled up on the goat’s neck, but it had no effect. Carlos gestured with the crook and the goats skidded to a halt outside the city gates, triggering a spawn point. The journey had been uneventful, besides an oversized lynx trying hard to make their acquaintance. It had attempted to run them down, but the goats were far too quick even with cargo. A couple of fireballs from Sarah had helped to convince it there must be easier meals around.

      The town of Gŵyl was behind a vast wooden fence, with sharp points on the top of every pole and archers stationed at regular intervals. Someone had attempted to jazz up the fence with long trails of coloured ribbon, but it did little to improve the scowls of the bowmen as they approached the large wooden gate. It was guarded by two men in formal armour, one tall and one short. The tall one said, “Halt in the name of the King. Who goes there?” There was the distinct sound of several bow strings tightening.

      “We’re adventurers looking to rest and trade,” Marcus said, being sure to keep his hand away from his sword.

      “Sorry, we aren’t letting travellers into the town at the moment. There are a lot of valuables around due to the upcoming festival and there have been thefts. Two thieves have already been lynched this week. That’s why we’re here. To keep the peace. Come back next week.”

      Marcus tried a different approach. “It is essential that we’re allowed in. We’re on official business for the King.”

      The short one unfurled a scroll. “Don’t see anything about that here. You sure you’re in the right place?”

      Marcus gestured behind his back, to let the others know that a fight may be required.

      A strange feeling came over Nutsack. He stepped forwards. “In let us. We not bad.”

      CHR check passed. Charm successful.

      The guards’ stern looks faded away, revealing smiles. The short one checked the scroll again. “Oh here you are. My mistake. Sorry about that.”

      The guards stepped aside from the gate, clearing the way. The adventurers shared a confused glance with each other, then started to walk into the town. The goats followed Carlos, nibbling at his robes as he walked. As they were almost through the gate the short guard said, “One moment.”

      Marcus turned, his hand twitching, ready to fight. “Yes?”

      “If you’re looking to sell items I highly recommend Honest Joe. He can find a buyer for pretty much anything, maybe even those mounts of yours. I’ve heard that good racing goats can sell for over 1,000 gold apiece. Be sure to tell Joe that Royce sent you.”

      “Sure,” replied Marcus.

      The guard resumed his position and they continued into the town. Once they were out of earshot Jas said, “What just happened? Why did they let us in?”

      “I think Nutsack might have charmed them,” Carlos said, sounding slightly disappointed. “We should really spend some time figuring out how that ability of his works, it could come in very handy.”

      The town of Gŵyl was vastly different to the other places they’d visited so far. The streets were wide and cobbled, with colourful flowers lining the edges. The stores were stone and glass, and the items on display looked far outside of their price range. Marcus took one look at the glistening shields in the window and cursed under his breath. “This doesn’t look promising for me replacing my shield any time soon.”

      “You never know, they might not be as expensive as they look.”

      Marcus peered at the price tag underneath the plainest shield. “You’re right. They are twice as expensive as they look. That basic shield is 500 gold.”

      “Why would they have such expensive shops in a low-level area?” asked Jas.

      “Usually it’s to encourage micro-transactions, but I don’t think King Welsh is overly concerned about squeezing a few extra quid out of us. It might be to show us what kind of stuff we can get our hands on later in the game, as a kind of incentive, or it could be purely aesthetic. This place is obviously supposed to be upmarket, so it makes sense that the stuff here would be expensive.”

      Jas eyed a golden chainmail skirt encrusted with jewels and a serious STR boost. “I guess.”

      “Well once we sell these goats we might be able to treat ourselves. If I’d known they were so valuable I’d have brought a few more of them along.”

      Marcus said, “Based on your driving of the five we had I don’t think adding extras would have been good for our health.”

      “You made it here didn’t you?”

      “I’m a human tank. So far today I’ve faced down a giant worm, a drunk dwarf, and a literal force of nature, and none of them were as scary as the ride here.”

      “Yeah well, the day’s still young.”

      As they walked past a dark and dingy alleyway a sign caught Marcus’ eye. One of the chains holding it up had broken, causing it to hang at a funny angle. He backtracked and tilted his head to read it.

      Honest Joe - you have it, I sell it!

      Marcus led the rest of the party down the alleyway. It was damp from a burst pipe that was dripping into a bucket that had long since overflowed. The door at the end of the alleyway didn’t fit in the doorway properly, as if it had been taken from a different building and simply hammered into place on this one. He was afraid to knock, in case the whole thing came crashing down.

      A voice on the other side of the door said, “One moment,” followed by the frantic sound of hiding evidence.

      With a loud creak the door swung open to reveal a short man in a suit that was at least two sizes too large for him and in desperate need of a wash, or better yet dragon fire. Marcus found himself glad the game didn’t have smell. Behind him was a towering pile of rusty junk that made the treehouse look positively spotless. It teetered, threatening to crush them all, before wobbling the other way. The short man ignored the teetering tower and smiled in a way that he thought suggested honesty, but in reality conveyed the exact opposite. He thrust out his hand. “I’m Honest Joe. What can I do for you?”

      “We have some goats to sell,” said Marcus, gesturing to the goats gathered at the entrance of the alleyway. The dumb creatures were smart enough not to enter a dark, dead-end alleyway. “I was told you were the guy to see.”

      Honest Joe squinted at the merchandise. “Very nice, those look like racing goats, am I right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Well in that case, I know just the bloke. Big fan of the sport, always on the lookout for new animals. They aren’t easy to find around these parts, he should make us a decent offer.”

      “Us?” asked Marcus calmly.

      “Yes, us. I take 25% of the sales price as my commission.”

      “5%,” Marcus countered.

      “How about 25%?”

      “10%?”

      “I’m afraid 25% is my final offer,” said Honest Joe, doing his darnedest to look like he meant it.

      Marcus rubbed his face. “This isn’t working. Maybe he’ll respond to charm. Nutsack, can you try?”

      Nutsack stepped forwards and triumphantly announced, “We do 30 purr scent?”

      “No, I’m sorry I…wait, what? 30%? Is this a trick?”

      Marcus nudged the rogue. “You’re supposed to go lower!”

      Nutsack concentrated. Somewhere at the back of his mind was a vague understanding of numbers. He found a number less than 25. “24 purr scent,” he said with a smirk, proud of himself for figuring it out.

      “I reluctantly accept,” said Honest Joe, although his grin said otherwise. He removed a scruffy owl from inside of his suit. It looked relieved to be out of there and held up its leg. Honest Joe scribbled a note on a piece of paper, tying it to the outstretched appendage before the bedraggled bird took flight.

      “Won’t be long,” he said reassuringly.

      “Why can’t we go there if you know the guy?” asked Marcus.

      “Let’s just say I’m not exactly welcome unless I have something worth selling. Previous experience has taught me that showing up unannounced is a good way to have arrows fired in my general direction.” Honest Joe absentmindedly rubbed his arse with a wince of pain.

      “That’s a real vote of confidence,” said Carlos.

      After a few minutes the owl swooped back down and held out its leg. Joe carefully removed the message. The moment he did, the owl tried to fly away again. He snatched it out of the air with a laugh. “This one’s a real joker.” Then he stuffed it back into his suit. There was a muffled hoot as the owl reluctantly gave in. Joe read the note with a grin. “We’re good to go. Follow me and make sure you don’t make any sudden moves, his guards really don’t like that.”

      Honest Joe has offered you the Side Quest - Goat Keeper.

      Follow Honest Joe to the buyer’s secret location and initiate a trade for your items. You will be required to pay Honest Joe 24% of the sale price.

      Accept Y/N?

      Marcus accepted for the party and Honest Joe led the way back out of his alley and down one of the nicer streets. The buildings started to space out and grow in size, until they were approaching a huge mansion with its own perimeter wall. Archers lined the wall, staring intently at the group approaching, each of them with an arrow notched and ready to fire.

      Joe held up his hands and muttered, “Nice and slow. Also, probably best to keep your hands in plain sight and away from your weapons.”

      “Anyone else getting a bad feeling about this?” asked Carlos.

      “Which part, the shady business guy, the large group of thugs, or the fact that we’re about to be trapped inside?” said Sarah dryly.

      “When you put it like that, this sounds like fun!” said Carlos with a grin.

      Nutsack stopped walking and clutched at his stomach. “I not feel good.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. We can’t feel pain here, why would you feel sick?” asked Carlos. He checked Nutsack’s HP, but there was no sign he was hurt.

      Honest Joe was less concerned for Nutsack’s wellbeing, and more concerned for his own. “Don’t make any sudden moves. If you think you’re in pain now, wait until there’s half a dozen arrows sticking out of you.”

      Nutsack struggled to straighten up. “Hurting stopped.”

      “This gets better and better,” said Carlos. “We’re about to walk into a death trap and our rogue has a tummy ache.”

      “Could you stop complaining for two minutes,” said Marcus. “This should be easy. All we have to do is sell these goats and be out of here. The guy wants the goats, and we don’t, so it’s not going to be much of a negotiation. Then we can gear up and go find that dagger.”

      The large wooden gate to the mansion creaked open to reveal guards with spears standing in a cobbled courtyard. As soon as the party were through the gates, they were slammed shut. A line of guards moved to block the only exit, spears facing outwards. The NPCs were all below level 10, but there were a lot of them.

      A scrawny man stepped out of the mansion twirling a moustache, a tall muscular woman not far behind him. She was dressed like a Roman soldier, with centurion helmet, a long scutum shield, and a red pleated skirt. The man snarled at Honest Joe. “This better be worth my time Joe. You’re already on thin ice.”

      “It is, Randolph, I promise. I’m going to get back into the good books with this one.” He nudged Carlos. “Show him the merchandise.”

      Carlos pointed the staff and the goats charged full speed at Randolph. Carlos waved the shepherd’s staff around, trying to make them stop, but they continued on their collision course. He said, “Weird, must be out of range or something?”

      The muscular woman stepped from behind Randolph, wielding the shield. She intercepted the goats and planted the shield with such force the cobblestones cracked. The goats sensibly skidded to a halt. Satisfied that the threat was mitigated she stepped away, revealing a very angry Randolph. “Is this your idea of a joke? Think you’re funny do you? Perhaps I’ll get Alkaia here to practice some of her punchlines on you.”

      Honest Joe glared at Carlos and then commenced the grovelling. “What an excellent demonstration of the speed of these magnificent creatures. Of course they never would have struck you, my friend, don’t be ridiculous. My guests are not that foolish.” Joe didn’t sound convinced about the last part.

      Randolph nodded slowly. He bent down and stroked the back of one of the goats, poking and prodding it. He stopped abruptly and stared at something. He grabbed another goat and checked that one too. Then his face darkened. “This is a new low, even for you, Joe.”

      “What is?” Honest Joe said, shifting nervously. Even when sincere, he sounded like he was lying through his teeth.

      “Trying to sell me the Baron’s goats. You must be even dumber than I thought, and I didn’t think that was possible. Guards, kill these thieves and put these goats back with the herd. I’m going back to bed.”

      Every spear and bow pointed at them simultaneously. Carlos muttered to the rest of the party, “These guys are pretty low level. I think we can take them…”

      “Can’t we just die and respawn?” asked Jas.

      Marcus surveyed the threat. Twenty archers and ten spear guards, plus the fridge-sized Alkaia. He didn’t bother counting Randolph, he looked like a stiff breeze would knock him over. “We could, but then we’ll lose the goats.”

      “I don’t think he’s paying us for the goats,” said Carlos.

      “We’re here now. Let’s see if there’s a different way we can earn that money,” replied Marcus.

      Carlos grinned. “I like this new attitude. Let’s wing it!”

      Alkaia leaned over and whispered in Randolph’s ear. He frowned. “Really? Won’t it be quicker to kill them here and save the Royal Guards the trouble?”

      She shook her head and whispered something else. Randolph threw up his hands. “I suppose you’re right, a public execution will deter any other thieves snooping around the festival. Throw them in the dungeon, we’ll let the King’s minions deal with them. Joe, get over here. I’m going to deal with you personally.”

      Honest Joe reluctantly slunk over to Randolph while Alkaia stepped towards the others, shield raised.

      They tried to back away, but found themselves retreating towards a wall of spears.

      Marcus analyzed Alkaia:

      Centurion Warrior - Level 20

      He yelled out to the others, “She’s tough, but we can take her if we work together. You know the drill! I’ll tank the first hit, then Jas, you go for the DPS. Sarah, take care of the archers. Carlos, keep us healed up, and Nutsack, erm, stab stuff if you can.”

      Alkaia strolled towards them at a leisurely pace, not even bothering to unsheathe her sword. When she got closer she crouched behind the scutum and Marcus prepared himself for an attack. The huge shield shot forwards like a battering ram, catching him by surprise. It bashed into him, knocking off 10% off his health and adding a stunned status effect. Two guards grabbed him and dragged him away as he yelled at the others, “Watch out, she’s got a shield bash move that stuns!” He tried to fight back and found himself locked in position. A countdown timer told him the stunned status would last for 9 more seconds.

      The others did their best to save Marcus. Sarah unleashed fireballs and a Fire Wall, but Alkaia sauntered through the flames, tanking all the damage.

      Sarah prepared another attack, but an arrow slammed into her back, causing her to stumble forwards. Carlos said, “Don’t worry, I’m on it!” He ran next to her and started up the healing stream. Alkaia was still a few steps away, and then she wasn’t. The sudden burst of speed caught them by surprise, and she twisted her shield sideways, shield bashing them both at the same time. The guards dragged them away too while they were stunned.

      Nutsack prepared to attack. He knew how to fight opponents bigger than him, he’d been doing it his whole life. The trick was to find their weak spot, the one place they really didn’t want someone biting. He prepared his poisoned dagger and the slightly longer glowy one, ready to strike, and then he keeled over, clutching his stomach. It felt like something was trying to get out. Something scratchy. He felt hands grab on to him, but he didn’t have the energy to fight them. He was more concerned that he was about to burst.

      Alkaia shrugged and moved on to Jas. The berserker left her swords sheathed and pulled out a small dagger. It was a strange choice of weapon, but the Centurion didn’t particularly care. All the easier to get close and stun her. Jas pointed Terra at the ground and concentrated, willing the dirt balls into being, but none came. She realized too late that the cobblestones were preventing the magic from working. She too got a close-up view of the scutum.

      The guards dragged her down some steps and into a basement that had thick iron bars on the windows and a grungy tiled floor covered in very ominous stains. They took all her weapons except for Terra, which they completely ignored, before tossing her into a cell with the others. The gated door slammed shut behind them. Then they threw her stuff on the pile of gear just out of reach and strolled off.

      Marcus was the first to shake off the stun. He slammed his fist against the wall. “Well this is worse than dying. How long do you think they’ll keep us here?”

      Sarah was the next to shake off the stun. “Can’t be very long, this is a game remember. It’s not like they could leave a player locked up for hours. It will probably be 5-10 minutes tops. Unless we’re supposed to be finding a way out of here, in which case I guess they could leave us longer.”

      Once they could all move again they scoured the cell for an escape route, except for Nutsack, who remained curled up on the ground. Carlos knelt down beside him. “Do you need healing?”

      “No,” he managed to reply with considerable effort. Whatever was going on with his insides was getting worse. It felt like he was going to explode.

      Sarah tried throwing a fireball at the bars, but it bounced back into the cell, narrowly missing Marcus and striking the wall. The scorch marks joined the collection of others left behind by previous occupants.

      Carlos pulled Thorn out of his robes. “Perhaps we can escape through the ceiling?”

      “How do you even have that?” asked Marcus.

      “It’s soulbound. No-one can take it from me. I don’t think the guards even registered it.” He slammed Thorn into the ground, but it bounced off the tiled floor with a spark. “Oh right. It needs dirt.”

      “So does mine,” exclaimed Jas, looking at Terra accusingly. The little blade had let her down. Not that she would have stood a chance against the hulking Alkaia, but it would have been fun to try. “I think there might be dirt under these tiles. Perhaps we could break them?”

      They all stomped as hard as they could, with absolutely no effect.

      “Back to the drawing board I guess,” said Carlos.

      A groan drew their attention. Nutsack writhed on the floor. Then with a final wail, he vanished, leaving a pile of clothes. Everyone jumped. Marcus stared at the empty pile of clothes. “Where did he go? Did he teleport somewhere? Or did he die and respawn?”

      “If he died, what killed him, and why are his clothes still here?” said Jas.

      The clothes moved and Sarah instinctively charged up a fireball. A squirrel head popped out from the cloak. With a burst of speed Nutsack ran up onto Marcus shoulder. The tank stroked the rodent under the chin to help calm both of them down. “How is this possible? Did the King’s transformation wear off?” he asked no-one in particular.

      “I can’t see how,” replied Sarah. “The King can manipulate code down to the individual line, there’s no reason that a change he makes wouldn’t be permanent if he intended it to be. This is his world, he makes the rules.”

      “So the King wanted the change to wear off?” asked Jas, already planning out the experiments she could do to validate this hypothesis.

      Sarah thought for a moment. “That, or he made a mistake. Defects happen all the time, code doesn’t behave the way it’s supposed to. Perhaps something went wrong behind the scenes and reverted Nutsack to his original state?”

      With a loud groan Nutsack exploded into a fully grown man perched on Marcus’ shoulder, causing them both to fall over. Nutsack was naked except for a pair of boxer shorts.

      He waved. “Hello.”

      “How’s he wearing underwear?” asked Jas, trying not to sound disappointed.

      “Full frontal nudity is typically frowned upon in games. I’m guessing the default skin with no equipment still has underwear on.”

      “Ok, but how did he do that? Is that his level 15 ability?”

      Marcus sat back up and said, “It’s an odd ability if it causes you to leave your gear behind. Who would ever use it? It leaves you hugely vulnerable.”

      “Was that a one-off then? Perhaps it was a glitch, like Sarah said,” said Jas.

      Nutsack could feel something at the back of his mind, like a new limb he could control. There was a switch there, something he could flip. He tried and with a pop he condensed into a squirrel again. It was easier when he wasn’t already wearing those rags. He ran in a circle, feeling like himself again.

      He darted through the bars, then realized he had no idea what to do. He could hear the others yelling his name, so he span back around. Marcus pointed at the pile of gear and said, “Grab your weapons!”

      Nutsack tried, forgetting he was still in squirrel form. His tiny hands had no chance of picking up a furless-sized dagger, but he could grab one in his mouth if he clamped down as hard as he could. It messed with his balance though; the weapon was as big as he was. With a brief chitter he changed back into a man and scooped up both daggers in his hands. It took him a moment to remember how to use thumbs. They really were quite handy. Then he shrugged. “What do?”

      “You need to go find the keys!” Marcus said, pointing down the corridor. Nutsack did as requested, setting off at a jog, still in his underwear. Both the girls watched him leave with a little too much enthusiasm.

      Carlos said what they were both thinking. “When did Nutsack get all those abs?”

      The rogue crept down the long winding hallway until he reached a junction. A quick peek around the corner revealed two guards, facing away from him. They were peering out of a thick iron gate, apparently awaiting somebody’s arrival. One of them had a large bronze loop on his belt with a jangling assortment of keys.

      There were many ways he could tackle this problem, and the most surprising fact was that more than one of them occurred to him. Face biting was the obvious approach, but there were two guards, and he wasn’t exactly dressed for a sword fight. Stealth was the better option.

      He placed his daggers on the ground and changed into a squirrel. He clambered up the wall and onto the roof, navigating his way above his target. Then he dropped, timing it so that he could grab the key ring and rip it right off the guard’s belt, using gravity to pull it loose. It was a foolproof plan.

      The keyring had other ideas. The clasp that held it in place was designed by a master craftsman who took great pride in his work. He’d built it to hold twice as many keys as required, slightly more than the weight of a scruffy squirrel. The guard, feeling his trousers about to fall down, looked at his belt and tried to recall buying the hideous furry keychain. Then he saw Nutsack wriggle and grabbed him.

      “What you got there?” said the other guard.

      “Lunch,” he replied. He held up his sword, being careful not to stab himself in the finger. “Don’t struggle, little fella, this will only take a second.”

      Holding onto a small woodland creature with one hand was no big deal, but he suddenly found himself trying to hold up a fully grown man. The guard toppled over, his sword falling to the ground.

      To his credit, the other guard was quick to react to the sudden appearance of a man in his underwear, and drew a long curved blade. He slashed at Nutsack, who easily dodged the attack. This hadn’t gone how he’d hoped, which meant face biting was back on the menu, but before he resorted to violence he had one more go at diplomacy. “Friend?”

      The squiggles were back, and if he concentrated he could almost make out the words:

      Guard is charmed.

      Charm failed on Guard. Opponent is enraged.  +2 STR, -2 DEF for 30 seconds.

      The key holder finally got back to his feet, and he wasn’t happy. He was about to pick up his sword and run through this intruder, when his colleague stabbed him in the back. He span to face his new attacker. “You traitor! After all I’ve done for you.” He did not let the lack of a weapon prevent him from trying to give his former friend a damn good kicking. He flailed and punched with no sense of strategy or defence.

      Nutsack flipped back into squirrel form. He didn’t feel like being quite so exposed when fists and swords were flying around. He ran up the back of the key holder and gave him a good old fashioned face bite. It was strangely comforting, like an old blanket that smelled of home. The angry guard did not enjoy the same sense of nostalgia; he was too busy being stabbed and bitten.

      It was a close fight, but as the anger ran out so did his HP. The key holder fell to the ground as the charm wore off. The guard looked down at his fallen friend and said, “What have I done?” He fell to his knees and sobbed.

      Nutsack felt a pang of guilt for what he’d done. The guard had that sad face furless made when their insides hurt. He considered retrieving his daggers before he tried to grab the keys, but it was clear the other guard wasn’t going to put up a fight. He changed into his rogue form and scooped up the keyring. He turned to leave to find Alkaia staring back at him. She took in the scene, the dead guy, the weeping guard, and the half naked prisoner. After some careful calculation she determined that the best course of action was to kill everyone and ask questions later.

      The rogue backed away, wishing his daggers weren’t behind the hulking centurion. The guard stayed where he was, distraught. Alkaia stopped when she reached him, and for a moment it looked like she might help him, but instead she bashed him with her shield before bringing it down on his head with a crunch. There was no mess, but it was clear that he wouldn’t be getting up again. She showed no signs of remorse, instead she pointed at Nutsack. “I don’t know how you got out, but I’m going to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” Then she stalked towards him. She twisted her shield sideways, blocking the entire corridor, giving him no way around. He instinctively backed away until he felt the thick bars at his back. He tried to open it, but it was locked. He probably had the necessary key on this keyring, but there wasn’t time to find out. He switched to squirrel mode and tried to drag the keys under Alkaia, but they were too heavy. She’d stomp him out of existence. He instead went the other way, squeezing through the bars of the gate, but the chunky keyring refused to follow. He twisted and turned it, but it wouldn’t fit. He could still escape, stay safe and come up with a new plan, but to do that he’d have to leave the keys and his friends behind.

      Yesterday he wouldn’t have hesitated. It was a dog-eat squirrel world out there. But those furless were his furless. Someone had to save their useless arses, and he was the squirrel man for the job. He had to stop thinking like one or the other, when he was in fact both.

      If the keys were too heavy to drag, he’d have to come up with a new plan. He turned back to a rogue and pulled his arm back. He tossed the keys as hard as he could over Alkaia’s head. She stopped moving forwards as she spotted the projectile, assuming it was an attack. While she was distracted Nutsack flipped to squirrel form and darted under her shield and between her legs. Then he leapt into the air and turned back into a man in time to catch the keys. He darted around the corner and scooped up his daggers.

      Alkaia felt the shield bash into the metal gate. She expected a cry of pain, but there wasn’t one. She peered around her scutum and saw no sign of the rogue. That’s when Nutsack appeared behind her and stabbed her in the back. It did very little damage, but it certainly got her riled up as she struggled to bring her shield to bear. He stabbed her again, but it didn’t seem to be doing much. She was now even angrier. He tried the trick that had worked on the guards. He smiled. “Pretty lady, no fight.”

      Charm failed on Alkaia. Opponent is enraged. +5 STR, -5 DEF for 30 seconds.

      He couldn’t read the system message, but he didn’t need to. Alkaia roared at him, “Prepare to die!”

      “No.”

      He turned and ran. He couldn’t change form without dropping everything, so he sprinted as fast as two legs would carry him, skidding round the corner and right up to the cell.

      Marcus said, “Did you find the key?”

      Nutsack held up the keyring. There were nine keys and he didn’t have the luxury of time. He frantically tried each one, hearing the heavy stomps of Alkaia getting closer. The sixth key he tried turned with a click as the Centurion lumbered around the corner, her face red with anger. Nutsack pushed open the cell door and said, “Fast go.”

      They poured out of the cell and re-equipped their gear. Alkaia was blocking the only exit, which meant they weren’t getting out of here without a fight.

      Marcus cursed his lack of a shield for the umpteenth time. He spoke as quickly as he could. “We can’t use our strength in numbers in this narrow hallway, and we all know she has that nasty stun move. We need a way to get behind her to negate her shield and split her focus.”

      They all eyed the narrow gap between Alkaia’s shield and the walls. It wouldn’t be hard for her to pin them or shield bash them straight into a wall. Neither scenario was likely to end well.

      “How we going to get around her?” asked Jas.

      “We’ll need to force her to commit to a shield bash. Once she brings the scutum around it will widen the gap. That’s when you make your move. It makes sense for me to tank the shield bash, as she’ll probably focus me when I’m stunned. I’ll go down this wall, so be ready on the opposite side. Sarah, there may be an opening for you too.”

      Marcus waited until Jas was in position before he swung his Captain’s sword, bouncing it off the scutum with a loud clang. Alkaia drew her gladius sword and attacked. Without a shield Marcus had no choice but to tank the damage. Each swipe took off 8% of his HP, but Carlos was right behind him with the heals. After two more hits Alkaia went for the shield stun and Marcus yelled, “Now!”

      Sarah unleashed a poison blast, engulfing the area in purple smoke and poisoning her target. Jas raced around the back of the centurion, only avoiding being crushed with a last-minute dodge roll. Alkaia’s back was totally exposed, with only thin straps of leather as armour. Jas attacked, stabbing and slicing as fast as she could. It was enough to get Alkaia’s attention as she slowly pulled her shield around to face the new threat. Alkaia brought her gladius around to strike, but was now unexpectedly getting bitten in the back. She waved the sword around, trying to find whatever it was that was attacking her. Eventually she knocked a squirrel loose, and tried to crush it to death with her scutum. Nutsack dodged at the last second, and a floor tile bore the brunt of the attack, leaving it cracked down the middle.

      Marcus was eagerly awaiting the stun to wear off so he could take advantage of Alkaia’s exposed back. Sarah hit her with a couple of fireballs, but they did very little damage. Sarah yelled out, “This is taking too long. We need higher DPS!”

      “On it!” she heard Jas reply from down the hallway. “I’m going to let her hit me. Carlos, don’t heal me.”

      Jas stepped into range of the gladius and Alkaia rewarded her with two quick slashes. They each took over 20% of her HP. It wasn’t enough, so she goaded her, “That all you got?”

      Alkaia attacked, hitting Jas again. She looked ready to go for a fourth strike when she suddenly changed stances, transitioning into a shield bash. Jas was preparing to be hit and was not ready to dodge. She realized too late that she’d be a sitting duck if she was stunned back here alone. A couple of quick slashes would be all it took to finish her off.

      As the scutum was about to make contact there was suddenly another body in the way. Nutsack flew across the room and crashed into the wall, his health dangerously low.

      Jas almost lost control, but she knew that attacking now when the shield was raised wouldn’t do anything. Instead she said, “Now!”

      Marcus’ stun wore off just in time to attack. He hit Alkaia with a charged attack, then stepped aside to give Sarah a clean shot. The fireball struck hard and caused enough agro to regain Alkaia’s attention. As the Centurion span Jas equipped her axes, every chop doing major damage. She was still attacking when Alkaia spun around with her shield extended, stunning both Marcus and Jas. Alkaia stepped towards Jas, her sword raised, ready to finish her off as fireballs exploded at her back. Carlos threw down a healing orb, but the first attack was a critical that took Jas down to 10% health. She wouldn’t survive another hit.

      Alkaia was about to bring her sword down when she heard someone yell, “On me, sadiator.”

      She couldn’t resist the temptation to turn and attack the knight that had uttered such a stupid phrase. He didn’t even have a means of defending himself, so she hit him over and over again. Then she clipped him with a shield bash, leaving him stunned and helpless. Marcus said, “Guys! Little help.”

      Sarah said, “I’m out of MP!”

      Carlos still had some, but the healing stream couldn’t keep up with the onslaught of blows. That was when he saw the cracked tile beneath Alkaia. He dived forwards, equipping Thorn, and landed at her feet. He stabbed Thorn into her foot. Vines burst from the cracks, making the hole larger and wrapping around her ankles. She laughed, a deep hearty chuckle. “Nice try, but your girly little plants can’t hurt me.” Then she raised her shield, ready to bring it down on his head. He said, “What about my big plant?” Then he stabbed Thorn into the crack.

      The beanstalk shot out of the ground with tremendous force, taking Alkaia along for the ride, leaving only her shield behind. She slammed into the ceiling and then kept going, showering them all with chunks of mortar. There was a final groan from above as the beanstalk punched through another floor and a message popped up:

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Carlos continued staring at the ceiling. After a moment he said, “Pretty decent environmental damage modelling. I hate to say it, but King Brenin knows his stuff.”

      “Only you would uppercut a woman through the roof with a giant plant and have damage modelling as your main takeaway,” said Marcus as the stun wore off. He bent down and picked up Alkaia’s shield:

      Scutum Shield (Legendary): This heavy metal shield is extra long to provide additional protection from low attacks. Its additional weight will slow down the bearer, but once planted in the ground it is extremely hard to move.

      +4 Defence, - 2 AGI.

      Durability 56/60

      Marcus read the stats and smiled. This was exactly what he was looking for. “Hey, this is a heavy shield. I can now try out that shield bash move.”

      “That’s cool,” said Carlos. “Does it work on all mobs?”

      “Let’s find out!” replied Marcus, excited to test it out.

      Carlos grinned. “Ok, but first, can Nutsack put his clothes back on!”
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      The beanstalk slowly withered and disappeared. Voices echoed down from the gaping hole in the ceiling. They didn’t sound particularly chipper.

      “They’ve only gone and killed Alkaia. We’re done for now!”

      “What? Why?”

      “All you need to know is we need to kill the intruders immediately, or we won’t be leaving here alive.”

      This exchange was followed by the sound of footsteps. A lot of footsteps.

      “Wonderful.” Marcus turned to the others. “This side quest hasn’t exactly gone to plan. Who wants to go out in a blaze of glory with me?”

      Carlos shook his head. “Hear me out, I think we can use this mess to our advantage. There’s a lot of cannon fodder out there, we could farm some serious EXP.”

      “It won’t matter if we die. We won’t get any of it.”

      “Then let’s not die,” replied Carlos, like it was no big deal. “We already killed their tank. That Randolph guy didn’t look like much of a threat. The bigger challenge will be funnelling the guards. If we get surrounded they may be able to chip away our HP, but if we can isolate them into groups I think we can take them. Sarah’s got some decent AoE attacks, we need to find a way to let her MP recharge between bouts.”

      “Ok, so how do we do that??” asked Marcus, looking to each of the others. He was surprised when Nutsack stepped forwards. “Do you have an idea?”

      The rogue picked up his clothes. “How put on?”

      Marcus sighed. They had more pressing issues, but they also needed a fully functional, and preferably fully dressed, team. “Look at them and think equip.”

      Nutsack did as instructed and the clothes appeared on his body. Both the girls let out an involuntary sigh. He then retrieved the keys from the cell door and clipped them to his belt. He’d gone to the trouble of stealing them, so he was going to hold on to them.

      The sound of heavy boots clomping got their attention. Shapes appeared at the hole in the roof, silhouetted against the bright blue sky. Someone shouted, “Fire!” and their hallway was suddenly full of arrows.

      “Get behind me,” said Marcus, slowly backing away from the hole with the new scutum shield raised. With a thump two spear guards dropped down, ready to fight. Marcus peeked over the top of his shield and ducked back down as a spear was thrust in the direction of his head. “Ok, we’ve accidentally separated them. Now what?”

      Jas threw an axe at each of the spearmen, dropping their HP by half. She dodged their spear tips and ran between them, flashing her swords. The spearmen panicked; their weapons were too long for the narrow corridor, which made maneuverability difficult. Before they could reposition themselves, Jas carved them both down. She sheathed her swords on her back with a smile. “That was fun!” Then an arrow hit her in the shoulder. She shouted back up the hole, “Hey, no fair!”

      Carlos healed the wound. No more guards jumped down. Instead they dropped a large wooden crate down. It didn’t break when it landed, but the markings on the box suggested they didn’t want to be near it for long.

      Marcus pointed at the exit. “That’s our cue to leave. Let’s go.”

      Nutsack raced ahead down the corridor, staying in his human form. When the others reached the gate blocking their escape he’d already tried three of the keys in it. The fourth one proved to be the winner. They all glanced at the ceiling nervously as they heard the heavy boots moving into position above them.

      “We have to move quickly or we’re going to get trapped in the basement,” said Carlos waving them up the stairs. Nutsack raced ahead, back into the cobbled courtyard from before. The archers were waiting for them and arrows rained down, but they huddled behind Marcus and the two or three that hit them didn’t do much damage.

      Marcus said, “Ok, ignore the archers for the time being, they are more of a nuisance than a threat. Focus on the spearmen. One at a time if possible, to whittle them down. Make sure we protect Carlos, we won’t have the health to last this entire fight if he dies, and it will be tricky to revive him with all this crossfire.”

      Randolph stood in the centre of the courtyard, surrounded by guards. He looked pissed. “You’re going to pay for what you’ve done here. The Laughing Baron is so furious, he’s on his way.”

      “The who?” asked Carlos.

      “Wow, you really don’t know? He’s the guy that runs this entire area. You can’t have a scam like ours and not pay the piper, so to speak.”

      “Scam? What scam?”

      Randolph chuckled. “I suppose there’s no sense in hiding it now, it’s not like you’ll live long enough to tell anyone. It’s a simple ruse. The guards at the gate send you to Honest Joe, who brings you here. I find a reason to keep your stuff and lock you up before the same guards come along and take you away. Of course they accept your generous bribe to not hang you, and instead they throw you out of the city. Everyone gets paid, everyone’s happy. But then you went and killed the Laughing Baron’s daughter.”

      “His daughter?” said Marcus with a groan. All the pieces fell into place. The big bad from the area was currently on his way to exact revenge for killing his beloved Alkaia. That did not sound promising.

      “I hope you’ll understand that killing you quickly is now very much in everyone’s best interests, especially yours. Consider this a favour.” Randolph waved and the spearmen didn’t waste any time. A group of three charged in immediately, staying out of range and jabbing with their long weapons. Marcus shoved forwards with his new shield, trying to close the gap. Nutsack sprinted past, his dagger at the ready. Marcus shouted at him to wait, but he ignored the protest. The pointy-sticked guys were trying to hurt his friends, and he wouldn’t tolerate that.

      Nutsack sidestepped the first spear, rolled under the second and stabbed the wielder with his poisoned dagger, followed quickly by the short sword. Now that he was inside the range of the spear it was much harder for the spearman to attack and Nutsack got three more decent hits in before the third spearman forced him to dodge again. An arrow struck him in the arm, but it didn’t do anything to slow him down. He backflipped away from another spear thrust and threw his poisoned dagger. It connected with the injured spearman and he fell to the ground. Nutsack rolled under another attack, scooping his poisoned dagger up from the body as he went. He dived for the closest guard, but was caught in mid-air by a spear thrust, which knocked him sideways and took a chunk from his health. He rolled as he landed, using the momentum to carry him behind the first spearman. With a quick thrust of his short sword he did decent damage with a back stab, and a fireball from Sarah did the rest. The third spearman moved to attack, ready to strike, but Marcus used Shield Bash to stun him. Jas moved in and finished him off with a flurry of hits from her axes. These grunts weren’t putting up much of a fight.

      Randolph watched the band of scruffy heroes decimate his men and yelled at the rest of his spearmen to attack at once. They charged in a long straight line, like they’d been trained, to make sure no sneaky rogues or assassins could get behind them. They would crash into the huddled group of offenders and encircle them, stabbing from all sides in a perfectly coordinated attack. These intruders didn’t stand a chance.

      Sarah looked at the wide line of enemies heading their way and smiled. With a wave of her hands two Fire Waves erupted side by side, ploughing into the charging spearmen and sending them flying. Only some of them got back up again, and their health was severely depleted.

      As his men ran around screaming Randolph gestured to the archers. They each retrieved the special arrows they’d been saving for just such an occasion, in the red wooden crates just behind them. These travellers were proving to be hardier than he had expected. They must have been sent by one of his business rivals to try to undermine his position in the markets. He would have suspected the Laughing Baron himself, if it wasn’t for the daughter murdering. Even that didn’t entirely exclude him. If Randolph could at least kill them before the Baron arrived then it might go some way to ensuring his continued existence.

      The special arrows arced through the air. The only sign of their significance was the fatter tips, which were rounded rather than pointed. As the first one landed on the ground next to Carlos it exploded, sending out a shockwave that knocked him down and did significant damage. The sound was enough to get everyone’s attention and they scrambled for cover that didn’t exist as the bomb arrows continued to fall. Marcus hunkered down, doing his best to shield Jas and Sarah, while Nutsack stayed out in the open where he could see the threats and dodge them more easily. Carlos slowly got back to his feet in time for another arrow to hit him square in the chest, taking him out of the fight with a bang.

      Randolph clapped. Their flowery healer was down. Now it was a matter of finishing off the others. His spearmen were wounded, but they could still fight, they simply required suitable motivation. He’d have this whole mess cleaned up before the Baron got here.

      There was a crash as the wooden gates splintered inwards. As the dust cleared a rotund figure stepped through. He was almost a perfect circle, decked in a garish purple outfit with gold embroidered trim and a matching cape. Around his neck hung a long gold chain with a circular gold medallion.

      He wobbled towards Randolph, his movement speed slow and steady, like he might tip over at any moment and need to be rolled back onto his feet. Randolph started to back away, but as he turned to run the Baron casually took off his gold chain and whipped it outwards, wrapping it around Randolph’s neck. Then he reeled him in like a prize catch.

      Randolph could barely speak. He did his best to sputter out the words. “I don’t know how they got out of the cell, it wasn’t my fault. They used some kind of magic to kill Alkaia, there was no time for me to send backup to…”

      The Laughing Baron held his finger up to his lips, causing a dimple in his many chins. Then he scooped up Randolph with surprising speed and tossed him into the nearest wall. He landed in a crumpled heap and didn’t get back up.

      Marcus analyzed the new threat. “Ok, team, this guy is Level 25. He’s going to put up a fight.”

      “I thought this was supposed to be an easy zone!” said Jas.

      “Yeah, I think we might have strayed off script with this particular side quest. If we die then we’ll respawn outside the walls, which means we’ll need to figure out a different way to get into town. I don’t know if Nutsack’s charm trick will work again.”

      The Laughing Baron looked around at the remaining guards and they all attacked at twice the speed, the archers firing as if their very lives depended on it. The remaining spearmen also increased their attack speed, but they didn’t get close enough to take advantage. Sarah whittled them down with fireballs while Marcus shielded her and Jas from the worst of the arrows. Nobody dared venture out to revive Carlos; doing so would only result in two corpses to revive instead of one.

      As the spearmen fell one by one the Laughing Baron let out an almighty bellowing laugh. He rolled up his sleeves, revealing thick muscular arms, and then started to move towards Marcus and the girls. As he approached the arrows stopped, the archers sensibly choosing not to risk hitting him. You’d have to be a particularly skilled archer to avoid him, and nobody was feeling like taking that chance.

      Sarah pelted him with fireballs, but they had almost no effect. Marcus pointed his shield towards the new threat, gripping it a little harder. “We aren’t going to survive this fight without a healer. Nutsack, you’re the fastest, we need you to revive Carlos. Can you handle that?”

      Nutsack blinked back at him.

      There had to be a way to make him understand. Marcus thought for a moment and then blurted out, “Fetch Carlos!”

      There was a nod and Nutsack darted off towards their fallen healer.

      Marcus turned his attention to the others. “We need to spread out, we can’t group up like this until we know the Baron’s attacks. If he has an AoE move we’ll be toast. I’ll try and keep the agro on me, if he starts to focus on either of you make sure you disengage and get out of range.”

      They both nodded and dispersed. Marcus braced for impact as the thundering footsteps got closer. He slammed the shield into the ground, just like he had seen Alkaia doing, and he felt it bite. It was just in time. The Laughing Baron crashed into the shield, almost knocking Marcus clean off his feet. He tugged up on the shield and tried going in for a shield bash, but it bounced harmlessly off the Baron’s gut.

      The Laughing Baron resists Shield Bash!

      Marcus watched as the big guy span the gold chain around in his hand. With a quick flick the chain flew out and under the shield, wrapping around his feet. He tried to step away and found himself tethered. Then he was airborne.

      The Laughing Baron whirled Marcus around his head like a hammer thrower, edging closer to his team mates. He slammed Marcus into Jas, doing damage to both of them, and then Marcus was airborne again. When he slammed into Sarah there was a strange moment of intimacy when they were pressed together, which hurt more than the damage. Then just like that, they were dragged apart again.

      Marcus span around and around, suddenly glad he couldn’t puke. With a flick he was free, and sailing through the air. He tried to roll as he landed, but his AGI score was not up to the task and he crashed to the ground, losing another chunk of HP.

      He slowly got to his feet and brushed himself off. “Ok, we can’t keep our distance. Jas, you fancy seeing what happens when we get up close and personal?”

      “With pleasure,” she replied.

      She activated Powerhouse. Then she dived over the Baron’s chain as it swept the floor. She tried to roll and messed it up, landing instead with a thud. She clambered to her feet and rushed the Baron with her swords at the ready. Powerhouse and her injury should have a major boost on her DPS, but his gut absorbed most of the damage. It was blubbery armour that her swords couldn’t seem to penetrate. Hitting him anywhere else was surprisingly difficult. She tried a Spartan Kick, but it did nothing but make his belly ripple. He was too well planted. As he swung his chain around she ducked under it, slashing low, and then she attempted another dive as he swept his chain along the ground. She failed the dodge again and had to roll sideways as the chain whipped at the floor. That’s when she noticed the bomb arrows sticking out the top of the large red crate nestled behind the archers. She could do something with that, if she wasn’t dead. She hopped to her feet in time for the chain to wrap around them.

      On the other side of the courtyard Carlos opened his eyes to see Nutsack biting him on the arm and attempting to drag him over to Marcus. Carlos said, “What are you doing? What happened? Did I…explode?”

      Nutsack nodded and pointed at the fight that was underway before running off to rejoin it. The Laughing Baron was rampaging, whipping his gold chain around Marcus’ shield. Jas was lying on the ground, although thankfully she was still moving. Sarah strafed, trying to get an angle for a decent fireball, but as soon as she moved too far away from the Baron the archers opened fire, forcing her to stay close to the bulging boss.

      Carlos grinned. There was plenty for him to do. Everyone was in need of healing, particularly himself. He took a moment to down a health potion to get back to full. No sense rushing into the fight unprepared.

      Satisfied that he wasn’t about to explode again, he surveyed the battlefield. Marcus was hunkered down, doing his best to protect Sarah as she tried to pick off archers with her fireballs. Jas skidded across the cobblestones as the Baron finally released her from his spinning chain. Thankfully she was in range of his healing orb, so he threw one her way to top her health back up. Nutsack was doing a whole lot of dodging and not a lot of damage. It was unfortunate that the cobblestones out here prevented Carlos from growing more beanstalks, Jack Attack would be a very handy combo right now. If he couldn’t grow a giant plant, they would have to find another way.

      Carlos pointed at the mansion. “Hey Nutsack. can you climb that?”

      Nutsack glanced over and nodded.

      “Ok, do it.”

      The rogue sprinted over to the wall and started to climb up the intricate brickwork. It was hard climbing, but someone had very conveniently placed bricks sticking out at convenient distances apart, as if climbing up the front of the building was something that had been baked right into the architectural plans. It was almost too easy…

      The arrow slammed into the wall next to his hand, embedding itself between the bricks. A second one hit him squarely in the back. He peered over his shoulder to see the other archers drawing back their bows. He was a sitting duck up here, completely exposed with nowhere to hide. He carefully placed his poisoned dagger in his mouth and prepared to transform into a much smaller target.

      There was a sharp tug at his leg. He looked down to see a golden chain wrapped around his ankle. The Baron tugged on the chain, almost ripping him clean off the wall. He wouldn’t be able to hold on again. He tried pulling his leg free, but the chain held fast. He transformed into a squirrel, his clothes and short sword falling to the ground, the chain slipping free in the process. He tried to dart up the wall, but the dagger in his mouth made things more difficult. Instead he zig zagged upwards, trying to find the balance point, while arrows slammed into the wall around him. When he finally reached the roof he turned back into a man and was about to leap off and attack when Carlos yelled up at him, “Not yet! Wait for my signal.”

      Carlos quickly healed Marcus back up to full health, but it didn’t do much to turn the tide in the battle. They were having a hard time making a dent on the Baron’s HP; his gut was tanking most of the damage. As he watched, Sarah landed a lucky headshot with a fireball, and the damage was noticeable. Carlos said, “His head is his weak spot. Aim there!”

      Jas tried, bumping up against his belly, but her short dwarven swords wouldn’t reach. “Easier said than done!”

      She stepped back and tried her throwing axes. The first one connected, but the second was whipped out of the air by the spinning chain.

      Sarah followed up with two more fireballs, but the Baron rolled sideways at the last second, and they both missed the mark. He precariously wobbled back onto his feet.

      Despite their best efforts, they’d barely dented the Baron’s HP. He still had almost 90% of his health.

      “Try to maneuver him under the building,” Carlos said, circling around to try to coax the Baron to attack. Unfortunately he refused to take the bait. He stayed back and let the archers do their job. Carlos ducked behind Marcus’ shield. “This isn’t working! We need to move him.”

      “Feel free to go give him a nudge!” said Marcus as arrows clanged off his shield.

      Carlos looked around and spotted the five racing goats loosely tied to a pole. With a wave of his crook, they yanked on the rope and broke free. He guided them in a semi circle, smashing them into the Baron with a loud oof. They barely dented his health, but it was enough to shove him under the building. Carlos yelled, “Now, Nutsack!”

      The rogue swan dived off the building clutching his poisoned dagger. He landed with tremendous force right on the Baron’s head, stabbing down as hard as he could. Then he connected with the rest of the Baron and bounced away. The whole attack managed another 10% damage, and added a poison debuff.

      Carlos tried guiding the goats back around for another hit, but a rogue bomb arrow sent them flying. Carlos had to duck as one flew overhead and crashed to the ground with a final bleat. It didn’t get back up.

      “Ok, now I’m fresh out of ideas,” Carlos said. “If we had a couple more projectile players we could probably take him, but with our current party we don’t have the range or the DPS to really hurt him.”

      “Can I try something?” Jas asked.

      “Go for it.”

      She ran straight at the archers, causing them to fire on her. She shrugged off the arrows and performed a Leap Attack to close the distance. She cut three of them down in quick succession. She picked up a bow and grabbed the red wooden box with her other hand, dragging it along behind her like it was weightless. When she reached the group Carlos panicked. “Erm, Jas, are you trying to get us all killed? That box is explosive, you can tell cause it’s red!”

      She ignored his protests and fiddled with the bow, clumsily trying to load one of the bomb arrows. It took three tries until it stayed where it was supposed to.

      “How do I fire this thing?” she said, pulling back on the string so hard that the bow bent almost in half. The moment she let go there was a loud twang and the arrow flew over the Baron’s head and landed amongst the group of archers behind him, right next to their red crate. With a loud boom they were flung in every direction.

      It was enough to get the Baron’s attention. He immediately charged at Jas as she tried to load another arrow. She got it the first time. As he swung his chain at her she fired. It hit the Baron squarely in the face, exploding and knocking off 20% of his health in one go. He roared in anger.

      “Do that again!” shouted Carlos, backing away from the enraged Baron.

      Jas tried again, but her aim was terrible. She overshot the Baron and the archers, landing the arrow outside the walls of the mansion. There was a muffled boom, followed by a chicken squawk and a plume of feathers.

      The Laughing Baron wasn’t laughing anymore. He moved in to attack again, but Marcus intercepted him. He planted his shield with conviction and used Taunt. “Come at me like I’m a bucket of fried chicken.”

      He immediately felt bad. For all he knew the guy had a genetic condition. He hated losing control when he used his taunts.

      With a nod the Baron tore the shield out of the ground and tried to toss it away. The only thing that stopped him was that Marcus was still attached to it, and very keen to remain that way. Before the Baron could let go, Nutsack was on his back, stabbing away at his head as he balanced precariously on the wobbly man. He looked like a seal at the circus, wobbling around on a beach ball for treats, only with less clapping and more stabbing.

      As soon as the Laughing Baron was down to 50% health he shook them all off and rolled away. As he reached the far corner of the courtyard he starting to laugh, a loud, bellowing guffaw. That’s when his HP started to climb. Carlos was the first to notice it. “Bastard is laughing his way back to full health. We need to stop him.”

      The arrows immediately started back up again, forcing Marcus to hunker down and shelter the others. Nutsack ran towards the Baron, hoping to stop him, but the boss was healing too fast. Sarah squinted at the distance and lined up a flurry of fireballs. The first two missed, but the third one connected with his pin head and stopped the laughter. Jas followed up with another arrow, which hit him in his bulbous middle, but shocked him enough to let Nutsack close the distance. He ran up the front of the Baron, bouncing directly up in the air using his springy gut for extra height, and brought his poisoned dagger down hard on his head. It stripped away most of the HP he’d regained, but it was little consolation, knowing that their hard work could be undone so easily.

      They continued the proven combination of fireballs, arrows, and death from above until the Baron dropped below 25% health. That was when he tucked in his arms and legs and rolled full speed towards them. His head was a tiny bump sticking out. Sarah tried hitting it with fireballs, but the Baron was moving too fast and they bounced harmlessly off his blubber.

      “Scatter!” Marcus yelled as the Baron crashed into them like bowling pins. Sarah got the worst of it as he rolled directly over her, taking her health into the red. As the rest of them got back to their feet the Baron came around for another attack. Carlos started his healing beam, but Sarah had not yet got back to her feet. Another strike would certainly finish her off.

      Marcus stepped in front of the speeding Baron ball and planted his shield moments before it crashed into him. This time the ball ricocheted off the shield, leaving a large dent in the scutum and dropping the durability by 3 points. The Baron crashed into a line of archers and triggered their exploding arrows, dropping his remaining health by almost half. He staggered back to his feet and immediately scrunched up again, rolling at twice the speed, trying to circle around Marcus. He had to quickly turn with the shield to block the new attack, losing 3 more durability points in the process. It reflected the Baron, but the angle was wrong to send him into his own men and he bounced harmlessly away and quickly spun back around for another attack.

      Sarah got back to her feet, fully healed. She threw up a Fire Wall but the Baron rolled right through it.

      The Laughing Baron is ablaze.

      The flaming Baron ball barrelled towards them. He swerved at the last moment, almost avoiding Marcus, but an explosive arrow from Jas nudged him back on track and he bounced off the shield. This time he crashed into what remained of the archers, setting them on fire and triggering the final crate of exploding arrows. It was enough to kill the Baron and destroy half the wall in the process.

      They surveyed the destruction. The courtyard was in ruins, the cobblestones were cracked and charred. Bodies of guards were strewn everywhere. The mansion had fared pretty well, only getting mildly scorched and a few new arrow holes.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Reputation improved with the town of Gŵyl. Now considered Friendly. 10% discount applies to all items in shops.

      Reputation improved with the town of Gŵyl. Now considered Local Legends. 25% discount applies to all items in shops. Special items and quests are now available.

      “Wow, I guess the town really didn’t like that guy,” Carlos said with a smile. “A 25% discount might make the items in the local stores vaguely affordable.”

      While everyone was busy chatting away, Nutsack went to retrieve his clothes. As he stepped over the body of the Baron some squiggles popped up. He stopped and tried to focus on them. It was saying something about loot. He’d heard the others talk about that, it was free stuff. He wanted some free stuff. He selected Yes and the Baron’s chain appeared in his hand. When he focused on it more squiggles appeared:

      Magical Chain: This gold chain is imbued with special magic that allows it to grow and shrink at will up to 10 times its length. Can be used as a melee weapon. Will not be detected as a weapon, or use up any inventory space.

      Ability: Snare. Can be used to snare opponents or parts of the environment. Requires 10+ STR to lift opponents off the ground.

      Durability 36/40

      He mentally thought yes and the chain appeared around his neck. He tried to take it off, and it snaked into his hand, but as soon as he tried to drop it, it snapped back around his neck. He clawed at it some more, but it refused to leave him alone, so he changed into a squirrel. The chain instantly shrank and stayed around his neck like a tiny collar. He flipped back into rogue form and gave up. If it wanted to stay around his neck this much, he’d leave it alone. He was about to put his clothes back on when he caught Jas staring. She quickly looked away and found something to do. She let down her hair, letting it flow over her shoulders, before gathering it back up into a ponytail. Nutsack felt a new feeling, deep in his stomach. It wasn’t quite hunger, but it was close, as if something was trying to get out. He couldn’t decide if he liked it or not.
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      Miles wasn’t even sure where to begin. His charts and graphs didn’t come close to being able to capture something like this. If he couldn’t rely on numbers, he’d have to find the words instead. “The rogue is getting better because he’s now a squirrel and a man. He can flip between the two at will.”

      James got a little more practice with his breathing exercises. “So to cure the corruption, we have to make everyone squirrels?”

      “No. That’s not the takeaway here. I think we’ve been looking at this wrong the entire time.”

      “Explain.”

      Miles spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully. “We always assumed the corruption was an issue with the physical transfer, that when we moved the subject from the real world to the virtual one, the change in fidelity magnified any tiny imperfection. We also observed the longer they spent in the game world, the worse it became. What if the problem isn’t to do with the physical at all?”

      “Go on.”

      “We know that along with the person’s physical presence, there’s also a core that gets transferred, which is effectively what makes them who they are. The digital soul, if you will.”

      James rolled his eyes. He didn’t have time for a spiritual debate when money was on the line. It didn’t matter how the transfer worked, as long as it did. He gestured for Miles to keep going.

      “We know your dad can’t change that core, we can’t even properly read it, all I can do is monitor it for signs of corruption. Perhaps the subjects are able to change it. Certainly not consciously, but at a deeper level. Altering the rogue’s physical reality so drastically created a huge wound in his core, but now that he’s regained access to his old form, the wound is healing. We only noticed with him because the change was so big, but maybe all of their cores are seeing adjustments too small to properly register. That’s huge.”

      “If we can’t control it, and the subjects can’t control it, I don’t understand how this helps us.”

      “It doesn’t. At least, not directly. But the implications are significant.”

      James scoffed. “We do not have time for implications. We only have time for results. Does this change anything regarding the timeline for pulling them out?”

      “No, boss.”

      “Then proceed as planned. No more distractions.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos was in a cheery mood. “Ok, the good news is, we survived the side quest and have quite a bit of loot and EXP to show for it. The bad news is, we still don’t know where the dagger is for this area. I hoped the Baron might drop it, but there’s no sign of it. Anyone have any ideas?”

      “We should check out the festival,” said Sarah. “It seems to be a big deal, and it can’t be a coincidence that it’s the day we got here. I bet there are loads of NPCs down there. One of them must be able to point us towards the dagger. With our improved town reputation, I suspect more people may talk to us.”

      “It’s as good a plan as any. Let’s go.”

      As they stepped out of the mansion, they saw the two Royal Guards walking towards them. The guards slowed their pace as they approached, looking genuinely shocked to see Marcus and friends walking around. They drew their swords. “Halt, in the name of the King.”

      Carlos strolled right up to them without missing a beat. “Thank goodness you’re here, officers. We stumbled across a ransacked private residence. There are dead bodies everywhere. We were on our way to get the guard, and here you are, like a couple of psychics.”

      The guards looked at the gold necklace dangling around Nutsack’s neck and shared a glance. “I don’t suppose there was a larger gentleman amongst the bodies?”

      “Actually, there was. He had the look of a terribly unsavoury fellow. I’m glad that somebody dispatched him before we arrived.”

      One of the guards raised an eyebrow. “He was dead when you got there?”

      “Certainly was,” said Carlos, as innocently as he could muster.

      One of the guards pointed at Nutsack, “So why’s your mate got the Baron’s necklace around his neck? He must have robbed him. That’s a crime! Hand it over! You’re under arrest.”

      Nutsack hissed, but Carlos held up his hand. “Very astute observation, I can see why you two are the town’s finest. That necklace is actually evidence. We heard the large man talking about guards that were on the take. What were your names again?”

      The two guards looked at each other nervously. One of them said, “You’re not guards. You shouldn’t be poking around in other people’s business.”

      Jas quietly drew her swords. Marcus followed suit, expecting a fight, but the moment his sword was unsheathed, the two guards immediately performed their best attempt at a salute. “Sorry, Captain. We didn’t know you were undercover.”

      “What?” Marcus said, before catching on. “Yes, of course. Great work on this sting operation. I’ll make sure you get the credit for taking down the local crime lord. You best get back to your post.”

      Marcus didn’t wait for their response. He simply carried on his way, leaving the others to follow.

      As the party entered town once more, they found it bustling with locals. Each was carrying something, a basket of flowers, a ladder, armfuls of chickens, a few of which looked slightly scorched. The whole town had come alive. People nodded and waved. A young boy stopped in front of them. “Thank you for saving us from the evil Laughing Baron. Now our town can finally thrive again.”

      Several other locals joined in with variations of the same theme.

      They stopped at the general store. Sarah and Carlos both grabbed a couple of Magic potions, and Carlos added more health potions too. Marcus scoured the shelves, looking for a WIS potion, but there were none to be seen. Eventually he gave up and asked the shopkeeper. “Hey, do you sell WIS potions?”

      The shopkeeper stared at him, horrified. “Of course not. We don’t sell any boosting potions. We believe everyone should embrace who they are, flaws and all.”

      “Do any other shops in town stock them?”

      “I should certainly hope not.”

      Marcus gave up and tried a different question that he hoped would have a more helpful answer. “Is there anywhere I can repair this?” he asked, pointing at his scutum shield. It had taken a beating in the last fight, with the exploding arrows and fat guy crashing into it repeatedly. He was tired of all his shields breaking and was keen to hold on to this one for a while. He only hoped they didn’t feel the same way about embracing flaws when it came to equipment.

      “Two streets down you’ll find the blacksmith. He can fix your metallic possessions for a small fee.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      Marcus left the store to find Jas, but she was chatting with Nutsack. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the squirrel appeared to be holding his own in the conversation. Marcus didn’t have the heart to interrupt them. A moment to himself actually sounded like a nice idea; the others could track him down using Carlos’ health vision if they needed to.

      The blacksmith was well signposted and easy to find. This was a far fancier establishment than any of the blacksmiths he’d previously visited, with a spotless display room and glistening metal counter. Beautifully crafted weapons hung on every wall, each with eye-watering price tags to match. There was no-one behind the counter and the anvil was silent. There was no rhythmic banging of a hammer or orange glow from the forge. Something was wrong.

      There should be someone here, it made no sense to have a store with no shopkeeper. That must mean they were absent for a reason. Perhaps someone had killed them? That was a thing that happened with concerning frequency. Marcus equipped his battered shield and drew his sword, just in case.

      A sound behind him made him spin, his shield extended. It blocked the sword strike with a clang and a toothed grin shot back at him. “Always be ready to defend yourself.” The sword disappeared into a sheath. “Very good, young squire. I see that you’ve improved your talents.”

      “Cinio? What are you doing here?”

      “This is my mentor’s shop. He taught me how to be a blacksmith a long time ago. I’m just visiting. May I ask the same question of you? What brings you to Gŵyl?”

      “We’re looking for something. A powerful dagger. Perhaps you know something about that?” Marcus studied his reaction intently. It was hard to know what recognition looked like on a wolf. There was one thing he was sure of, it wasn’t a coincidence that Cinio was here. King Welsh was playing with them again.

      The wolf pulled down a long rapier sword from the wall. “Beat me in a duel and perhaps it will jog my memory.”

      Of course. It was never the easy way, always the grind. Marcus nodded. “What are the terms?”

      “First to land 3 hits. If you win, I shall tell you what I know, and I will repair a single item for free. If I win, you forfeit your scutum.”

      “It’s the only shield I have!”

      “Then I suggest you don’t lose.”

      Marcus was about to politely decline when he realized that was exactly what everyone would expect him to do. Play it safe, avoid the battle. Carlos was wrong about a lot of things, but he’d called Marcus out on that one. This wasn’t even real life. He couldn’t feel pain or die, so it was the perfect place to try something new.

      “You’re on!”

      He waited for Cinio to attack, shield held high. The wolf man took his time, dancing around, darting in and out of Marcus’ range. Then he finally committed with a quick lunge, the point of the rapier racing towards Marcus’ chest. He span around, using the large shield to block the hit, but Cinio already had another lined up. He was far too quick, and Marcus couldn’t adjust his shield in time. Marcus parried the blow with his sword, but he didn’t counter attack. Cinio recovered and slid his blade down Marcus’ sword, nicking his hand.

      “Not bad. The parry was nice, but you didn’t capitalize. You won’t get many chances, you need to make every one count. Speaking of counting, that’s one for me.”

      Cinio changed his stance, holding the rapier behind his back. He looked wide open, but Marcus resisted the temptation to attack. Cinio grinned, then he charged in with a flurry of strikes. Marcus did his best to block them with his shield, but they kept coming, one after another, faster and faster. His poor shield was clanging more than a campanology convention. There was little chance to get a hit in of his own, it took all his concentration to block the incoming attacks as Cinio danced and span, the blade shimmering as it flickered back and forth. Watching it was almost hypnotizing.

      The attack came high, but as Marcus brought his shield to bear the blade dipped low, nicking his shin. Cinio said, “That’s two for me.”

      Blocking wasn’t getting him anywhere, the blacksmith was too quick with his blade and Marcus couldn’t cover every angle. If he was going to win he needed to try something else.

      A quick survey of the room provided a couple of potential options, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to develop his plan. What he needed was something simple. With a quick step he scooped a throwing knife off the wall and threw it towards Cinio. It didn’t connect, but he wasn’t expecting it to. What he was expecting was the dodge roll to avoid it. Cinio believed he was safe on the other side of the room, but Marcus used Hare to close the distance and followed it up with a shield bash, stunning him.

      Marcus didn’t gloat, or drag it out. With three quick stabs he won the duel. Cinio laughed as the stun wore off. “Faking me out with the dagger toss. Very nice. I thought I was safe, I had no idea you could bring the fight to me. I guess I underestimated you. What would you like me to fix?”

      Marcus threw the battered scutum shield onto the counter. “Can you fix this please?”

      The blacksmith picked the shield up with one hand and span it around. “Certainly. It won’t take long, I will tell you what I know about those daggers while you wait.”

      Cinio stared off into the distance, not even paying attention to the shield as he expertly banged out the dents. He said, “The story of the daggers is as old as time. They were forged by an alliance of races to give each region a powerful weapon, the ultimate deterrent. The goal was peace through mutually assured destruction. There are eight daggers, all forged at the same time. No-one knows precisely what each of them is made from, but their imbued magic makes them unbreakable. The dwarves and tinkers had to build a special furnace that could focus the fire of a hundred dragons just to forge them. The elves, druids, and wizards added the magic, each dagger receiving a different source. Terra for earth. Thorn for plants. Spark for electricity, Splash for water. Magnet for metal, and Marble for stone. Finally there are Flash and Flurry, for fire and ice.”

      Marcus waited, but that was it. “I was hoping for more information about finding them, or what might be guarding them.”

      “What I’ve told you is what has been confirmed as fact, based on the ancient scrolls. The rest is only rumours.”

      “The rest?”

      “Some believe the daggers are actually a quest, a way to find the ultimate champion. Each dagger tests a different quality, to ensure that whomever unites the blades is worthy to do so. It is a fool’s errand. No single person could ever possess all the required qualities. Many have tried, but none have come close. They all went mad or died gruesome deaths. Often both.”

      That sounded ominous, but in a world where death was a mild inconvenience it wasn’t exactly a big deal. It was a little strange that an NPC would advise against doing the very quest the King had sent them on, even though the NPC script must surely come from Brenin. It was a useful reminder that no NPC could truly be trusted, they were all the King’s puppets.

      Marcus tried one last time to squeeze out more useful info. “Anything else?”

      Cinio lowered his voice. “There is one more thing…”

      Marcus leaned forwards, hopeful. Cinio reached under the counter, then with a quick thrust poked Marcus in the shoulder with a dagger. “Never let your guard down.”

      “You sneaky bastard!”

      Cinio grinned again. “In a knife fight, the difference between sneaky and noble is life and death.”

      “I wasn’t aware we were still in a knife fight.”

      “That was your second mistake.”

      “Second? What was my first?”

      The dagger flashed again, but this time Marcus parried it with his sword and counter attacked, poking Cinio in the shoulder. The wolf rubbed at the wound with a toothy grin and dropped the dagger. “I concede.”

      Marcus chuckled and wandered off to peruse the store. He kept his hand on his sword the entire time, ready for a sneak attack, but none came.

      He spied several items that he would kill to acquire, but he had nowhere near enough gold. There were armour sets here that cost tens of thousands of gold, far more than the 157 gold he currently had. As he was about to give up he spotted a pair of dusty boots in the corner, a sign draped over them. He picked them up and analyzed them:

      Boots of Haste: These leather boots are imbued with a magical spell that makes them lighter than air. This enables the wearer to move quicker and jump higher. They provide relatively little defence against direct attacks.

      +3 AGI, - 1 DEF.

      Ability: Dash. The boots provide a burst of speed, allowing the wearer to dash forwards. This ability can only be used once every 60 seconds.

      Durability 37/50

      “How much for the boots?”

      “They sell for 300 new, but those are secondhand ones that another traveller traded in. The price is marked as 200 gold, but with your good standing you can have them for 150. I’ll even knock off another 10 gold if you trade in your old boots.”

      It was a lot to spend on a non-core item, like a sword or a shield, but he was tired of lugging himself around the battlefield at a snails pace, and the AGI penalty from heavier shields was only making it worse. He could be a more effective tank if he could intercept attacks more easily, and besides he shouldn’t be worrying about his sword, it was up to Jas to dish the damage.

      “I’ll take them.”

      The money vanished from his inventory and the boots appeared on his feet. He tried Dash and lurched across the showroom, crashing into the counter. It was much quicker than Hare, but as a single burst, and without the DEF penalty. Cinio jumped backwards, the dagger in his hand. “Woah, easy there.”

      “Sorry, still figuring these boots out.”

      “Try them with this.” Cinio handed him his shield. It looked good as new, even the chipped paintwork looked improved, although he hadn’t seen Cinio use anything other than a hammer. He held the shield up in front and tried moving forwards. It felt noticeably easier, as if he was finally back on dry land after hours of walking through thick mud. He really wanted to try a Dash and bash combo, but Dash was still on cooldown.

      “Anything else I can help you with?” asked Cinio.

      “No thanks, Cinio, you’ve been a big help,” said Marcus, as he power walked out of the store on his way to tell the others what he’d learned.

      The moment Marcus left the store, Cinio shimmered and disappeared, to be replaced by a very confused blacksmith.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 27: Flower Power

        

      

    

    
      Marcus met the others outside the general store and filled them in on his findings regarding the daggers. Carlos completely ignored the dour warning about the dangers of trying to retrieve all the daggers and immediately went into solution mode. “Ok, so we’ve got plant and dirt, plus I assume that was fire and ice around the necks of the King’s dragons. That only leaves stone, metal, water, and electricity for us to find.” He looked around the pristine green fields that surrounded them. “So which one of those do we think is around here? The other two daggers were in locations that sort of matched, but the aesthetic around here is all green and flowery. It doesn’t match any of the remaining daggers. Are we sure we’re in the right place?” He pulled up his map. “There’s definitely a dot on the map. That shepherd guy said there were big battles around here. Perhaps there’s a crypt beneath us made of stone? That kind of fits.”

      A cart trundled past them, packed to the brim with musical instruments. Sarah was the first to spot the item poking out the top. She pointed. “Was that an electric guitar?”

      They looked and saw the familiar instrument as the cart turned a corner. They chased after it, following it into a field that was full of bustling energy. Towering at the centre was a huge wooden stage, that looked more like a temple than a place to play music.

      As they ran after the cart four large bouncers stepped out from the shadows. “Halt. Authorized personnel only.” They were all level 20 Bruisers, which was a class they hadn’t fought before, and hoped to keep it that way.

      Marcus said, “Nutsack, can you have a chat with these kind gents?”

      Before Nutsack could say a word one of the bruisers squinted. “Oh wait. Sorry, we didn’t know it was you. You’re on the VIP list.” He waved them through.

      Jas slowly put her swords away and said, “What was that?”

      “I think our reputation allowed us to bypass a fight. Works for me!” said Marcus. Carlos mumbled something about losing out on EXP.

      The cart stopped and unloaded the instruments onto a pile. They caught up with it and Marcus grabbed the driver. He gestured to the electric guitar. “Who plays this instrument?”

      “Sorry, sir, I just drive the cart. You can catch a ride back into town for 1 gold piece.”

      Marcus let him go and the cart trundled away. He turned to the others. “Ok, I think we’re on to something here. You can’t have electric guitars without electricity. It’s the best lead we’ve got, the question now is, how do we find out who owns these?”

      “We could hang around and wait for the festival to start?” suggested Jas.

      Carlos said, “It’s a solid idea, but if we’re following standard game rules then it’s unlikely the festival would be restricted to a particular time, because then we’d have to stand around with nothing to do. My guess is that it’s a triggered event, which means we have to figure out what we’re supposed to do to start the festival. I don’t think we’re in any immediate danger here. Everyone, spread out and look around, see if you can find anything out of place. Be especially on the lookout for terrible poetry. No hero stuff, shout if you find something. If you hear someone yelling, drop what you’re doing and converge.”

      They all separated, giving Nutsack a new dilemma. Marcus went one way, and Jas another. His head darted back and forth, trying to decide who to follow. His head said Marcus, and his chest said Jas, which was a whole new experience. He wasn’t used to his body parts fighting. There wasn’t time for such disagreements in nature, if your body parts disagreed they would have plenty of time to argue about it while making their way through a dog’s bowel.

      There was no right answer, and by the time he realized that, he found himself all alone. That’s when he heard the commotion. He set off towards it. If there was one thing he’d learned, when there was screaming, his furless friends weren’t far away.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Collector stormed through the town of Gŵyl, smashing anything breakable and several things that weren’t. It wasn’t clear where the dagger might be hiding, so he didn’t leave it to chance. He’d raze the whole city to the ground if he had to, and if he still didn’t find it he’d kill every NPC and loot their bodies, just to be certain. He ignored the angry shouts of NPCs and threats of calling the guards.

      As he approached the huge sweeping field from which the town had adopted its name he found it far busier than expected. It was rarely a good sign when things changed. He hesitated. No individual mob here posed a threat, but if they were in large numbers they’d be more than a mild inconvenience. He’d been zerg rushed a few times by enemies too numerous to dispatch quickly. The King liked to set traps for him; this could be just such an encounter. It had been a while since he’d died, it would be a shame to break the streak. He begrudgingly decided to approach the encounter more cautiously to give him time to properly assess.

      He moved towards the laughable excuse for security. The entrance to the fields was guarded by four large men whom he could kill without breaking a sweat. The largest guard said, “Halt. Authorized personnel only.”

      The Collector reminded himself that he was trying to keep a low profile. Killing them would only draw attention. He used his intimidation skill instead, baring his pointed teeth. Without a word the guards stepped aside.

      There were NPCs everywhere, each bustling with a pointless task that would never be completed. They didn’t look hostile, they were hanging flower baskets, tying ribbons, and laying down blankets. If anything they appeared too harmless. He went up to the closest one, a young maiden in a flowery dress. “Excuse me, do you know where I can find a dagger of power?”

      She looked at him, confused. “Dagger of Power? Is that a band?”

      “A band?”

      “Yes, at the festival. I haven’t heard of them, but there are often surprise guests. Maybe try backstage?” She gestured to a large wooden stage that dominated the centre of the field. It was also new. He’d stomped through these fields a hundred times slaying mobs. There had never been anything of significance out here; the only thing of interest was all the flowers. Now, plonked right in the middle was the stage. It might as well be a huge wooden loot box.

      He moved towards it, looking around warily for surprise attacks. Everyone carried on, paying him no attention. When he reached the stage he saw how tall it was. It required a climb to get onto it. He waited until he was certain that nobody was looking before swinging his club at it. The huge weapon bounced harmlessly away without leaving a scratch. The stage was indestructible. That meant it was definitely important.

      There had to be a clue somewhere around here; if they expected that brain addled rogue to find it then it shouldn’t be too challenging. He needed to stay calm and not repeat any of his previous rampages. It had taken a long time and a lot of dumb side quests to repair his reputation with all the towns and he wasn’t sure he had the patience to do it all over again.

      One by one he worked his way through the NPCs that were milling around, but none of them had anything interesting to say about daggers. He was about to give up when he spotted one more, a little girl wandering alone in the middle of the field. She was wearing a red dress with white spots, and her long blonde hair was braided into pigtails. A wicker basket completed her ensemble. She stood out from the others. He stalked over to her, his club dragging along the ground behind him. Then he scooped her up.

      “What do you know of a powerful dagger in this area?”

      She smiled, her pigtails waving back and forth. “Hey traveller. I need to gather this basket of flowers that is used for the opening ceremony of the festival. I need 200 Daisies, 100 Daffodils, 50 Harebell and five 4-leafed clovers. The festival can’t begin until I collect all the flowers. Could you please help?”

      “I don’t care about your stupid fetch quest. Tell me what you know about the dagger.”

      She stared back at him blankly. “Hey traveller. I need to gather this basket of flowers…”

      He tried giving her a light shake to see if that broke her out of her script, but instead she stared back at him with wide eyes and a terrified expression, her pigtails quivering. This wasn’t working.

      Someone yelled, “Let her go!” There was a commotion as they started pushing through the crowd, heading his way. He could see twin swords poking out above the crowd. Most likely a berserker.

      He dropped the flower girl and she landed hard, getting her dress muddy and knocking her basket over in the process. He considered sticking around to smack the berserker around a bit, but if the dagger really was here he didn’t want to accidentally kill an NPC that may prove to be important. If he started a brawl then the other NPCs might pile in, and there wouldn’t be time to see who was who. The King loved to make quest-giving NPCs as annoying and weak as possible, to punish players that were quick with their weapons. The Collector had learned the hard way that if he started fighting, he might not stop, and then this whole dagger quest would be shot. He didn’t want that; it had been a long time since he’d had something new to chase after.

      He turned and barged through the crowd, moving away from his would-be attacker. Once he was certain he was far enough away he ducked behind a large cart full of produce. NPCs had short memories, if he could lay low for a couple of minutes the berserker would reset to their original path and go back to chopping wood or whatever nonsense task they’d been assigned. If the berserker proved to be a particularly stubborn pursuer then this was the perfect spot for an ambush. He could kill them out of sight of the others. That should at least protect his reputation with the town. Either way, it didn’t look like brute force was going to be the answer here. Once the heat had died down he needed to back away from the stage and watch for clues. Sooner or later the King would tip his hand, he always did.

      A quick glance at the cart revealed that someone had scratched something into the side with a blade. He didn’t bother reading it. He had to keep his wits about him, to be ready for a surprise attack at any moment. There wasn’t time for poetry.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas helped the little girl back to her feet and tried to wipe the mud off her dress. “Are you ok?”

      The girl stared back blankly. “Hey traveller. I need to gather this basket…”

      Jas tuned her out and instead scanned the crowd for the creature that had attacked her. She drew her swords, just in case, but there was no sign of it, which was surprising considering its size. She had only caught a glimpse of it through the crowd, but what she did know was that it was large, green, and extremely muscular. She was almost disappointed that it had retreated. She’d been looking forward to fighting it.

      That thought was enough to make her pause. What was happening to her? It wasn’t that long ago that she’d been a pacifist, afraid to say boo to a goose, and now she was sad that a huge green monster hadn’t stuck around so she could fight it. That didn’t feel like progress. She hated James for putting her in this position. The thought of him made her insides boil with rage. If she ever saw him again she was going to tear off his arm and shove it right in his smug little…

      The rational part of Jas’ brain interrupted to inform her that something important was going on. She was almost relieved that the rational part was still there, and hadn’t been swallowed whole by the rage monster. She tuned back in as the little girl said, “…please help?”

      “I’m sorry, could you say that again?”

      The girl didn’t even stop to think about it, she launched right back into it. “Hey traveller. I need to gather this basket of flowers that is used for the opening ceremony of the festival. I need 200 Daisies, 100 Daffodils, 50 Harebell and five 4-leafed clovers. The festival can’t begin until I collect all the flowers. Could you please help?”

      This sounded like exactly what they were looking for. She yelled at the top of her lungs, “On me! I’ve found something.”

      Sarah, Marcus, and Carlos came charging towards her position to find her with the little girl, swords in hand. Carlos immediately jumped to all the wrong conclusions. “What is it? Is this a fight? Should we kill her?”

      “What? No! I saw a monster attacking this girl and I rushed to help.”

      Carlos held up his Shepherd’s crook. “Monster? What monster? Can we chase it? Did it look tough?”

      “I scared it away. I think I was supposed to save the girl, because she has a quest about gathering flowers that apparently has to be completed before the festival can start.”

      Nobody looked more disappointed than Carlos. “Gather flowers? How lame is that! Are you sure we aren’t supposed to kill the monster? Or maybe this is a trap. She could be a demon in disguise. Cut off her pigtails to make sure.”

      Jas stepped in front of the little girl. “No-one is cutting off anything. I think this is one of those fetch quests you told me about. She has a very specific list.”

      “Urgh, fine,” Carlos grumbled. “What flowers does she need?”

      The little girl rattled off her list again.

      “Bloody hell is she setting up a florist’s? That’s going to take ages.”

      Sarah ignored him. “There were lots of flowers in the meadow. It shouldn’t be too bad if we split up again. Let’s start with the clovers as I suspect those will be the hardest to locate. The good news is we only need to find one each.”

      Marcus was the first to notice. “Guys, there’s only four of us. Where’s Nutsack?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Welcome to the real battle of the bands!” said the tall man wearing an awful lot of leather. This was greeted with hoots and hollers from the circle of people around him, who were dressed in similar attire. He continued. “This is the mosh pit. Yer know the rules, cause there ain’t none. First guy to quit or die, loses. Betting is encouraged, but be prepared to pay up. We don’t tolerate welchers round ‘ere.”

      There were more hollers until someone said, “Erm, excuse me, but I believe that welch is a derogatory term, might you consider using renege? The language we use influences those around us, so we must choose our words carefully to ensure we are sending the correct message.”

      There was a murmur of agreement from the crowd, but it was unclear who they were agreeing with. The tall man, sensing that a beating was imminent, but unsure for whom it was intended, erred on the side of remaining alive. “Just pay up, or Big Billy will kick yer teeth in. That ok?”

      “Yes, much better thanks.”

      “Right. Now that the pleasantries are out the way, let’s get to the unpleasantness! First up is Grizzer and Raz. Let’s give them some space.”

      The circle slowly widened and two hulking gentlemen moved into the centre of it. They proceeded to kick the snot out of each other.

      Nutsack watched as they fought. It was exhilarating. He’d always enjoyed a good fight, particularly when he wasn’t part of it. His friends were nowhere to be seen, but that was ok, because he could make some new friends here. Everyone seemed very keen to talk to him.

      The guy next to him was scrawny and wearing a black leather jacket. He smiled and said, “First time at the mosh pit?”

      Nutsack nodded.

      The guy’s smile widened. “Who do you fancy?”

      Nutsack shrugged. He wasn’t sure what the guy was talking about. He didn’t find either of the fighters particularly attractive.

      “Griz or Raz?” the man pushed.

      “Griz?”

      “I’ll take that bet. 100 gold?”

      “100 gold?”

      “You’re on!”

      Nutsack wasn’t clear on the specifics, but the man seemed a lot happier all of a sudden, so he must have done something right.

      As he watched one of the men grabbed something from the crowd. It was a funny shape, with a long neck and strings all over it. He bashed it over the other man’s head and it smashed, to raucous cheers from the crowd. He hit him several more times, and when his opponent fell down he added a couple of stomps to mix things up. Eventually the man on the ground waved his hand about, and everybody booed. The announcer said, “Raz brings it home! What a great opening fight.”

      Now the man was really smiling. He held out his hand. “Pay up!”

      Nutsack had seen this before. Furless did this all the time. He grabbed the man’s hand and shook it enthusiastically. He pulled his hand free. “What are you doing? I don’t want to shake your hand, I want my money.”

      “Money?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me!”

      “Dumb?”

      The man grabbed Nutsack around his neck, grasping the necklace. “Maybe I’ll take this instead. Looks valuable.”

      He did his utmost to remove it, but the chain stayed firmly in place. Nutsack, still not clear what exactly was going on, decided this man wasn’t his friend at all. He flipped into squirrel form, causing the man to let go of the chain from sheer shock. Where there had previously been a man, now there was a woodland creature and a pile of clothes. The squirrel darted away, leaving his things behind. These new friends were definitely not nice. He wanted his old friends back.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas was doing her best not to get annoyed. She’d located a vast patch of clover, with hundreds upon hundreds of individual plants. She had been ripping it out by the handful and painstakingly examining each and every one. She hadn’t yet found a single four-leafed variant, and she had already checked hundreds. Based on her limited sample size it was going to take them hours to track down five of them, especially with Nutsack missing.

      She was thinking of him when something jumped onto her back. She span, trying to grasp it before it could attack. She caught it and yanked, finding herself grasping a sad-looking squirrel. She said, “Nutsack?”

      He transformed into human form. Her hand remained on his neck. She immediately let go and blushed. “Where are your clothes?”

      “Man take them.”

      “Man? What man?”

      “Bad man. Mean.”

      Jas felt the familiar bubbling anger. She said, “Show me.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The announcer had seen many spectacles in the mosh pit, most of them the stuff of nightmares. He thought he’d seen everything, until a short woman and a man in his underpants stormed into the ring. Before the announcer could warn them of their impending deaths the woman said, “Who took my friends clothes?”

      “We ain’t no snitches,” yelled someone from the crowd.

      Jas turned to Nutsack. “Do you know who it was?”

      He peered around, but it was impossible, all furless looked the same. He tried, “Man wearing black.”

      Jas assessed the crowd and quickly realized that didn’t rule out a single person. She tried a different approach. “I don’t care who it was. I’m through asking nicely. I want his things brought back right now, or else.”

      A hulking man stepped out of the circle and growled at her. “Or else what?”

      “Or I’ll be forced to ask less nicely.”

      He chuckled and turned to the crowd. “Oh no! This guy’s brought his Mummy to fight for him, and now the ickle-wickle girly is cross with us.”

      Someone said, “Erm, excuse me, sorry to jump in again, but that sounded awfully sexist…”

      Jas agreed, and was happy to provide correction in the form of a Powerhouse-fuelled Spartan Kick. The guy flew straight through the crowd and landed somewhere far away. He wisely decided not to rush back.

      The announcer held up his hand as the crowd reached for various concealed weapons. “Hold on a minute, young un. Yer friend is a wel...I mean, reneging person. He didn’t pay his debts. His stuff was confiscated as collateral. It’s all above board. If he wants it, he’ll have to negotiate with Big Billy. He handles debt collection around ‘ere.”

      “Where can we find him?” Jas asked, slowly reaching for her axes.

      “Right here,” said a runt of a man stepping out of the crowd. He was three feet tall, on account of being a leprechaun. He was decked out in a full green outfit, gold buckled shoes and a top hat. The only accessory he’d added was a bandolier of rainbow-hued throwing knives strapped across his chest. He was holding a pile of clothes, twin daggers resting on top.

      Jas immediately squared off against him and the crowd booed. The announcer said, “I’m afraid disputes must be settled by the debtor. No substitutes.”

      She considered trying her luck anyway, but the crowd was too large, both proportionally and numerically. It would mean almost certain death and possibly a reputation hit with the town, although it wasn’t clear if these thugs were locals or not. She said, “How much does he owe?”

      “Your friend owes me 300 gold if he wants his stuff back, or he can fight me for it,” Big Billy said. Oddly he didn’t have an Irish accent, it was more of a London twang.

      Nutsack said, “No! 100 gold.”

      Big Billy laughed. “That was your original debt, but you haven’t taken into account the various administrative fees and interest.”

      Jas scowled. It was too much, even if she looped in the others. “We don’t have 300 gold.”

      “Well then he’s a perfect candidate for my partial payment program.” He pulled a knife from his bandolier. “I take parts of him until he pays.”

      “Ok fine, he’ll fight. Can he have his daggers back?”

      Big Billy handed the pile of clothes to someone in the crowd and they instantly vanished. “Course not.”

      “Why not?”

      “You didn’t say please.”

      “Can he have his daggers back, please?”

      “Nah. He has to fight as he is,” Big Billy said with a smirk. “Them’s the rules.”

      “Just to confirm, if he wins the fight, his debt is cleared?”

      A laugh rippled through the crowd. Big Billy silenced them with a glance. “Sure thing, darling. I’ll even throw in something for his trouble.”

      She turned to Nutsack and spoke slowly. “He wants to fight. It’s important that you win. Do you understand?”

      “No. Want stuff.”

      She reached out and grabbed his hand. “Win for me?”

      That he understood. He strolled into the circle like he was a god amongst men, completely ignoring the fact that he was in fact an almost naked and entirely unarmed simpleton.

      Big Billy was apparently not fussed about the discrepancy. Nutsack had barely set foot in the circle when a knife was thrown straight at him. He caught it with ease, to gasps from the crowd. Then he returned it to sender. The knife slammed into the leprechaun’s top hat, knocking it clean off his head and revealing a large bald spot in the centre of a mop of red hair.

      Someone in the crowd sniggered, then gargled as a throwing knife punctured something important. Big Billy was not in a laughing mood. He said, “Nice trick. How many times can you do it?”

      The leprechaun reached for his bandolier and his hands became a blur. There were too many knives to count, let alone catch. Nutsack would be doing a very convincing impression of a sieve if he hadn’t turned into a much smaller target. Several members of the crowd were both impressed at the sudden transformation and unimpressed at the face full of knives they unexpectedly received.

      The squirrel dodged the projectiles with ease, zig zagging across the circle until he was within striking distance. Then he became a man, fist first. The resultant uppercut was enough to lift Big Billy clean off his feet, flinging what appeared to be green confetti out of his pockets. It rained down onto the crowd. Big Billy didn’t even wait to land; he twisted in the air and threw three more knives. Nutsack dodged the first two and caught the third. He held onto it this time.

      “Not bad,” Big Billy said. He reached into his jacket and pulled out an impossibly long sword. It was larger than he was, but he wielded it with ease. He said, “Let’s see how well you dodge this!”

      He moved in a blur, leaving a rainbow trail behind him. One moment he was across the other side of the circle, the next his sword was stabbing into Nutsack. As the rogue tried to retaliate with his newly acquired dagger the leprechaun blurred away again. He reappeared back on the other side of the circle with a grin on his face. “How do you like my rainbow step? Want to see it again?”

      “Sure,” Nutsack replied, removing the necklace from around his neck.

      Big Billy was happy to oblige, but as he moved the rogue extended the gold chain until it resembled a whip. He flicked his hand and it snapped onto something. Nutsack yanked, toppling the leprechaun before he could rematerialize. He landed hard on his back, and Nutsack pulled again, dragging Big Billy across the ground. Nutsack wasn’t strong enough to whirl him around, but that didn’t matter, he just needed him to stop running. The leprechaun tried to fend him off with throwing knives, but the rogue easily dodged them until the small green man was within range. Then he slammed down the dagger, burying it deep in the ground next to Big Billy’s head. Everyone in the crowd held their breath as Nutsack held out his hand.

      The leprechaun hesitated, looking around, daring someone to make a sound. He yelled, “Kill me, you coward!”

      Nutsack shook his head.

      “Why not?”

      “You not say please.”

      That earned a stifled laugh from the crowd. Even Big Billy smiled. He accepted the offered hand and got back to his feet. He retrieved his hat, placing it firmly back on his head, and adjusted it to make sure everything was covered. He turned back to face his opponent. “Want to keep fighting?”

      “No. We friends!”

      There were a few awwwws from the crowd, which surprised Jas. This looked like a crowd more used to hearing arrrghhh.

      Big Billy looked as surprised as she was. His hand twitched, reaching for his bandolier, but then he stopped. He bowed to Nutsack. “I concede. Well fought, friend.”

      The awwwwwws got louder and someone stepped forward with Nutsack’s clothes. They were neatly folded and pressed, his daggers carefully draped across the top. He got dressed before someone else challenged him to a fight. He was slipping his daggers into his belt when Big Billy held out his bandolier. “I promised you something for your trouble. I want you to have this. I’ve never met anyone else I deemed worthy of it. You fought with honour in a fight that demanded none.”

      Nutsack took the bandolier and it immediately appeared across his chest. He removed a throwing knife from it, and a new knife slowly started to materialize in the empty spot, making him jump. Big Billy smiled. “It’s a magical item from my world. You need to have high charm to use it, but I can see that won’t be a problem.” He winked at Jas and walked away.

      Jas leaned in and whispered to Nutsack, “We should get out of here while we can.”

      “Yes, please.”

      They were quietly making their exit when Jas noticed some of the green confetti on the ground. She bent down and picked it up. It wasn’t confetti at all. It was four-leaf clovers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 28: Rock On

        

      

    

    
      Jas and Nutsack made their way back to the others, who were angrily cursing at fistfuls of inadequate clover. As soon as Carlos saw them he smirked. “Where were you two?”

      “We’ve been busy,” replied Jas.

      The smirk intensified. “I’m sure you were very busy, but we need you focused on the task at hand. We’ve sifted through thousands of these little bastards and we’ve only found one with four leaves!” He held up a sad looking clover like it was a trophy.

      Jas held out her hand and showed them her haul. “We were busy getting these. Sounds to me like you don’t want them.”

      Carlos immediately changed his tune. “Nope, we’re good! Anything to make this fetch quest be over.”

      The rest of the flowers proved easier to find, and soon they were dumping handfuls in front of the pigtailed little girl, whose smile grew brighter with every new flower. When Jas handed over the four-leaf clovers she hopped up and down with excitement. “I’m so happy you found these. Were they hard to get?”

      “Yep, it was a real battle,” said Jas with a glance at Nutsack. He stared back blankly.

      The little girl threw everything into her basket, which looked rather heavy for such a dainty frame. She picked it up with one hand, and Carlos slowly raised his staff, waiting for the ambush. Instead she took her haul over to a huge wooden box next to the stage, which was already bursting with flowers. Standing on tip-toes she poured her contribution onto the pile, reaching a thin blue line just below the top of the box. A man in a top hat and red jacket appeared from nowhere. “Ladies and gentlemen, the festival of Trydan has officially begun. Sit back, relax, and enjoy this celebration of the spark of life. We’ve an exciting show for you. Please join me in welcoming our opening act, Death Spark.”

      Three people stepped out onto the stage clutching electric guitars and wearing entirely black outfits. Their hair was electric blue and spiked into mohicans. Carlos nudged Marcus. “I guess we’re in the right place after all! Get ready for a fight.”

      Marcus analyzed the band, ready for the bad news:

      Electric Bard - Level 18

      Electric Bard - Level 18

      Electric Bard - Level 18

      Something didn’t feel right about this whole setup. They hadn’t had a straight dagger fight yet, and the fact that there were only three enemies, all with reasonable levels, only made him more suspicious. He readied his shield. “Keep your eyes peeled for the dagger. I’ll draw their attention with a taunt, then you lot hit them with everything you have. Remember to focus on a single target to take them out quicker.”

      The bards started to play, their music loud and angry. The crowd of NPCs around them went crazy, jumping up and down and cheering. Marcus waited for them to attack, but they all seemed to be having a lovely time. He turned to Carlos. “I don’t like it. This feels too easy.”

      Carlos slapped his hand to his head. “Why did you have to say that? You’ve totally jinxed it now.”

      A striking woman rose up, appearing in the centre of the stage as if rising from the dead. Her hair was long and dark, flowing down around her pale white shoulders and covering most of her face. Only her lips were visible, and they were bright red. She wore a long purple dress that shimmered as she walked. She moved towards a microphone, which rose up from beneath the stage on a mini platform all of its own. Marcus expected a beautiful singing voice, but instead she whispered nonsense into the mic. It surrounded him, whirling from ear to ear. He couldn’t quite make out the words, but he knew she was saying something important. If only he could hear it.

      Someone nudged him. Then another. Then more, until the crowd was much bigger than he remembered. Marcus ignored them. He was transfixed. He could hear a muffled sound fighting for his attention, but the whispers drowned them out. Then Sarah stepped directly in front of him, and slapped him straight across the face. “Snap out of it! We really need your help here.”

      His eyes focused on Sarah and the whispers faded away. He noticed the crowd around them slowly contracting. Upon closer inspection, they all looked decidedly malnourished, on account of them all being long dead. They were dressed in two opposing coloured uniforms, and were rather inconveniently armed to the teeth with an assortment of rusted weapons. They weren’t so much wielding them as taking them for a walk. The only thing getting chopped was what remained of the grass.

      Marcus drew his sword. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

      “You think?” Carlos shouted from behind him.

      The zombies shuffled forwards with a groan. The closest one raised its sword and Marcus shield bashed it. The moment his shield touched it, it exploded into a shower of bones and dust, but two more shuffled to fill its place in the line. He yelled out a taunt, getting the attention of every nearby zombie, which was a lot of them. A few flailed their arms and their weapons weakly lashed out, clanging off Marcus’ shield.

      Sarah threw a Fire Wave through the shambling masses, blasting dozens apart and setting even more on fire. Unfortunately being on fire wasn’t much of a deterrent for the undead, and they continued their slow and steady progress, merrily setting their neighbours on fire in the process. As the flames spread Sarah shouted, “Sorry! We need to stop the flames, or we’re going to be engulfed.”

      Jas started clear cutting, chopping great swathes through the crowd with her axes to keep the flames away from them. More zombies rose from the ground behind, surrounding her. She pulled Terra from her belt and four balls of dirt rose from the ground, spinning around her. The dirt balls were tougher than the zombies they crashed into, allowing them to keep spinning as she made her way back to the others, axes whirling. A zombie made it through her orb shield and reached for her, but she used Spartan Kick to boot it away. Unfortunately it didn’t quite go to plan. Her foot went straight through the zombie, and she had to decapitate it with her axe before shaking the dust off her boot. She made it back to the others with a huge grin on her face. “This is kind of fun! Even though they have weapons, they don’t fight back. They just explode.”

      Sarah took aim and unleashed a charged fireball. It sailed over the top of the zombies directly towards the singer. At the last moment a zombie jumped up out of the crowd and blocked the shot, starting a new fire right next to the large wooden stage.

      The bards changed their tune. Huge dark clouds appeared in the sky, darkening the field and bringing lashing rain. It put out the fires, but it also turned the meadow into a quagmire of sticky mud, making movement more sluggish. Everyone was slowed, except for Nutsack, who barely seemed to be affected at all. He skittered across the surface of the mud, his dagger making short work of any zombies that got close enough. He tested out his new throwing daggers, and with a pop, pop, pop, three more zombies went down. He took off his necklace and tried that too, lashing it to the nearest zombie’s leg. He yanked, trying to topple the shambling foe, but instead it pulled the leg right off. Nutsack tossed it over his shoulder and put the necklace back around his neck.

      Marcus struggled to keep up with the others, even with his new boots. The zombies were chasing him down. He triggered Hare and enjoyed the temporary speed boost, but the zombies still threatened to overwhelm him. He turned his scutum shield sideways and shield bashed a group of them that got too close. They burst into dust, their weapons dropping to the ground. He peered over his shield at the crowd. “There are too many of them. We have to get to the stage. There must be some kind of trick, this is supposed to be an easy fight.”

      They started moving towards the band, staying close together and covering each others’ backs. Carlos stayed huddled in the centre, poking anything that moved with Thorn. The vines slowed the zombies down even further, slowly pulling them apart limb by limb. Sarah was careful with her fireballs, only picking off zombies that strayed from the pack, but as they got closer to the stage she said, “I’m going to use another Fire Wave to carve a path to the band. I think if we can take out the singer the zombies might stop.”

      “Do it!” Carlos said.

      She set the wave loose on its path, but before it had travelled a foot the bards strummed their guitars, sending out a blast of sound. The flames abruptly changed direction, careening back towards the group.

      They scattered as the Fire Wave headed straight for them. Marcus was about to tank the damage when he remembered his new Dash move, and used it to dodge sideways, using his shield as a plough. Jas was in a similar boat, but she didn’t have fancy boots to save the day. Out of sheer instinct she triggered Leap Attack, which wasn’t tough with so many targets around. It got her most of the way out of the path of the flames, even if they licked at her on the way past. She’d barely landed and was already neck deep in the undead. Terra was on cool down, so she made do with her swords instead.

      Carlos landed with a thud beside her, having dived out the way. He was healing her back up to full health before he was fully back on his feet. “This will only take a second, then I have to go heal the others.” He was so busy doing his job he didn’t see the zombie sneak up behind him before it was too late.

      The bite didn’t hurt, but the effects were instant. Carlos felt his arm move by itself. He tried to fight against it, but straining only made his hand shake as it twisted Thorn towards Jas and started stabbing. She noticed her health dropping again and turned to see what was attacking. When she saw it was Carlos she yelled, “What are you doing? Why are your eyes bright red?”

      “I don’t know! A zombie bit me and I lost control of my body. Wait, I can still talk! The voice is me, the rest isn’t.”

      “What can I do? Should I kill you?” The slight smile at the edge of her mouth suggested she wasn’t against the idea.

      “I don’t think that will help if I’m a zombie!”

      She pushed him away to stop the attacks, but he hooked her with his crook, dragging her closer. She tried to Spartan Kick him away, but her legs were bound by the vines. She struggled to pull one of them free as he stabbed at her with Thorn, until eventually she loosened it enough to boot him, breaking the staff’s hold.

      He flew into the crowd of zombies, knocking several of them over. Then he slowly got back to his feet. “Hey, that did damage! How come you can hurt me?”

      “I think you’re technically a mob right now,” she said, wishing she had time to run a full suite of experiments. She was kind of busy with all the other zombies that were trying to turn her into lunch. She checked and Terra was finally off cooldown. She summoned the dirt balls again, but they could barely get up enough speed to keep the crowd at bay.

      As Carlos fought against the remote control of his limbs, he noticed a timer in the top left of his vision.

      “My status says hypnotized. There’s a countdown with 18 more seconds on it. I don’t know what that means.”

      “Will you regain control when the timer runs out?”

      “No idea! I sure hope so, I don’t like this at all. I promise I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The statement was somewhat nullified by him stabbing her dirt balls, dropping them to the ground and eliminating what little protection she had for her back. Jas could hear the zombies shambling around behind her. She couldn’t defend herself from all directions.

      “Help!” she shouted, but the others were also wading through undead. They were barely keeping them at bay thanks to Marcus’ shield providing a wide enough barrier to block one angle of attack. She saw something small and brown moving quickly across the top of the zombies, and then Nutsack appeared, transforming in mid air and landing on Carlos’ back, sending them both tumbling. Nutsack hopped back to his feet and tried to pull the vines away from her feet. They refused to budge. He said, “You ok?”

      “I’m ok.”

      He whipped his necklace out and span it above his head, decapitating the zombies all around them and creating a little breathing room. A cry from the other group made him look over his shoulder and Jas said, “It’s ok. Go help them.”

      “But you…”

      “I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself,” she said. A small grin appeared on her face when she realized how true that was.

      Nutsack hesitated before popping back into squirrel form and scurrying off to help the others.

      With Carlos down, the vines that were trapping her withered and died. She could move around again, but there was no realistic way to get back to the others, there were simply too many zombies in the way. Thanks to Nutsack she had a small clearing here, it was up to her to defend it.

      Carlos yelled, “Watch out, Jas. I’m trying to sneak around behind you!”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

      In the background the bards picked up the pace of their song, getting louder and angrier. The effect on the zombies was instant. Their shuffling speed increased, and their flailing weapons moved a little more enthusiastically. Her circle started to close, and Jas couldn’t kill them fast enough. A rusty spear tip struck her, then a sword. They were almost within biting distance. In desperation she held out her swords and span, creating a makeshift zombie blender. It had the desired effect, pushing the zombies back, with the minor side effect of also slashing Carlos.

      He ignored the wound and said, “3 more seconds.”

      As soon as the timer ran out his shoulders slumped and his eyes faded back to normal. He flapped his arms around and wiggled his fingers. Then he said, “Ok, I’m back. That wasn’t fun. You really don’t want to get bitten.”

      “Duly noted,” she said, chopping a zombie in half that was sneaking up behind him.

      Carlos glared at the stage and shuddered. “I think the singer was the one controlling me. I could kind of feel her pulling my strings. She was trying to get me to distract you so that a zombie could bite you too, and then she was going to use the two of us to take out the rest of the team.” He looked over at the others and yelled, “Sarah, can you hit the singer with a fireball from here?”

      “I tried before, but a zombie blocked it.”

      “Give it another shot! I think it will help with our current zombie problem.”

      She tried, charging up a fireball and unleashing it in a perfect arc. As it was about to hit the singer the bards on either side of her strummed their guitars and waves of sound knocked the fireball aside. It landed somewhere behind the stage.

      “Looks like projectiles are out,” Sarah said, backing away from the approaching zombies. “Someone’s going to have to get up there and attack them.”

      Without a word Nutsack jumped up on top of the zombie masses and ran across their heads, in one of the top five strangest crowd-surfing maneuvers ever witnessed at a festival. He was so light on his feet that the zombies didn’t even crumble as he jumped on them, although they did groan in frustration. He had found time to put his clothes back on, and this time he stayed in human form, a dagger in each hand.

      The moment he hopped up on the stage the zombies all turned to face him, shuffling away from the others. Marcus used Taunt to call some of them back, but it was drowned out by the music. Only the zombies nearby turned to attack him.

      As Nutsack made his way towards the singer, one of the bards stepped forwards, his hand outstretched. “No fans on stage!”

      Nutsack darted around him, pulling a throwing knife from his bandolier. Another bard stepped in front of the singer and strummed his guitar. A blast of energy pushed the rogue backwards, right to the bard he’d just ran around. The bard had flipped his guitar and was clutching it by the neck. With a huge swing he clubbed the rogue like he was swinging for the bleachers. Nutsack tried to dodge the hit, but the sound wave attack was messing with his reflexes. There was a loud crack of electricity as the guitar connected and he was blasted right off the stage. His prone form landed on top of the zombies and they passed him along before he disappeared from view. After a few moments he reappeared with glowing red eyes and bounded towards his own team mates.

      “Incoming!” yelled Carlos. Marcus tried to intercept, but Nutsack moved too quickly, darting around the shield and stabbing him in the back. He threw a knife at Sarah as she was about to cast a fireball, and then used the gold chain to lash out at Carlos.

      None of the attacks did major damage, but they commanded the group’s attention as the zombies moved in around them. Jas said, “It’s ok Nutsack, we know you can’t control yourself.”

      The rogue didn’t respond, at least not verbally. His reply came in the form of a sky blue throwing knife.

      Carlos tried to stab Nutsack with Thorn, in an attempt to tie him down, but he easily evaded the attack and stabbed Carlos with his poisoned blade three times in quick succession. While he was busy playing pin the dagger on the healer Marcus used Dash to close the distance and triggered a shield bash, stunning him for 10 seconds. Carlos got in a couple of quick hits from Thorn, and the vines wrapped around Nutsack’s leg. “Ok, that should hold him until he gets control back.”

      Nutsack wobbled on his feet until the stun wore off, but as soon as it did he lashed out, throwing a knife at Carlos and slashing at Jas, who was closest. Carlos chuckled. “Sorry, buddy, I know it sucks, but this is for your own good. Trust me.”

      The zombie rogue disagreed. He flipped into squirrel form and darted away before the vines could snag him. He jumped straight at Carlos’ face, teeth bared, and connected with all four paws. There he stayed, giving him an enthusiastic face hug, trying to land a bite.

      “Gt ff mmeee,” mumbled Carlos angrily, trying to peel the feral rogue off his face whilst staying away from his teeth. Sarah tried to help, but Nutsack moved at the last second, leaving Carlos to block the fireball with his face. There was no damage, except to his pride. He said, “No more helping!”

      Nutsack flipped back into a man and started whipping Carlos with his gold chain. He still didn’t say a word; in fact his expression was as lifeless as the other zombies.

      The others tried to protect Carlos, but Nutsack dodged around them, raining down hit after hit on the healer. After the seventh such attack Jas said, “I don’t get it, the zombie bite should have worn off by now? And why can’t he talk to us?”

      Carlos palmed his own forehead. He cast a spell on Nutsack and the red eyes immediately faded away, leaving him wide-eyed and confused. He looked down at his half-naked body. “What happen?”

      Jas said, “You were under a spell. You’re better now.” She picked up his clothes and handed them back to him.

      Then she turned to Carlos. “I don’t get it. Why did healing fix it?”

      “Nutsack was dead when they bit him. The hypnosis doesn’t wear off if you’re already dead. I didn’t heal him, I used distant revive on him,” he said, using a health potion. “He was trying to kill me because I was the only one that could bring him back from a distance. Once I was dead, the only way to get him back would be to keep your hand on him for 10 seconds, which would be next to impossible. The singer is smart, she changes tactics depending on who she’s controlling.”

      Carlos eyed the group of zombies closing in around them and muttered words he never thought he’d say out loud. “I’m not actually sure we can win this.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Collector watched from behind the produce cart, trying to figure out what was happening. The field which was previously filled with harmless NPCs was now stuffed to the brim with zombies, and there was a band making an awful racket on the stage. He was fairly certain he hadn’t done anything to trigger the event, unless shaking that little girl had been the key, but that was obscure even for the King. That meant there must be another explanation for the sudden change.

      It didn’t take long for him to find it. He watched as someone clambered up onto the stage. He reached into his inventory and pulled out a Tinker telescope. It zoomed in, just in time to see the person swatted away by a bard. He’d only caught a glimpse, but there was something awfully familiar about how he was dressed. It was a basic rogue outfit.

      “The corrupted rogue!” he said to nobody in particular. Perhaps the guy wasn’t as brain dead as he appeared if he’d made it all the way here. He held the telescope to his eye and scanned the horde of zombies, looking for the player. He hopped back to his feet with red eyes and raced away. That was when he spotted the others.

      They had a classic party setup, healer, tank, DPS, and ranged. That explained how the moron had made it this far, he’d had help, but now he was attacking his own team mates. He was under a spell. The Collector flipped a switch and the telescope changed to analysis mode, allowing him to see the rogue’s status. He was marked as hypnotized. That wasn’t good. He also checked the other players’ levels. They were nothing to worry about, they hadn’t even made it to level 20 yet. They were so underpowered the zombies were giving them grief. He flipped another switch to listen to the audio, but they had nothing of interest to say. They were in a panic.

      Clearly they’d never fought a necromancer before. Everyone knew you had to kill them quickly, before they had a chance to build up an army. Once they got a steady stream of minions going they were considerably tougher to take down, especially if you didn’t have good crowd control abilities. This was amateur hour. He’d have to show them how it was done.

      He switched his attention to the band. The bards were laughably weak; he’d one shot them easily. Their electric attacks might prove troublesome, but they wouldn’t survive long enough to give him any real grief.

      As he zoomed in on the singer she swayed and turned, revealing something stitched into her purple cape. It was hard to make out the exact shape, but it certainly looked a lot like a dagger. This was the right place, he just needed to take care of those other players and go beat the boss.

      He analyzed the singer to see what he was up against.

      Harmonic Witch - Level 26

      His heart fluttered with excitement. He rushed to open his bestiary, and beamed as one of the few remaining question marks disappeared, to be replaced with a description.

      Harmonic Witch (bard/magic class)

      A harmonic witch combines a knowledge of dark magic with the power of song. Their music is so powerful it can raise and control the dead. A bite from their minions has the power to lower their targets defences, making them temporarily susceptible to the witch’s hypnotic rhythms.

      When combined with supporting bard classes the Harmonic Witch’s powers grow considerably. She can put on quite a show.

      Abilities/Weaknesses:

      N/A - Defeat this enemy to populate this section

      Today wasn’t a total bust after all. He’d always assumed that the King had left those question marks empty on purpose, to keep his bestiary completion rate at 99.8%. The King was well aware that would drive him crazy, trying to find mobs that simply didn’t exist. Now he needed to kill her to complete the entry. That shouldn’t be too hard once he cleared a path through the zombies. He could easily slay them, but there were an awful lot of them, and if one got in a lucky bite he’d lose control. What he needed was a lot more speed and a thicker skin. He had just the thing.

      He pulled the Creadur potion out of his inventory and selected the appropriate transformation. The purple liquid was hard to find and ridiculously expensive, which meant it had taken him a long time to track down 10 of them to fill an inventory spot. It was extremely powerful for someone like him, who’d fought almost every mob in the game. There were some minor downsides, but he wasn’t concerned about the lack of gear; there was nothing in this area he couldn’t punch to death.

      As the potion bottle emptied it started to take effect. His skin paled, his hands became stumps, and his face rounded. He bent forwards onto all fours and his already-considerable heft increased. With a final grunt the change was complete, and he barrelled towards the stage, leaving behind a discarded pile of equipment.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “What’s that sound?” asked Marcus, looking at the horizon. It was hard to see much over the horde. He watched as zombie bodies were casually tossed into the air. “Something’s coming!”

      “Something good or bad?” Carlos asked, suspecting he already knew the answer.

      “I can’t see. I need to get higher.”

      Carlos obliged, throwing up a beanstalk with Thorn. Marcus clambered up the first couple of leaves and saw a dark-grey shape crashing through the crowd, flinging zombies left and right. It was hard to make out exactly what it was, only that it was very large, very angry, and heading straight for them.

      “Scatter!” he yelled and they all groaned in unison. This fight was already challenging enough without something else to worry about.

      The creature burst through the wall of zombies with ease and smashed into the beanstalk, knocking Marcus to the ground. He landed hard, losing health, but was quick to get back to his feet, shield up. The creature circled around. Zombies jumped on it, trying to bite, but they had no obvious effect. Sarah hit it with a fireball, but it bounced right off its thick grey hide.

      She analyzed it and gasped:

      Shadow Hippo - Level 50

      “Guys, this thing is level 50!”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why would it be in this easy zone?”

      Carlos was the first to notice. “The name tag is orange. I think it’s another player!”

      Before they could fully absorb this new information the hippo stomped its front foot and charged straight at them.

      Marcus stepped in front of the others, planting his scutum into the dirt, hoping it would have the same effect that it did on the Laughing Baron.

      It did not.

      The hippo barged the shield aside as if it were an enthusiastic child’s paper mâché project. The hippo opened its huge mouth and clamped it down on Marcus. It easily scooped him up, gave him a firm shake, and tossed him into the air. He rag-dolled as he landed, and didn’t get back up.

      Carlos rushed over to revive Marcus, but the hippo had a sudden burst of speed. It reared back on its hind legs and landed on top of him, crushing him into the mud.

      Jas activated Powerhouse and tried to Spartan Kick the huge beast, but it barely moved. A tiny sliver fell away from its health bar, and it swung its head around, slamming into her. She also went down. Suddenly there was an annoying creature on its back. Nutsack clung on for dear life, stabbing as hard as he could, but his dagger bounced off harmlessly.

      Sarah watched the carnage and understood that her best chance was to not die and somehow revive the others. She turned and ran towards the stage, unleashing a Fire Wave to clear the path. She could hear the hippo thundering along behind her and hoped that the bards would repeat their earlier trick and send the flames back her way. Instead she reached the band, just in time for the hippo to slam into her, pinning her against the stage and killing her instantly. Nutsack was sent flying.

      The Collector was annoyed that one of them had escaped alive, but it was not worth getting upset over. The idiot rogue was no threat, physically or mentally. That one couldn’t outsmart a lamppost. By the time he’d revived the rest of the team, it would already be too late.

      He tried to jump up onto the stage before remembering that he was still in hippo form. The stage survived a full-speed crash; if that hadn’t damaged it, nothing would. He still had a little time left on the potion, but there was no need to drag it out. That would give the zombies a chance to recover. He cancelled the time left and waited for the transformation to happen in reverse.

      When he was back in his troll form he reached for his club out of habit, before remembering he’d left it behind. It wasn’t a big deal. He might have to hit the singer twice instead of once.

      The first bard stepped forwards, his hand held out. “No fans on stage.”  The Collector scoffed and punched him clean off the platform in a single hit. The bard landed in the horde of zombies with a thump.

      The next bard closed in on him, his guitar raised. The Collector didn’t even bother killing him, he walked right past, laughing as the electricity fizzled around him. It did a modicum of damage. He said, “Stop it, that tickles.”

      The third bard raised his guitar and looked like he might join the fun, but his jolt of electricity was aimed at the singer. She crackled as the lightning hit her. The other bard joined in too, adding his own bolt to the mix.

      The Collector did his best slow clap. “Not a bad light show. Throw in a few disco balls and we’ve got ourselves a party. What’s the encore, do you pull a zombie rabbit out of a hat?”

      The singer started chanting. A red pentagram appeared on the stage, and a huge red arm thrust out of it, followed by another. A giant demon dragged its top half out of the pentagram and gazed down on the troll. It towered above him, with flames for hair and black twisted horns. He shrugged. “Not bad. Definitely more impressive than a rabbit.”

      He strolled towards it and punched it, expecting it to crawl back into the dimension it came from. It didn’t flinch. Instead it bent down and flicked him. He staggered back from the impact, and was shocked to see 20% of his HP had vanished. He quickly analyzed the demon:

      Demonic Warrior - Level 50

      Now this was a fight. One that he was ill prepared for. With his gear he’d stand a chance; without it he’d be a fine paste. It didn’t matter anymore, there was no rush. If he was hesitant to fight this thing, then there was zero chance the other players were going to take it on. They’d respawn somewhere in the village, take one look at this thing, and scarper. You’d have to be a total idiot to get within fifty feet.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack watched from his perch up in the rafters. He couldn’t see much past the giant red thing that had come out of the hole in the ground. It didn’t exactly look friendly, but he was used to things much bigger than him trying to kill him. In the squirrel world that was called Tuesday. He swung by his arms, using the rafters as monkey bars, to try and get a better view of what was happening. He knew it would be quicker and easier if he switched to squirrel form, but he had a feeling he’d be needing his daggers soon.

      As he moved to a better spot he saw someone he wasn’t expecting. It was his big green friend from earlier. He looked ready to fight the big red monster, and Nutsack wasn’t going to make him do that alone. He’d prefer it if his other friends were here to fight with them, but this looked like a time-sensitive situation. He released his grip, threw in a somersault for good measure, and landed beside the troll, his daggers at the ready.

      The troll jumped from the sudden appearance of the rogue right next to him and instinctively threw a fist. Nutsack dodged it easily and said, “Hi friend!”

      The Collector took another swing and Nutsack said, “Stop. Me on you side.”

      “No, you’re not,” the troll said, lining up another punch.

      “Stop!” the singer commanded.

      Nutsack did as asked, but the troll continued with his attack. The demon bent down and flicked him again before the punch could connect, knocking him off balance.

      The singer continued. She brushed the hair out of her face, tying it up in a pony tail and revealing a normal-looking face, with no warts, or a crooked nose. She spoke with a crisp British accent, no hint of witchy cackles. “Young men, is this any way to behave? Honestly, I have a good mind to put you both in a time out.”

      The Collector rolled back to his feet and took a step towards her. “I’ll show you time out.”

      The demon snarled and punched its other hand, showering the singer with sparks and flames. The singer glanced up at it. “Now now, Terrence, boys will be boys. We’re trying to demonstrate restraint, remember?”

      She turned back to them. “Sorry about him, he has a bit of a fiery temper. His dad hired me to try and teach him some manners, but it’s tough without strong role models at home.”

      Terrence found something to look at on the stage, the flames around him dimming slightly.

      “Speaking of manners, where are mine? Please allow me to introduce myself, I am Madam Finch. Who might you be?”

      “I’m the Collector!” roared the Troll, still trying to decide if he had time to go back and get his club.

      “The Collector? That’s surely not your real name, dear. It’s not polite to give somebody a false name whilst introducing oneself.” She spoke with the certainty of someone who had spent a lifetime negotiating with children, because as any parent would tell you, a small child wanting extra pudding could give an FBI hostage negotiator a run for their money.

      He had to think for a long time. The name was right there, on the tip of his tongue. He finally spat it out. “Ryan. My name used to be Ryan,” he said, not even sure why he was entertaining this charade.

      “And you, my dear? What is your name?”

      The rogue poked at himself. “Me? Nutsack.”

      “I beg your pardon? What is your real name, dear?”

      “Nutsack. Me name Nutsack. NUTSACK.” He spoke extra slowly, watching Madam Finch flinch with every syllable.

      “Oh my, how…exotic. Well, I am charmed to meet you both. What is it that I can do for you young men?”

      “Give me the dagger,” Ryan said. “I know you have it. Hand it over.”

      “No.” Her reply was swift and final.

      “Enough talking. I’m going to get my stuff. We’ll see if you change your tune when I’m properly armed.” He backed away, keeping a wary eye on Terrence.

      “I’m a Harmonic Witch, you’ll find I am very good at all kinds of tunes.” She turned to Nutsack. “And what about you, dear? What can I do for you?”

      “Can me have dagger please?”

      “Why of course you can.” She reached behind her back and there was a loud crack of electricity. When she pulled her hand back she was holding a dagger shaped like a lightning bolt, made from a light-yellow metal.

      The troll charged the moment that he saw it. Madam Finch barely nodded before Terrence slammed his fist down, pinning the troll to the stage. Ryan started taking fire damage. He yelled, “Why him? Why does he get it?”

      “Because he asked nicely, dear. You could learn a lot from this polite young man.”

      Nutsack used the dagger to scratch his arse.

      Ryan roared in anger. He strained against the demon’s hand, managing to lift it up off the ground, his knees shaking with the effort. He said, “When I get back here I’m going to slaughter you all!”

      “That’s no way to talk, young man. Perhaps I need to teach you some manners.”

      “Shut up, you old witch!”

      Terrence had heard quite enough. With his other hand he reached back and spanked Ryan clear across the field. The troll hurtled through the air, his arse on fire, like a big green meteor.

      Madam Finch glanced up at the demon. “Now, Terrence, what did we talk about?”

      The demon spoke in a deep gravelly voice. “Spanking bad.”

      “That’s right. First we use our words.” She pulled out a pocket watch. “Would you look at the time, I need to get you back to your father.”

      She turned to the rogue and said, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Nu…young man.”

      Then she hopped into the pentagon, falling straight through it. Terrence said, “Nice to meet you,” and held out a huge flaming hand. Nutsack shook it, and the demon was sucked back into the stage. The bards followed right behind them, and suddenly, there was silence. Nutsack looked back over the field from this high vantage point. There was no sign of the zombies, only a whole lot of mud piles and his friends lying face down. He raced over to revive them one by one, starting with Jas.

      When they finally sat back up they all looked a little confused. Marcus said, “What did we miss?”

      Nutsack held up Spark. Carlos tried to take it from him, but couldn’t. “Oh right, it’s soul bound. What does it do?”

      Nutsack shrugged and did a stabbing motion.

      Carlos sighed. “Apart from stabbing. It’s an artifact, it should have a couple of abilities. Can you read them out?”

      Nutsack shrugged again.

      “Great, we’ve given a toddler a pointy plug socket. I can’t see what can possibly go wrong,” said Carlos.

      “I still don’t get how you beat the band and retrieved the dagger all by yourself,” said Jas.

      “Me ask nicely,” he replied with a wink.

      That earned a chuckle behind them. Carlos didn’t even turn around. He said, “Hey Brenin.”

      “That’s King Welsh to you,” replied a booming voice.

      “Sure, whatever.”

      Carlos jerked and flew thirty feet into the air, before tumbling back to earth and landing with a crunch. Marcus sighed and went over to revive him.

      “I thought this particular quest might have taught you some basic manners. I invite you into my home and this is how you treat me?”

      Carlos got back to his feet, still a little shaky. “Invite us? You kidnapped us!”

      The King held up his hand and Carlos shook his head. “Ok fine, I’m sorry, your royal highness.” He bowed theatrically, twirling his hand around. It was ridiculous enough to earn another chuckle from the King. “Apology accepted.”

      He turned his attention to Nutsack. “That was impressive. Most people that make it this far are instinctively hostile. They punch first, think second. I am pleased to see you’re a quick study. Perhaps you can teach your mouthy healer a few things.”

      Marcus jumped in. “You didn’t say anything about other players competing for the daggers.”

      “An unforeseen complication. Ryan has a set of quests that are uniquely his, but I didn’t account for the overlap between his goals and yours.”

      “Overlap? He killed most of the team!” said Sarah.

      “Yes, that was unfortunate, but it all turned out ok in the end.”

      “So he won’t bother us again?” Marcus asked, hoping it was true.

      “He might, but I believe you’ll be safe unless he knows where the other daggers are. I’m curious to know how he learned of the existence of this dagger. Did one of you tell him, or someone else perhaps?”

      They all shared a look. Nutsack hesitated before stepping forwards. “Me tell.”

      “I see. Well that explains it. Did you tell him about the other daggers, or show him your map?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re fine. He likely believes this is a one-off quest. He may still try to follow you, so it will be best to stay on your guard.”

      “Can’t you just click your fingers and move him somewhere else,” asked Sarah.

      “I could, but I won’t.”

      “Why not?” she said.

      “Because life rarely goes to plan. Think of Ryan as the chaos that exists in even the most controlled systems. You can’t beat chaos by sending it far away and ignoring it, you have to learn to adapt.”

      Marcus said, “Adapt? He’s max-level and clearly well versed in all the game rules, quests, and exploits. He killed most of our party without breaking a sweat and we barely dented him. How is that fair?”

      “Life is rarely fair. If you give up the moment your opponent is bigger, or richer, or smarter than you, then you’ll never achieve anything. Besides, it’s five against one, and you’re only getting stronger. He may have the advantage for now, but it won’t stay that way for long, especially as you retrieve more of the daggers.”

      “Speaking of the daggers, we don’t actually know what the electric one does. Nutsack can’t read yet, so he can’t tell us. Can you at least give us a hint?” Carlos asked. He reluctantly mumbled, “Please?”

      A smirk appeared on the King’s face. “I see you’re not such a slow learner after all.”

      He snapped his fingers and suddenly Spark was in his hand. Nutsack looked down at his belt and it was gone. The King said, “Because you asked nicely, I shall show you what Spark can do.”

      “Wow, I’m shocked that worked.”

      Carlos realized his poor choice of words the moment the King held out the dagger. He said, “Don’t…” just as the bolt of lightning burst from the end of Spark, sending him into spasms and slowly sapping his HP. The others ran to help, but as they got closer the bolts jumped to them too, leaving them twitching in place. The only one not affected was Nutsack, who switched to squirrel form and evaded the bolts.

      The King stopped the electricity, his eyes narrowed. He snapped his fingers. A squirrel appeared in his fist, held firmly by the neck. He held him up close, squinting as if reading the fine print on a particularly boring contract, and then his mouth narrowed. “You’ve been to see my wife. She did this to you, I can see it in your code.”

      He squeezed harder and Nutsack struggled. When he couldn’t escape as a squirrel he became a man, but the King still had him by the throat. He tried to explain. “Lady fix me.”

      “She doesn’t usually get involved. Where is she? Tell me how you found her!”

      Nutsack managed to squeak out the words, “Spikey horse,” before going limp.

      The others tried to converge on their fallen teammate, but found they were stuck in place. Sarah threw a fireball anyway, and with a wave from the King it stopped mid-flight. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Nutsack. Eventually he said, “I must admit, it’s an elegant solution. If I remove it, your friend might not survive. I could delete him. That would solve the problem.” He looked over at the others, reminding them they were a finger snap away from vanishing forever. Then he said, “I suppose for now I’ll leave him be. I don’t want to mess up your party when you’re doing so well. Now, where was I? Oh yes, I was showing you the other function of Spark.”

      He stabbed the dagger into the downed form of Nutsack, who sat bolt upright before jumping to his feet and sprinting in the exact opposite direction. The King didn’t attempt to stop the runaway rogue. Instead he unfroze the others. “That concludes the demonstration. Any other questions?”

      Carlos opened his mouth, but Marcus yelled over the top of him. “No questions, we’re all good here.”

      The King clicked his fingers again and Nutsack appeared in front of him. The King held out Spark. “I believe this is yours.”

      Nutsack backed away, his hands waving. “Lightning is a dangerous and unpredictable force which I have seen ravage entire forests. I don’t want it.”

      The King continued to hold out the blade. “Any other takers?”

      Everyone looked at each other, waiting for someone else to speak up. Eventually Carlos said, “Marcus should have it.”

      “Why me?” said Marcus. “Why not Sarah? She doesn’t have a dagger.”

      “Because you have the HP to make it to someone downed in a tricky spot. Being able to instantly revive them will be a big bonus. Plus, Sarah has fireballs, Jas can throw her axes or dirt balls, and Nutsack has throwing knives. You’re the only one without a ranged attack right now. This dagger solves that.”

      The rest nodded in agreement and Marcus reluctantly held out his hand. “I guess I can take it.”

      Spark vanished and appeared in Marcus’ hand.

      The King slowly regarded the group. “You’ve done well so far, but that is the last of the easy daggers. You’re not yet ready to move on to the medium ones. I suggest you make it to level 25 before you attempt another dagger.”

      He poofed out of existence with the click of his fingers.

      The moment he was gone Carlos said, “Why did you stop me asking questions?”

      “Because you were about to ask him about his wife,” Marcus replied.

      “Of course I was! She’s supposed to be dead, so how is she here?”

      “It’s a great question, but not one for the King. You’ve seen how he reacts anytime someone mentions his wife. He choked Nutsack to death simply for meeting her. Imagine what he could do to us if he wanted to. Can you please try and stay on his good side?”

      “He’s the alpha DAShole, he doesn’t have a good side.”

      Marcus gave up. He went over to Nutsack. “Are you ok?”

      “Yes thank you, Marcus, I’m doing ok, a little shook up as you might expect from someone that was recently asphyxiated.”

      Marcus blinked a few times and said, “Wait, you sound different?”

      “Yes, I’m feeling a tad more eloquent at the moment. Nothing like death to clarify one’s thinking.”

      “Why would he be smarter?” asked Carlos. “He was his usual self until he got stabbed with that dagger.”

      Marcus pulled up Spark’s description:

      Spark, Dagger of electricity. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This dagger was created from a huge metal ingot that was struck by lightning, imbuing it with the essence of electricity. It has the following special abilities:

      Zap: Spark can hit enemies with a bolt of concentrated electricity. This attack bypasses armour and temporarily stuns. This attack will chain if enemies are close to one another. Particular effective in water. The line down the centre of the blade indicates the charge level, which affects both the duration and strength of the zap.

      Defib: Stab a downed team member with Spark to revive them instantly and boost a random stat by up to 20 points for 30 seconds. Has a 10-minute cooldown period.

      “Hey guys, I think Nutsack is smart again! But not for long.” He turned to the rogue. “I need you to choose your abilities and also assign your auto points to WIS before the timer runs out. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, old chap, no problem at all.”

      Nutsack raced into his menu system, which was suddenly much easier to navigate now that the squiggles made sense.

      He scanned both of his choices for a new ability:

      - Pick Locks (Basic): This ability allows you to pick basic locks with ease, enabling you to bypass some areas or access basic treasure chests. Your basic lockpick can never be lost or removed.

      - Pick Pocket: This ability allows you to steal random items from NPCs and players. You must stand behind them for 10 seconds to attempt to pick their pocket. Failure will result in detection. If you’re caught you will lose reputation and won’t be able to try again in the vicinity. Higher AGI will improve the success rate of this ability.

      Both of these seemed rather immoral, but he was obliged to choose one of them. He weighed up the benefits of each. It would be nice to be able to bypass fights and get free stuff, but so far that had only happened once. On the other hand, there were always people everywhere. Taking their stuff sounded much easier than going out and finding some of his own. He selected the second option.

      “Ok, I’ve chosen an ability,” he declared.

      “Great, now change your points to WIS. Quick!”

      The timer in the corner indicated he only had eight seconds left. He found himself thinking back to when he’d first made this choice. He glanced over at Jas, and found her staring at him. She looked away, her face reddening. It wasn’t his brains that was making her blush. He’d never be smart enough to impress her, but if he kept getting better-looking, that might just work.

      Marcus stared at him anxiously. “Did you change your stat assignment?”

      He still had five seconds left, but he said, “Guh, me no know what mean.”

      “Damn it!”

      “Just stab him with Spark again!” Carlos helpfully suggested.

      “He has to be downed, it’s a random stat boost, and that particular ability has a 10-minute cool down.”

      “Worth a shot.” Carlos pulled out his map. “The next question is, which dagger are we going for now?”

      Marcus said, “You heard the King. We aren’t ready for that yet.”

      “Of course he’s going to say that, he wants to drag this out.”

      “Remember the crabs? That was a medium zone. You fancy taking those on again?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Jas interrupted. “Something isn’t right. We didn’t even hit level 20. I feel like we killed a lot of zombies, but I’m not seeing any EXP in the logs for them.”

      Carlos checked the logs and saw the same thing. “That makes sense, because they kept spawning. If they gave us EXP we could have farmed them for levels. It’s also getting tougher for us to level up, the EXP requirements for each level is increasing. The good news is we’re pretty close to 20, and then we’ll get our next abilities. I bet we can pick up a few side quests in the village to try and grind out a few more levels and keep everyone happy.” He threw a glance at Marcus. “Once we’ve got a few more levels under our belt we should start heading towards the next dagger, so we can get the rest of the levels on the way. I think we should go for this one as it’s the closest.” He gestured to an area on the map that was on the coast. “It’s called Peiriannau Bay. Do you think it’s stone, metal, or water?”

      Sarah said, “Probably water if it’s on the coast. We should make sure we’re geared up for water types. We can ask around and see if we can find out more about that area to figure out what we might be up against.”

      Everyone else nodded in agreement. That was as good a plan as any. They set off for the town, in search of side quests.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan put away the Tinker telescope. Things had gone much better than expected. His original plan was simply revenge, to harass the morons who had stolen the dagger from under him. If he couldn’t have it, he’d make sure they regretted ever laying eyes on it instead.

      He’d only just made it back to his stuff, but the timing couldn’t have been better. The idiots had openly been chatting about the daggers, plural, and even given him a clue as to what elements were left. Then the icing on the cake, that healer guy had opened his map, for anyone to see.

      Ryan pulled up the image he’d captured with the telescope. It was a little fuzzy at this distance, but more than clear enough to show the remaining dots on the map. There were five to choose from, each one labelled medium or hard. He knew which way they were going, and was tempted to intercept, but he didn’t know what their other daggers were capable of. He’d seen the power of Spark, and if they had a couple more like that it may not be as one-sided as he would like.

      The more strategic option was to get a dagger or two of his own, to tip the scales back in his direction. The hard daggers were his best bet to do so. He only hoped they were enough of a challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 29: One Catch

        

      

    

    
      The town looked different. There was no sign of the festival, and the hustling and bustling from earlier was nowhere to be seen. Now it resembled a quaint village, with a few scattered NPCs milling around. In the background there was the banging and clanging of a large wooden stage being torn down.

      The first NPC they found with a quest marker wanted them to fetch 20 berries. The next one asked for 8 bird eggs. Then there was the creepy old man that wanted 6 lynx pelts. Each one offered a measly gold reward and a handful of EXP.

      “It’s nothing but fetch quests around here! It’s not worth our time to do any of these,” said Carlos with a sigh. “It’s almost like the old git doesn’t want us to level up.”

      “So why did we accept all those quests if we aren’t planning on completing them?” Jas asked.

      “General rule of thumb. If there’s no limit to how many quests you can have, then accept any quest you’re offered. You never know, we might find a big basket of berries or a whole lynx family while we’re traipsing around out there. Usually the game will let you know when you have the required items to complete a quest, and then it’s easy money to come back and claim our reward.”

      They passed a young woman that was sobbing loudly in the middle of the street. She was sitting in a muddy puddle. Marcus bent down and said, “Are you ok?”

      “No. It’s my son. He went out with some of the other boys from the town three days ago, and none of them came back.” She sobbed louder.

      “Do you know where they went?” Marcus asked, feeling another quest coming on.

      “All I know is they were going swimming.”

      “That isn’t much to go on. What does he look like?”

      The sobbing stopped long enough for her to say, “He’s a handsome young lad with blond hair and a cheeky grin. He was wearing his favourite red vest. Could you please find him?”

      Marcus said, “We’ll do our best.”

      The quest notification popped up in all their HUDs. Carlos rolled his eyes and leaned over to Jas. “This is the other thing games do, they shower you with sob stories. Boo hoo, my favourite llama ran away, oh no, I can’t find my second cousin, my wife ran off with a vampire. It’s all blatant emotional manipulation.”

      Marcus finished reviewing the quest details and said, “Ok, that’s the best quest we’ve found so far. I guess we’re going hunting for that woman’s kid so she can get some closure.”

      “Nope,” Carlos said, pulling up the quest log. “The EXP reward for that quest looks decent, but there’s nothing on the map to point us in the right direction. We could spend hours looking for him. All we’ve got to go on is that he likes to swim and he’s wearing a red vest. It’s a wild goose chase. I vote we completely ignore it.”

      “But that woman…”

      “Isn’t real. Her son isn’t real. None of this is real. Keep your head in the game.”

      “Ok fine. You’re right. The quests here suck. Let’s head towards Peiriannau Bay. We can fight mobs on the way to get our EXP, it will be quicker,” said Marcus. “Everyone on board?”

      There was a general murmur of agreement and they set off towards the gate. They were almost out of town when a sweet old lady intercepted them. “I hear you’re looking for work. There’s a little something I would appreciate your assistance with, if you can spare the time.”

      Carlos ignored her and carried on walking. “Sorry, grandma, we’re leaving.”

      “That’s a shame, I have all this gold and a nice bowl of stew for anyone that’s willing to help me.” She held up a large coin purse. Nutsack eyed it with a grin.

      Carlos skidded to a halt. “Fine, what ridiculous thing do you need us to fetch? We’ll add it to our shopping list.”

      “I require six large fish from Donut Lake to put in my stew. I’ve asked several young men from the town to help, but they’ve all let me down. My boat is tied up by the lake, you’re more than welcome to use it.” She stared at them hopefully.

      Carlos pulled out his map. It wasn’t hard to spot Donut Lake; it lived up to its name, being almost a perfect circle, with a small island in the centre. He ignored the old lady and spoke to the others. “The lake is a ten-minute walk each way. I can’t see this being worth our time.”

      Sarah leaned in and whispered, “Take a look at the EXP for this quest! It’s more than all the other quests combined!”

      Carlos raised an eyebrow. “So you’re saying it’s a trap?”

      “Almost certainly, which means there will be something big to kill,” said Sarah with a chuckle.

      That certainly piqued his interest. He turned back to the old lady. “Ok fine, we’ll get you some fish.”

      She beamed with happiness before adding, “There’s one catch…”

      “Here it comes,” said Carlos. “Let me guess, you need piranhas. Or sharks. Or the lake is haunted by ghost trout.”

      “What? No, my family is coming for dinner tonight, so I need the fish in the next hour to give me time to make the stew. Can you manage that?”

      A quest acceptance notification popped up and Carlos accepted it. A tiny clock appeared next to the quest and started counting down from 60 minutes. Carlos sighed. “Urgh, timed side quests are the worst.”

      “Why?” Jas asked.

      “They always give you just enough time to finish the quest, so you can’t dawdle. It’s supposed to make things exciting, but what it really means is that we won’t be able to stop and fight stuff along the way. That’s probably why the EXP reward is higher, so that we actually bother to complete it. Otherwise we’d ignore it.”

      Jas nodded thoughtfully. “Makes sense. It’s another one of those psychological tricks. Put a false sense of urgency on things to make them seem more important.”

      “Now you’re catching on!” Carlos said with a wink. “Get it? Catching on? Cause we’re going fishing.”

      The groans from everyone else suggested that they did indeed get it.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The walk to Donut Lake was an exercise in self-control. King Welsh was laying it on thick. Mobs sprang up from everywhere, new exotic creatures they hadn’t encountered before. Birds with shiny golden armour that looked valuable, an armadillo with a jewel-encrusted shell and a tiny thief with a sack full of potions were all dangled in front of them. All the temptations stayed far enough away that engaging meant chasing after them. More than once Carlos said, “Why can’t we sack off the quest and fight these mobs?”

      Marcus replied, “Stay focused. We’re sticking to the plan. This fishing quest is worth a lot of EXP, but we don’t know how long it will take to catch six fish. If we miss the deadline we won’t get anything. If we have time on the way back we’ll take care of these mobs.”

      “He’s doing this on purpose!” Carlos grumbled, but he kept walking.

      Eventually they reached the lake to find a rickety row boat perched against a rock with a tattered fishing net draped over it. It had several holes in it that had been badly patched. The boat looked as if it had recently been dredged up from the bottom of the lake, and probably should have stayed there.

      It was a tight squeeze, and as they all clambered into the boat Nutsack hesitated. Marcus patted the splintered seat. “Get in.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Not like wet.” He pointed out at the lake.

      “This is where we have to go,” Marcus said. “Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.”

      “No. Me sink.”

      “I don’t think he can swim,” said Jas, masking her concern.

      “Hold up, we never confirmed if any of us can swim.” Carlos ran and cannon balled into the lake. He didn’t reappear for a few seconds, then his head bobbed to the surface. “Good news. Looks like water doesn’t kill us. Nutsack might be able to swim if it’s a core skill. It shouldn’t be much different from him running around on land.”

      Jas held out her hand. “Come with me. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”

      The rogue scowled, but climbed tentatively into the boat. He tucked himself up into a small ball right in the centre, as far away from the water as he could realistically get.

      Carlos hopped out of the lake and after a few seconds his clothes were dry. He said, “Weird, the water doesn’t feel quite right. I was moving slower underwater, but it doesn’t feel wet. Kind of hard to explain.”

      Jas stood at the back of the boat, holding the net. She showed no signs that the weight was bothering her. Carlos and Marcus each took an oar and had to count out loud to stay in sync and prevent themselves from rowing in circles. As the bottom of the boat finally left the shore, the whole thing bobbed up and down. Jas glanced worriedly over her shoulder at Nutsack and lowered her voice. She said, “Are we absolutely certain this boat can stay afloat with our combined weight?”

      “Pretty certain,” replied Carlos. He peered over the edge of the boat. “To be honest, I think drowning is the least of our problems.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Gaming experience. Lakes are a classic spot for an ambush. Your mobility is screwed, stuff can sneak up on you and in this particular case, we’re all bunched up. Put those things together and it’s bad news.”

      Jas looked around nervously. It was serene out here, almost peaceful. The sun shone down on them, a large V of geese flew overhead, and a light breeze created small waves that helped to propel them. There was almost total silence aside from the gentle lapping of water against the hull.

      “Perhaps this isn’t that. It’s nice out here. Maybe this is meant as a nice break from all the boss fights, zombie hordes, and killer moles.”

      The boat jolted backwards. Jas said, “I think we’re caught on something. Hold on.” She pulled at the net, but it refused to budge. “Whatever it is, it’s pretty heavy.”

      She leaned over the back of the boat and tugged at the fishing net, but it remained snagged. She was reaching for a sword when a hand shot out of the lake and grabbed her wrist, yanking her straight out of the boat and under the water. Something crashed into the boat, shoving it away.

      “I told her!” Carlos said, a sense of smug satisfaction in his voice.

      “Not the time!” Marcus yelled. “Help me turn the boat around.”

      Nutsack was beside himself. He stared at the ripples where Jas had been pulled under. He hopped to his feet, running around and rocking the boat. Marcus said, “Sit down! You’re going to capsize us.”

      The rogue was about to leap in after Jas when a new set of hands burst from the water and gripped the front of the boat. A young man pulled himself up, looking thoroughly waterlogged. His eyes were grey and lifeless, his skin was a pale blue and there were glimpses of fish scales on his legs through his tattered trousers. He hissed at them, water pouring from his mouth, before he jumped onto Nutsack.

      The rogue didn’t take kindly to the sudden attack. He tried to push the damp kid away, but the intruder refused to budge. Instead the merman tried to bite Nutsack in the face. The rogue smiled. It was nice to finally meet someone who knew how to attack properly. The rogue drew both daggers and decided to see how much water was inside this guy. Each stab started a new stream of water, until he was leaking everywhere, slowly filling the boat. The merman surged forwards, rocking the boat and causing Nutsack to stumble. The merman loomed over him, ready to bite, before he burst into flames.

      Sarah hit him with another fireball, finishing the job. The flames briefly looked like they might move to the boat, but there was enough water sloshing around to quell their enthusiasm.

      Nutsack jumped back to his feet, scanning the water. It was still; there was no sign of Jas anywhere. He fought the urge to jump in anyway, to do something, but him drowning wasn’t going to help. A flash of movement caught his eye and he prepared to dive overboard, but instead three more blueish heads broke the water around the boat and grabbed on to the side.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas opened her eyes to find the world had a blue sheen. She fought the urge to breathe and realized she didn’t have to, but there was a new bar in the top right of her vision that indicated how long she could spend underwater. It currently had 53 seconds remaining. She span in a circle, trying to find the boat, but instead her gaze was drawn to the magical being swimming towards her. It was a mermaid, an actual mermaid, with long blue hair, a golden armoured breastplate and a long green tail covered in scars. She held a trident, which was currently pointed at Jas. The mermaid opened her mouth, and instead of bubbles, words came out. They were slightly muffled, but Jas could still make them out. “You dare to try to steal food from me in my own home? You shall die for your insolence!”

      Jas replied, tentatively, and was surprised to hear her own voice. “Steal food? We’re fishing.”

      “Precisely. You humans think nothing of strolling into my larder and helping yourself. Who do you think cares for the life in this lake? Who nurtures them, feeds them, raises them from minnows? I do, and yet you believe you have some divine right to take it. This cannot be tolerated. Defend yourself!” The mermaid darted from left to right, her trident ready to strike.

      Jas checked on her opponent:

      Lake Siren - Level 16

      She reached behind her back and drew her swords, but found her movement slow and awkward. As she swung for the Siren she watched helplessly as her opponent effortlessly dodged it with a flick of her tail. She kept her distance, jabbing at Jas with the trident and staying out of sword range.

      Jas tried again, but the attack was as slow as before. She’d never beat the Siren down here on her home turf. She couldn’t dodge, couldn’t attack, couldn’t even breathe. A quick glance confirmed that she only had twenty seconds of air left before she would have to resurface. It was unclear what would happen when the air bar reached zero, but that was one experiment she wasn’t keen on running. She tried kicking her legs to propel her towards the surface, but the Siren was much faster. She glided through the water and grabbed Jas by the ankle, dragging her back down before zipping out of range. The Siren grinned, revealing jagged teeth. She knew that Jas didn’t have long until she drowned.

      The Siren jabbed again with the trident, catching Jas in the shoulder. It only took off a little HP, but it didn’t matter, it was mostly to keep Jas occupied until she ran out of air. It was an impossible fight against a more nimble opponent that was happy to fight at range. Jas needed to get close to hurt her, and also needed to get away from her so she could surface.

      This was nothing more than a physics problem. How could she protect herself from the Siren whilst simultaneously escaping? Jas calmed her urge to turn the Siren into sushi and tried to think it through, pretending it was just another day in the lab.

      If Siren A, attacks Berserker B, how can B generate sufficient upward acceleration whilst increasing the distance from A?

      The answer popped straight into her head. Newton’s 3rd law of motion. That would work in the real world, but did it apply in this place? The physics engine played fast and loose with the rules around here. There was only one way to find out.

      As the Siren lunged in with another attack Jas let her make contact. Then she grabbed and yanked, pulling the Siren closer. The Siren didn’t want to release her weapon, but the only attack she had up close was a bite. As she opened her mouth to chomp down on Jas’ arm, the berserker twisted in the water and unleashed a Spartan Kick. It propelled the Siren into the depths, but more importantly it shot Jas towards the surface. The instant her head broke through, the air bar refilled and she gasped, even though she technically wasn’t breathing.

      The physics engine didn’t ask for any of the credit for saving the day, it was just happy that someone else had done their homework enough to know that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

      Jas had solved one problem, but now she had a new one. The murderous fish lady was still on the prowl. Jas poked her head under the water, peering around in the murky blue, but there was no sign of her attacker. She popped her head back above the surface and saw the row boat twenty metres away. There were more people in the boat than she was expecting. It took a moment to realize there was a fight in progress.

      Jas swam toward the others as fast as she could, stopping occasionally to wave at them. As she got closer Nutsack saw her and dived straight into the lake before she could stop him. His arms and legs thrashed in the water for a moment until he coordinated himself and paddled in her direction. She waved him away. “Get back in the boat! There’s an enemy here!”

      Nutsack had almost reached her when he suddenly vanished underwater. His arm shot up in distress, and she picked up the pace to reach him, grabbing his hand before he was pulled under. With all her strength she yanked him back to the surface, dragging the Siren along with him. She was too close for swords, but Nutsack had a few things to say with his daggers. That reminded Jas about Thorn. She equipped the dagger and stabbed it into the Siren.

      Without warning a small island of dirt erupted out of the water, flinging Nutsack into the lake and leaving the Siren floundering on dry land. Jas had forgotten all about Terra’s second ability, but she wasn’t about to let it go to waste. She started counting down 30 seconds in her head as she strode across the dirt and grabbed the Siren by the tail as she tried to claw her way back to the water. Jas dragged her into the centre of the island. She equipped her axes and said, “Sushi time.”

      Jas was still injured from the earlier trident stabs. With her depleted HP each axe strike did considerable damage, knocking the Siren’s health down in chunks. A few more hits would be enough. As Jas readied a charge strike, the Siren opened her mouth to scream, but it wasn’t a scream that came out. It was the most beautiful music Jas had ever heard. She knew instinctively that killing the Siren would stop the music, but she couldn’t move her arm to deliver the killer blow. Instead she saw the new status update. She’d been hypnotized.

      The Siren readied her trident for a finishing blow and was about to bring it down when a thin gold chain wrapped itself around her tail. She tried to pull it free, but found an angry rogue at the end of the line. He said, “No, hurt, Jas please!” He started throwing knives with his other hand. She was unable to dodge and the colourful knives hit their mark, whittling down her HP further and stopping the singing. Jas shook her head to clear the hypnosis debuff, and then raised her axe to finish the fight.

      Unfortunately the only thing that plunged downward was the ground beneath her feet as the makeshift island sank into the lake without warning. The Siren sped away from the fight, forgetting that she still had a bothersome hitchhiker.

      Nutsack found himself tethered to a speeding Siren. He refused to release the chain. This fish lady had hurt Jas, and now she was going to die. The horizontal acceleration forced him to the surface, and he used his agility and balance to right himself.

      Carlos healed up Marcus as he finished killing the last of the invaders. A commotion made him turn to see Nutsack water skiing across the lake, his gold chain wrapped around something that was headed straight for them. He moved instinctively, calling out to the rogue as he held out his Shepherd’s crook, “I gotcha!”

      Nutsack saw the wooden hook and swerved towards it. It snared him and the boat jolted in the water, before it accelerated. Marcus yelled, “What’s the plan, Carlos?”

      “I thought we’d be heavy enough to stop it! New plan. Try Spark!”

      “What?”

      “On the chain! Use that Zap move.”

      Marcus did as asked, stabbing the gold chain with his new dagger and triggering Zap. Electricity raced down the chain in both directions, shocking Nutsack and Carlos, but also the Siren. It was enough damage to kill her, and the boat slowly stopped as her body floated to the surface. The moment the stun wore off Carlos grinned. “Anyone have a giant toilet we can use for her burial?”

      Several fish appeared next to her, also fried by the zap. Carlos leaned over the side of the boat and scooped them up while he looted the Siren. He said, “Awesome, I got a key. Want to bet it unlocks something on that island?”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Marcus said. “There’s only twenty minutes left on the quest timer, and we need 10 minutes to get back to town.”

      “That’s loads of time! It’s probably a simple chest, it will only take a minute. We don’t want to have to hike all the way back here for a few gold coins do we?” Carlos waved the key around to make his point.

      “Ok, fine, you’ve got two minutes on the island to find the treasure and then we’re making our way back.”

      They circled back around to pick up Jas before setting off for the island. It was larger than it looked on the map, and as they got closer they saw it was bright white. Marcus squinted. “Is that snow? Why would there be snow? Everywhere else around here is green.”

      “Wizard? Yetis? Ice dragon?” Carlos offered, getting increasingly excited with each new frightening possibility.

      Marcus twitched. “I’m not sure we’re ready for another fight, it’s going to take too long. Let’s head back to the village and come back after.”

      “We don’t know if the boat will still be here if we complete the quest. Let’s get a little closer so we can see what we’re dealing with, and then we can make an informed decision.”

      Marcus stared at the timer but didn’t protest. He picked up the pace of the rowing, keen to get this over with.

      As they got closer a noise filled the air. At first it sounded like a metal frame straining, or fingernails on a black board. It wasn’t until they were almost upon the island that the source of the sound became obvious.

      “Mice?” Jas said, looking at the undulating carpet of white rodents packed onto the island. The ground beneath them was barely visible.

      Nutsack did not like that. He jumped from the boat the moment it touched land, a dagger in each hand. He rampaged through the helpless creatures, carving a path.

      Jas yelled, “Stop that! They don’t appear to be hostile.”

      Nutsack stomped his foot down, taking out four mice in a single go and sending up a plume of white fluff. He screamed, “Mouse, bad!” which was his attempt to explain the long and storied rivalry between mice and squirrels. How mice often wished to use the same nooks and crannies as homes, how they patiently waited for squirrels to build up their stores for the winter before stealing their stash, how they lived cozy and warm inside furless homes, while squirrels froze to death outside. Mice were utter bastards. As far as Nutsack was concerned he could spend all day murdering these fluffy white vermin and it would be time well spent.

      Jas moved over to try and stop the slaughter, but Carlos said, “Hey Jas, hold on a moment.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s racking up EXP. Check the logs.”

      She did, to find that each dead mouse was worth 1 EXP. “So what if they’re only worth a single point. How does that help us?”

      Carlos gestured to the writhing mass of mice. They made up most of the island. There were easily a thousand of them.

      The realization dawned on her. “No! We can’t. That’s awful. They aren’t trying to hurt us. How can you justify that?”

      He shrugged. “You’re a scientist. You telling me you’ve never hurt a mouse in the name of the greater good?”

      She froze, a sudden wave of guilt washing over her. “That’s not the same! I was trying to solve the world’s problems.”

      “So you agree that mouse murder is acceptable if the stakes are high enough?”

      Jas squirmed uncomfortably. “What? No! Well, maybe, but this isn’t science, it’s a massacre.”

      “I think you mean mouse-acre,” Carlos added with a grin.

      Sarah said, “Carlos, you’re not helping.”

      “Thank you!” Jas said. “I’m glad someone else gets it.”

      “No, I mean, we need you both to help. If we’re going to clear this whole island in the next six minutes we need to pick up the pace.” Sarah threw a Fire Wave across the ground, leaving charred corpses in its wake.

      Marcus pointed Spark at the closest mouse, excited to see the chain lightning in effect. A small bolt of lightning emitted from the end, more of a sparkler than a lightning rod. The mouse twitched slightly, but didn’t die. Marcus stared at the dagger accusingly, and noticed that the charge icon was blinking. He’d already used up most of the energy on the Siren, and now it needed time to recharge.

      Carlos watched everyone else rack up the kills and looked at Thorn. That wouldn’t be much help here. His Shepherd’s crook wasn’t much use either. He tried swiping at a mouse, but it moved in perfect harmony with his swipe. That’s when he remembered.

      His face broke out into a huge grin. “Right! Stand aside, amateurs. I’m going to show you how it’s done.”

      He made a grand gesture, flailing his arms around, before pointing the Shepherd’s crook at the field of mice dramatically. “Begone, foul vermin!” He swept his arm to the side, and a hundred mice broke off from the group and sprinted straight into the lake.

      As they did, there was a brief glimpse of something under the writhing mass of mice that wasn’t grass. Carlos moved towards it as mice rushed back in to fill the gaps. When he felt he was right on top of it he moved the mice away again with a wave of the crook, revealing a wooden trapdoor, with a small brass keyhole. The Siren’s key fit perfectly, and the trapdoor opened to reveal a small cache of gold coins and several tattered items of clothing. One of them was a small red vest. As soon as Carlos picked it up he got a notification that a quest had been updated.

      “Oh great, we get to tell that sobbing Mum that her son was seduced by a sexy Siren and drowned. Have fun with that one, Marcus,” groaned Carlos.

      “Why do I have to tell her?”

      “You’re the one who said she needed closure.”

      Jas slumped to the ground, defeated. The others were right. This course of action made sense, and these mice weren’t even real. They were simply programs, made to look cute and fluffy to trigger an emotional response. She couldn’t let herself be so easily manipulated. She scooped up the nearest one, fully intending to crush it in her hand, but then she stopped. Something about this mouse looked eerily familiar. She held it up, noticing for the first time the black tip of its tail.

      “Stop!” She yelled. None of the others paid attention, until she said, “These mice are real!”

      That got their attention. Everyone except Nutsack stopped what they were doing. Sarah said, “What do you mean?”

      Jas held out the mouse. “I know this mouse! I scanned it into the system earlier today. Most lab mice look the same, but I picked one that was distinctive for the demonstration, so that the board would know it was the same mouse. This is that mouse. He’s supposed to be dead. I watched him get turned into gibs when we tried to bring him out.”

      “So what?” Carlos said, casually stomping on the mouse closest to him. “You said it yourself, you already killed him, and that was in the real world. How is this any different?”

      “Because he’s a virtual living creature. He can eat, sleep, even breed.”

      “Breed?” Carlos said, raising an eyebrow.

      “How did I know that was the one that you’d hone in on?” Sarah added.

      Carlos waved his hands. “Everyone, stop killing the mice!”

      Jas breathed a sigh of relief. “I knew you’d understand.”

      “What? No! You said these guys can breed. Do you know what that means?”

      Sarah chuckled, “It means when a Mummy mouse and Daddy mouse love each other very much…”

      “Very funny. It means that they can make more mice. There’s no mobs here, no predators at all. That’s why there are so many of them.” He looked around the remaining mice. “Just as I thought! No babies. It’s classic video game logic, new animals appear fully grown. I bet the breeding is much quicker too.”

      Sarah smirked. “Sounds like your kind of place.”

      That earned a laugh from everyone, even Carlos. “Ok fine, I walked into that one. What I mean is, we can keep coming back here to farm EXP. We need to leave enough mice to repopulate the island. The more we leave, the faster it will fill back up again. We obviously won’t know the rate until we’ve been back a few times, so let’s err on the side of caution. Besides, we’re running out of time on our fishing quest.”

      It took a couple of minutes to drag Nutsack away from the mice. As soon as they did they got the notification that the battle was over, and another letting them know they had new ability points to spend. Carlos said, “Let’s figure out our new moves!”

      Marcus said, “Not now. We only have twelve minutes left on the quest, let’s drop off the fish and then we can rest, restock, and figure out our new abilities before we head towards the next dagger.

      Carlos grinned. “And give that lady a big bag of closure. Don’t forget that part.”

      “I’m sure you won’t let me forget it.”
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      The woman’s sobs echoed throughout the entire town as Marcus handed her the red vest. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your son fell victim to a Siren.”

      The mum was suddenly not sobbing anymore. She drew a knife from somewhere, her eyes filled with anger. “I’m going to find that fishy witch and gut her!”

      “Actually, we already took care of her,” said Carlos, suddenly keen to jump in.

      “Did she suffer?” the mother asked, a little too enthusiastically.

      “Oh yes, considerably. We fried her like battered haddock,” Carlos added in his best impression of someone trying to be helpful.

      “Oh, good, then I suppose the matter is settled. Thank you, kind travellers, for your assistance in this matter. Please accept this gold as payment.” She handed over a small purse, stood up and went back to sweeping the street like nothing had happened.

      Jas waited a moment and said, “That’s it?”

      “Yep,” Carlos said. “I told you, totally manipulative.”

      Marcus quietly breathed a sigh of relief. That had gone much better than he’d expected. He said, “Ok, that turned out to be a pretty decent haul of gold and EXP. Why don’t we head to the local Inn? We can ask the locals if they know anything about Peiriannau Bay, so we can figure out what abilities and purchases make the most sense.”

      “Sounds like my kind of plan!” Carlos exclaimed. He set off before anyone else could say anything.

      The Inn was a fancy establishment called the Clover Patch, that was nestled amongst the shops. On the outside it looked quaint and charming, but apparently nobody had bothered to tell the locals inside. They drunkenly argued and sloshed their large mugs of beer around with gusto. Everyone fell silent when they walked in, but then someone said, “It’s the heroes that killed the Baron!” and everyone let out a cheer.

      Marcus said, “Everyone split up and see if you can get some intel. Nutsack stay with me, the last time we left you alone in a bar it didn’t go so well.”

      The rogue glanced over at Jas, and then reluctantly agreed. To prove Marcus’ point he went straight up to the largest guy in the bar, a barrel-shaped gentleman sporting a golden chest plate and twirly moustache, and bumped right into him. The swirly crest etched into the chest plate suggested he was important, and the man wearing it apparently thought so too. He was a man that had a pre-determined response to unwanted physical contact from those he considered beneath him, and it involved punching. He raised his fist and took a swing.

      Marcus stepped in front of the punch, blocking it with his face. He barely flinched as the fist landed. Chest plate, seeing someone shrug off his attack like it was nothing, contemplated step two in his process, which was punch again. The next several steps involved punching, until step 9, which was a surprise kick to the nadgers, just to mix things up. He rarely made it that far, usually his opponents were unconscious by step 4.

      There was an alternative, one that he wouldn’t normally contemplate. The fact that he was even considering it was a strange kind of compliment. Desperate times called for desperate measures. With his other hand, he swung his half-full beer glass at Marcus’ face.

      One moment the scutum was on Marcus’ back, the next it was in his hand. He slammed it into Chest plate, stunning him and causing the beer glass to fall to the ground and shatter. Marcus made sure the stun had worked, then he did nothing. He left his sword sheathed, and he shook his head when a fireball appeared in Sarah’s hand. Instead he patted Chest plate on the shoulder. “I’m sorry for my friend, he’s still learning how to behave. We don’t want to fight, but we will if we have to. This can go one of two ways. I can either buy you a beer, or my friend over there can make that armour of yours much, much toastier.”

      Sarah’s other hand burst into flames as the stun wore off. There wasn’t a step in Chest plate’s process that dealt with being cooked alive in his own armour. That girly wizard didn’t even have nadgers, so the whole process was shot. On the other hand, he’d wasted half a beer for nothing. Thankfully this stranger had offered him a whole new one. That meant he was half a beer richer. That was an outcome he could get behind.

      “Beer!” he said.

      “Great choice.” Marcus waved down the barman.

      Carlos ignored the commotion happening behind him. He’d seen someone at the bar that he very much wanted to talk to. He nudged Jas and said, “Look who it is.”

      She looked where he was pointing and smiled. “Let’s go say hello.”

      Carlos moved over to the bar and pulled up a seat. The guy next to him gave him a cursory glance, then a much less cursory one. Carlos said, “How you doing, Joe? I’m so glad we ran into you, we still owe you 25% of what we got from the Baron, isn’t that right, Jas?”

      Jas casually dropped her swords on the bar with a thunk. “Actually, I think we settled on 24%.”

      “Oh right. That’s good news, Joe. That probably works out to you keeping a whole extra finger.”

      Honest Joe started to shake. He spoke quickly, as if any word might be his last and he needed to get them all out. “It was nothing personal. Just business. You understand. Times are tough. Guy’s got to make a living.”

      “Don’t worry so much about the living part, Joe. That’s not going to be a long-term problem for you.”

      Joe reached into his pocket, but Carlos said, “Unless you’re getting out your coin purse to buy the next round I’d keep your hands where we can see them, if you’d like them to stay attached to the rest of you.”

      Jas helped make the point by burying an axe into the bar next to Joe’s other hand. He slowly took his hand out of his pocket, holding a key. “You know, I just remembered I have to leave town. I’ll need someone to take care of closing the shop for me. Obviously anything you’d like to keep is yours.” He stood up abruptly.

      Carlos said, “Not so fast. There’s someone else who needs a little payback.” He raised his Shepherd’s crook.

      Honest Joe held up his hands to protect his face. Unfortunately that wasn’t where the attack was coming from. His eyes went wide and he started punching himself in the chest. His punches got lower, until he screamed, “NO!” and vigorously punched himself in the groin. He buckled over with a groan.

      Jas glanced over at Carlos. “What did you do?”

      “Wait for it.”

      Joe’s back started convulsing and with the sound of seams tearing an owl burst out of the suit. It flew over to Carlos, landing on his shoulder. He gave it a stroke. “Nice work, little guy. You’re free now.”

      The owl cuddled in to him. For a moment it looked like it might stay, but then a dagger slammed into the wall behind the bar, narrowly missing Carlos and the barman. Carlos searched for the attacker and saw Nutsack with another throwing knife ready to go.

      The owl decided his new friend wasn’t much of an improvement over his old friend, and made a swift exit straight out the open window.

      Carlos said, “What did you do that for?”

      “Owl bad,” said Nutsack, as if it were obvious.

      “No he wasn’t! He was alright.” Carlos ran over to the window in the hopes his new pet had stuck around, but the owl was long gone.

      Marcus put his arm around the rogue. “You can’t go round starting fights and killing things you don’t like.”

      Nutsack stared back at him blankly. Then he said, “We kill mouses?”

      “That was different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it was! Just try not to kill stuff that isn’t trying to hurt you, ok?”

      “Ok.”

      Carlos yelled from the window, “Tell that pet of yours it’s a good job I can’t hurt him, cause he’d be in a world of trouble.”

      The barman, with the intuition of all beverage slingers when their furniture is in jeopardy, decided that now would be the perfect time to interrupt. He placed a tray of beers on the bar. “A round of drinks on the house for the local heroes.”

      That elicited a much less enthusiastic cheer than the first time. A few of the locals eyed them warily, their hands under tables or behind their backs. Honest Joe had stopped writhing and had crawled away somewhere. Chest plate had finished his free beer and was now trying to remember why he hadn’t chosen to fight.

      Sarah looked around and charged up a fireball. “Guys, I think perhaps we should take a rain check on that beer. It’s getting a little frosty in here.”

      “Agreed,” Marcus said. “Let’s head for Honest Joe’s shop and we’ll sort our abilities out there, away from a crowd.”

      They slowly exited the building, waiting for the inevitable fight to break out. When it didn’t, they breathed a sigh of relief. They had finally left an establishment in roughly the same shape they had found it.

      Chest plate consoled himself that he’d come out on top. He reached for his coin purse to buy another beer, but it was missing. He saw several other patrons patting their trousers, looking for money that had been there not long ago. Then he saw the tray of free beers sitting unattended at the bar. The barman, seeing the same thing, desperately tried to take them away, but the crowd decided otherwise. Unfortunately there were a lot less beers than people wishing to drink them. That was when the brawl broke out.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Honest Joe’s shop was even worse on the inside than their initial glimpse suggested. There wasn’t just one towering pile of rusty scrap metal, it was everywhere. Some of the towers had toppled into each other, creating temporary archways that occasionally rained nuts and bolts.

      Carlos shook his head. “You think if we dig around enough in here we’ll get something good?”

      “I think we’ll get tetanus,” Marcus replied. He picked up a random sword that was so rusted it appeared serrated.

      Knight’s Sword (Rare)

      This weapon is crafted for knights. It is lightweight so it can be wielded with one hand, but sharp enough to carve through armour.

      +8 STR, +4 AGI

      1/60 Durability

      He said, “Some of this stuff would actually be decent if it wasn’t in such terrible shape. You think we could take it to the blacksmith’s?”

      “You can try, but my guess is the cost to repair it will be pretty close to buying it new if it’s this beat up. Especially around here in fancy town. Maybe we’re supposed to take it to a different town?”

      Sarah jumped in. “Hey wait, that reminds me, the guy I was talking to in the bar said that Peiriannau Bay is a tinker town. Apparently they are really great at building and fixing stuff. Maybe they can repair this stuff for cheap?”

      “Worth a shot,” Marcus said, popping the rusty sword in his inventory. It took up a lot of space. The others did some digging too, carefully picking out potentially useful things. All except Nutsack, who simply popped anything he could find in his pockets until the game stopped him. It was like stealing, but without the risk of being stabbed.

      Once everyone’s kleptomania had settled down they stopped to review their new abilities.

      Marcus went first. He looked at both available options:

      - Reflect (Shields only): Temporarily reflect ranged attacks back at the original attacker. Works on magical and velocity-based ranged attacks. Shield durability is not impacted during this period. Lasts for 10 seconds. 60-second cooldown.

      - Entrenched (Shields only): When entrenched is activated your shield will remain in place, no matter what hits it. Shield durability is not impacted during this period. Lasts for 10 seconds. 60-second cool down.

      He described them to the others. Sarah asked, “Which one do you prefer?”

      “Honestly, they both sound pretty useful, although I have something like that Entrenched move with my scutum.”

      Carlos said, “My vote is for Reflect. Right now it’s hard for us to do much against sustained ranged attacks. Look at our fight with the Baron. All we could do was hide behind you and hope Sarah could pop off a couple of spells. It would be nice to be able to return fire. If we can make the bad guys take cover that gives Jas and Nutsack a chance to close the distance.”

      The others nodded, and Marcus locked in his choice. Carlos said, “Ok, me next. Mine’s boring. I have to choose between increased range or increased healing, both increasing by 50% over current state. The only good news is that it’s a passive boost, so its permanent and the MP cost doesn’t increase.”

      “Which way you leaning?” asked Marcus.

      Carlos thought for a moment. “Probably more healing throughput. I already have Dash and Healing Orb to deal with situations where range is an issue. Plus as the bad guys hit harder I’m going to need to be able to heal you up quicker.”

      “Sounds good! Anyone disagree?”

      The only sound was Nutsack rummaging through another tower.

      Marcus said, “What about you, Sarah?”

      She pulled up her choice:

      - Cloud: This Area of Effect (AoE) spell creates a cloud in the sky which can be directed by the caster. This cloud rains down whichever element this spell is used with. The spell lasts for 15 seconds and has a 90-second cool down.

      Cost: 50 MP per cast

      - Vortex: This Area of Effect (AoE) spell creates a spinning vortex which traps enemies, damaging them with whichever element this spell is used with. It can absorb others magic to generate MP. The range is dependent on the caster’s WIS level. The spell lasts for 10 seconds and has a 60-second cool down.

      Cost: 40 MP per cast

      Sarah summarized for the others. “So I can trap bad guys with a magic black hole, or send a remote-controlled cloud to rain fire or poison onto them.”

      Carlos huffed. “Seriously, why do you get cool stuff like that, and I get heal faster or further?”

      “Maybe because you won’t stop pissing off the King?” Sarah suggested.

      “You think he’s trying to sabotage me?”

      “I think you’re doing a perfectly good job all by yourself.”

      Marcus brought them back to the question at hand. “Enough, you two. Which spell are you thinking, Sarah?”

      “I’m thinking the black hole. Both will be useful for mobs behind cover, but the vortex will draw them out into the open where we can all attack them, and I think I can also use it for limited crowd control. The cloud spell is a bit more niche.”

      “Agreed. Any objections?”

      Carlos started to speak, but Marcus said, “Any real objections that aren’t complaining?”

      The healer stopped talking with a huff.

      “Ok, last but not least, Jas.”

      “What about Nutsack?” Jas asked.

      A tower of junk casually collapsed behind them, followed by a loud groan from the rogue.

      “I think maybe we’ll wait on his ability selection until we can find another WIS potion.”

      “Fair enough.” She pulled up her own selection:

      - Vampire: Temporarily absorb damage inflicted on your foes as HP. The more damage you do, the more HP you get. Lasts for 10 seconds. 90-second cooldown.

      - Absorb: Temporarily absorb physical damage that enemies do to you. The more damage they do, the more HP you get. Does not work on magical damage. Lasts for 10 seconds. 90-second cooldown.

      Jas said, “Strange, both my options are almost the same. The big difference is that I can either get HP back when I hit an enemy, or get HP back when they hit me.”

      Carlos was about to offer his opinion when Sarah said, “You know the drill. Jas, what do you think?”

      “I can see the utility of either one of these. I guess the question is, which is more common, me hitting, or getting hit?”

      Carlos hopped up and down, keen to share, but Jas kept talking. “Actually, the more I think about it, the more there is to it. If I’m hitting an enemy when I have low health, then I am doing more damage. That’s a good thing. I’m in control of that situation, which means I don’t want to lose DPS. However, if the tables are turned, and the enemy retaliates when I have low health, now I’m in trouble. I’m reliant on Carlos to heal me, or a health potion. It would be nice to have a third option. I think Absorb might be the better choice.”

      “Anyone disagree?” Sarah asked, looking over at Carlos.

      “Nope. That was solid reasoning,” he replied grumpily.

      Marcus clapped his hands together. “Ok, so we’re all good on our abilities? We should go shopping to see if there’s any new gear we can grab with our gold stash and 25% discount.”

      Nutsack crawled out of the nearest pile, a huge grin on his face. “You say shopping?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      It wasn’t hard to find things that everyone wanted. Jas had her eye on two beautifully etched swords that were so sharp they cut the light reflecting off them in half. Carlos found a magical bracelet that turned into a small shield. Sarah walked around with a long metal staff, with a crackling crystal on one end. Nutsack did his best to grab everything that wasn’t nailed down. Eventually Jas had to hold his hand to keep him occupied. She didn’t seem to mind.

      Marcus headed over to the section filled entirely with shields. He knew there would be decent options, but he wasn’t prepared for the large glass display case in the centre, which contained a shimmering purple shield. It was iridescent, with a delicate bronze trim around the edges and a surprisingly blank centre. The bottom of the shield tapered to a point, with a slight curve, and the top had an indent on either side that he could peek through without exposing his whole face. It was breathtaking.

      The store’s merchant appeared beside him. He was an elderly gentleman with suspenders and a fuzzy white beard. “It’s majestic, isn’t it, sir.”

      “It sure is. Can I take a look?”

      “I’m afraid not. This item is not for general sale. It was originally crafted for the King, but the blacksmith died before the shield was complete. His son finished it as a tribute to his father, but had to sell it to pay his father’s debts. I promised him I would only let it go to the finest warriors.” There was a brief pause while the merchant regarded him. “My apologies, I almost didn’t recognize you. Due to your recent heroic deeds you meet the criteria, but I’m afraid you still need to meet the asking price.”

      “How much is it?”

      “It’s 1,000 gold.”

      Marcus whistled. “Is that after my discount?”

      “I’m afraid this item can only be bought by someone as esteemed as yourself, so no discount applies.”

      That wasn’t just outside his price range, it was on a different planet. He was about to walk away when he heard the glass case open. The merchant lifted the shield with one hand, like it weighed nothing at all. The moment he touched it, the surface shimmered and transformed into a simple crest that was a pile of gold coins. The merchant smiled. “The shield is imbued with magic that attunes it to the wielder, allowing them to change the crest at will. It takes a little practice.” He concentrated, and the coins transformed into a larger stack of coins. “The higher your magic ability, the more intricate the image can be. As you can see, mine is fairly rudimentary, but with practice it can be an effective disguise. However, it’s a mere parlour trick compared to the true magic of the shield. The magical bond works both ways, allowing the shield to enhance the wielder’s natural defences. Take it for a spin.”

      The merchant held out the shield. The moment Marcus touched it the surface rippled, and a golden crest appeared in the shape of a squirrel. He was still staring at it when he realized the merchant had let go. The shield had almost no weight at all. He strapped it to his arm and waved it around easily. It felt far too light to offer any kind of real protection. It wouldn’t last five minutes out in the field.

      “I know what you’re thinking. It’s made of Plu Golau, an ancient metal that is light as a feather, yet almost unbreakable. Let me show you,” the merchant said. He suddenly had a large hammer in his hands. Without warning he swung it down at Marcus, who instinctively blocked it. The shield effortlessly absorbed the impact without a scratch. It barely even felt like he’d been hit.

      The merchant nodded. “Not bad. You must already be very strong. That explains your reputation.”

      Attacking customers was certainly an unusual sales technique, but in this particular instance it worked. This thing was next level. Marcus analyzed it:

      King’s Shield (Artifact):

      This shield is made from an ancient material that gives it the characteristics of a heavy shield whilst being extremely light. It is enchanted with a spell that enhances the user’s existing defensive abilities. The stronger the wielder, the stronger the shield becomes. Attunes to the user, allowing them to choose the crest displayed to suit the situation (WIS determines fidelity).

      DEF X2

      Durability 1000/1000

      Ability:

      Disguise: Generates any crest upon demand.

      Cost: 1,000 gold (discounts do not apply)

      

      He read the description again. Double his DEF was a massive boost, and would continue to scale as he got tougher. He’d never need another shield again.

      He turned to the merchant. “I want it!”

      “Certainly, sir. As soon as you hand me 1,000 gold coins, it is yours.” The man held out his hand.

      Terrible thoughts ran through Marcus’ head. One old man was all that was standing between him and his prize. The merchant wasn’t even real. Marcus could slay him and be halfway to Peiriannau Bay before the idiot guards in this town even knew what was happening.

      He handed the shield back. “It’s a little too pricey.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      Carlos appeared next to him. “Wow, nice shield! That looks legendary at least.”

      “It’s something called an Artifact. I think that might be the best there is.”

      “Sounds expensive!”

      “Yeah, it’s 1,000 gold.”

      “That’s actually not as much as I thought. What makes it so good?”

      “It doubles my DEF, with no cap, and it has 1,000 durability.”

      Now it was Carlos’ turn to whistle. “Double? That’s a big deal. That’s like making you a level 40 tank in one go. Have you seen anything else like that?”

      “Nope. All the other gear I’ve seen so far has been a fixed change. Nothing else has been a multiple of the stats.”

      “Crazy. Practically OP. I’ll be right back.”

      He disappeared around some shelves. There was the sound of a heated debate, and then he came back with the others. Sarah looked annoyed, Jas looked happy, and Nutsack looked confused.

      Carlos said, “Ok, none of the other stuff in here is anywhere close to that kind of upgrade. We think if we all pool our gold together we might be able to afford that shield.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that. We all have stuff we need to get,” said Marcus.

      “Nonsense. We’re a team, and we need to start thinking like one. If we can make our tank twice as good in one go then we should absolutely take advantage. If we think like a team we’ll win like a team.”

      “That sounds unusually upbeat for you, are you feeling ok?”

      “Do you want the shield or not?” said Carlos.

      “Fair enough. Are we sure we can even afford it though? I only have 122 gold, I can’t imagine anyone has way more than that seeing as we share most quest rewards.”

      Carlos, Sarah, and Jas all removed the gold coins from their inventories and put them in a pile. The game was kind enough to do the math for them.

      Value: 439 gold coins

      Marcus deflated, his hopes of acquiring the shield dashed as quickly as they had risen. “It was a valiant effort. Perhaps when we’ve cleared a couple more areas we can swing back this way.”

      The merchant appeared, instantly sizing up the pile of gold. He said, “You know, I can give you a couple of hundred trade-in for your current shield if that helps.”

      Marcus removed it and placed it on the pile.

      Value: 639 gold coins

      Nutsack watched them all closely. They appeared to be putting gold in a pile. It looked like a fun game. He wanted to play too. It took him a minute to figure out how to get the coins out of his inventory.

      The rogue threw a coin purse on top of the pile, and it updated.

      Value: 823 gold coins

      “I guess he hasn’t had a chance to spend much?” Marcus said.

      Nutsack threw another coin purse on the pile. Then another. This one had a familiar crest on it.

      “Erm, guys, why does Nutsack have so many coin purses?” Marcus asked, afraid he already knew the answer.

      The distinctive sound of a ruckus outside confirmed their suspicions. It was coming from down the street, in the direction of the Clover Patch. Someone started shouting, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

      “What does it matter?” said Carlos. “Do we have enough or not?”

      Marcus stared at the pile.

      Value: 1,001 gold coins

      He hesitated. “Technically we have enough…”

      “Technically? What does that mean? If we have enough then hurry up and buy the damn shield! Oy merchant guy, let’s wrap this up.”

      “But we know that money’s stolen!” Marcus proclaimed.

      “So? What exactly is your alternative? Are you going to go face a crowd of angry drunks and ask them who owns each of the coin purses stuffed full of gold?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Well if you’re going to do something stupid like that you’re going to need a decent shield!”

      Sarah finally spoke up. “Marcus, now isn’t the time for a trot around on your high horse. Nutsack didn’t know better when he took those coins, he was testing out his new ability, so I don’t think it even counts. If we try and give that money back it’s only going to end up in a fight, and then we’re going to kill a bunch of locals, which morally is a whole lot worse.”

      “Classic trolley problem,” Jas said quietly to herself.

      The merchant looked around nervously. As a shopkeeper in a wealthy area, his morals were considerably more flexible. Refusing to accept money that he believed was ill gotten would have put him out of business within a week. He did his best to try and move the large stack of cash into his pocket. “You know, there’s an exit out the back of the store that’s very discreet.”

      Marcus perked up. “Great! Can we use it?”

      “I’m afraid it’s for customer use only,” he said, glancing at the shield.

      Marcus could feel everyone staring at him. There was a clear right answer here, but it meant losing a decent item, facing a drunken horde, and pissing off his entire team.

      “I’ll take the shield,” he said, surprising everyone, including himself.

      “Very good, sir. Would you like it gift wrapped?”

      “No, I have a funny feeling I’m going to be needing it pretty soon.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miles made another note on his progress chart. The team had acquired their first artifact. That was definitely a new record, there were teams that had been inside for far longer that hadn’t even come close to that level of equipment. Something was certainly off about the whole thing. For a start, the artifact was considerably cheaper than any he’d seen before. Generally they were sitting close to the price cap at 9,999 gold, especially one as useful as this shield. It wasn’t like the King to give away good stuff, which could only mean bad news.

      Perhaps it was payback for bringing Ryan into things. Miles didn’t think for a second that the King hadn’t immediately figured out what had happened. He didn’t like them interfering with his quests, and certainly wasn’t above retaliation. It wouldn’t be so annoying, if involving Ryan hadn’t failed so miserably, as Miles had predicted. At first it looked like it might actually go to plan, but after failing to obtain the dagger he’d sulked off somewhere, completely ignoring the others. There was no sign he was still interested in what they were doing. It was too risky to send another message to try and draw him back in, and Miles wasn’t keen on the idea anyway. As far as he was concerned they’d dodged a troll-shaped bullet.

      He thought about letting James know, then decided against it. The boss was particularly grumpy at the moment, now wasn’t the time for a bout of I told you so, particularly if it looked like the King was messing with things. James was usually ice cold, but whoever kept calling him was turning up the heat and he was started to melt. Miles knew better than to ask any questions. There were all manner of shifty individuals hanging around, the types who sold their allegiance to the highest bidder and wouldn’t think twice about stabbing you in the back for a few extra quid. He’d much rather they spent all their time chatting with Professor Jasper.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The back entrance was as discreet as advertised, but unfortunately they still had to make it out of town without being spotted. They stuck to the side streets, except for Nutsack who went straight for the rooftops. He effortlessly jumped from building to building, moving much quicker than everyone else.

      When they reached the gate the guards were still there. They eyed the group and held out their swords. “Not so quick. There’s been reports of a local pickpocket in the area, with a description of…” The guard pulled out a notebook. “Male. Athletic build. Absolutely smoking hot…”

      “That could be any of us!” replied Carlos, popping the collar of his gently flowing robes.

      “…scruffy moron,” finished the guard.

      “Ah. I see,” said Carlos. “I rescind my previous statement.”

      “Furthermore,” the guard said, drawing his sword. “We popped over to the guard barracks. Ain’t nobody heard about an undercover Captain running around in these parts. They said you might be one of them unsavoury types that killed a real Captain and nicked his sword. Seems to me like all the pieces are falling into place.”

      Marcus could feel the others tensing up, but he held out his hand. “Once again, your powers of observation are a credit to his royal highness. I am in fact, not a captain of the Royal Guard.”

      “Aha!” said the guard.

      Marcus removed the shield from his back. It suddenly contained an approximation of the Royal Guard crest, as if drawn by a child and hung on the fridge, because Mummy was proud that the kid hadn’t eaten the crayons this time.

      The guards stared at it, cocking their heads to try and make sense of it. One of them said, “That’s the Royal Crest?” which was definitely phrased as a question rather than a statement.

      “It is indeed. I am in fact a Royal Knight, sent here disguised as a regular man pretending to be an undercover Captain of the Royal Guard to test the observation skills of the local guards. I had my men here create some fake crimes to see how quickly you picked up on them. Congratulations, you both passed with flying colours. I hereby promote you both to…erm…King’s Mounties.”

      The guards shared a look with each other, hoping the other knew if that was actually a promotion or not. Eventually one of them did a sloppy salute. “Thank you, your knightliness. We humbly accept your promotion and will make sure we do the King proud.”

      “Excellent. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we need to go test those chaps in Peiriannau Bay. We’ve heard they are a bunch of corrupt layabouts compared to here. We’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone about my little undercover escapade, we don’t want to tip them off now do we.”

      Marcus strolled right out of the gate. Nutsack hugged both the guards and said, “Job good!” They were so excited to start their new jobs that they didn’t notice their pockets were a little lighter.

      Once they were a safe distance away the crest on the shield changed back to a squirrel. Marcus regarded his new toy. “Can’t believe that actually worked.”

      “I’m not convinced it would work on anyone smarter than a plank,” said Carlos. “Not complaining though. I’d hate to lose our reputation discount when there’s other cool stuff to buy. Speaking of which, we need to work on our gold balance. Let’s find some stuff to kill!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 31: Tinker, Trader, Soldier. Bye

        

      

    

    
      The journey towards Peiriannau Bay was annoyingly uneventful. The previous menagerie of mobs was nowhere to be seen, instead there were a smattering of beasts that barely put up a fight and gave out a measly amount of EXP. Carlos shook his fist at the sky. “You don’t play fair!”

      Everyone ignored their friend yelling at clouds and instead focused on the scenery. The sweeping green fields slowly transformed into more rugged terrain. In the distance there was no green at all, only an endless blue horizon. The sound of waves lapping against the shore grew louder as they headed towards the coast and the rocks slowly turned to golden sand.

      It wasn’t a perfect recreation. There was no sea breeze, no smell of the ocean in the air, and no hint of pasty tourists desperately trying to top up their vitamin D. There was however all the key ingredients, a golden beach, an aquamarine-blue sea, and a blazing sun.

      “It’s aesthetically pleasing,” said Jas, admiring the view. “I haven’t been to the beach since I was a child. I remember it being a lot of fun.” After a brief pause she added, “I haven’t had much time for fun lately.”

      The others let her enjoy the moment. The one team member definitely not having fun was Nutsack, who was growing more uneasy the closer they got to the ocean. He thought the puddle in the supermarket car park was too much water. He didn’t have the words to describe the scale of the ocean, even if it was virtual. He lingered at the edge of the beach, not wishing to get any closer, particularly because the water kept aggressively surging in his direction, before changing its mind and hastily retreating.

      The water wasn’t the only thing aggressively surging in their direction. A familiar squawk of a seagull overhead made them all look up to see a flock of birds heading towards them. It was hard to tell with the sun behind them, but something was definitely wrong with their silhouette. There were holes where there shouldn’t be.

      The birds formed an orderly line and flew right overhead. It took a moment to understand why, becoming clear around the time the beach erupted with tiny explosions. Marcus instinctively raised his shield and the others dived under it as best they could. It didn’t offer nearly as much coverage as the scutum. A few things sploshed onto his shield, sounding like wet paint. A small black and white streak splatted onto Jas’ exposed leg.

      “Did they poop on me?” she asked furiously. There was a cacophony of loud pops as the poop exploded, both on Marcus’ shield and on Jas’ leg. It stripped almost a third of her health in one go. In the real world she’d have lost the limb. Carlos was right on it, putting his new and improved heal beam to the test.

      Marcus picked a bird at random and analyzed the threat:

      Baygull - Level 17

      He groaned. “Apparently these things are level 17 Baygulls, which I’m assuming is a terrible joke. It at least explains the holes.”

      The birds circled back around for another bombing run, only giving them a few precious seconds to come up with a plan. Marcus yelled, “Scatter!” Then he used Taunt, drawing all the birds onto him as the others got as far away as they could. As the holey shadows of the baygulls reached him he raised his shield again, but this time he activated Reflect.

      Poop rained from the sky, and then bounced right off the shield and straight back up again. Suddenly the baygulls found themselves flying through flak. A few of the poops connected, causing explosions that resulted in a light shower of feathers.

      “Not bad!” Sarah said, pointing up at the sky. “Now it’s my turn.”

      She twirled her finger, and a swirling vortex appeared directly in front of the retreating baygulls. The ones at the front of the line banked as hard as they could, but the birds behind them didn’t turn fast enough. They were lightweight enough that merely getting close to the vortex was enough. The moment they got sucked into the hole they burst into flames, spinning around and around until they tumbled out the sky.

      “Great, I like my baygulls toasted,” Carlos said. “Does anyone have any cream cheese?”

      The line of birds broke up, each bird picking their own target and breaking away from the group, making targeting them more difficult.

      Three of them headed straight for Jas. She pointed Terra at the beach. There was a rumble as a very loose dirt ball formed, only to fall apart the moment she tried to fling it. There simply wasn’t enough dirt in the sand to be effective. She threw both axes instead, but they didn’t get high enough, and instead tumbled back to the earth, narrowly missing Nutsack, who was running right for her. He threw three knives, taking out two of the birds, but narrowly missing the third.

      The remaining bird, not perturbed by the death of its colleagues, locked in on its target. It got a shot off and scored a bullseye, landing right on her head.

      Jas didn’t panic. She knew she had a second to react. That was when a new question occurred to her. Could she use her absorb ability if she was currently at full health, in anticipation of an attack? She decided that there was no reason why it shouldn’t work. Now was a good time to test that hypothesis. She activated Absorb and hoped for the best.

      The explosion hurt her ears, but that was all it hurt. Her HP remained at full as the absorb timer ticked down. She had no other means of attack, unless the birds flew a little lower.

      Nutsack helped with that part. He was fully enraged that the dumb bird had dared hurt Jas, but he was all out of throwing knives, so he improvised. The small gold chain wrapped around the Baygull’s foot and it found itself forcibly yanked downwards. The moment it got low enough Jas triggered a Leap Attack and soared into the air, slashing it with her swords.

      Sarah threw up another vortex, but with the birds spread out it was less effective. Only one got trapped and cooked this time around. She tried fireballs too, but the projectiles moved too slowly. She had to lead the targets by quite a margin, and that relied on them flying in a straight line. After a couple of near misses she finally got one, but had burned through most of her MP. That left her helpless as a Baygull circled around and prepared to bomb her.

      Suddenly Marcus was there. He pulled her in close, his shield above their heads, and the bombs exploded against it. Then he turned, pulled out Spark, and fried the bird. Sarah said, “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      The few remaining birds found themselves outnumbered. They tried to head out to sea, but Jas used Terra to float an island into the ocean. Carlos added a beanstalk with Thorn, and suddenly the Baygulls found themselves face to face with an angry rogue, who was particularly upset to be so high up above all this water. He took his frustration on the birds, adding several more holes to them. He made sure he landed on the beach as the beanstalk finally disappeared, darting away from the waves before they could touch him.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      “That was pretty good!” said Carlos, sounding genuinely surprised.  “We need names for all these new combos.”

      “Like what?” asked Jas.

      “So the island and stalk combo could be Bean Land. The gold chain and Spark should be Electric fence. That hook thing where I grabbed Nutsack with my Shepherd’s crook while he was water skiing could be Crook a Duck?”

      “Those are all terrible names,” Marcus said. “I can guarantee no-one is ever shouting Crook a Duck in a fight.”

      “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “I suggest you stop worrying about it. It’s not like we’re strategic. We managed fine in that fight with everyone improvising,” said Marcus.

      Carlos laughed. “I can’t believe I’m the one suggesting we have plans and you’re the one arguing for making it up as we go along.”

      A noise behind them made them all spin as a boat crashed into the shore. At least, it looked like it was trying its hardest to be a boat, although the only real hint was the approximate boat shape the various pieces formed. Bits jutted out with no obvious purpose, there were more holes than the flock of Baygulls, and the only thing holding the rust together was the chipped paintwork. The boat shaped scrap pile had a harpoon gun jutting out the bow, but it wasn’t going to be catching a whale any time soon. A muscular goldfish could rip it straight off.

      A tiny figure clambered out of the ‘boat’ and strode towards them. They instinctively prepared to fight, although he posed no obvious threat, being scrawny and barely four feet tall. He had goggles on, which wasn’t a huge vote of confidence on the seaworthiness of his craft. He clapped his hands together. “Wow, that was quite a fight there! Those pesky gulls didn’t stand a chance. Darn flock has been harassing me the entire time I’ve been at sea. Poor Betsy here took a real beating.” He patted his vessel and a piece fell off in his hand. He pulled out a welding torch from goodness knows where and quickly reattached it.

      Marcus analyzed this surprise visitor:

      Tinker - Level 10

      He relaxed. There was no threat here. He sheathed his sword, but kept his shield equipped. “We’re glad we could help.”

      The Tinker focused on Marcus, his eyes growing wide. He suddenly darted towards him, causing Marcus to tense up. The Tinker reached out, his tiny oil-stained hands grasping. “Woah, is that a Plu Golau shield?”

      “It is,” said Marcus, slinging the shield on his back to keep it away from the grabby hands.

      “Anything made of that material will fetch a pretty penny where I’m from!”

      “Where exactly is that?” Marcus asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Place called Peiriannau Bay. It’s not far from here, keep heading down the beach. It’s a majestic metropolis filled with the brightest minds and finest crafters in all the land.”

      “Is that why you’re not there…” muttered Carlos.

      The tinker ignored him. “If you’re heading there you should know they don’t like magic folk. At all.”

      “Why not?” asked Marcus.

      “Cause magic folks are lazy idiots that don’t know how to build stuff and have to rely on parlour tricks to survive,” he said, glancing at Carlos.

      Marcus slowly edged in front of the tinker before he was turned into a roasted marshmallow. “Is it safe for us to go there with magic users?”

      “Technically speaking they should execute the magic users on sight.”

      “So, no then,” said Carlos.

      “I said technically. The trick is to not confirm you’re a magic user. You could be some idiot in a robe. Provided you don’t do magic directly in front of anyone, you’ll be left alone. Tinkers will tolerate a lot, especially if you have good stuff to trade.”

      “What kind of stuff?” Jas asked.

      “Anything metal. Doesn’t matter if it’s a bit dinged up, they’ll either find a use for it or melt it down. Some of the older guys still use wood in their contraptions, but that’s not as popular with the young folks. You folks have any metal you can trade?” asked the tinker.

      Jas held out a rusty axe from her inventory and the tinker grinned. “Yeah, that’s perfect! Got any more?”

      “No, I was hoping that a tinker could maybe fix this?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure they will for a price.”

      Nutsack watched this exchange. It seemed the small man wanted shiny stuff. He had shiny stuff. He emptied his pockets. Nuts, bolts, and a variety of scrap metal rained down onto the beach.

      The tinker hopped up and down before rummaging through the stuff. “Is that a transistor? This is a hinge, and here’s a socket joint. Wow, this is perfect, exactly what I need!” He scooped up an armful and headed for the boat.

      Carlos blocked his path. “You said trade, not give. What do we get?”

      The tinker tried to step around him, but Sarah cut him off. With a deep sigh he said, “I have a magical scroll you can have, will that do?”

      “What kind of magic scroll?” Sarah asked.

      “No idea.”

      “I thought tinkers hated magic? Why do you have a magic scroll?” asked Carlos, his voice dripping with suspicion.

      “We do hate it, which is why I still have it. Some wizard gave it to me as part of a trade ages ago, but no-one in the bay will touch it with a ten-foot articulating pincher arm.”

      “Ok fine, hand it over,” said Carlos, holding out his hand.

      “It’s on Betty. I’ll go grab it.”

      Carlos didn’t budge, but Marcus said, “Let him past. He’s only level 10, it’s not like he’s going anywhere in a hurry.”

      The tinker scurried around Carlos, nuts and bolts dropping to the ground as he went. He hopped onto the boat, disappearing out of sight. There was the sound of banging and clanging. After a lengthy wait Carlos yelled, “What’s taking so long?”

      “One more minute, I need to attach this part and…got it!”

      The boat rumbled, thick white steam pouring out of the exhaust. Carlos yelled, “He’s making a run for it! Nutsack, chain him.”

      Nutsack reacted surprisingly quickly. His necklace shot out and wrapped around one of the random poles jutting out the boat. Jas darted over and grabbed the chain too, dragging the boat back onto the beach.

      The strain was too much for Betty the boat. She shuddered and juddered, before falling apart with a final belch of steam. The tinker could be seen poking out amongst the wreckage. He was grinning.

      Carlos pointed his staff. “Alright, you’d best come out of there with something for us, or this won’t end well.”

      “Oh I’ve got something for you alright, and it’s going to end just fine.” This was followed by an adorable cackle.

      Carlos shrugged. “Sarah, remind him what a real magic user can do.”

      She charged up a fireball. Marcus said, “Try not to kill him in one shot, he may still be useful.”

      The projectile flew from her hand and raced towards the tinker. At the last moment the wreckage shifted, and a large flat panel appeared, bursting from the sand like a wall. It blocked the fireball.

      “What happened?” Sarah said, charging up another one.

      “You’re not the only one with a shield!” the tinker said. The various pieces of scrap shifted and moved around him, until they formed a humanoid shape that was eight feet tall, with long metal arms, two thick legs and a grinning tinker in the centre. Only his head was revealed, his goggles down over his eyes. With a creak the scrap pile stepped forwards, and pulled a long jagged sword from behind its back to complement the thick metal shield in its other hand.

      “What the heck is that?” said Jas, wheeling backwards.

      Marcus scanned it:

      Peiriant Knight - Level 20

      “How did he go from level 10 to level 20?” he asked. “It must be the mech suit!”

      The tinker responded from within the armour. “Do you like it? My poor Betty hasn’t been functional in a while, when I was kicked out of the bay I lost access to the necessary parts to fix her. I’ve waited too long for some suckers to come along and give me what I needed to fix her. Imagine my good fortune when those same idiots were carrying around a shield worth more than enough to clear all my debts, and then some. Must be my lucky day.”

      “Yeah? Well it’s about to run out. Sarah, you make him toasty, Jas, get around back and see if you can find a weak spot, Marcus, use taunt and…” Carlos stopped talking as the harpoon pierced his shoulder. He had time to say, “What the?” before he was yanked off his feet and dragged face first across the beach. The Peiriant Knight reeled him in like a lunker, using the harpoon which was now attached to the back of its sword arm. Sarah tried to return fire, but the tinker blocked with the shield. Once Carlos reached the mech he stabbed Thorn into the ground at its feet triumphantly, but nothing happened. The Peiriant lifted its huge metal foot and curb stomped the healer, taking him out. The tinker cackled triumphantly. “One spell rat down, one to go.”

      Marcus immediately moved to protect Sarah as the tinker took aim. With a whoosh the harpoon was unleashed, and Marcus had to use Dash to close the distance. He intercepted the projectile at the last moment, triggering Reflect as his shield made contact. The harpoon did a 180 in the air and the tinker brought his own shield around in a panic. The spiked weapon lodged deep in the shield, tethering it to his other arm like a skipping rope.

      The tinker paid no attention. He’d already turned to face Jas. Thick white steam burst from the exhausts on the mech’s back and it accelerated straight at the berserker like a runaway train. She held her ground, waiting until it was almost upon her to unleash a Spartan Kick. The move stopped the knight dead in its tracks and she hacked away, her weapons bouncing ineffectively off the thick metal armour. The tinker responded with attacks of his own, the huge sword striking Jas and pushing her back. He struck her again and again, until Jas was forced to use Absorb to regain some health.

      Nutsack didn’t like this rusty bully hurting Jas. Running away from big metal things was something of a hobby for most squirrels, and Nutsack had particularly fond memories of hours spent dodging cars. After all, it was how he’d met Marcus. Chasing after them was a whole new game.

      He threw knives at the knight, but they bounced off the thick metal armour. Then he ran right at the mech, jumping onto it’s back. He’d found stabbing things in the back particularly effective up until this point, but this strange creature seemed less fazed by it. There was a large metal panel which Nutsack stabbed at, and after a few such stabs white steam poured out. The tinker screamed, and the Peiriant slowed down. The mech reached up and tried to grab the rogue from its back, but Nutsack was no longer there.

      As a tinker, fighting within a huge and heavily armed mech was considerably better than the alternative. Tinkers weren’t built for hand to hand combat, but they sure could build for it. Being snugly strapped in to an extension of your own body that was heavily armoured and armed to the teeth was a deeply empowering experience.

      It was also a terrible situation to find yourself with a rodent problem. The tinker felt something run up his leg, then across his chest, and finally up his neck. There was no way to swat it away, because his arms were guiding the huge mech arms. If he tried to scratch his face he’d chop his own head off. Nutsack didn’t know that, he just knew that the man in this machine had hurt Jas, and he had an extremely biteable face.

      Sarah took full advantage of the distraction to circle around and launch fireballs at the Peiriant’s back. One of them hit the exposed back hatch, and the thin jet of steam became much thicker. It whistled like a kettle that was on the boil. She followed up with a poisoned blast to damage the pilot, then she shouted, “It’s gonna blow. Nutsack, get out of there!”

      He did, running straight down the tinker. On his way out he looped his chain around both the mech’s legs. He ran over to Jas still in squirrel form, the chain trailing behind him. She tugged on it, pulling the chain tight and trapping the legs.

      As the mech’s whistling intensified Marcus made his way over to Carlos. He stabbed him with Spark and he sat bolt upright. “Holy cow I feel great! Let’s do this!”

      He charged into battle without another word, running straight at the snared knight and whaling away with his Shepherd’s crook. Pieces fell off the mech with every hit, as the whistling grew louder. The others shouted for him to back off, but Carlos had completely forgone strategy or defences. The Peiriant turned on the spot, ready to kill him all over again. Marcus used Hare to run over and block the Peiriant’s lumbering sword strike.

      The tinker was almost out of moves, but he had one last trick. He flipped the switch marked for emergencies only, and placed his mouth on the conveniently placed barf bag.

      Steam billowed out of the exhausts. The top half of the Peiriant began to spin, slowly at first, and then much quicker. It held out the sword and the shield and span like a blender, forcing everyone to back away. Everyone except Marcus. Without his plant move from the scutum he was forced to simply block, but it was easy to do with his new shield. He could barely feel each hit, until, with a loud crack, the Peiriant’s sword broke in half.

      It slowly stopped spinning, and there was the very distinctive sound of barfing. It was barely audible over the whistling, which was now deafening. They all instinctively backed away as the tinker inside started pleading, “Help! Someone get me out of here, the latch is stuck. The boiler’s going critical!”

      Marcus moved towards the Peiriant, his shield held up to protect him from a trap, but he was too late. The mech exploded in a huge blast of hot steam, causing damage to all of them. Large chunks of metal rained down from above, which Nutsack excitedly collected. The only thing left in the smoking crater were the tinker’s goggles, and a small scroll.

      “He wasn’t lying!” Sarah said, picking up the scroll. She ignored the system message about winning the battle and instead focused on the new popup:

      Learn Ice? This will use up 1 available spell type slot (1 available)

      She accepted, and babbled nonsense. The scroll glowed blue and slammed into her chest, making the crystal on the end of her staff turn bright blue. She grinned. “Ok, this is pretty cool!”

      With a flick of her staff a huge wall of ice burst from the ground. When she tried an icy wave it didn’t move across the ground, but it did push it into some wicked icicles that turned into a spiked wall. Finally she sent a snowball flying, which splashed into the sea, leaving a tiny iceberg where it landed.

      “Ok, so I see a lot of new potential combo moves, which means we’ll need more names..” said Carlos, before a snowball hit him square in the face.

      “On a more serious note,” said Marcus, “if that was one tinker, I’m not sure how we’re going to fight a whole town of them.”

      Sarah’s magic staff glowed. “I know exactly how.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 32: Error and Trial

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t hard to find Peiriannau Bay. The huge metal tower in its centre was the first thing to catch their eye, imposing as it was. From this distance it was hard to say what exactly it was made of, but Marcus strongly suspected the answer to that would be everything. Every building and structure had a thrown-together feel, like a stiff breeze could come through at any moment and knock them all down. It was clear that the tinkers would love nothing more; it would give them the perfect excuse to build everything all over again. In fact, based on how temporary some of the buildings looked, there was a good chance it had happened recently. The perimeter wall was the only structure that looked permanent, and even that was pocked with rust and holes.

      They approached the gates cautiously, expecting a fight, or at least guards, but instead they were wide open with a large sign above them declaring Everyone is welcome here. Someone had gone to the effort of scrawling an addendum below, in what was hopefully red paint. It added except spell rats!

      The entrance led into a large, flat market square. Traders were milling around everywhere, some with overflowing backpacks, others with donkeys and carts. They weren’t just tinkers, there were creatures of every shape and size. Marcus surveyed the scene and said, “How did all these people get here? We didn’t run into any large groups on the way.”

      Jas pointed to a sign that said Docks. “I’m guessing by boat. From the map this looks like one of the largest towns on the coast, it’s probably a trade hub.”

      Marcus said, “I agree. We should start with the docks. I bet there’s all kinds of cool stuff we can buy there before we head for the tower.”

      “With what money? We’re broke, remember,” said Carlos helpfully.

      Nobody relished the idea of going back outside the town and tracking down more Baygulls. There had to be a better option.

      “That other tinker seemed excited by scrap metal, I’m sure we can find someone to buy our junk. We have more than we started with thanks to the leftover chunks of Betty. Failing that, we’ll have to see if anyone is offering any interesting quests.”

      As they headed towards the docks a huge mechanical tinker strode past them. Marcus braced for a fight, but instead it picked up a crate in its metal arms and strode away with it. He scanned the machine:

      Peiriant Worker - Level 17

      Several more moved around the area, picking up large boxes and stacking them on precariously high piles. On the far wall Marcus noticed two Peiriant Knights, distinctive due to their swords and shields. They slowly scanned the area, looking for trouble. The whole place had the feeling of an ant colony, with industrious workers doing all the heavy lifting while the soldiers kept them safe. The question was, did that mean there was a Queen Peiriant hiding at the top of the tower?

      They soon found themselves in a bustling harbour, with boats of all sizes docked on every available surface. Small boats zipped between the huge transport ships as more Peiriant Workers unloaded cargo. All around the harbour were makeshift stalls, with enthusiastic traders every few feet. They each shouted for attention, creating a cacophony of capitalism. Every table was covered in piles of merchandise, from scrolls to shields, and crossbows to cat o’ nine tails.

      As they stepped into the marketplace a message popped up:

      This is a non-combat zone. Aggressive actions will be punished. PvP is disabled.

      They each read the message, then Marcus made sure that Nutsack understood too. After the third time the rogue said, “No hitting?”

      “That’s right. No hitting here. Big trouble.”

      “Ok. No hitting.”

      “No stealing either!” Marcus added. “Or pick pocketing. Or stabbing. Or any other form of mischief.”

      The rogue looked back at him pleading, but when he realized Marcus wasn’t going to relent he simply sighed and took a seat in the middle of the street.

      Marcus made sure to keep on eye on him. “We can use this to our advantage. We don’t need to stick together if we can’t be attacked. Let’s split up and ask around. Perhaps we have to barter for the dagger, or maybe even find it in all this junk, like finding a needle in a scrap pile. That sounds like the kind of sadistic task the King would have us doing. Let’s see what we can learn, and meet back here in an hour.”

      Marcus waited, hoping to pair up with Sarah, but before he could suggest it she wandered off alone.

      Without warning Carlos appeared beside him. “Pretty crazy so far huh!”

      “Yep.”

      “How’s things with Sarah? Did you guys clear the air?”

      “Not yet…” He hesitated, uncertain what to say next.

      They watched as Nutsack ran up to Jas and held her hand. Marcus said, “How does he do that?”

      “He has opposable thumbs now.”

      “You know what I mean. He makes it look easy.”

      Carlos let out a sigh. “It’s supposed to be easy. You’re the one who keeps making it difficult. Honestly, if you tried this hard at anything else you’d be a world champ by now. Anyway, I don’t even know why you’re complaining. A few days ago you’d have done anything to spend this much time with Sarah.”

      “She didn’t choose to be here.”

      “Perhaps, but neither did you. In fact, that’s not exactly true. You’re here because you came to save her. Make the most of it. It could be worse, you could be me.”

      Marcus said, “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you still grumpy about being the healer?”

      “No, I’ve come to terms with that. What I mean is, we’re stuck in here with two smart, attractive women. One of them’s the love of your life, and the other would rather spend time with a squirrel than me. Not exactly a confidence booster!”

      “Yeah, it sure is odd, but you can’t choose who you fall for.”

      Carlos sniggered. Marcus said, “What is it?”

      “If she falls in love with him then one day she’s going to have to utter the phrase I love Nutsack.”

      Marcus stifled a laugh. “I might have figured out why you’re not fighting the ladies off with a stick.”

      Carlos held out his Shepherd’s crook. “That’s a shame, because I have the perfect stick for it.”

      Now it was Marcus’ turn to snigger. Carlos said, “Ok, smart arse, what is it now?”

      “I’m a little concerned that you think your staff that controls farmyard animals is perfect to help with your dating problems.”

      That set them both off.

      When they had regained their composure they headed into the marketplace. It was bustling with NPCs, selling all manner of wares.

      A few stalls in was a shifty tinker with a large selection of glass bottles. He eyed them both suspiciously. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”

      “Do you sell smart potions?” Marcus asked. Then he clarified. “The type that temporarily boost a person’s wisdom.”

      “What? No, of course not! How dare you accuse me of such a thing.” He spat on the ground at Marcus’ feet. “No magical potions here of any kind. Just good old-fashioned healing potions.”

      Carlos plopped down a bag of gold. “Yeah, I’ll be needing a few of those.”

      The tinker stared back at him, paying careful attention to his robes. “You’re not one of those spell rats are you?”

      Carlos waved his Shepherd’s crook around. “Me, a powerful magic user? Don’t be silly, I’m a simple goat herder.”

      “Then why are you dressed in those flowery robes?” asked the tinker.

      “The goats like them.”

      With a shrug the tinker handed over the stack of healing potions.

      The blacksmith wasn’t hard to find, on account of all the sparks. He was also the only one surrounded by items that weren’t junk. The weapons nestled safely behind him gleamed. Marcus held out his rusty Knight’s sword and said, “Can you fix this?”

      The blacksmith made the universal teeth-sucking sound that suggested it was going to be expensive. He twisted the sword in his hand, peering down the blade, and said, “It’s pretty far past its prime. You sure you don’t want to buy a new sword?” He gestured to the rack behind him.

      Marcus did a quick scan and didn’t find anything with better stat boosts. He said, “I’m certain. This sword has sentimental value. It was gifted to me by a dear friend.”

      “Well in that case I can fix it up for 350 gold, but it’s going to take a while.”

      “I don’t have that much right now…”

      “Not a problem, I can do the work now and you can come buy the sword when you have the gold. If you don’t come back by sundown tomorrow, I get to keep it as payment for my work. Sound fair?”

      Marcus nodded. “Sure.”

      They had barely moved away from the blacksmith when Marcus was grabbed by a haggard old tinker that looked as if she’d been left in the sun too long. She had so many wrinkles Marcus had to resist the urge to stretch out her face. There was enough skin for a human-sized body, but it was draped across a much smaller frame. When she smiled it somehow created even more wrinkles, causing them to ripple across her face. It was mesmerizing, like a lava lamp made of leather.

      Marcus tore his attention away from her face and listened to what she was saying. She spoke far too quickly, as if she was expecting to drop dead at any moment. “I couldn’t help but hear about your money troubles. I have just the thing. You look like a sturdy, dependable warrior. The kind of guy that gets the job done. You must be good at it, I can tell that from your gear. Not many folks around here brave enough to walk around with a slab of Plu Golau strapped to their back. That’s definitely the right place for it, to stop the cutthroats and thugs in the Peiriant Knights from stabbing you in the back and taking it.” She glanced over at the tower and shook her fist. “It’s a shame about the company you keep.” She spat a large green gob on the ground next to Carlos’ feet.

      The healer said, “Wow, easy with the charm there, grandma.”

      She ignored him and leaned in closer to Marcus, her voice a raspy whisper that was so loud it could be heard three streets over. “I’m assuming you’re a mercenary?”

      “A mercenary?”

      “The type of soldier that solves problems for money.”

      “Oh. Then I guess we are. What kind of problem and how much money?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Captain Diniwed. I’ll pay you 500 gold pieces to dispatch of him however you please. 1,000 if you do it publicly, and 1,500 if everyone sees him suffer.”

      A quest notification popped up with the same details.

      Carlos raised an eyebrow. “Wow, she went from sweet old lady to utter psycho in a single breath there.”

      She spat in his direction again. “Quiet, spell rat, the grown-ups are talking.”

      “You’re 3ft tall. I’m not sure grown up applies.”

      Marcus sighed. “Sorry for my friend, he hasn’t learned how to use his inside voice. Regardless, he’s right, this isn’t really our thing. Wolves? Sure. Baygulls? Absolutely. Mice? All day long. But killing people? That’s a nope.”

      She gritted her two lonely teeth together. “I know how to change your mind. You need to meet my daughter. Come with me.” She headed off down a dark side street, where there were less prying eyes to witness their inevitable mugging and murder.

      Marcus glanced at Carlos. “What do you think?”

      “I think she’s a total nutcase that will drag us into her house and cook us in her oven.”

      “So we shouldn’t follow her?”

      “Not what I said. She’s a rich nutcase with a grudge and a potentially cute daughter. Let’s see how it plays out.”

      Marcus followed, but equipped his shield. Carlos clutched Thorn. They’d never hear the end of it if a tiny grandma killed them.

      She trotted down the alleyway until she reached a recessed doorway that was slightly too small for them. They stooped to get through it, finding themselves in a cramped room with a bed at the centre and not much else. There was a young female tinker in it, her skin pale and clammy. She wasn’t moving. She looked to be mid-twenties, but it was hard to know if tinkers aged at the same speed. She could be five or fifty-five.

      The old lady gestured to her. “This is my daughter Cariad. She’s all I have in the world. Look at what Captain Diniwed did to her. She used to work in the barracks, helping them fix the Peiriants. She rejected his romantic advances, so he poisoned her and left her for dead in the gutter. I’m lucky someone found her.”

      “Can’t you go to the local authorities?” Marcus asked.

      “Diniwed is the local authorities. He’s in charge of the Peiriant Knights. If I accuse him of this crime I’ll disappear before morning. Nobody would miss me, Cariad was the only one who even knew I existed.” She started to sob.

      Carlos took a step towards the bed and the old lady hissed at him, the tears stopping instantly. “Stay away from her, spell rat, I don’t want you hexing her while she’s weak. I can’t even wake her up to administer an antidote. My darling Cariad doesn’t have long left for this world, I’d like her to die knowing this injustice has been avenged.”

      “I might be able to make her better,” Carlos ventured. He confirmed that he could target Cariad. “I think this will work. In thirty seconds she’ll be as good as new, and you can give her the antidote.”

      “Cure her? How? With magic?” The old lady looked horrified at the mere suggestion. “Don’t you dare. I’d rather she died. She’s led an honourable life of faithful service and hard labour, I won’t have you sullying her with your witchcraft.”

      “But…”

      There was suddenly a knife in the old lady’s hand. “I might look frail, but I know how to use this. I’m not afraid of you, spell rat, I know cold hard steel will work on you just fine. You so much as think about muttering another word and you’ll be dead long before the knights arrive to take you away.”

      Carlos glanced over at Marcus, and made the most imperceptible nod. Marcus didn’t hesitate. He shield bashed the frail old tinker, stunning her. Then he said, “What’s the plan?”

      “This!” Carlos dropped a healing orb on the ground at the daughter’s feet. The moment he did sirens blared from everywhere, like a storm warning. The old lady shook off the stun and ran straight for Carlos, knife ready.

      Marcus zapped her with Spark, hoping that the game didn’t accurately simulate heart attacks. A warning flashed up on his HUD.

      This is a non-combat zone. Any further injury caused to NPCs will be considered intentional and your status will be changed to hostile.

      Marcus said, “We’re out of options. if I hit her again, we’ll have to fight the whole town.”

      Carlos gestured to the wailing sirens. “I think that might already be the case.”

      The door to the room burst open, then the wall followed not far behind it. The mech that strolled through the new opening ignored Marcus entirely; it focused all of its attention on Carlos. “You are accused of being a magic user. The penalty is death. How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty?” Carlos said, his hands above his head.

      “He’s lying!” shouted the old lady, who had recovered from her jolt. “I saw it with my own two eyes, he tried to finish my daughter off with dark magic and claim her corpse for his zombie army.”

      “What? No I didn’t! I was trying to make her better you daft old biddy.”

      “There’s only one way to settle this,” said the Peiriant Knight. “You must stand trial.” The mech casually harpooned Carlos and dragged him away.

      Marcus took a step to intervene, but another Peiriant Knight appeared on the scene, its armour far less beat up. It pointed the harpoon directly at him. “Visitor, this is a legal matter, you will not interfere. If you attempt to do so you will be classified as hostile.”

      He considered the implications of going for it, but the sound of more Peiriants outside made him hesitate. He couldn’t fight the whole town alone. What he needed to do was find the others so they could come up with a plan.

      There was a noise behind him and Marcus turned to see an empty bed. Cariad had vanished.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah heard the sirens and saw the mechs race past. There were a lot of them. She instinctively ducked behind a doorway until she was certain they weren’t coming for her. The tinker had been very clear that using any kind of magic was a death sentence, so she’d been extra careful to do nothing out of the ordinary. That only left one possibility.

      Carlos. It was always Carlos. He couldn’t help himself. The more you told him not to do something, the more likely he was to do it.

      She started to follow them when a young tinker boy grabbed her hand. He said, “You, magic lady, come with me.”

      “Sorry, I’m not magic, I’m a regular person,” she said, doing her best to sound convincing whilst wielding a large staff with a crystal on the end.

      “It no safe for you out here. Peiriants looking for trouble. If they see you, they kill you.”

      “They’re most welcome to try.”

      The boy stared up at her, his eyes bright orange. “Please. We are like you. Have hiding place. Secret. Safe there. Need your help.”

      She was about to ignore him when three more Peiriants rounded the corner. They stopped to scan the market, moving slowly, intentionally. They were looking for something, or someone.

      “Ok fine, I’ll come, but if you try anything I’ll turn you to ash.”

      The tinker raced off, so quickly she could barely keep up. He darted down alleys and across stacked crates, through doorways and down steps, until she was thoroughly lost in the warren of side streets. If this was a trap she was going to have to fight them off solo, which would definitely involve using magic. She would have to hope the Knights were too busy chopping up Carlos to come after her.

      The boy reached a large steel door and knocked in a complicated pattern, receiving a set of knocks in return. He knocked three more times and a small window about halfway up the door slid open. A pair of beady eyes peered out at them and then the door opened. The tinker was dressed in robes not too dissimilar to Sarah’s, but he used a long walking stick to move around. He hobbled up to Sarah and regarded her carefully. Then he stepped out of the way. “Hurry up inside, before anyone sees you.”

      She slowly moved into the house, checking for threats. The other tinkers inside stared at her in awe. The room dimmed as the door closed behind her and she instinctively set her hand on fire before realizing what she’d done. She snuffed it out, but the elder tinker smiled. “Do not worry, you’re free to use magic here. We invented a device to prevent detection. Unfortunately its range is limited to this room.” He gestured to a box the size of a bar fridge that was humming away in the corner.

      The boy hopped up and down and clapped. “What else? What else? More spells!”

      Sarah concentrated and a ball of ice grew in her hand, slowly turning her fingers blue.

      The old man bowed. “Where are my manners. I’m Dewin, and you already met my son Bachgen. Over there are the twins, Tan and Rhew, and finally Drych.” A middle-aged tinker lady stepped out of the shadows and curtsied.

      “Nice to meet you all. I’m Sarah.”

      She took a step back as Drych got a little too close. The tinker was staring intently at the snowball in Sarah’s hand, her brow furrowed in concentration. Then she held out her own hand and tiny snowflakes emitted from her fingertips.

      Dewin clapped. “Very good, Drych! Keep practicing.”

      “Did she learn that from watching me?” Sarah said, surprised.

      “In a manner of speaking. Our magic folk here are starved of knowledge, and that hunger has taught them to improvise. Drych is easily the best at it. She can imitate any magic she sees, but we don’t get many magical visitors, and the ones we have don’t usually stick around for very long.”

      “So she can look at a spell and learn it instantly?” said Sarah.

      The old man shook his head. “Not instantly. It takes a lot of practice for her to master a spell properly, but she can learn the gist from watching someone. It’s how magic was learned before scrolls were invented, with experimentation and dedication.”

      “Can I do that too?”

      The old tinker slowly nodded. “I believe so, if you already have the gift, which clearly you do. Here, let me show you.”

      He held out his hand, but nothing happened. Sarah realized he was waiting for her to take it. The moment she touched it, the world blurred and she was across the other side of the room. There was still a fuzziness around the old man, like he hadn’t fully materialized yet. Sarah tried to focus on it, feeling something at the back of her mind trying to latch on, but an error message popped up:

      No more active spell slots available. Level up or find equipment to unlock more slots.

      Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I can’t right now, I’ve already learned all the spells that I can.”

      “I understand. I too was young once.” Dewin held out his walking stick. “Hold this and try again.”

      “But don’t you need it to walk?”

      He twirled the stick around and did a little jig. “As with many things around here, it is not what it seems.”

      She analyzing the walking stick:

      Tinker Magic staff (Legendary)

      Tinkers are expert crafters with an exceptional eye for detail, but they detest magic. Tinker magic staffs are therefore extremely rare and are always disguised as something else, to prevent the minor inconvenience of immediate execution. They have to pass inspection, so a tinker magic staff has all the functionality of whatever it’s disguised as.

      + 10 WIS, +5 AGI

      74/80 Durability

      Ability: Adds one spell slot while it is in your inventory. Destruction, loss, or sale of this item will reduce the number of active spell slots by one.

      

      Sarah gasped. “I can’t accept this…”

      “Don’t worry, consider it a loan. If you wish to keep it, I ask for something in return. You must show the population of Peiriannau Bay the true power of magic. If you can make even a few of the tinkers believe, then we have a chance of no longer being persecuted.”

      A new message appeared in her HUD:

      Tinker Magic Staff is on loan. You may not take this item outside of the boundaries of this town. If you wish to keep the item permanently you must complete the following tasks:

      - Convince 5% of the population of Peiriannau Bay that magic has power

      Sarah read it twice to be certain she understood. “Hold on, I thought if I use magic in the town the punishment is execution? Convincing people that magic is great without dying is going to be a tall order.”

      “Then it is lucky you are a tall person. I believe that this time we will be successful.”

      “Wait, this time? How many times have you tried this before?”

      The old tinker looked around sheepishly. “That’s not important. We believe you can do it.”

      Sarah said, “You don’t even know me!”

      “Precisely. We are tired of watching our friends die, so we’re trying something new.”

      She considered walking away, but changed her mind. Worst-case scenario she would have use of the staff while they were in the Bay, and she could keep her old staff in her inventory. If she failed to meet the criteria and lost the staff when they left she wasn’t any worse off than when she got here. Even if the knights caught her using magic and killed her, she was a respawn away from trying again.

      Her mind made up, she reached out to accept the staff. The moment she touched it they jumped back over to the other side of the room. This time when she focused on the fuzziness around the old tinker a new spell appeared in the vacant spell slot, although it was greyed out. It said Hop.

      She tried to use it, but barely moved at all; it was shorter than an actual hop. When she did rematerialize she was facing the other way, which made the whole thing extremely disorienting.

      “Not bad! Keep practicing and you’ll have it in no time.”

      “How long does this usually take?” she asked.

      “Depends on the motivation. Some can learn new spells like this in a matter of days if they fully commit themselves.”

      “Days? I can learn a new spell from a scroll in seconds.”

      “Patience is a virtue. Not everything must be a quick fix. Now are you in, or are you out?”

      “I’m in,” she replied with conviction.

      “Then you’re going to need these.” He handed over a couple of magic potions. “If you’re caught with those it’s an instant death sentence, so be careful where you use them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Dewin hopped up and down excitedly. “Listen to that!”

      Sarah strained and said, “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Precisely. The sirens have stopped. That means the trial is about to begin. Most of the town will be there, it’s a great opportunity for you to show them what you can do. Go forth and spread the good word, but if you’re captured and tortured don’t mention us. Also remember that they will detect you the moment you use magic. Here, you can use this to move around without being noticed.”

      He handed her a long knitted wool coat which was sized for a tinker, making it more of a cardigan when she put it on. Then Dewin ushered her out of the room as quickly as she had been ushered into it, before the door locked firmly behind her.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus pushed his way through the gaggle of tinkers. Technically he didn’t need to, he could see over them just fine, but he wanted to get as close as possible. He used his shield as a plough to clear the way for Nutsack and Jas, who were right behind him. Despite their best efforts they hadn’t yet managed to track down Sarah, which was a concern. It was highly possible that she had been grabbed by the Peiriants on account of her appearance. It certainly wouldn’t be hard for her to find them; it looked like the entire town was here.

      He could see Carlos in the centre of a sandy pit which was slightly recessed into the ground, giving an excellent view. He didn’t appear to be hurt, but he was completely surrounded by Peiriant knights. Their exhausts sporadically ejected plumes of steam.

      A tinker in a purple suit and top hat walked out into the arena and the crowd burst into applause. He was holding a megaphone. “Welcome, tinkers young and old! This outsider is accused of breaking the law and wantonly using magic in our fair town. He hexed a young tinker that was close to death, trying to turn her into a mindless zombie. Allegedly. He will now stand trial.”

      That earned a cheer.

      Marcus leaned back to Jas and Nutsack. “Ok, we’re going to have to see how this plays out. If it looks like the trial is going badly, prepare to jump into the arena and fight with Carlos.”

      “Why?” Jas asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why do we need to save him? Can’t we wait for them to kill him and then go over and revive him?”

      “Good point. I guess maybe we can see how it goes. If I know Carlos, he’ll find a way to make this worse, and when that happens, be prepared to fight, ok?”

      Jas nodded, but Nutsack was too busy staring at the berserker. Marcus nudged him and he said, “What?”

      “Be ready to fight if we say so, ok?”

      “Ok.” He went back to staring at Jas.

      A self-proclaimed pacifist and a lovestruck squirrel as backup. Yesterday he wouldn’t have even considered something this silly, but he knew what they were both capable of. The Peiriants were the ones that should be afraid. He just wished Sarah was here to provide ranged support. A few exploding boilers would certainly take the steam out of the rest of them.

      There was a commotion behind them and Marcus span with his shield raised, ready to defend himself. Instead he saw an old lady barreling towards them. It took a moment for him to recognize her. “Sarah? What are you wearing?”

      “Long story,” she replied, finally reaching them.

      “How did you find us?”

      “You’re literally sticking out of the crowd. What did I miss?”

      “Carlos used magic, got arrested and is about to go to trial. We’re going to hang back and see how it plays out.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      Marcus sighed. “There’s no sense starting a fight unless we have to.”

      “We have to. I have to convince the crowd that magic is good, and saving Carlos’ arse with magic is the best way to do that.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Let’s call it a side quest. I guess for this to work he’ll have to convince the crowd that he’s a nice guy that doesn’t deserve to die. What are the chances of that?”

      “I’d say pretty close to zero,” said Marcus. “Let’s be ready to jump in if we need to.”

      The announcer made grand gestures, waving his arms around like he was fending off a swarm of killer bees. “This trial will be presided over by a judge and jury. Here they are now!”

      Four regular Peiriants stepped forwards from the circle, the others inching together to close the gaps. The crowd mumbled their general approval, but then the ground began to shake. From the distance pillars of flame erupted and the crowd parted to reveal a jet-black Peiriant much larger than the others. It wielded twin swords that were twice as long as the regular ones and covered in tubes. Instead of steam the exhausts belched flames. There was a golden cog emblazoned across both shoulders.

      “That’s right, folks, your fan favourite judge has come out of retirement to preside over this case personally. Put your hands together for Captain Diniwed.”

      The twin swords burst into flames and the crowd went wild.

      “This looks…not great,” Marcus said, getting ready to fight. The Peiriants in front of him were bunched closely together; the only way through them would be to attack. He prepared a charge strike.

      The announcer waited for everyone to calm down before continuing. “This is a trial by combat. The accused is free to defend himself however he chooses. If he uses magic, then he will be found guilty and executed. If he dies without using magic, we’ll consider him innocent. If he survives…” The announcer stopped to chuckle and the crowd joined in. Then he continued. “Sorry, if he survives the trial without resorting to magic, he will be free to go. Does everyone understand their rights as I have described them?”

      Captain Diniwed clanged the swords together and his voice boomed from the Peiriant. “He’s mine! No-one kills him but me. He will pay for what he did to Cariad.”

      Carlos shouted back at him. “I’m not the one that tried to kill her! You are. Her mother tried to pay us to kill you. I was trying to save Cariad!”

      “Nobody believes your lies, filthy spell rat.”

      The black Peiriant stalked forward, flaming swords raised. Without warning a burst of flames shot out of the back and it accelerated forwards, straight for Carlos. The healer stayed perfectly still, not forcing the Captain to stop or change direction. He waited until the mech was almost upon him and then jammed Thorn into the ground, hoping that the ground here contained enough dirt.

      It did. The beanstalk burst from the arena floor and the Captain smashed into it, rattling the entire mech. The crowd booed and the announcer quickly grabbed his megaphone. “According to the sensors that didn’t register as a magic attack, although it sure looked like one to me!”

      The Captain slashed at the beanstalk and the flaming swords sliced through it like butter. It toppled over, almost flattening some of the crowd in the process.

      Carlos was now officially all out of ideas. He’d used his only ace; unless he discovered the mech was powered by mice he was out of useful attacks. He stood his ground, refusing to surrender. Instead he stared at the sky. “Really? I did the right thing, and I’m going to die for it? Kind of sloppy don’t you think? What lesson am I supposed to be learning here, do what I’m told?”

      The Captain ignored the spell rat’s ramblings and raised his swords.

      Marcus was about to unleash his charged attack when a voice echoed through the crowd.

      “Stop!”

      The Captain’s swords remained raised, but the black Peiriant span at the waist, scanning the crowd for the source of the voice.

      It didn’t take long to find it. A familiar young woman ran through a small gap between the encircling knights. They moved to intercept her, but the Captain barked, “Halt!”

      Cariad fell to her knees at the foot of the Captain’s Peiriant. “Darling! I beg of you, please spare him.”

      There was a loud hiss as the front of the mech opened up, and a tinker hopped out. He wore a striking red uniform with a golden cog pinned to one side, and a row of medals pinned to the other. He hugged Cariad tightly. “It’s really you! I thought I’d lost you forever. Your mother told me you’d tried to take your own life.”

      “She’s lying. She found out about our tryst and became enraged, said I was trying to abandon her to die alone. She’s the one who poisoned me. This man saved me with magic.”

      The crowd gasped.

      The captain turned to Carlos. “Is this true? Did you use magic to save her?”

      Carlos stood a little taller. “Yes, I did, and I would do it again.”

      The announcer turned to the crowd. “You heard him! An admission of guilt. The outsider must be executed!”

      The Captain held up his hand and the crowd fell silent. He walked over to the announcer and took the megaphone from him. “The law says this outsider must be killed, but I will not be the one to do it. I was awash with grief for the loss of my dear Cariad, but she is alive now thanks to him. I owe him everything. I declare a conflict of interest. I cannot faithfully execute my role as judge in this case.”

      Carlos relaxed, until the Captain continued. “Obviously the jury are the ones that ultimately decide his fate, and they may not share my reservations.”

      Based on how quickly the four Peiriants were storming towards Carlos it was safe to assume they were more than happy to carry out his death sentence.

      Carlos, facing four angry mechs with nothing but a curly stick and a smile, did what he did best. He improvised.

      He used Dash to race towards the now-vacant Peiriant. He barely fit inside, his limbs were far too long for the assigned holes, but he crammed himself in and shut the hatch before anyone could stop him. Captain Diniwed banged on the hull. “I demand you relinquish that mech at once. You are not an authorized pilot!”

      Carlos ignored his protests and hit a few more switches. The Peiriant raised a flaming sword and slammed it into the ground, causing the Captain to grab Cariad and run from the arena, keen to be as far away as possible from whatever was about to happen.

      The four members of the jury stood around awkwardly, trying to decide if destroying their Captain’s pride and joy would be a career-limiting move. They each waited to see if their colleagues felt like being the first one to strike, and thus assume all future blame. Nobody jumped at that chance. Carlos took full advantage of the pause. He scanned for any kind of instructions, and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the long sheet of paper covered in text pinned to the inside of the hatch. After reading a few lines he realized it wasn’t going to be much help. In fact it was worse than unhelpful, it was just plain awful.

      One of the jury finally worked up the nerve to attack. He decided restraint was the way to go, so he carefully aimed and fired a harpoon at the hatch Carlos had jumped through. From the inside the spike of the harpoon caused a large dent that was worryingly close to his head, and then it started to reel, making the line tight. The squeal of metal suggested that the hatch might be happier being somewhere else, preferably not attached to the rest of the mech.

      Carlos steered one of the sword arms to slash at the steel cable. The sword sliced through it easily, but no sooner was he free than another harpoon slammed into him. Then one hit him in the arm, pulling it tight so he couldn’t bring his sword around. Yet another jury member inched closer, sword raised, ready to skewer Carlos the moment the hatch gave way.

      Thoughtful strategy wasn’t working, so he resorted to trial and error, flipping every switch and lever he could reach to see what happened. A particularly bright red button under a glass cover caught his eye and he slapped it. A small barf bag popped out next to his face and he muttered, “Uh oh…”

      The black Peiriant started to spin, slowly at first, and then faster and faster. The jets of flame shot out sideways, increasing the speed and creating a wall of fire. Then the sword arms extended. The jury members panicked and tried to detach their harpoon cables as they were reeled closer to the Captain’s spinning mech. One managed it, the other did not. The fire sword carved through the Peiriant without even slowing down, shaving the top clean off and turning it into a convertible. The tinker popped his head up out of the hole in time to duck under the next blade, and then his mech finally reached the spinning top and was forcibly flung away, flying straight over the crowd.

      Sarah watched the mech fly overhead and sighed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “What?” asked Jas.

      “I have the perfect opportunity to show off my magic while rescuing him and the git is going to ruin it by not needing a rescue. Just you watch.”

      Everyone was watching, which gave Nutsack the perfect opportunity. He was in a very busy crowd, and their attention was wholly elsewhere. He got to work.

      Carlos finally figured out how to stop spinning, although the arena carried on twirling even when he was quite certain the mech had stopped. He was getting the hang of the controls in a hurry, motivated by the three remaining Peiriants that were now desperate to save face in front of everyone they knew. The remaining jury members fanned out, shields held aloft, staying outside of sword range.

      The healer found a button under his right foot and stomped it down. The black Peiriant shot forwards, sword directly out in a unicorn charge. The flaming weapon speared one of the jury straight through the shoulder, narrowly missing the tinker inside. Carlos then slashed down, chopping off its shield arm and left leg, doing his best to avoid the pilot. The mech toppled over and tried to walk in a circle while lying on its side.

      One of the jury saw an opportunity for a sneak attack and got a few hits in on his exposed back, but they did little to dent the thick armour. The Captain had been in a great many battles and knew exactly which areas of his mech needed protection. He’d spent a particularly long time making sure the boiler was well reinforced, because he’d seen exactly what happened when it wasn’t.

      Carlos turned the mech around and backhanded the attacker, spinning his opponent around, before finding a whole new switch. He flicked it and a thin jet of fire burst from his Peiriant’s wrist, dousing the back of the jury member before they could turn escape. The steam from their exhausts grew thick. After a frantic moment the hatch on the ablaze Peiriant sprang open and a tinker sprinted away, seconds before it exploded.

      A gauge informed Carlos that he had ran out of whatever fluid powered the flames. Both fire swords flickered and went out, leaving perfectly serviceable swords in their place. The remaining jury member was cautious, keeping her shield up and her sword ready, waiting for Carlos to make the first move. He did. He bent down, picked up the Peiriant with one leg, and activated spin again. It wasn’t as quick without the flames, but it didn’t matter. He hammer tossed the prone mech straight into the last remaining jury member, knocking it onto its back. It flailed around, trying to right itself. Carlos jogged over, sword held above his head, and stood triumphantly on the mech’s chest, pinning it to the ground. It was clear that he had the killing blow, but he didn’t take it. Instead he stepped off the mech and held out a metal hand to help it up.

      The crowd were unclear as to whether or not to consider this a victory. On the one hand they hadn’t witnessed an execution, which was always a crowd favourite, but on the other they’d just watched an outsider mechjack a judge’s Peiriant knight and absolutely wreck an entire jury squad, all without resorting to any form of magic. One thing was certain, this would be a hot topic of conversation in the local tavern for the foreseeable future.

      The announcer, sensing the general unease of the crowd, picked up the megaphone and said, “As per the law, the accused is found not guilty of all charges and is free to go. He has earned this freedom, please allow him safe passage.”

      The Captain reappeared, gesturing to Cariad to stay back. He approached his own Peiriant and knocked politely on the hull. Then he said, “Grand Theft Mech is a serious crime. I’m willing to overlook it if you return my property this instant.” He provided no ultimatum, on the bold assumption that Carlos would make the sensible choice.

      There was a long pause. The perimeter of Peiriants all took a step forward at the same time, tightening the circle. Marcus leaned over to Jas. “Get ready, Carlos may not want to give up his new toy so easily.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. There are way too many of them, he’s out of fire and he’s currently free to go. It’s suicide to try and fight.”

      “Like I said, get ready.”

      There was a hiss of steam as the hatch released. Carlos stepped out sheepishly, clutching Thorn. The Captain held out his empty hands to show he was unarmed. “I didn’t get a chance to properly thank you for saving Cariad’s life. You will be pleased to hear I have arrested her mother for attempted murder. I also wish to give you this.”

      He removed the golden cog pin from his uniform and held it out. Carlos accepted it and the badge instantly appeared on his robes. “Thanks! What is it?”

      The Captain’s voice boomed loud enough for the crowd to hear him. “This badge designates you as a Peiriant Knight. If anyone is foolish enough to attack you, they will answer to me.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “It will also keep you safe from the other knights. They aren’t thrilled with what happened, but they won’t dare attack somebody under my protection.”

      Carlos said, “I’d like to see them try!”

      The Captain laughed. “You have a lot of fight in you, for a magical user. You should have been a warrior.”

      “Tell me about it!” Carlos waved his fist at the sky again.

      Cariad ran over to Carlos and said, “Come closer, I have something for you too.”

      Carlos bent down and she gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “You’re welcome. Remember to tell your friends that magical users aren’t all bad, ok!”

      The Captain said, “And you tell your friends that cog isn’t a free pass. If you or your party breaks any other laws I won’t be so lenient. Understand?”

      “Got it. Perfectly clear. You won’t be seeing us again.”

      The Captain climbed back into his mech, leaving the hatch open. Cariad jumped up and grabbed on to a small handle. Then they strode away, leaving the other Peiriant Knights to disperse the crowd.

      Carlos grinned from ear to ear as he saw the rest of the party heading his way. “Please tell me you saw that!”

      “We saw…” said Marcus.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about! Four against one was almost fair odds for those guys. Next time they’ll know to bring more goons.” He finally saw Sarah and said, “Why is Sarah dressed like my nan?”

      She looked ready to say something, but Marcus said, “Let him have his moment. That was pretty epic. How did you know it was a trap?”

      “Lucky guess. That old lady didn’t even consider it when I offered to heal her daughter, plus the game let me target her daughter. I put two and two together.”

      Sarah removed the cardigan and said, “Impressive as that is, it totally screwed up my side quest! Now I need to find another opportunity to do magic in front of the whole town and win them over.”

      “If they catch you, I can probably get you off with a warning, now that I’m an honorary knight of the realm.” He buffed his golden cog badge.

      Marcus said, “Lovely as that badge is, I don’t know what we actually achieved from that whole saga. If we’d killed the Captain at least we would have some gold and I could go get my fixed-up sword. That had all the hallmarks of a major side quest, but we don’t have anything to show for it, apart from the EXP.”

      “Not true!” said Carlos. He pulled out a faded sheet of paper and let the others read it:

      

      This place is full of junk and wrecks,

      They believe in science, craft and tech,

      They shun that which they do not know,

      But it will bring the final blow.

      

      True power hides amongst the clouds,

      But solo hunters aren’t allowed.

      Your team must strive to come together,

      To work the pulleys, cranks and levers.

      

      Coordination is the key,

      To have attraction brought to thee.

      Use your brains, your arms, your legs,

      To win the fight and get ahead.

      

      Ignore your trainers, mentors, preachers,

      Failure is the best of teachers.

      Raw strength will not help you to win,

      You’ll need desire that burns within.

      

      “Where did you get that?” asked Marcus.

      “It was pinned inside the Captain’s mech. I think I was supposed to steal his Peiriant, which is oddly specific. You think the King moves these terrible poems around based on our choices?”

      “Maybe. Certainly nothing stopping him,” said Marcus.

      “That’s a scary thought. If it’s true then there’s literally no avoiding these, no matter how hard we try.”

      “Ok, but how does it help us? We’re still broke and we don’t know where to go. Should we do a few more side quests?”

      Nutsack dropped a large pile of coin purses in front of them, along with an assortment of nuts and bolts. Marcus said, “I thought we talked about this! No stealing!”

      The rogue stared back at him and pointed. “For you. Friend.”

      Marcus picked up the purses before anyone saw them. “You can’t keep doing this, if you get caught we’ll all get in trouble.”

      “Then no get caught.”

      Marcus looked at the others. “We already spent a bunch of gold on my shield, I feel like someone else should have this.”

      “Nah, go get your sword,” replied Carlos. “There’s no magic stuff here anyway.”

      “Ok, I can do that, but then we need to try and crack the code to figure out where to go next.”

      Carlos smiled. “That’s easy, I already know. We need to go up there.”

      He pointed at the very top of the large imposing tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 33: Tower of Power

        

      

    

    
      The tower was at the centre of Peiriannau Bay’s most precious resource. The scrap heap consisted of a dozen gargantuan piles, each one populated with loosely similar items. The paths between mounds were narrow and something of a warren. Once again Marcus was reminded of an ant hill. Peiriant Workers were everywhere, moving junk from trolleys onto the various piles, then removing items that were needed. They blocked paths and opened up entirely new ones, making the route to the tower ever changing. The whole scrapyard was enclosed within tall, thick walls. It was unclear if the walls were to keep looters out, or hold the junk in. It was much clearer which one the heavily armed Peiriant Knights were supposed to do.

      The team watched the mechs patrolling the scrapyard from a nearby rooftop, which Nutsack had scouted out. Jas said, “I see at least twenty-three knights, but it’s hard to keep track of them all when the routes keep changing. There could be twice that number. It’s certainly too many to fight.”

      “I don’t think this is meant to be a fight,” said Sarah. “If you watch carefully the knights are going in circles. It’s a classic stealth setup. I think we’re supposed to be evading them.”

      “What happens if they spot us?” asked Jas.

      “Depends. We might instantly fail and get respawned to try again, or we might have a few seconds to take out whoever saw us before they raise the alarm. Either way it’s going to require a lot of careful coordination and patience.”

      “That fits with the poem,” said Marcus, staring at the very top of the tower while he sheathed his new sword. The blacksmith had been visibly disappointed when he came back to retrieve it. “My guess is the outside is a sort of training area where we can learn the rules, and then the real test is in the tower. We’ll be way more constrained inside. The dagger’s probably on the very top floor. We’ll have to hope the King has been kind with the respawn points, it’s going to suck if we keep getting booted all the way out here if we fail. No matter how it’s set up, the most important thing is not being detected, because we don’t know if the guards will stay in a high state of alert after we respawn. What do you think, Carlos?”

      Everyone waited for the snarky response. When it didn’t come they turned to find an empty space where Carlos was supposed to be.

      “Where is he?”

      Nutsack was the first to spot him. He said, “He there!”

      Carlos was strolling across the road, heading straight for the scrapyard. The Knights at the gate blocked his path and raised their swords, but he waved and started talking to them. Then he turned and pointed at everyone else on the roof.

      “What’s he doing?” asked Jas.

      “My guess is making things worse,” said Sarah.

      Carlos waved at them and gestured for them to come down off the roof.

      The group approached the scrapyard cautiously, but Carlos didn’t share their concern. He said, “There they are! These are my friends. We’ve travelled a great distance to do some sightseeing in your lovely…erm, junk yard.”

      “You’re certain the Captain said this was ok?” replied the Peiriant, who was a level 25, like his colleague.

      “Oh yes, me and old Ol’ Dini go way back. That’s why he made me a Knight and said I was free to go wherever I please,” Carlos pointed at his badge, as if the large golden cog was somehow inconspicuous.

      One of the mechs leaned forwards and the hatch popped open so the tinker could get a closer look. He nodded at his friend. “That’s legit.”

      “So we should let them in?” said his colleague, keeping his hatch firmly shut.

      “Guess so. Don’t want to upset the Captain. Hold on, let me get the visitor passes.” He held out a handful of small golden passes that instantly appeared around their necks. “Don’t take those off or the guards will think you snuck in! Even with those passes the tower is off limits, you understand? It’s dangerous to go in there. If I was you I’d start with shipwrecks over in the far right corner, lots of great history there. Also make sure you don’t miss the piston pile, that’s a family favourite. I’d save boiler alley for last, especially if you’re trying to woo these lovely ladies, as it tends to get a bit steamy in there, if you know what I mean.” He winked at Jas.

      Nutsack hissed and the tinker took a step back, the mech shaking the ground. “Is your friend ok?”

      Marcus grabbed Nutsack by the arm and held him back. “Oh yes, he can barely contain his excitement. Thank you both.”

      The mechs parted to let them through. They were almost past when a stern voice said, “Not so fast! Get back here. You’re going to be sorry…”

      He held out a golden tube that looked distinctly like a pipe bomb. Sarah was moments from unleashing a fireball from her ring when the tinker extended the tube and held it up to his eye. He continued, “…if you forgot this! Some of those scrap piles are pretty tall, I’d hate for you to miss any of the sights.”

      Carlos accepted it.

      Tinker Telescope (Rare)

      When you’re small, you’re used to things being further away. As a settlement that has large piles of valuable materials right on the coast, knowing who is coming to visit is essential for survival. The Tinkers therefore did what they do best, they invented something to solve the problem.

      48/50 Durability

      Ability: This Tinker Telescope magnifies the view by 3X and can be extended to increase magnification up to 10X.

      

      “Wow, thanks, this is very helpful. You want me to bring this back when we’re done?”

      “Nah, keep it, we’ve got a whole pile of them at home, my mum makes them. Be sure to let your friend the Captain know how helpful we were down here.”

      “Oh don’t worry, he’s going to be hearing about this for sure!” Carlos said with a smile.

      They got away from the guards as quickly as they could without sprinting. They rounded the first corner and a trio of Peiriant Knights jumped to attention, weapons raised, until they saw the badges. Then they went back to their regular patrols.

      Marcus whispered to Carlos. “How did you know that was going to work?”

      “I didn’t! I wanted to test out my new badge. It’s a shame really, we’d get a lot of EXP if we cleared this place out.”

      Sarah said, “I don’t think we’re supposed to. There are way too many mobs in here. I think this was supposed to be a stealth section, but you’ve stumbled across some kind of shortcut. Sounds like it won’t work in the tower though if we’re not supposed to go there.”

      Marcus equipped his shield and concentrated. A large golden cog replaced the squirrel. Carlos raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

      “Blending in.”

      They worked their way through the scrap heap, trying to make their way towards the tower. It wasn’t a simple task, the piles of junk were a maze, and there were Peiriants everywhere. As they turned a corner they found a tinker outside his mech, fast asleep using a mound of cans as a pillow. He had a golden cog pin on his uniform similar to the one that Carlos sported. Nutsack, attracted by the shiny badge, took a step towards him, which nudged a tin can on the ground and triggered a mini cascade. As cans clattered to the ground the tinker jumped to his feet startled, and scrambled into his mech. He took a swing at Nutsack with his huge sword, but Marcus dashed over to block the blow, his shield reverberating from the impact. The mech paused in the middle of another swing and a quiet voice mumbled from within. “I’m sorry about attacking you. You scared me. I didn’t see your passes, I thought you were thieves.”

      Marcus checked his shield and was relieved to see there wasn’t a scratch on it. “It’s ok. Nobody was hurt.”

      “Please don’t tell anyone I was sleeping…”

      “Your secret’s safe with us.”

      They kept moving. After the third dead end in a row Marcus said, “Nutsack, can you climb up one of these scrap heaps and find us a route to the tower?”

      Nutsack didn’t move, until Marcus added, “Please?”

      The rogue switched into a squirrel before anyone could stop him. They listened for the sound of sirens, but there wasn’t any. Sarah said, “Weird. I guess that doesn’t count as magic?”

      Jas jumped in. “I’ve been thinking about that. When Carlos used Thorn it didn’t set anything off either. I think the system only detects abilities that consume MP.”

      Sarah considered that. “Makes sense. Only magic users have MP, but there’s plenty of gear with magical qualities, like Nutsack’s poisoned dagger for example. It seems to be the magical user that they don’t like, not the magic itself.”

      The squirrel scrambled up the mound in an instant, leaping from junk to junk without missing a step. When he reached the top he switched back and took in the surroundings. Finding a safe route to a tall object was second nature, and he held out his finger to trace each path until he found one that worked. Then he backflipped off the top of the pile.

      Jas gasped as he fell, but he switched back into a squirrel and glided gently back to where they were standing, turning back into a man to land on his feet.

      “Show off,” muttered Carlos under his breath.

      Once Nutsack was dressed again he led the way to the tower, moving quickly to avoid the path being blocked by new junk. They encountered three more sets of knights on the way.

      “This would have been a real pain in the arse to do stealthily,” Carlos pointed out.

      “We’re not even in the tower. Let’s not pat ourselves on the back just yet,” replied Marcus.

      They finally reached the base of the tower. From out here it looked at least six stories tall, but there could easily be more if the floors were tinker sized. The door to get in was one story up and accessible from a gangway. There were no guards to stop them, but they felt instantly exposed climbing up to the balcony. The door itself was made of solid metal. The only sign of a keyhole was the cog-shaped imprint in the metal.

      Carlos removed his badge. He placed it into the hole and it fit perfectly. With a loud clunk the door slid open.

      Marcus peered into the open door. There was no sign of enemies, traps, or other danger. The scariest thing in there was the poor lighting. “It can’t be this easy…”

      “I had to defeat four Peiriant Knights single-handedly as a healer. I wouldn’t exactly call that easy!” Carlos huffed.

      “You know what I mean. Keep your eyes peeled, this doesn’t feel right.”

      They stepped slowly into the tower, finding it a lot more cramped than it appeared on the outside thanks to a large wall that ran down the centre. The moment they were all through, the door slammed shut, cutting off the main source of light. The only illumination came from the circular portholes that dotted the walls, which cast perfect beams onto the metal walls. The light reflected off the metal, scattering a rainbow of colour throughout the space, like a giant disco ball.

      “You ok, Jas?” asked Sarah. “I don’t want to light up my hand in case it triggers the sensors. I’ve never checked if it used MP or not.”

      “Yep. I’m fine,” she replied, almost sounding like she believed it. “But maybe you could open the door to let in a little more light?”

      Sarah tried, but it remained firmly shut. There was no sign of a keyhole on the inside. “I think it’s locked.”

      “Ok, no problem, I’m absolutely fine, nothing to worry about,” Jas said, sounding much less certain.

      They squinted into the gloom and scanned the cramped space. It didn’t take long. The only item of furniture was a tattered chair that looked like it had been dragged here from a barber shop. It was directly opposite the largest porthole, which was right at tinker eye-level. The chair was surrounded by levers, which made everyone highly reluctant to take a seat. There was also what appeared to be a golden trumpet dangling to one side of the chair. To the other side was a rusty metal staircase that curled up towards a hatch on the roof, which was the only other exit from the room.

      “This looks homely,” said Carlos. He yelled into the golden trumpet, “Anyone home?”

      Marcus hissed at him. “What are you doing? This is supposed to be a stealth mission! You’ve effectively announced us over the intercom, or whatever that thing is.”

      Carlos laughed. “This room isn’t exactly large enough for an ambush, unless the mobs are invisible or ghosts. The only other way out of here is through the trapdoor above us, which is going to announce us to everyone the moment we open it. Besides, listen carefully. There’s no sounds of movement above or below us. If anyone was here we’d have heard them by now.” He made his point by stomping his foot, which let out a loud clang.

      “You didn’t know that when you yelled into that thing!” hissed Marcus.

      “Lucky guess. Come on, let’s go find that dagger.”

      Carlos headed for the stairs, but Marcus moved in front of him, shield raised. He said, “Let me go first, in case it’s a trap.”

      “Fine by me!”

      Marcus opened the trapdoor slowly, but there were no swords or weapons of any kind waiting to greet him. Instead there was a room twice as wide, and several times the height. They could see portholes high above casting their rays of sunshine. A large metal cylinder occupied the entire back half of the room, with pipes extending out of it at every opportunity and a metal walkway circling around it. Sarah stared at it for a full thirty seconds before she said, “That’s a boiler. Why would this tower need a boiler that large?”

      “Maybe they take a lot of showers?” Carlos said in his usual helpful manner.

      Sarah ignored him. “We know they prefer steam power, so that suggests there’s something large that requires a lot of power to operate. I’m not sure that’s a good sign.”

      “Whatever it is, we’ll kill it,” replied Carlos.

      Jas shouted everyone over and they found her at another trapdoor in the floor, not far from the one they’d come through. She said, “I peeked down there, it looks identical to the room we came from. A single chair, lots of levers, and no sign of enemies.”

      “None of this makes any sense,” Sarah said, looking up. “There must be something at the top. Unless this whole thing is an empty tower.”

      “What if it’s a trap?” Jas said. “What if we hike all the way to the penthouse only to have the tower collapse?”

      “Unlikely,” replied Sarah. “So far the dagger challenges have all been fair. If the King wanted us dead he could conjure up a thousand ways to do it without going through this elaborate ruse first. He could make any building we’re in collapse on top of us without warning, so why create a story to send us to this one?”

      Marcus led the way up the spiral staircase that curled up into the darkness above them. The higher they got from the ground the more unstable the stairs felt. No-one was more excited to reach the first level than Nutsack, who practically jumped across to the mesh floor that was welded on to the side of the boiler. The floor was somehow even noisier than the metal stairs, with the resultant din from five of them being enough to echo throughout the entire tower.

      After two more flights of stairs they finally reached the top. They found themselves on a long thin walkway that stretched across the entire width of the tower. On either end of the walkway was a door, and in the centre was a short ladder leading up to a metal trapdoor in the ceiling.

      Marcus surveyed the options and said, “I don’t like this. There are too many doors. Jas and Sarah, you go check on the left door and Nutsack and I will check the door on the right. Then we’ll meet back here and all head up to the penthouse.”

      “What about me?” asked Carlos.

      “You stay here in the middle to warn us if anything drops down from the trapdoor above you.”

      “Warn you? By dying loudly?”

      “Sure, that works. Everyone ready? We need to go at the same time so we don’t tip off any enemies hiding inside. 3….2….1….Go!”

      As the others rushed the doors Carlos glanced up at the trapdoor, Thorn clutched in his hand.

      Marcus slammed into the door, bursting it open to reveal a ladder down and yet another chair and switches. He yelled across to Jas, who confirmed that they were seeing the same thing. Everyone reconvened on Carlos as they prepared to storm the trapdoor above. There was no easy way to burst through, so Marcus went first again to tank whatever damage they might encounter.

      He pushed up on the trapdoor, ready for an attack. When nothing happened he dragged himself up and stared wide eyed at what he saw. This room was the same as all the others with one big difference, the huge panoramic window that gave him a view of the entire scrapyard. They were higher than he’d first realized, he could see all the way across the bay. As the rest of the party joined him at the window they took a moment to enjoy the view in silence. Then Carlos ruined it. “Ok, so now what? There’s no sign of a dagger up here. Maybe it’s out there somewhere, and we’re supposed to use the tower as a lookout to find it.”

      He equipped the tinker telescope and made a show of scanning the horizon, like a pirate ship captain. After several sweeps he said, “There’s nothing out there but more junk. If we’re supposed to find it amongst those piles it’s going to take forever.”

      Sarah looked at the panel of switches and levers next to the chair. This seat was slightly larger and better padded than the others. She said, “Maybe it’s not that far away. What if there’s a combination of switches that opens up a hidden door to the dagger?”

      “If there was a special combination there must be clues we’ve missed, it doesn’t make sense that the King would expect us to guess,” said Jas.

      “Perhaps patience is what this test is all about?” Sarah countered.

      Jas did the math. “14 switches with two positions each is over 16,000 combinations. We could be here for hours trying them, and we don’t even know if that’s what we’re supposed to be doing.”

      “Only one way to find out,” said Carlos, sitting in the small padded chair. As soon as he did a harness rolled over his shoulders and clipped him into place, before a metal panel slid back to reveal a large red button that said Activate.

      “Wow, that was easier than we thought!” he said as he pushed the button before anyone could stop him.

      The tower shook and slowly rose. For a moment it felt as if it was lifting off, before it stopped with a shudder. Several brass pipes descended from the ceiling to hang behind Carlos, each with a flared end. It looked like a trumpet quartet. Marcus glared at Carlos. “What did you do?”

      “How should I know?” Carlos tried to get out of the seat but found himself strapped firmly in, the harness refusing to budge. “I think I might be stuck here.”

      “But why?” asked Marcus. Then movement out the window caught his eye and he stared as tinkers swarmed across the scrap heap, heading for a particularly large pile. They all dived in and didn’t come back out. “I have a bad feeling about this. Something bad’s about to happen.”

      A huge Peiriant exploded out of the scrap heap, towering above the piles of junk. It had four arms, two of which held swords long enough to be airplane wings. Marcus analyzed it:

      Mega Peiriant Mark 2 - Level 30

      It was still some distance away, and busy pulling huge chunks of metal off itself. The chunks refused to come off easily, as if they were stuck on. The Mega had to shake its hands to get them loose. The fact that it was more concerned about its appearance than its opponent was not a promising sign.

      Carlos equipped his telescope again. He stared at the Mega, looking for clues. He zoomed in on one of the small portholes dotted around the body of the Mega. After a moment to focus it revealed a tinker staring back at him. That was when the penny finally dropped. “We’re in a giant Peiriant! Those other rooms are the controls for the limbs. Get down there! We need to be ready to defend ourselves.”

      The team needed no further encouragement. They all bolted for a limb, except for Nutsack, who tried to follow Jas as she raced into one of the arms. She waved him away and said, “Go down the stairs! To the leg!”

      He hesitated before jumping off the high walkway and gliding all the way down in squirrel form, his equipment and clothes raining down from the spot he’d transformed. He stopped to pick them up as he darted into one of the lower rooms.

      Sarah watched him race past her as she ran down the stairs to the other leg. She cursed his express route as she ran down yet another set of stairs.

      Marcus burst into the arm room and hopped into the chair as the harness wrapped around him, pulling him snugly into the seat. He stared at the huge panel of switches and levers and realized he had absolutely no idea what he was doing. The porthole opposite him was too low down, he could only see through the bottom half of it, which showed piles of junk.

      How was he supposed to fight, or do anything at all? He looked around for clues, but the only thing that stood out was the large brass pipe at the side of his chair that fanned out at the base, right at ear level, exactly like the ones that had dropped behind Carlos. Marcus had a strange compulsion to shout into it. “Hello?” His own voice echoed back at him before he heard Carlos’ familiar tones.

      “Marcus, is that you? Where did you end up?”

      Carlos listened for the response. “Left arm. I can barely see anything down here, nor do I know what any of the switches do.”

      “Nobody does. Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out together. Pull a lever and I’ll tell you what happens. Hold on a second, I’m trying to do all of you at the same time. Wait till I shout you.”

      Carlos moved his head to the furthest tube. “Alright, Sarah, pull the lever to your left.”

      The whole room lurched suddenly to the left and Carlos found himself glad he was firmly strapped in. “Nope, that raises the knee. That’s not going to be much use in a fight. Nutsack, try the lever on the far left of your side, let’s see if King Welsh was at least kind enough to mirror the controls.”

      Nothing happened. Carlos tried asking again, and the right leg did an erratic jiggle. “Nutsack, you need to flip one lever, not all of them. Just the one on the left. THE LEFT. You know what, hold off flipping anything for now.”

      The jiggling stopped.

      Carlos watched as the mega stopped cleaning itself off and started moving towards them. “We need to speed this up. Marcus and Jas, try the far left level for the arms.”

      Both arms raised 90 degrees until it looked like their Peiriant was driving an imaginary car. The mega took a step towards them and Carlos said, “Play time’s over, everyone figure out your own limb because we’re about to be in a fight.”

      What followed was a giant robot twitching like a guinea pig that had chewed through a high-voltage power cable. Hands span, ankles buckled, fingers wiggled. Carlos shouted instructions at them down the tubes in an attempt to coordinate, but nobody was listening. It was total chaos.

      Their enemy watched this display with interest. Nobody wanted to attack an opponent that was crazy, and this one clearly was. The greatest swordsman isn’t afraid of the second-greatest swordsman; they are afraid of the novice, who might do something stupid and unexpected. Those two words very clearly applied to the opposing mech.

      The right leg shot out at 90 degrees, and the whole mech lunged forwards, catching itself at the last moment and closing the distance. That was close enough for the Mega. Its 4 arms moved in perfect unison as the two lower ones reached out to grab the writhing opponent and the two uppers got ready to stab it with the swords.

      Unfortunately for the Mega, the opponent was rather difficult to grab, on account of it jerking around all over the place. The top half of the tower span a full 360, but as it rotated one of the arms shot out at 90 degrees, delivering a punch that looked far less accidental than it actually was. The captain of the Mega shook his head as his cockpit rattled with the blows. These thieves would pay for daring to try to operate sacred tinker machinery.

      Back in the tower, Carlos was losing track of his limbs. “Nutsack, move forwards. Wait, no, Sarah, you go forward. Nutsack, hold still for two more seconds. Then go. No, not now, when I say so…” Both legs tried to go forward at the same time, which resulted in a bunny hop straight towards the Mega. It thanked them with a slash from one of its swords, leaving a long groove carved into their torso.

      Everyone shouted at once, resulting in a jumbled mess of words filling the cockpit. After a few seconds Carlos yelled, “Everyone be quiet!” He took a deep breath as the Mega pulled back its other sword to strike. He concentrated and said, “Marcus, up and to the right….now!”

      The arm swung lazily, but it blocked the attack moments before it made contact. It only cost them a finger. The mechanical digit tumbled to the ground with a loud crash. It landed next to Sarah’s leg and she said, “What was that?”

      “That was the sound of us bringing a fist to a sword fight. We have to find a weapon, or we’re going to lose more than a finger. I need everyone to listen carefully and not talk, can you do that?”

      Carlos took the silence as their agreement. “Ok, it should be something long and sharp.” He looked around the scrapyard and found exactly what he was looking for. A long serrated sheet of metal was strewn across one of the piles. It looked thick enough to take a beating, while also being slightly tapered at one end so that they could hold it. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than losing any more digits. The big question was, could they make it over there to get it?

      “Nutsack, do that lunge move again! Sarah, be prepared to steady us.” The tower lurched forwards, covering half the distance in one stumble and getting them away from the Mega. Carlos said, “Do that again! Jas, be ready with your arm to pick up the sword. Trust me, we’ve got this!”

      A sword burst out of their chest and the whole tower shook as it was violently lifted off the ground. Carlos heard the sounds of explosions and saw the rushing yellow light of flames from below. His last thought was to wonder how the Mega had caught up to them so quickly. Then everything turned to flames.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      King Welsh watched the tower explode on the largest viewing portal in his throne room. They’d done better than expected on their first try. Most of the teams had barely been able to take a step before dying, even after he’d increased the delay for the Mega’s first attack.

      This was typically when things started to go wrong, even in the strongest of teams. They almost always wanted to find someone to blame, and that was when the cracks started to form. A few more deaths and those cracks would be ravines.

      The ice dragon nuzzled at his hand. He petted her head. “I know, Martha, it’s not kind, but I have to be certain. They need to be a team. It’s the only way they’ll make it through this.”

      Martha remained agitated, which wasn’t like her. It was much more her sister’s thing. Sasha was the one with the fiery disposition and the total inability to let anything go. It was why she’d been such an effective secretary. Anyone that wanted to get a meeting with Brenin had to run the gauntlet. After falling out with Drysi, he’d run a few gauntlets with Sasha himself. It was such a cliché, sleeping with his secretary.

      Then he’d doubled down on his midlife crisis and slept with her sister, with predictable results. It had taken four burly security guards to remove Sasha from his office, and three more to put the fires out.

      He smiled at the memory, and then the smile faded. That was when the tables had turned, when James had gone from carer to captor. Sasha and Martha shouldn’t even be here, they were no threat, but they were used to make a point. As long as there were people in the real world that Brenin cared about, they weren’t safe. There was so much corruption after their transfer it almost looked intentional. He’d done everything he could to try and fix them, to save who they were, but that was when he’d learned the first of many hard lessons. He couldn’t fix the core; if it was broken, it stayed broken. The more he messed with it, the worse the side effects got. If he tried to change it back, somehow it only made things worse, until the only thing left were monsters. He’d simply given them the bodies to match.

      Martha shook her head to remove his hand, before darting for the hole in the wall. She dived out and flapped her huge wings to take to the sky. She almost never left his side these days, which meant there had to be a good reason. There was only one he could think of. Someone was attacking her lair, which didn’t make any sense.

      He pulled up a new view on his portal and groaned. He should have known. Ryan had found a way to track down the ice dagger, and now he was storming towards it. This was an unforeseen wrinkle. Brenin considered making the problem go away. A single snap of his fingers could fling Ryan to the opposite side of the world, or deep underground into an endless dungeon. Somewhere where he wouldn’t cause any more trouble.

      He resisted that temptation. It wasn’t healthy to solve his problems that way, and Ryan was already racked with guilt and rage. Cheating him out of a prize was only going to push him closer to his breaking point. Besides, Brenin was certain that James was involved in Ryan’s involvement, which meant vanishing Ryan would only lead to more hostilities. Better to let it all play out. He could find a way to make this a valuable lesson for everyone, if he played his cards right. All he had to do was keep his eye on things.

      Speaking of which, he glanced over at the viewing screen that was tracking the unicorn. He’d seen it flash in and out of existence several times now, but it always moved too fast for him to follow. He’d tried messing with its code, but it was heavily protected. Any attempt to tamper with the safeguards would kill the creature instantly. The only thing he knew for certain was when it left the world map and an approximate direction. His best chance was to capture it leaving enough times to triangulate a destination. Drysi was smart enough to hide herself in the world he’d created, but she always had a soft spot for those in need. He could take advantage of that.

      With a wave of his hand the different views nestled side by side on the portal. He leaned back and smiled. “On with the shows!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 34: Under Pressure

        

      

    

    
      Ryan shielded his eyes against the howling wind that was whipping up snow and reducing visibility to near zero. The creatures attacking him didn’t seem to be affected, leading him to believe that perhaps they were using something other than eyes to track him. Whatever they were using, they sure were good at honing in on his position even from far away.

      There was a flash of claws as another mob burst out of the swirling white canvas, ready to attack. It was roughly humanoid in size, but was covered in thick white fur, with sharp claws and a long snout packed with two rows of teeth. It was yet another Rhew Miniog. He’d fought these mobs before, but always by themselves, generally as mid-area bosses. Suddenly they were scattered around the place. He knew these mountains well, there were several main quest lines that had brought him this way. In all those trips, he’d never seen so many Rhews around. That suggested they were guarding something.

      Ryan swung his huge club, but the Rhew turned to snowflakes as he was about to connect and the weapon sailed harmlessly through. The moment the club passed out the other side the Rhew became solid again and clawed at him. He was ready for the counter; he’d already fought through a dozen of these on his way up. As the claws connected he triggered the flames and swung his club back the other way, melting the Rhew and knocking off 25% of its health bar. They only had a brief window of vulnerability, right before an attack, where they were guaranteed to stay solid. He supposed there was some trick to exploit that, but he didn’t have the patience to learn it, nor did he need to. He had one of his special clubs equipped, the one that could be set alight without damaging it. He had to keep repeating the trick as the wind kept blowing the flames out, but by triggering it as the Rhew was about to attack he was able to make sure it stayed alight and did double damage.

      He waited patiently for the Rhew to attack again, but it hesitated, looking behind it, staring into the blinding white flurry. Its ears perked up and it bolted away, back into the blizzard. That wasn’t a good sign. That meant whatever was coming was going to be much worse.

      With a flash he was knocked to the ground, a huge creature standing on his chest, pounding down on him. If it wasn’t for his armour he would likely be in serious trouble, but even with the 25% damage reduction each hit was knocking off over 10% of his HP. He rolled, his considerable heft tossing the creature off him, allowing him to get a better look at it.

      Frost Ape - Level 50

      His pulse raced. This was another new enemy. Now wasn’t the time to check the bestiary, but he could already picture one of the blank spaces filling in. It was a good sign, it meant he was on the right path. He just had to survive long enough to figure out what this mob could do.

      The Frost Ape eyed him warily, then jumped straight at him. It moved tremendously fast for a creature of its size. As it was about to crash into him he swatted it out of the air with his club, triggering the flames as his club connected. Even with a perfectly timed strike with the added flame damage, it only did 8% damage to the ape, which meant this thing was as tough as they come. He would have to be careful, wear it down slowly, not make any mistakes.

      A noise behind him made him glance over his shoulder as the second ape landed on his back, knocking him forward. He rolled when he hit the ground, getting back to his feet as the two apes gave each other a slight nod. Then they fanned out, strafing in each direction, so it was impossible to follow both. King Welsh certainly wasn’t making this easy. Those noobs with the map wouldn’t survive 60 seconds up here.

      He focused his attention on the ape he’d already injured, turning his back on the other one. He would have to time this perfectly. As the ape bent its hind legs, ready to pounce, he rolled to the side. The ape landed where he’d previously been standing, but more importantly it was now lined up with the other ape. Ryan popped the cork on the transformation potion and morphed into the shadow hippo. There was a reason he hadn’t replaced the hippo with any of the other high-level creatures he had defeated; it was an invaluable tool in situations like this one, where a complicated problem required a straightforward solution.

      He charged at the two apes, crashing into the first before it could move aside and knocking down 30% of its HP in a single blow. The second tried to jump over him, but he tilted his head back and bit it on the way past, his powerful jaws doing major damage. As the ape limped away Ryan circled back around, hoping to get another attack in, but the snow blindness made that challenging. He knew the apes were close by, but without being able to see them a full-on charge was difficult. Then something large landed on his back and began pounding with a primal roar. The thick skin of the hippo meant the blows did little damage, with the benefit that he now knew where to attack. He skidded to a halt, sending the ape tumbling forward and back into his jaws. He crunched at the white fur as it struggled to get free, each bite doing another 15% damage. After 3 bites the wounded ape escaped. Ryan checked the timer and saw there were seconds left. He ran back towards his equipment, but didn’t make it all the way before he transformed back into a troll. He kept running, hoping to use the momentum to propel him forwards, and he scooped up his gear as another ape jumped in to attack.

      Ryan leaned in and shoulder bashed the ape, triggering a brief stun. It bought him enough time to re-equip his club and charge up an attack. This ability had a fancy name, but he’d nicknamed it home run. As the stun wore off he unleashed the attack, connecting with the ape and flinging it straight up into the air. He’d aimed it perfectly, as the ape began to plummet back to earth Ryan rolled to get underneath it and swung at it again, juggling it before it could escape. It was his very own wombo combo. The combined damage was enough to finish the ape off and it disappeared in a puff of snow.

      “One down, one to go.”

      The remaining ape was nowhere to be seen. Ryan circled slowly, listening for any hint that an attack was imminent, but there was no sound except the howling of the wind. After a full minute he put his club away and continued pushing forward. He must have finished the other ape off without even realizing.

      With a quick swig he downed a legendary healing potion to get back to full health. That had been too close. He checked his inventory. Only three more healing potions remained, which might not be enough, depending on the boss. It didn’t matter. He knew where to go now. This was a recon run, a chance to scope out the mobs and terrain. He’d come back better prepared.

      A faint red glow caught his attention and he moved towards it. Perhaps it was a camp fire, or some kind of domicile. Either would be good. He needed to rest up and let his cooldowns reset. As he got closer he squinted. Was it his imagination, or was the red glow getting larger? Or was it moving towards him…

      The injured ape burst out of the snow storm, its fur glowing a deep red as its eyes burned with fury. It was down to 15% HP, but this looked to be some kind of berserker rage ability. That was bad news. These things hit hard enough when they weren’t pissed off. He had to kill this thing quickly, before it could do too much damage.

      The stun and home run combo was still on cooldown, along with his shadow hippo potion, which left him with a limited toolkit to deal with this kind of threat. His hand reached toward the item on his belt, but he stopped himself. That was for the boss; using it on an injured mob would be a total waste. Better to die and try again than waste an item with a drop rate in the tenths of a percent.

      The ape crashed into him, fists flailing. He rolled away, taking a couple of hits to the back, but at least he was still standing. He swung his club in a wide arc to try and keep the ape at bay, but it ignored the threat and jumped straight into him, hitting him twice more and stripping off another 40% of his HP. Shoulder bash came off cooldown and he used it to buy some time, but home run still wasn’t available. Instead he used the temporary reprieve to down another health potion.

      There was enough time to squeeze in a quick attack. He went with hammer strike, which involved pulling the club back over his head and bringing it down like a test of strength machine at the fair. It connected perfectly with the ape’s head and triggered a dazed status, which slowed the ape down just as it broke free of the stun. It wobbled towards him, moving diagonally, and stretched out its arms. They managed to wrap around him before he could roll away, pulling him into a crushing hug that drained his HP at a rapid rate. He watched in horror as his health bar sank. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t wriggle free, the ape’s grip was iron clad. Its STR must be maxed out. As his HP dropped into the red he let out a curse. King Welsh wasn’t playing fair; these mobs were totally OP. It was almost as if no-one was supposed to get this far.

      The frustration gave way to anger. There was no way he was giving up. He’d overcome the old man’s nonsense before, he could do it again. He just needed to break free. He struggled again, managing to twist his club so it was resting against the ape’s arm. Then he ignited it.

      Even the enraged ape couldn’t ignore the fire melting through its arm. It howled as it released him, right as home run came off cooldown. There wasn’t sufficient time to charge it up before the ape finished him off, and his shoulder barge was still not available. Instead he rolled backwards to gain some space. He hoped that the angry ape would behave predictably, and thankfully it did. It charged straight for him, ready to grab, but that was exactly what he needed. He unleashed the charged-up home run when the ape came into range, and followed it up with the roll and hit to finish it off. Then he quickly downed another health potion before anything else could get in a sneak attack.

      With a weary sigh he continued moving forward through the snow storm, or at least in the direction he thought of as forward. He was ready for more mobs, but nothing else attacked him. Without warning, the snow dissipated, revealing a large cave in the side of the mountain. Stalactites hung down from the ceiling, creating the impression of a gaping maw. Not ominous at all. A noise from deep inside the cave confirmed something large lurked inside. Whatever was in there was probably guarding the dagger. He triggered the flames on his club and stepped out of the howling winds into darkness. That was when he noticed the glowing red eyes. Ten pairs stared back at him, with a low growl.

      That map wasn’t lying, this quest definitely qualified as ‘hard’. He was going to need more health potions…

      
        
        ***

      

      

      They awoke inside of the scrapyard. The tower was back in its place, and very much not exploded. There was no sign of the Mega, and the pile of junk it had burst from appeared undisturbed. Peiriant Knights milled around obliviously, like they hadn’t witnessed an epic battle right on their doorstep.

      Carlos said, “We need to check something.”

      He ran over to the same spot as before to find the tinker still fast asleep. He gave the guy a nudge with his crook and the little mob hopped into his mech. It bristled, ready to attack, but Carlos held up the pass and it relaxed. A voice from inside the mech said, “Sorry, didn’t see you were a guest.”

      “Have we met before?” asked Carlos.

      “No, I don’t believe so.” There was a lengthy pause before the tinker added, “Please don’t tell anyone I was sleeping…”

      Carlos grinned. “Oh don’t worry, I’ll take that secret to my grave.”

      He returned to the others with a spring in his step. “Good news, this whole scrap yard is an instance.”

      “A what?” asked Jas.

      “Think of it like a discrete bubble with its own set of rules. There doesn’t have to be continuity, the whole thing can be reset without affecting anything or anyone else, and the outside world can continue on while we mess around in our bubble.”

      “How does that affect us?” she asked, excited that there were still new things to learn.

      “It means we can try a whole bunch of stuff. For example, the sleepy guard had no recollection of meeting us. That means if we upset guards or kill them, they won’t hold it against us the next time around, which is good news. The bad news is, any damage we do to the Mega will also be reset. We’re starting again from scratch every fight.”

      Jas thought for a moment. “So it’s like a self-contained lab? We can do experiments without risk of consequences to the rest of the world.”

      “Precisely. I don’t think we’ve run into an instance before, although it’s hard to tell because we’ve generally won our boss fights first time around.” He paused to pop his collar. “There must be a reason King Welsh is using one this time around.”

      “The poem talked about failure being our teacher. I think he’s trying to force us to fight the Mega over and over,” said Jas. “Now that I think about it, I don’t remember seeing a message about the EXP death penalty.”

      Marcus checked the log. “You’re right Jas. The only reason the King would remove the penalty is if he expected us to die a bunch of times and didn’t want to punish us. That sounds ominous.”

      Jas said, “Ok, so what do we do now?”

      Carlos jumped in, “We do it all over again, but better. We’ll show the King what we’re made of!”

      “Before we do that, we need to come up with a plan,” interjected Marcus. “Part of the reason that went badly was that we were flying by the seat of our pants.” He glanced over at Carlos.

      “What? That wasn’t my fault! You try coordinating an intricate ballet when one of your limbs is controlled by a frickin squirrel!”

      Nutsack hissed and Jas said, “It’s not his fault! We need to teach him the controls. This is all new.”

      “Of course you’re going to defend him,” Carlos snarled. “The truth is, for an activity like this, he’s a major impediment.”

      “Your attitude is a major impediment!” Jas fired back, realizing how silly it sounded the moment she said it.

      As the others bickered, Sarah had an idea of her own. If this really was an instance, then it would be the perfect opportunity to try her new Hop move. She activated it, jumping a few inches, barely further than before. The moment she reappeared, the sirens blared. Everyone looked around confused. Carlos was the first to lock eyes with Sarah. “What did you do?”

      “I wanted to test something.”

      “Was it the response time of every Peiriant in the city?” he asked, a wry smile on his face.

      Knights streamed from everywhere. They ignored the others and headed straight for Sarah.

      Carlos held up his cog badge and almost got flattened by a charging knight, who barked, “Move aside!”

      Jas tried Spartan Kick on a knight, and it wobbled and fell over. Its arms flailed, trying to grab her ankles as she backed away. She said, “What happens if they take us out of the instance?”

      “Let’s not find out!” Carlos said, running for the tower. The rest of the team were right behind him. It was much quicker now that they knew the route and didn’t have to worry about upsetting the guards. Sarah blocked the pursuing knight’s with a wall of jagged icicles. Marcus used Hare to keep up with the others, and when that ran out he triggered Dash.

      They reached the tower with a percussion of heavy footsteps growing louder behind them. Sarah held the pursuers off with fireballs whilst they hurled insults at her. When they realized the insults weren’t working, they switched to something more pointed. The knights raised their arms in tandem and three of them shot harpoons straight at Sarah. Only one of them was on target, but Marcus intercepted it with his shield, using Reflect to send the spear hurtling back. That earned howls of pain from the pilot, and the other knights lowered their harpoons and switched to swords.

      Everyone huddled around the entrance to the tower as Carlos fumbled with the cog, jamming it into the keyhole. The door tried to slide open, only to get stuck against an errant harpoon, which had lodged itself in the door. Carlos tried to pull the harpoon out, but it refused to budge. He said, “Looks like we’re stuck!”

      Jas reached out with one hand and reefed the metal door with such force that it buckled. The lodged harpoon fell to the grab with a clatter. Carlos stared at her for a moment before yelling, “Nevermind! Get inside.”

      The others raced through the gap, with Marcus doing his best to provide cover, but the knights surged forwards in unison. There were too many to fend off. A wall of purple gas materialized, and the mechs charged straight into it. That led to a bout of coughing and spluttering as the pilots inhaled the poison. Only one made it through the cloud, using nothing more than raw acceleration. The mech crashed into Marcus, sending him flying backwards into the tower. He skidded along on his back.

      Jas was wrestling the door closed when a harpoon sailed through the narrow opening, striking Sarah firmly in the leg. It dug in, and the cable went taught. Sarah was yanked off her feet and dragged towards the doorway. Jas increased her efforts, hoping to pin the cable, but Sarah was pulled through the gap seconds before Jas slammed the door shut.

      Marcus watched in horror as Sarah vanished. He hopped back to his feet and yelled at Jas. “Get that door open!”

      Jas was already reversing direction, when Sarah appeared at their feet with a loud pop.

      “What? How?” asked Carlos, as Marcus rushed over to Sarah. He helped her up and turned to Carlos, “She needs healing!”

      “She needs a stern talking to,” muttered Carlos as the golden beam started up. He waited until she was healed before he said, “Care to explain Sarah?”

      She glared at him. “I thought you’d approve of a fight.”

      “A fight I can handle, but I prefer to know why.”

      Her gaze softened as she saw the others waiting too. “I’m sorry everyone. I have a new spell that I haven’t properly learned yet. I’m supposed to practice it, so I did. I didn’t expect the response to be quite so swift.”

      “Is it that sweet teleport move?” Carlos asked, returning to his default tone of mild jealousy.

      Sarah nodded. The old tinker was right; she’d certainly been motivated to learn it when she was being dragged towards certain death. The distance had been one thing, but more impressively, she’d escaped the harpoon and hopped straight through a solid metal door.

      Something large crashed into the door and pounded furiously. Carlos yelled over the clanging, “Let’s make a deal. You have any more ideas for wacky experiments, maybe wait until we’re almost at the tower first?” He smiled.

      Sarah said, “Ok, deal.”

      Marcus stared at Sarah for a long moment before waving his hands to get their attention. “Let’s get back on track. If we’re going to do this tower fight again, we need a plan. For example, who should be going where.”

      Carlos threw his hands up in the air. “I get it, you want to be the brains of this mech. Be my guest. I’m the only one with any kind of mech piloting experience, but clearly you think you can do it better.”

      “Actually, that isn’t what I was getting at. I think you did a great job as captain. My question was aimed more at Nutsack. Jas is right, this is hard for him, does it make sense for us to be down a leg, or should we sacrifice an arm instead?”

      Everyone took a moment to ponder the question, except for Nutsack, who was hanging upside down off the metal stairs. Eventually Carlos said, “I vote leg for now. Mobility isn’t our biggest issue, the enemy is quite literally better armed than us. The Mega was happy to bring the fight to us, but with four arms to contend with we’re going to need both of ours to stand a chance.”

      “I’ll show him what to do. Maybe that will help?” Sarah said.

      Carlos said, “Good idea. It’s not just movement that is a problem though. Our enemy has bloody big swords, and the sharpest thing we have is our wits.”

      Nutsack dangled and said, “What is wits?”

      “My point exactly,” replied Carlos. “We need something much sharper. Let’s go scope out the junkyard from the cockpit, I bet there’s a few options stashed away in the scrapheaps. The King wouldn’t expect us to slap the Mega to death.”

      They made their way up to the top of the tower. Carlos was careful not to touch anything, he didn’t want to trigger the Mega fight until they were ready. They each peered out of the large glass window and scanned for anything they could use.

      “Anyone seeing anything?” Carlos asked.

      There was a general grumble of disappointment, which Carlos interpreted as a no.

      “There may be better things behind us,” said Sarah. “Can you turn us around?”

      “Not yet. As soon as I touch the controls the fight will start, so let’s make sure we’re certain there’s nothing out this view before we start the timer on our demise.” Carlos slapped Nutsack’s hand away from a lever.

      Jas’ face lit up. “I might have something. What about the roof of that building? It’s the perfect size.” She pointed towards a large circular building on the opposite side of the scrapyard. It was some kind of smelting plant, with a river of molten metal running from the front. The roof was a perfect circle, made of what appeared to be thick metal sheets riveted together.

      “To do what with exactly?” said Carlos.

      “We could use it as a makeshift shield.”

      He tilted his head and said, “That might work. Let’s give it a try.”

      “What about looking behind us?” Jas asked.

      “One problem at a time. If we stop to look around the Mega will get the jump on us, and then we won’t know if we can make it to the smelter, or if we’re even able to remove that roof. We will die without a weapon, but at least we’ll learn something new. Then we can focus on the next piece of the puzzle.”

      “That makes sense,” Jas said. “Let’s give it a shot.”

      The others made their way to their respective limbs. This time, when Nutsack jumped off the balcony, Sarah beat him to the ground with a vertical Hop. She didn’t even know it would work; she’d simply looked down and thought Hop before she could stop herself. Unfortunately she couldn’t yet hop far enough to get all the way to the ground, so she reappeared in midair halfway down. The resultant fall almost killed her, but thankfully she didn’t need HP for the upcoming fight. More importantly, it didn’t look like fall damage applied for the portion she had teleported, because she most certainly would have died from the full height.

      Nutsack landed gently next to her and say, “You ok?”

      It was unclear if he meant HP wise, or mentally, seeing as she’d just throw herself off a balcony. “I’m ok. I’m going to show you how to work your leg. Follow me.”

      He followed without question and Sarah headed for his leg. She gave him a crash course on what the various levers and switches did, or at least the one’s she had tried. He nodded a lot, but she didn’t know if it was in comprehension or simply what he did to get people to stop talking.

      She heard Carlos over the intercom. “How’s it going down there, Sarah? Is Nutsack ready?”

      Sarah leaned over to the trumpet. “I guess we’ll find out. Give me a minute to get to my limb and then you can start it up.”

      Carlos checked with Jas and Marcus, who both informed him they were good to go. As soon as he heard Sarah confirm she was where she was supposed to be he sat down in the captain’s chair and triggered the start up.

      The Mega began its clamber out of the scrap heap. Carlos didn’t waste any time; he immediately guided everyone towards the smelting plant. They were still very wobbly, but there was distinctly better coordination than the first attempt. Even Nutsack was getting the hang of it, although there was a delay while he processed the commands from Carlos, giving the mech a very noticeable limp. Carlos slapped the dashboard as the roof got closer and closer, fully aware that the Mega would be right behind them. He didn’t want to risk turning around to look, but the anticipation was almost unbearable.

      As they approached Carlos said, “Ok, Marcus, be ready to reach out and grab the roof, we’re only going to get one shot at this.”

      The arm reached out in preparation, the fingers wiggling uncontrollably. Carlos said, “What are you doing?”

      Marcus’ frustrated voice came back down the tube. “Do you know how hard it is to control the hand? Most of the levers in here are for the fingers!”

      “Well figure it out, we’re supposed to be ripping the roof off, not tickling it to death.”

      They didn’t get the chance to do either. As they were about to reach the smelter the tower jolted to a stop. Carlos yelled, “Nutsack!”

      “It’s not him, we’re stuck on something.”

      The whole mech shook and everyone held on as it was slowly turned in the air to face the Mega, who was holding them aloft by each of their limbs. With a terrible sound the tower was torn to pieces, and each piece was stomped on for good measure. Carlos was the last to go. He stared up at the large metal foot descending on the cockpit and found himself with one simple question. How can we go faster?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan stared at his inventory. There had to be something he was missing, some combination of equipment that would allow him to progress. The Frost Apes had killed him repeatedly without mercy. It had been a long time since anything had done that, especially a regular mob. Perhaps an end game boss, but he’d learned all their attack patterns long ago, so the only time they killed him was if he got bored and made a mistake.

      He scoured through the items, pulling up the extended inventory. The primary reason he’d chosen the troll class was their ability to have an extra storage space, separate from their regular inventory. The ability was dubbed Under the Bridge, and it was special storage only he could access. The space was considerably larger than a normal inventory, allowing him to hold a practically infinite number of items. The catch was that items could only be added or removed from the extended inventory once an hour, and there was a 60-second delay where he was entirely frozen in place. That was an attempt to keep things balanced. The extra storage was for tactical planning, not minute to minute combat.

      Navigating through the extra inventory required a lot of scrolling. There was a veritable haul of loot inside. Complete sets of every available armour combination, duplicates of every weapon, rare potions and exotic pets. He’d acquired vast virtual wealth that very few people would ever fully appreciate. It had been his main purpose since he’d been brought here, however long that had been. It was easy to lose track when you didn’t need to sleep. This entire campaign was the world’s most epic all-nighter.

      He’d never bothered to use most of the items. Why waste durability points on something clearly inferior to what he already had? All he wanted was the checkmark, the fractional percentage point on the number that told him what % of different items he owned. He had been on the slow march to 100%, creeping ever closer. At first it was easy to make huge gains, but now he was in the end game mop-up phase, where 99.9% of the drops he got were repeats.

      His best gear wasn’t making a dent on the ice apes; raw power simply wasn’t enough. He needed to try a different approach, something more carefully tailored. Unfortunately the King didn’t like to make things easy. There was no way to filter equipment by affinity, the only way was to look for the relevant icons on the item. It wasn’t a big deal in a standard inventory, but Ryan had so much stuff it would make a hoarder blush. It was going to take a while.

      He was almost cross-eyed from staring at the tiny icons for so long when something caught his attention. He expanded the description:

      Molten Helmet (Legendary):

      This helmet is made from dwarven steel that has not yet cooled at the centre. It is too hot to wear comfortably. Wearing it will remove 1% of wearer’s HP every minute. The roiling metal is soft, providing limited defence, and also interferes with magical abilities. Due to the inherent heat, attacks with an ice or water affinity are heavily negated. However, attacks from fire do double damage.

      + 10 DEF, - 10 WIS.

      Durability 60/60

      Abilities:

      Attacks with an ice or water-based affinity are reduced by 15% (full set bonus of 75%)

      Attacks with a fire-based affinity do 200% damage (does not stack)

      1% of wearer’s HP deducted for every minute this helmet is worn.

      Item 1 in set of 3

      

      The last line caught his eye. He vaguely recalled killing a dungeon boss over and over again to grind out the whole set. It had taken over a hundred runs until he finally got the last drop, and then he’d tossed them on the pile with all the others.

      With some more digging he found the other two parts:

      Molten Chest Piece (Legendary):

      This chest piece is made from dwarven steel that has not yet cooled at the centre. It is too hot to wear comfortably. Wearing it will remove 3% of wearer’s HP every minute. The roiling metal is soft, providing limited defence, and provides no rigidity to assist feats of strength. Due to the inherent heat, attacks with an ice or water affinity are heavily negated. However, attacks from fire do double damage.

      + 20 DEF, - 15 STR.

      Durability 80/80

      Abilities:

      Attacks with an ice or water-based affinity are reduced by 25% (full set bonus of 75%)

      Attacks with a fire-based affinity do 200% damage (does not stack)

      3% of wearer’s HP deducted for every minute this chest piece is worn.

      Item 2 in set of 3

      

      Molten Leg Plates (Legendary):

      These leg plates are made from dwarven steel that has not yet cooled at the centre. They are too hot to wear comfortably. Wearing them will remove 1% of wearer’s HP every minute. The roiling metal is soft, providing limited defence, and causes the weight to shift around, impeding agility. Due to the inherent heat, attacks with an ice or water affinity are heavily negated. However, attacks from fire do double damage.

      + 5 DEF, - 5 AGI.

      Abilities:

      Attacks with an ice or water-based affinity are reduced by 15% (full set bonus of 75%)

      Attacks with a fire-based affinity do 200% damage (does not stack)

      1% of wearer’s HP deducted for every minute these leg plates are worn.

      Durability 50/50

      Item 3 in set of 3

      

      The 5% HP loss every minute wasn’t ideal, but his healing ability should counter it. It was certainly worth it for the damage it would negate. He’d only run into trouble if he fought a mob that wasn’t ice based.

      He equipped the full set. It swelled to fit his considerable heft. Each piece glowed a faint orange in the centre, as if it was fresh from the smelter. The raw drop in stats was noticeable, but it didn’t matter. He thought about bringing his current legendary armour as a backup, but that would only take up space better used by health potions or other consumables. He was going to have to chance it. If this didn’t work, he’d try something else. He had time to experiment.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “This isn’t working,” Marcus exclaimed as they respawned for the fifth time.

      “You’re telling me!” said Carlos in agreement. “No matter what we try the Mega is too fast. That time was our best yet and it still got us. We must be missing something.”

      “Perhaps we aren’t meant to beat it? Could the King be trying to teach us a lesson about quitting against unbeatable odds? Perhaps if we try and leave, we’ll get the dagger,” said Jas.

      “Could be,” replied Sarah. “But then anyone could get this dagger if they gave up. It doesn’t really fit with the rest of the challenges. It’s strange too, because it isn’t at all dependant on our levels, so it isn’t even like we could go away and get stronger. The only way to win is to get better at this one particular challenge.”

      “We don’t need to get better. We need to get faster,” said Carlos to himself.

      Sarah stared at the Peiriant workers milling around the scrap yard. An idea struck her. “You keep saying faster. Is that all we need? More speed?”

      “I think so. We’re almost coordinated enough to defend ourselves, but we don’t have the tools to do so effectively, and the closest options are too far away for us to reach without being cut down. It’s a real head scratcher.”

      “I might have a way to get us the speed we need, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Carlos perked up. “What is it?”

      She smiled. “You’ll see. It will either solve our problem, or it will be our fastest death yet.”

      Carlos grinned right back at her. “Works for me!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan strolled back into the cave feeling more confident. The closest Frost Ape immediately charged at him, but he stepped to the side and hit it in the back with his club. Three more joined the fight and attacked him from all sides, but his new armour absorbed most of the damage. It was still enough to chip away at his health bar, so he did his best not to simply trade blows with them. As he dodged backwards he shoulder charged the closest ape, but didn’t have time to charge up his home run attack before the next one swiped at him. Instead he settled for a regular hit.

      This dodge and hit continued for several minutes, with Ryan having to stop in the middle to drink a health potion. The reduced damage was allowing him to space out his potions more, giving him hope he may still have a couple left by the time he reached the boss. As the apes got lower in health he triggered their rage abilities, forcing him to focus his attacks on the angry ones. He didn’t bother wasting his shoulder barge stuns on the enraged apes, as they were immune. Instead he used them on the other apes to reduce the number of hits coming his way.

      One by one the apes fell, until Ryan was down to the last three. He was close to celebrating, right up until he heard the scratching of claws on ice. A pack of Rhew Miniogs burst into the cave, savagely attacking the remaining Frost Apes. There were nine of them and they surrounded the Apes one at a time, bringing them down with their superior numbers. As the Apes became enraged they lashed out, but their attacks passed straight through the Rhews, while the others scratched and clawed at the ape until it was downed.

      Ryan’s relief turned to panic as the Rhews attacked the final ape. When it was killed they would almost certainly be turning their attention to him, using the same pack hunting tactics. Even with his molten armour he was going to have a hard time taking on nine Rhews. He didn’t feel like fighting his way back up the mountain again; his new armour’s durability had taken a real beating and a visit to a blacksmith would only delay him further.

      With a sigh he pulled out one of the two surprises he was saving for the boss. The golden orb was the size of a cricket ball and was etched with runes. With the Rhews all grouped together it made sense to use it, but he was still pained to casually toss it amongst the group. With a loud whoosh the fire erupted from the centre and quickly spread out in a perfect circle, engulfing all the Rhews and the last Frost Ape. Even as they turned to snowflakes to evade, the flames continued, sapping their HP. They broke away from the Frost Ape and sprinted towards him, desperate to seek revenge, but the magical flames brought them down before they could reach him.

      It was a shame to waste one of his Forever Flame grenades, but it was the right call. He’d never used more than one before, so he didn’t even know if the damage stacked. He would have to make do with only having one against whatever boss lay at the centre, assuming of course he could make it that far.

      A small wooden door at the far end of the cave caught his eye. He hadn’t noticed it when he’d first entered the space, primarily because of the enraged primates intent on bashing his head in. Now that he had a moment to breathe he moved towards the door slowly, club raised, ready for a trap. When nothing jumped out at him he placed his hand on the small door handle and paused. Whatever was behind this door was likely to be worse than what he’d just faced, which had already killed him once. He steeled himself, lowered his shoulder, and charged into the room.

      Ryan had fought plenty of dragons, but none the size of the one that loomed over him as he ran into the icy chamber. Any doubts about whether or not this was the monster he was after were quickly dispelled by the dagger hanging around its neck on a long chain. King Welsh was making one thing clear; this was a test of brute force.

      Ryan scanned the creature towering above him to see exactly what he was up against.

      Martha - Ice Dragon - Level 75

      He checked the level twice to make sure he hadn’t misread it. Level 50 was the max level, and in all his time playing he’d never seen anything above it. Even the end game boss was level 50, which made sense as the player level cap was also 50. That kept everything nice and fair.

      Martha was not concerned with playing fair. She spread out her wings, filling the cavern with her huge wingspan. There was barely time to be awestruck before she flapped them once. The gust of wind was enough to knock him over, stunning him. He slid across the icy ground, unable to slow himself down. With an almost leisurely hop, the dragon closed the distance and bent down to snap at him with a mouth full of icicles. She did massive damage, chomping away 25% of his HP in a single attack. That bite would have been enough to kill him if it weren’t for his armour set. Martha clearly thought so; she didn’t bother to bite him again right away, which gave him the briefest window of opportunity. He popped the second Forever Flame grenade from his inventory and smashed it against the side of her head. The flames ran down Martha’s back, the oil spreading down it like a slip and slide. The dragon roared as the fire took hold, her HP steadily dropping. She tossed him violently against the nearest wall, then roared again, even louder.

      Ryan slowly got back to his feet and glanced at his health bar. It was already under 50%, and she’d barely attacked him. He reluctantly popped a health potion. He couldn’t afford to drop below half health if she could strip that much away with a couple of quick bites.

      Once he was back to full health he admired his handiwork. The entire right half the dragon was ablaze, and would stay that way. Now it was simply a matter of time. The flames would kill her eventually. If he was lucky, he’d still be alive to see it.

      Martha was trying very hard to make sure that wasn’t the case. She whipped her tail around, its length covered in jagged icicles. Ryan rolled at the last second as the frosty pin cushion slammed into the ground, embedding itself deep into the icy floor. He tried to take advantage of her momentary helplessness, but the cave itself wasn’t helping. The floor was sheer ice, which made traction a real problem, particularly with his current heft. He jogged on the spot, trying to build up enough speed, and then suddenly his feet caught and he charged at the stuck tail. He took a swing with his club, doing minor damage, but now he had a new problem. His momentum carried him clean past his target, and straight towards the cave wall, which was covered in jagged shards of ice. He slammed his club into the ground to slow himself down, pivoting around it to carry him back towards the dragon.

      He hit Martha’s tail again, but she was ready this time. She lashed out with her claws, which squealed like nails over a blackboard as they raked across his chest piece. Even with the damage reduction it still lopped off 10% of his HP, and also sent him veering off in a new direction. He slammed his club down again and used it to stop this time. His attacks were doing so little damage it didn’t make sense to risk another hit. His best plan of attack was no attack at all. If he could keep his distance he could let the Forever Flame do the hard work.

      Unfortunately this cave was nowhere near big enough to kite a dragon of this size. He stared at Martha’s HP bar and estimated he needed to survive at least ten more minutes for the fire to finish her off. It might as well be eternity. He’d be a frozen dinner long before the flames did their job.

      To prove his point Martha reared back and unleashed a huge wave of frozen breath, which proved impossible to dodge. Ryan was frozen solid, unable to escape. He watched helplessly through the blue sheen as the dragon stalked in his direction, her head down low, ready to chomp away his HP. With some concentration he managed to get his club to ignite, if only for a second, which melted enough ice to let him ignite it again, and this time wiggle it around. He frantically waved it back and forth, melting more and more ice as the dragon opened her mouth to chomp down on him. In a panic he swung the club and connected with her long blue tongue, sending another howl of pain through the chamber. That hit must have been a critical as he noticed the damage on her health bar, but standing in the dragon’s mouth clubbing its tongue wasn’t exactly a viable strategy. If he’d have kept hold of his other flame grenade he could have stuffed it down her throat, but this wasn’t a movie and he was expecting to fight tooth and nail for his happy ending.

      With a loud roar Martha stomped her feet, causing the ground to shake. At first Ryan thought this was in frustration, until a chunk of ice crashed to the ground next to him. He glanced up to see the roof crumbling. A hunk of ice the size of a coconut tumbled towards his head and he batted it instinctively with his club. He watched it sail away and hit the ice dragon square in the head. It didn’t hurt her, but the dragon swayed momentarily in a stun. Seeing his chance Ryan skidded towards the beast, lowering his shoulder and hitting her with a Shoulder Charge to keep the stun going. Then he wound up his Home Run skill and unleashed it into the dragon’s soft underbelly, triggering the fire as it made contact. There was no juggle, she didn’t leave the ground, but the attack did at least 5% damage, which was a start.

      Martha had weak points, they just happened to be in the least accessible places. Provided he could hit her in the tongue or underbelly he’d do fine, provided he could retreat before her retaliation. At least the King wasn’t outright cheating, which was a pleasant surprise. Ryan had seen first hand how comfortable the King was with bending his own rules when it suited him.

      Martha shook off the hit and swung her tail in a downward strike. He dodged, but this time the tail tracked him, sweeping horizontally before it hit the ground. It slammed into him, impaling him on one of the icy spikes and smashing him into the wall. He had to melt through the spike with his club before Martha could bash him again. He was downing a health potion before he even hit the ground. He only had a few potions left; he couldn’t keep this up for long. The question was, could Martha?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos fastened the buckle of the Captain’s seat and felt the tower wobble as it activated. Everyone else was already seated, all except for Sarah, who made a cryptic comment about giving them a speed boost before going radio silent. Without her in the leg, they weren’t going anywhere. The Mega immediately started to drag its way out of the scrap pile, unaware that the tower was a sitting duck.

      A jet of steam burst from one of the pipes next to Carlos, making him jump. That was new. He looked over and gawped at the row of dials now all showing red. Pressure was off the charts. He tried cranking the lever beneath the dials and steam shot out, but the pressure continued to climb. He heard a scuffle through the voice tube and then Sarah said, “Did that work?”

      “Sure looks like it! What did you do?”

      “I set the boiler on fire. Heads up, there’s a chance the whole thing will explode at any moment.”

      “Well in that case I guess we better get a move on! Let’s try walking.” With a loud thunk the left leg jerked up and crashed back down to the ground ten feet ahead, quickly followed by the right. They were definitely moving faster, possibly even too fast. “Ok, we need to work on our timing. Let’s keep going.”

      Carlos span the head around while the body kept moving forward. The Mega had broken free and was hot on their heels, but it wasn’t gaining on them like it usually did. If they could rip the roof off the smelter like they hoped, this plan might just work.

      As soon as they reached the circular building Carlos instructed Marcus to grab the makeshift shield It took a couple of attempts, losing them precious seconds, but the moment the hand grasped the lip of the roof it tore off with a satisfying screech of metal. Steel beams still dangled from the inside, which Jas twisted with the other hand to strap the shield to Marcus’ arm. As they bent the girders into place the Mega was on them, thrusting its sword straight at them in a killing blow. With a twist of the torso Carlo deflected the attack with the shield at the last second, causing the Mega to stumble forward, off-balance. Carlos yelled, “Jas, uppercut, now!”

      The right arm rotated like an out of control windmill, the fist closing at the last second as it connected with the head of the Mega. The head rattled and the Mega fell to the ground, the four arms splayed out.

      “Left foot, stomp, now!” Carlos said, as they curb stomped the Mega. The damage was visible, with a large crack running down the glass of the visor, but before they could attack again two of the Mega’s arms shielded the head while the other two jabbed their swords into the ground and pulled the Mega back to its feet.

      Carlos yelled, “We need a weapon. Run to that scrap pile and grab the sword we saw before!”

      They moved in practiced coordination, the legs pumping in alternate strides as Carlos tilted the torso down and Jas reached for the weapon. She groped around, peering out of the tiny porthole to try and see what she was doing while Carlos yelled, “Left, left, stop. Grab!”

      As they span to face the Mega another pipe burst and more steam hissed out. The needles on the gauges were buried so far in the red they’d almost gone all the way back around. It wasn’t clear how much longer the boiler would last, all Carlos knew was that this was the longest they’d survived so far.

      The Mega swung both swords in unison. One hit the shield and Jas parried the other with their new sword. The other arms of the Mega reached out to grab them, but Carlos yelled, “Kick!” and Sarah’s leg extended out in a giant rendition of Jas’s Spartan Kick move.

      Jas pulled back the sword and tried to stab it through their opponent, but it crumbled on the Mega’s thick armour, shattering into pieces. The Mega retaliated, its own sword plunging into Sarah’s foot, pinning it to the ground. Sarah tried to tug the foot free, but it was stuck.

      “The bastards have trapped us here,” Carlos said, as Marcus used their shield to bat away an attack. Every dial was now gushing steam from the seams. The boiler was going critical. In a last-ditch attempt he yelled, “Grab the Mega!” Both arms reached out, and then suddenly stuck to the Mega’s hull. They stayed firmly in place without grasping. The Mega tried to pull itself free, and when that didn’t work it lopped off both the tower’s hands at the wrist. The appendages remained stuck to the Mega’s chest as it backed away. Carlos tried to give chase, but the Mega’s sword kept them pinned to the spot. He yelled at anyone that would listen, “Can someone please get that sword out of our foot!”

      Jas was the first to respond. “How? We don’t have hands.”

      Sarah ignored the chatter. She raced to the boiler, throwing out snowballs as she got there. They evaporated before they’d even touched the metal. It was too late. She needed to get away, but there was nowhere to go. As flames burst from the boiler she panicked and triggered Hop. For a moment all was dark, but then she opened her eyes and realized she was still alive, but the world was unexpectedly bright and spinning. She had time to realize she was outside before the tower exploded, sending chunks of shrapnel out at tremendous speed. A couple even hit the Mega, leaving smoking holes in its hull. Unfortunately the same explosion propelled her full speed into the nearest scrapheap full of metal shards, killing her instantly.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Martha shook off the stun and roared again. She wasn’t used to anything standing up to her, particularly insolent insects like the small green creature before her. For the briefest of moments she wondered why she was so desperate to kill him. All he’d done was encroach on her lair, but she hardly spent any time here anyway, and it wasn’t like she was flush with gold, or had infants to protect. All she had was this stupid necklace that she couldn’t take off.

      She was still on fire, and the flames burned, but nothing like the sting of betrayal. The thought bubbled up and then vanished just as quickly. She was filled with rage, but this meagre creature was not the source of it, he was merely the target. Her sister on the other hand…

      The Ice dragon stared off into the distance, grumbling. Ryan watched her with fascination. She was clearly upset, which was not a typical emotion for dragons. He wasn’t sure it was a good thing. She was lethal when calm; making her sad was almost certainly a bad idea. Not when he was this close. She only had a few minutes of health left.

      The dragon’s huge claws lifted in to the air and came crashing down, her talons digging into the ice. Ryan rolled at the very last moment, narrowly avoiding the attack. He was out of health potions, so every hit mattered. There wasn’t time to celebrate. Another blast of icy breath froze him, but he knew how to escape now. He tried to ignite his club, but nothing happened. He glanced over and felt a flash of panic. The durability had finally reached zero. His club was now a useless stick, and he couldn’t equip his backup weapon while he was frozen.

      He had no choice but to stand there as the dragon stooped down and opened its mouth wide to bite down on him. He screamed, “Nooooo!” but nobody was around to hear it. The first bite took him to his last 5% of health, but it cracked the ice. As Martha opened her jaws to deliver the killing blow Ryan focused all his strength and tried to break free. The ice shattered as the teeth were closing in on him, and he only had a split second to choose a new weapon. He grabbed the first club he could and smacked Martha’s tongue with it before rolling backwards as the jaws snapped shut.

      Martha started her foot-stomping move. That meant the falling ice was next. Ryan positioned himself under the largest icicle and hoped he could nail the timing on his charged swing. If he missed it by even a second he’d be crushed to death, and then he’d really be screwed. He wouldn’t get this close again without another Forever Flame grenade and it had taken him days of grinding to get the last one. Those were days he didn’t have.

      With a loud crack the icicle fell from the ceiling and began its rapid descent towards his head. He waited until the last possible moment to release the swing, and he exhaled as the huge chunk of ice flew away from his head and straight into Martha’s. He charged towards her, ready to deliver the killing blow, when he realized she wasn’t stunned. He tried to stop, but his momentum carried him straight at her. She raised her talons to slice him in half, and then her arm fell, followed shortly by the rest of her. The fire had finally won, with the minor complication that she was now collapsing in his general direction. Ryan raised his hands up out of instinct as the huge corpse fell on top of him, crushing him to death.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “We were so close!” Carlos said, pounding on the dashboard. “It’s simply not a fair fight. That thing is too quick. We need to find a way to go faster.”

      “We’re already at the limit,” Sarah said. “If I heat up our boiler any more I’m going to melt right through the metal. Even if that didn’t happen, we only have a few minutes before we explode. The hotter we get, the shorter that timespan is going to be.”

      Carlos drummed his fingers. “So how do we win?”

      Jas pondered the question. It took her a moment to realize why it sounded so familiar. “If we’re testing a hypothesis in the lab and reach the limit of a variable, the first thing we do is look for another variable to reduce, so we can continue to increase the difference.”

      “In English?” Carlos said.

      “We’re going as quick as we can, so how do we make the Mega slower?”

      “Sabotage?” said Marcus, looking guilty for even suggesting it.

      Carlos’ face lit up. “Yes! Now we’re talking. We need to find a way to disable them. The problem is, they don’t come out of the scrapheap until we start moving around. That isn’t a coincidence. The King’s making sure we don’t run over there and kill all the pilots before they get inside. My guess is, if we went and dug through that mound before the fight we wouldn’t find the Mega. It doesn’t spawn until we’re all locked inside the tower.”

      “So sabotage isn’t an option then,” Marcus said, sounding almost relieved.

      “Actually, I might have a way,” said Sarah. “On the last run I managed to hop straight through the outside wall of the tower, so technically I can get out.”

      “Ok, that’s a good start, but then what? It’s not like you can knock on their door while they’re moving about. You’ll get trampled,” said Carlos.

      “What if we get the Mega close enough? Maybe I can hop straight through?”

      “Getting close to them isn’t our problem. Not dying is the sticking point,” Carlos pointed out.

      “If I juice our boiler before I hop, that should give time to fight them off while I do the sabotage. Remember though, you won’t have long before the tower explodes, so whatever you do has to be quick. I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it back to the tower, so you’re going to be down a leg for the whole fight.”

      Carlos grinned. “We’re a one-legged mech in an arse-kicking competition. Sounds about right. The next question is, if you do manage to slow it down, how do we hurt it? That sword we found didn’t make a scratch. The Mega’s hull is too thick.”

      Sarah said, “Not true. When we blew up last time it took damage, so I know it’s possible. We need to find a better weapon.”

      “What about the Mega’s swords? We know those are sharp enough,” suggested Jas.

      “That works! Give em a taste of their own medicine,” replied Carlos.

      Sarah said, “To summarize, the plan is to turn ourselves into a bomb, stand still, sabotage the enemy mech, steal its weapons and kill the Mega before we explode?”

      “Yeah, that sounds completely insane when you say it out loud,” said Marcus.

      Carlos clapped his hands together excitedly. “Sounds awesome. Let’s try it!”

      Sarah nodded and ran towards the boiler as the others took their positions. Carlos started the tower, and then stayed perfectly still while he waited for Sarah to build up the pressure.

      The Mega dug itself out of the pile and immediately ran at them, ready to end the fight before it began. Carlos said, “Wait for it…wait….ok, Marcus and Jas, grab the sword arms! Sarah, now!”

      She ran at the front wall and triggered Hop as she was about to reach it. There was a moment of disorientation, followed by a sudden drop, but it was only a few inches. She landed in front of a very confused tinker, who was throwing coal into a massive boiler. Before he could raise the alarm Sarah hit him with a snowball and he froze in place. She followed it up with a poisoned blast, and he fell down. The tinkers were a lot easier to take down when they weren’t in their mechs.

      She stared up at the boiler. It was much larger than the one in the tower, which explained why the Mega was so quick. Sarah concentrated and threw an icy vortex at the boiler. It lashed against the metal wall, spreading out frost wherever it touched. The boiler fought back, melting the ice almost as fast as it formed.

      Sarah looked around, trying to find a control panel or something else she could use to make this easier. She found a large lever which was below a bunch of gauges. It was pushed all the way to the right. As she heaved it left the gauges dropped, and she heard yelling. A squeaky voice was bursting from a brass trumpet in the wall. “Oy, engine room, we’re losing pressure! What’s going on?”

      She ignored it and froze the lever with a snowball. She had to whack it a few times with her staff until it broke off. Then she went back to freezing the boiler, stopping to take one of the magic potions. She threw another icy vortex and the changes were far more noticeable. The ice took hold and crept down the sides of the boiler. The metal loudly protested as it violently contracted.

      The screeching was complemented by squeaking from the intercom. “You better be dead when I get down there, because if you aren’t you soon will be!”

      There was clanging from above, followed by footsteps. Several tinkers were heading this way, and they weren’t happy. Sarah considered hopping back to the tower, but hesitated. There were far more tinkers in the Mega than she’d anticipated, possibly even enough to repair the boiler. She didn’t know how long they would need; she just knew that her sabotage might be undone. She couldn’t let that happen. If she had to die fending off a swarm of tinkers, so be it. If they were down here fighting her then they weren’t doing whatever they were supposed to be doing to control the Mega, which gave the others a better chance of survival.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos shook his head to stop the ringing in his ears. The control room had taken a literal beating; the two remaining arms of the Mega had focused their blows on the top of the tower in an attempt to punch it clean off. Based on the sound of tearing metal they were very nearly successful. As the Mega was about to deliver the final haymaker, the arms went limp, along with all the other limbs.

      He didn’t waste any time. “Jas and Marcus, get the swords!”

      Both arms reached out and grabbed the swords in the Mega’s hands. They pulled on them, but the weapons were stuck, even though the Mega’s fists hung loose. It took considerable effort to yank the swords free. Carlos watched as they finally wrenched the blades free. “That was weird!”

      The strangeness didn’t end there. Jas swung the sword at one of the arms, slicing it at the joint. It was a clean hit, and Carlos waited for the arm to fall to the ground, but it wobbled and stayed in place. She tried again, and he definitely saw the sword slice through the metal joint, but the arm didn’t fall. It stayed firmly where it was.

      “What’s going on?” Carlos said, mostly to himself. Then he yelled, “Marcus, try the head.”

      Marcus did a perfect sideways swipe, decapitating the Mega. The head wobbled, then slowly slid back into place, as if it were dragged there.

      “I thought these guys hated magic?” Carlos said. “Sure seems to me like they have some kind of protective spell on this thing.”

      Jas said, “Actually, I don’t think it’s magic. I think it might be magnets…”

      “The dagger!” Carlos exclaimed. “It has to be. One of them was called Magnet, it must be holding their mech together.”

      “So how do we break it apart?” Marcus asked.

      Carlos said, “Jas, what were the last two lines of the poem?”

      “Raw strength will not help you to win, you’ll need desire that burns within.”

      “That’s it! We’re supposed to blow up the tower. One big blast will be enough to force the pieces apart.”

      “It might not be enough. If the magnet is strong enough it might only succeed in pushing the Mega backwards,” said Jas.

      “So let’s make sure that doesn’t happen. Pin it and hug it.”

      They gladly obliged, stabbing both swords through the Mega’s feet, using the same trick it had used against them. Then they wrapped their arms around the Mega, feeling the strong magnet pulling them in.

      Carlos twisted several valves to build up more pressure. He could hear Marcus talking to him through the intercom. “How does this help? If we blow up then we all die, and this whole thing resets.”

      “One step at a time. If we kill the Mega we’ll know it’s possible. Then all we need to do then is find a way out. Maybe we can find an escape hatch, or we can use one of the Mega swords to smash our control room window and Nutsack can jump out and glide down. Come to think of it, Nutsack might not even have to come into the tower at all, we didn’t use our legs and I’m pretty sure he can evade the Peiriant Knights outside in squirrel form if he has to. I’m pretty sure only one of us needs to survive to stop the instance resetting.”

      Marcus started to say something sensible, but Carlos turned another valve and the whistling of steam drowned him out. Carlos yelled, “Sorry, I can’t hear you. Not long now, maybe another thirty seconds.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The captain of the Mega was unhappy with how things were going. He’d trained his crew long and hard, making sure they thought and acted as one, to steer their huge Peiriant in perfect harmony. Now here they were, in a real battle, running around like a kids football team, all bunched together and charging straight at the gangly spell rat. She was more than happy to take advantage with an endless stream of fireballs. It was a massacre.

      The intruder had done considerable damage to the boiler. Nothing that couldn’t be repaired with time and a few spare parts, but now wasn’t exactly ideal for an unscheduled pit stop. The opposing mech wasn’t strong enough to hurt them, but their opponents were clearly not above playing dirty. If there was one thing the tall ones were good at it was breaking stuff.

      To prove his point the thin shafts of sunlight vanished from all the front-facing portholes. The view was being blocked. The tall ones were trying to hug them to death, which was an unorthodox fighting strategy. That’s when he noticed the steam. It was billowing from every joint of the tower, fogging up the portholes. The only reason for a mech to produce that much steam was if their boiler had suffered a catastrophic failure. They were going to blow, and they wanted to take the crowning achievement of tinker craftsmanship with them.

      He glanced up at the red box on the gantry above. He recalled his training, when the master tinkers had walked him through the Mega’s various systems, and had pointed to the small box. They had been extremely clear that he was not to touch it unless the Mega itself was in jeopardy. It contained the Mega’s heart, a technology so secret that no single tinker knew how it worked. Their final instruction was even more ominous, under no circumstances whatsoever was he to open the box. Doing so would reveal its secrets, and he would be promptly executed to protect them. It was too risky to have a single tinker with that kind of knowledge.

      One of his crew ran past, fully ablaze. The spell rat was determined to kill them all, and she was running out of targets. Soon she would turn her attention to him. He couldn’t let that happen before the heart was secured. He pointed at the intruder. “The witch is trying to curse your families. Kill her before she can complete the spell!”

      The remaining tinkers all charged at once. This was his last chance. He zig zagged over to the nearest ladder, doing his best to make himself a hard target. He scrambled up the ladder two rungs at a time, his arms pumping from the effort. As soon as he reached the gantry he sprinted, waiting for the ground beneath him to turn to flames, or sheer ice. Nothing so exciting happened, and he skidded up to the red box. He looked for whatever secured it to the ground, but there was nothing, no key, no latch, no screws. It was simply sitting there, and yet when he tried to pick it up the box barely moved. He strained against it before deciding he didn’t have the necessary strength to lift it.He slid it along the ground instead, booting it along with his foot, being extra careful not to kick the lid. There was a small escape hatch at the end of the gantry, big enough for the box, and maybe himself if he really squeezed.

      He was almost at the hatch when a wall of ice burst from the path in front of him, blocking his escape. The spell rat had finally found him.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah threw up a Fire Wall to take out the charging tinkers and picked off the few survivors with fireballs. She was running low on MP and was all out of potions. To make matters worse, Hop still wasn’t an official spell and so had no defined MP cost. It didn’t really matter anyway, the Captain had declared that the tower was about to blow. The fight had gone on too long and her team mates hadn’t cut the Mega down to size. Once everyone respawned she’d get a proper explanation of what had gone wrong, and they could try again.

      A quick scan of the room located the Captain. He was scurrying around above her, kicking along a small red box. Whatever it was, he’d abandoned his crew to retrieve it. That meant it was important. It was large enough to contain a dagger. If she could make it up there to confirm as much then she would know exactly where to go when they tried this again.

      He was heading for what appeared to be an escape hatch, one too small for her to squeeze through. A quick Ice Wall blocked his path and gave her time to get over to the nearest ladder. She considered hopping straight up, but the gantry was narrow and she didn’t yet completely trust the spell. It would be as likely to materialize her four feet to the left, or halfway through the walkway.

      The captain banged against the ice with his bare hands. Then he turned to face her. “I won’t let you have this. I will die to protect it.”

      “Works for me.” She threw a fireball. He tried to dodge it and toppled straight over the edge of the walkway, falling all the way to the ground below. Sarah strolled over to the red box and tugged on the lid. It was sealed, but there was no obvious lock or latch. It simply refused to budge. She gave it another yank. She tried to pick up the box, but it was a struggle. It didn’t look heavy, but it fought back as she hoisted it into the air.

      A voice behind her made her jump. She span to see the captain snarling at her, a harpoon in his hands. The weapon was too big for him and he was struggling to aim it. His hands were shaking with rage, which wasn’t helping. “Put the box down, you filthy spell rat!”

      She checked her MP. Not enough for another fireball, or anything offensive. She tried to take a magic potion, but couldn’t because her hands were currently full. The captain’s nerves were hanging by a thread; the moment she put the box down he’d shoot without hesitation. She slowly backed towards the hatch.

      He screamed, “Stop moving or I’ll shoot.”

      She couldn’t stop. She was all out of options. Sarah turned and ran for the hatch, spamming Hop. The harpoon hit her squarely in the back with a triumphant “Hah!” from the Captain, but as the cable went tight, the spell finally triggered. Then she was falling.

      Sarah didn’t care about the imminent death. What she cared about was seeing if she was right, if this was indeed the Dagger of Power. The box felt lighter outside the Mega, and as she span in the air she saw pieces of the huge mech falling off. Whatever was in the box had been keeping it together.

      With a final effort she wrenched the lid off and exhaled as she saw something dagger-shaped. It took a moment to realize there was a blade at each end, with a handle in the centre. She grabbed it, immediately dismissing the notification. In theory she should still have it when she respawned, but it wasn’t clear how instances worked. At the very least she’d know exactly where the dagger was and could concoct a better plan to retrieve it.

      She tumbled towards a huge pile of scrap metal stuffed to the brim with sharp pointy objects to impale her. Behind her the whistling of the tower was deafening, almost drowning out the magic alert sirens. All around the scrap yard were Peiriant Knights, and they rushed towards her as she fell. Everything in this place was desperate to kill her; it was a race to see which one would be successful.

      Sarah felt a faint vibration in her hand. She glanced down at the twin blades of the dagger. One was bright red, the other blue, and the two blades glowed. She pointed the red blade at the ground, and the vibration grew stronger. She focused on it and felt herself slowing down. The closer she got to the scrapheap, the faster she decelerated, until she was almost floating. As she watched the glow moved from the red side of the dagger to the blue side, until there was no red glow at all. As soon as the red side dimmed she stopped decelerating and fell the rest of the way. She landed with a thud, taking damage, but against all odds still very much alive. One mortal danger thwarted, two to go.

      The dagger had saved her, now she needed to figure out how. She pulled up the description in a hurry:

      Magnet, Dagger of metal. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This twin-bladed dagger is forged from the metal found only at the peak of the northern mountains. It has a strong magnetic field that can be amplified by the user, but must remain balanced between the two poles. It has the following special abilities:

      Repel: The red blade can stop any magnetic object in its tracks, or push it away. The larger the object, the more power is required to repel it.

      Attract: The blue blade can attract any magnetic object, or make that object attractive to other metal. The larger the object, the more power is required to attract it.

      

      Based on her recent experience the Repel ability could also be used on stationary metal objects to create a temporary hover effect. There wasn’t time to fully dig into the specifics, because the tower was about to blow. She pointed the glowing blue end of Magnet at the scrapheap and lifted a large sheet of metal to create a makeshift blast shield, before hunkering down behind it. As she did the glow slowly seeped back into the red blade.

      She didn’t have to wait very long. The shockwave knocked her off her feet, stripping off almost half her health. Without the shield she’d have died. Two mortal dangers thwarted. One to go.

      The explosion sent a huge plume of steam into the air and made it rain boiling water, which did damage as it touched her skin. She tucked herself in behind the wall as best as she could and waited for the rain to stop. She heard screaming all around and saw tinkers running everywhere. They had been drawn by the huge explosion and were now scurrying for cover.

      She risked poking her head up over the shield. There were eight knights standing in a semi-circle, all aiming at her. The largest one stepped forwards. “You are accused of being a magic user. The penalty is death. How do you plead?”

      Sarah didn’t get a chance to respond. A familiar shrill voice said, “She blew up the Mega with magic! She’s a witch! Kill her.”

      She peeked over the shield again and saw the Mega captain clambering out of a scrap pile and dusting himself off. He must have used the escape hatch before the Mega exploded, but that still didn’t explain how he’d survived the fall. It didn’t really matter; he was busy signing her death warrant.

      Carlos had demonstrated how the trial was going to go, and she wasn’t going to have the luxury of a spare Peiriant lying around for her battle. She was better off taking her chances out here. She downed her last remaining magic potion. If they wanted a magic show, she’d give them one.

      She stepped out of cover, Magnet in one hand, her walking stick in the other. The Knights didn’t wait for provocation; they immediately unleashed their harpoons at her. She waved Magnet and the metal spikes skidded to a halt in front of her, to gasps from the onlookers. The harpoons hovered in place before she flipped Magnet around and sent them hurtling back at the knights. They tried to block with their shields, until they found the thick metal slabs ripped from their hands and slammed back into them. The harpoons crashed back into the mechs, catching joints, piercing hulls and snagging limbs in cables, while the shields slapped them around. It was a very satisfying jumble.

      The Knights didn’t let that stop them. The closest three mechs charged at Sarah, swords raised. She threw up an ice wall and they crashed into it. Then she took full advantage of their confusion by making the middle one highly magnetic. Its arms abruptly glued themselves to its sides and its legs stuck together. Before it could topple over the Peiriant on either side skidded across the ground and stuck to it as well.

      Sarah gestured with Magnet and the new Peiriant sandwich lifted into the air. She tossed a fire vortex in the centre and let them cook, the steam billowing from their exhausts. The other Knights tried to untangle themselves long enough to intervene, but before they could Sarah flung the ball of steamy Knights right back at them. It crashed into the group and exploded upon impact, taking out three more.

      The two remaining Knights hesitated and then activated their emergency plan. Both mechs started to spin, blades out, ready to slice and dice her.

      Sarah tried to use Attract again, hoping to crash them into each other, but it didn’t work. There was no colour in the blue blade. The mechs whirled towards her and she was forced to improvise. She flipped Magnet around and hit them both with Repel, sending them whirling away from her. As she did she watched the glow drain from the red side and balance out between both blades. She finally understood the cryptic message about this dagger needing balance. If she used one ability too much it would cease working until she used the other, with a handy visual to help guide her.

      She used Magnet to pick up her makeshift blast shield and slowly maneuvered it until it was facing the two remaining Knights. She threw up an ice wall behind them, then repelled the huge chunk of metal right at them, pancaking them. Both Knights slumped to the ground and the crowd fell silent. Nobody dared move.

      The Mega captain was the one to finally break the silence. He screamed, “She’s going to kill us all!” and ran screaming from the scrapyard. The other tinkers simultaneously decided they didn’t want to stick around and find out if that was true. There was a stampede for the exits.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      After a few seconds she heard a familiar voice behind her. She span, walking stick raised, to find the tinker Dewin grinning back at her. “Well that got their attention.”

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to scare them. They’ll never trust magic now.” She held out the walking stick.

      “No need to apologize! That was perfect. We don’t need their trust, we simply need them to leave us alone. I have a strong suspicion the Knights won’t be in a hurry to pay us a visit any time soon. You earned that magic staff.” With a final wave he vanished. Sarah realized it was what her Hop move looked like to everyone else.

      A new notification popped up in her HUD.

      You have successfully learned the Hop spell.

      A new voice behind her made her sigh. It was Carlos. “What did we miss?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 35: Ship happens

        

      

    

    
      “I still don’t get it. How did you get the dagger?” The look of shock on Carlos’ face made it all worthwhile.

      “It’s not a big deal. We have what we came for, that’s what matters,” Sarah replied smugly.

      Carlos didn’t appreciate the snark. “Does that mean you’re going to stop cosplaying as a granny now?”

      “Actually, I was about to give you this…” Sarah held out her old magic staff. He tried to snatch it, but she kept it out of reach. He sprang forward, hoping to surprise her, but she used Hop and materialized behind him. Sirens blared in the distance, but nobody came.

      Marcus said, “Ok you two, stop goofing around, you’re not supposed to use magic here.”

      “I don’t think that rule’s going to apply anymore,” said Sarah with a smile.

      She held out the staff and Carlos took it with a mumbled, “Thank you.” He stashed his Shepherd’s Crook in his inventory.

      They continued to the marketplace, which was suddenly deserted. Sarah glanced at the blaring siren on a pole and hit it with a fireball until it stopped wailing. Everywhere they went there was a lot of scuffling, followed by doors slamming, shutters shutting and muffled sobbing. There wasn’t a tinker anywhere in sight, although some of the quivering boxes suggested they hadn’t gone very far.

      “So what exactly does the dagger do?” Marcus asked, ignoring the empty marketplace.

      “It controls metal. I can attract or repel anything metallic, but there’s quite a bit of nuance to the controls once you have something in the magnetic field. The catch is I have to balance the two abilities, if I use one side too much it stops working for a while.”

      “That sounds crazy powerful!” said Carlos, not bothering to hide his jealousy. “Most of the stuff people fight with is metal. Can you fling people’s swords away?”

      “Presumably. We’ll have to test it next time we get into a fight.”

      “Speaking of which, we need to check our new abilities. We managed to hit level 25 even with most of us dying, thanks to Sarah staying alive,” said Marcus with a smile.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I think we might want to do that somewhere else,” said Carlos. “It’s only a matter of time before the Knights come to find us, and I don’t think this shiny badge is going to be much help.” He admired the golden cog one last time.

      “Let’s not tempt fate by trying the main gate. Why don’t we see if there’s a boat we can hitch a ride on?” suggested Jas. “According to the map there’s a dagger out on an island. We can use a boat to get there.”

      Carlos nodded. “Good idea. We can sail down to the next city over and stock up before we take on the open seas.”

      They headed for the docks. There was a large selection of boats, none of which seemed to have a crew. Everywhere they went there was splashing that sounded like tinkers jumping overboard. Carlos strolled on to a large metal barge. He took one look at the control panel and said, “You know what, I think I’ve had enough of Tinker stuff for one day. We might need to go old school on this one.”

      A few spots down was a small wooden boat. It was big enough to accommodate all five of them, and not much else. It had a large sail and a spot at the back for the captain, with an imposing ship’s wheel. Carlos headed straight for the helm, extending his telescope and staring at the horizon. “This one’s perfect.”

      “We can’t just take it!” said Marcus, looking around.

      “Sure we can.” He pointed at his badge and yelled, “As an honorary Knight I commandeer this vessel. If you have a problem with that, speak up now.”

      They listened for any signs of life, while the entire docks collectively held their breath. Eventually Carlos said, “Thanks. Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of it.”

      Nutsack needed a little more convincing. Jas was holding his hand tightly as she gently pulled him along, his heels scraping on the docks. Eventually she coaxed him on board and he assumed his usual spot right in the middle, with the added twist that he clambered up the mast and perched himself on top of it, which was absolutely the furthest he could get from the water while still technically being on the boat.

      Once they were all settled Marcus said, “Wait, does anyone know how to sail this thing? I’m not even sure how we cast off…”

      Jas strolled over to the edge of the boat and Spartan Kicked the dock. The boat shot out from the mooring and headed for the ocean.

      “Ok, sure, I guess that works,” Marcus said, watching the dock receding. “Before we get going, let’s figure out where the nearest town is so we can head in the right direction.” He stared at the map a little longer, trying to figure out what was bugging him. He suddenly exclaimed, “Wait, shouldn’t there be four dots left?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan respawned far away from the dragon’s lair, and immediately started throwing things. He’d been so close, he’d killed the damn thing, only to be unceremoniously crushed to death. King Welsh would be laughing his arse off at that one.

      Once he’d run out of things to throw he took a deep breath. It was a setback. He’d suffered many of them in his time here. What he needed was a new plan. He’d require a couple more Forever Flame grenades, and he wasn’t convinced the armour was the optimal choice. He also needed a lot more health potions. He pulled up his inventory to take stock, and then he saw it.

      Flurry, Dagger of ice. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This dagger is forged from an icicle snapped from the roof of the diamond ice caves. It is as strong as the toughest metals, but has almost no weight. No heat will ever melt this blade.

      Freeze: Stabbing an enemy with Flurry will encase them in ice for 10 seconds. No amount of STR or fire will break them free. Has a 60-second cool down.

      Skating Rink: Stabbing Flurry into the ground will grow a temporary patch of ice that is extremely slippery for anyone standing on it, except the wielder. Will cause most enemies to fall over. Lasts for 30 seconds. Has a 10-minute cool down period.

      

      He’d snagged the dagger without even realizing. It was deeply ingrained in him to spam loot when a boss died, to the point where it was no longer a conscious decision. He grinned, revealing pointed teeth. “Screw you, King Welsh.”

      He pulled up his screenshot of the map. That dagger had been much harder than anticipated, he wasn’t quite ready for the other hard dagger. That left three medium ones. He’d heard the others say they were heading to Peiriannau Bay, and based on their incompetence they were going to be there a while. He considered going to grief them, but his reputation in the Bay was less than stellar after assassinating the Captain of the Peiriant Knights for some cranky old lady. Tinkers sure knew how to hold a grudge and they were an annoyance when they ganged up on him in their funny little mechs.

      One dagger was great, but two daggers would be even better. He picked the medium dagger that would be hardest for the noobs to get to and set off, still gripping his new toy. He’d take the scenic route, to give him a chance to test it out.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      King Welsh closed one of the viewers. Ryan had indeed lived up to his reputation. He was a blunt instrument that charged headfirst through any obstacle, and he’d been stubborn enough to brute force his way straight through Martha.

      Ryan had shown surprising resourcefulness fighting the ice dragon. The Forever Flame grenades were an unexpected twist. Ryan was the only person with the persistence to acquire more than one of them, so in a twisted way he’d earned his victory, even if it had been less than elegant.

      Martha had performed her part with her usual efficiency. She’d been cold, calculating, and fearsome. She’d even managed to kill Ryan, which was a feat most bosses never accomplished. The fact that she had done so by dying on top of him was a very Martha thing to do; she’d even been ruthlessly efficient in death.

      There were pangs of guilt when he chose not to respawn the ice dragon. Some small part of the monster was still her, but the rest was too far gone. The corruption had been relentless, eating away at her. Brenin hadn’t been able to delete her, no matter how corrupted she had become. Ryan had done him a favour. It was a kindness to let her rest now. She had served her purpose.

      Sasha was still curled up around his feet, happy to have the King all to herself. If she knew her sister was dead she showed no signs of it. He found himself wondering how she would have reacted in the real world. Probably very similar to here, she would break stuff and set fire to something. He’d have to tell her at some point, but it wasn’t clear if she’d even be able to understand. He would wait until the right moment.

      Ryan having Flurry was a wrinkle, but there was no need to intervene. The other daggers would be extremely difficult for him to get. If these adventurers wanted to get the whole set they would now have to battle someone far more dangerous than Martha, which would serve as a useful test. If they could beat someone like Ryan they were ready for anything.

      He turned his attention back to the primary viewer. They were now heading out into the ocean. This was when things would get really interesting. He’d been too distracted to intercept them right after the lady wizard had gotten the dagger, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t pay them a visit right now.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus continued staring at the map. “So everyone sees the same thing? One of the hard daggers is suddenly missing.”

      The rest of the party nodded, except Nutsack, who was too high up to join the conversation. Carlos maintained his spot as honorary Captain, occasionally spinning the wheel to make it look like he was doing something useful. He looked perfectly at home, even though Marcus knew for a fact he’d never sailed a day in his life.

      Marcus continued. “What do you think it means? Did King Welsh remove a dagger?”

      A booming voice replied. “No, I did not.”

      They scanned around, trying to find the King, until they looked up. He hovered casually above them, his cape flapping in the breeze. He gently glided down and landed, making the whole boat rock and earning a hiss out of Nutsack.

      “Nice of you to show up,” said Carlos.

      “It may surprise you to discover I have other priorities that supersede babysitting you.”

      “Babysitting? Once again, you kidnapped us. Big difference.”

      A huge wave crashed over the side of the boat, soaking Carlos. It was not a coincidence. The King said, “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, Ryan has secured one of the daggers. This was an unforeseen event and not part of my original plan.”

      “So take it back,” said Carlos, still dripping. “It’s your world, you make the rules. Snap your fingers and reset whatever challenge he beat, and fling him into the sun while you’re at it.”

      “I’m afraid it isn’t that simple, for reasons I don’t feel the need to explain.”

      Carlos held up his hands. “Ok fine, so now we have to get seven daggers instead of eight?”

      The King smirked. “Also not that simple. You still need to possess all eight daggers to leave this place.”

      Carlos pointed Thorn at the King. “But I thought these things were soul bound? How are we supposed to take it from him?”

      “I’ll tweak the rules at the appropriate time. I wanted to let you know because you should assume Ryan is actively pursuing the other daggers. Accelerate your timelines accordingly.”

      “Great, so you popped by to let us know our job is now harder, we have less time to grind, and you won’t do anything to change that. Anything else?”

      “Yes, one more thing.” The King floated into the air again and waved his hand. A huge wave appeared, capsizing the boat and throwing them all overboard. The King watched them with a smile on his face, then snapped his fingers and the boat righted itself. Everyone slowly dragged themselves back in, except Nutsack who practically leapt out of the water and back into the boat.

      The King looked down on them and said, “If you’d like help with grinding, I’m happy to oblige.”

      He vanished in a golden flash, in time for a horn to sound in the distance. They stared at the horizon, trying to make out shapes, until Carlos pulled out the Tinker Telescope. He peered through it and saw a Viking long boat, packed to the rafters with angry Vikings, who were all furiously rowing. Their main sail billowed with the wind behind it and had a large bee symbol on it. Carlos yelled to the others. “Viking ship heading this way, and they look pissed.”

      “Marvellous, do we have time to select our new abilities?” said Marcus.

      “Nope. They’re heading for us at full speed, and we’re facing into the wind. We’ll be lucky to get turned around before they are on top of us.”

      “Do you think they’re the kind of Vikings that take prisoners, or should we assume imminent murder?” Marcus asked, already knowing the answer.

      “We’d better hope for the former. We’re pretty far from the shore, they only have to ram us and we’ll be totally helpless in the water.”

      Jas peered out at the rapidly approaching long ship. “Sarah, can you hit them with fireballs?”

      Sarah squinted. “Maybe. Best I can do is aim for the sails, but they’re already going too fast, setting fire to them won’t slow them down. I’m not sure setting them ablaze before they hit us is a good idea.”

      Carlos continued staring through the telescope. Eventually he said, “They have a large dragon on the front of their ship that appears to be some kind of ram. I’m not certain, but I think it’s made of metal. Could you do something with Magnet?”

      She pulled out the double-bladed dagger and pointed it at the rapidly approaching ship. “Yes, I think so. Hold on, this is going to be close.”

      With a loud grunt she shoved the long ship to the right, moments before it connected. The wake bounced their boat around, but it remained upright. The Vikings were not thrilled with the sudden course correction, and made their displeasure known with a whole lot of yelling. There were at least twenty of them. One jumped out of the longship and landed in the boat.

      The Viking was leaner than the storybooks usually depicted them, but there was little time to ask dietary questions as the intruder immediately attacked with a wickedly sharp axe. The other hand clutched a small circular shield.

      Marcus stepped in and blocked the attacks, his shield easily deflecting them. Before he could strike back Jas was on the Viking, using leap attack to lock on and close the distance. The Viking, suddenly outnumbered, did not know who to attack. Jas didn’t wait for a decision to be made; she Spartan Kicked, punting the stowaway overboard.

      The Viking longship slowly turned to face them. Six of the crew stopped rowing long enough to equip longbows. They started loosing arrows, creating a broad attack that would be impossible to avoid. Sarah yelled, “Marcus, incoming!” She waved Magnet and the projectiles all grouped together on the centre arrow, which was heading straight for Marcus. He held out his shield and triggered Reflect to send the entire sheaf back to the Vikings. It hit one of the archers with such force it knocked them clean out of the boat.

      The remaining archers notched a new set of arrows, but Marcus returned fire using Spark, hitting one of them before they could fire. The lightning chained to the others nearby, temporarily stunning them. It didn’t do much damage, but it at least gave them a break from the ranged attacks. The longship sped towards them once more.

      “Get ready Sarah, they’re going to ram us again,” said Carlos.

      Sarah glanced at Magnet as the glow slowly moved into the blue blade. Shifting the weight of the charging Viking boat had fully used up Repel, now she had to eke it back with some attraction. Unfortunately it seemed the amount of charge used also played a part, the light weight of the arrows had barely made a dent. “I’m all out of charge for Repel. We’re going to need a new strategy.”

      “Any ideas?” yelled Carlos, spinning the wheel frantically in an attempt to get out of the way.

      Jas rushed to the back of the boat as the longship was about to make contact. At first Marcus thought she was going to leap aboard, but instead she stabbed at the water. It took him a moment to understand what had happened. She had used Terra. There was now a makeshift muddy island in the middle of the sea.

      The Vikings crashed into the mound of dirt and beached themselves. They rowed in the opposite direction, desperately trying to dislodge themselves, but now they were a sitting duck. Jas didn’t hesitate, she jumped aboard and attacked. Nutsack was right behind her, swinging from a rope to catch up to Jas. He tossed out daggers as he went, finding exposed skin and gaps between armour.

      Carlos yelled at them both. “Get back on our boat, I can flip them with a beanstalk!” He had Thorn ready to go, but he hesitated. Then he cursed and threw out a healing orb instead. “The bloody pacifist is on a rampage!”

      Jas had indeed gone into a frenzy. She activated Powerhouse and equipped her twin axes, which hit with such force it was buckling the Viking shields. She made no attempt to block their attacks; she simply waded right into them and got hacking. The healing orb did the best it could, but the sheer number of attacks meant it could barely keep up. As her HP dropped her DPS spiked, and the Vikings started to die. Their screams were distinctly female.

      Carlos raised an eyebrow. “Am I mistaken, or is that boat filled with attractive Viking women?”

      Marcus said, “Attractive? They’re trying to murder us!”

      “That doesn’t mean they aren’t hot. Do you think they might take me prisoner?”

      “I think they might chop you into small pieces and feed you to the sharks. Get your head in the game.”

      A Viking snuck up behind Jas, hoping to get in a cheap hit. She got more than she bargained for when a rogue swooped down from the mast above and stabbed her in the back with a poisoned dagger, getting a backstab hit in the process. By the time she’d turned to face the new threat she had been stabbed several more times, and the poison was kicking in. She stumbled and fell onto a large pile of animal pelts at the back of the longship, and didn’t get back up.

      Carlos perked up. “There’s a bed at the back of their longship! Are you sure we can’t trick them into taking me hostage?”

      “I’m going to throw you overboard in a minute!” said Marcus, blocking the occasional arrow that flew their way.

      Sarah stayed on the boat. She didn’t dare risk a fireball with her friends on the longship, but she peppered the Vikings with snowballs, temporarily freezing a few of them. Then she followed it up with a poisoned cloud, which was particularly effective in such confined quarters. Vikings started to wobble and Jas ruthlessly cut them down.

      “This is going better than expected!” exclaimed Carlos.

      Right on cue the pile of felts at the back of the boat exploded outwards, revealing a large woman with a double-headed axe, a horned helmet, and pigtails. She yawned and said, “Who dares to wake me from my slumber?”

      Jas ran straight at the new threat and started chopping, but the viking barely flinched. Her HP didn’t move much either. Marcus analyzed the new threat:

      Viking Steersman - Level 37

      “She’s quite a bit tougher than the others!” he yelled, but nobody was listening.

      The Steersman was finally awake enough to realize she was under attack, and she took a leisurely swing at Jas. It connected and swatted her straight out of the boat and into the ocean. She belly flopped into the water and floated there face down.

      Nutsack did not take that lightly. He jumped onto the Steersman and clambered around until he was on her head. Then he started stabbing. The attacks bounced harmlessly off the horned helmet and the Steersman let out a bellowing laugh. “Come here where I can see you, little flea.” She reached up and tried to grab the rogue, getting stabbed in the hand for her troubles. Nutsack somersaulted off her back and scurried up a nearby rope, the whole time staring at Jas.

      Carlos waved him away. “Focus on the fight. I’ve got Jas.” He steered the boat around until he got close enough to use Distant Revive. Sarah provided covering fire while he pulled Jas out of the water. She looked angry. “That lady killed me in one hit!”

      “Your life was already low from fighting all the other Vikings,” said Carlos, topping up her HP with a healing beam. “You went nuts. That’s not like you.”

      Her expression softened. “I don’t know what happened. It’s been a long time since we fought anyone.”

      “You good now? Got your head back on?”

      She nodded and brandished her axes. Then she carefully assessed the longship. There were only a handful of Vikings left aside from the Steersman. “Should I take out the regular ones first?” she asked.

      “You decide,” said Sarah, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve got this.”

      “Can’t we stay back here and use ranged attacks?” said Marcus. “You could probably set that thing on fire with a couple of well-placed fireballs.”

      The Steersman locked eyes with them. She raised her hands and started chanting.

      “What’s she doing?” asked Carlos.

      The answer came quickly. A huge wave slammed into the back of them, almost tipping the boat and sending it rushing towards the longship. The boat smashed into the longship sideways and the boat buckled and broke. Water poured in through a multitude of holes and it rapidly filled with water. They all hopped aboard the longship as their boat sank without a trace.

      Jas made her decision. She went for the group of remaining Vikings, switching to her swords so she could hit them faster. Carlos stayed behind her and topped up her health any time it dropped below 50%.

      That left Marcus and Sarah to deal with the Steersman. Marcus opened with a Dash and Bash, hitting the huge Viking with his shield and briefly stunning her. He slashed at her with his sword and was surprised to see it do decent damage. That’s when he remembered his new Knight’s sword gave a boost to his STR. He tried attacking again, but the Steersman had already shaken off the stun. She blocked the attack with her axe and kicked Marcus with a huge foot. It sent him flying backwards, leaving Sarah defenceless. The Steersman hefted her huge axe, ready to strike, and found it stuck to her helmet. While she tried to pull it loose Sarah hit her with a snowball, followed by a Poisoned Blast.

      With a loud crack the ice broke and the Steersman took a swing, bringing her helmet with the axe. Sarah winced, but Marcus was suddenly there. He blocked the attack with his shield, barely flinching as it crashed into him. Then there was a scream from above and a very angry rogue dropped down from the top mast with a dagger in each hand. He stabbed both of them into the exposed head of the Steersman, but her skull was as thick as her helmet. It took a chunk off her HP though, and now she was fighting three opponents. She snatched Nutsack off her back, managing to grab the rogue before he could scurry free and holding him at arm’s length. Nutsack swiped at her with his daggers, then when that didn’t work he said, “Friend?”

      Charm failed on Steersman. Opponent is enraged. +10 STR, -10 DEF for 30 seconds.

      The Steersman roared in anger and unleashed a headbutt on the rogue, killing Nutsack instantly. Then she threw his body at Sarah, hitting her hard enough to take her out as well. Marcus found himself one on one with a very angry Viking. He hunkered down behind his shield as the Steersman went into a frenzy, the blows coming thick and fast. Marcus waited until there was a reprieve before unleashing a shield bash. Instead of attacking he darted over to Sarah and stabbed her with Spark. She sprang back to life, her muscles bulging. Then she charged straight at the Steersman and started whacking her with the walking stick and stabbing with Magnet. Each blow took off a chunk of the Steersman’s health. The huge Viking tried to retaliate, but her axe couldn’t quite seem to connect.

      Jas finished off the last of the Vikings and Carlos stopped the healing stream. Her health was hovering above 50%. They both turned to see Sarah going to town on the Steersman. Jas didn’t hesitate; she did a Leap Attack to join the fray, switching to her axes for the slow-moving Steersman. Carlos ran over to Nutsack to revive him, while Marcus joined the girls.

      The Steersman found herself surrounded by annoying insects that were nipping away. She couldn’t take much more of this onslaught. She raised her hands and a wave formed behind her, crashing into the ship and knocking everyone off their feet. She hoisted her axe to crush the old wizard lady, but the target rolled at the last second and the axe crashed into the floor of the ship, leaving a large gash. Water rushed in. She tried to attack again, but Jas was already back on her feet. The berserker chopped away and the Steersman had to grab her with one hand to make her stop. She was about to bash Jas’ skull with the knob of her axe when there was a terrifying war cry. She watched in terror as the rogue flicked out a gold chain and swung from the mast like a trapeze artist. He flipped in the air and swan dived onto the Steersman’s head once more, hitting her with both daggers and a death from above bonus. This time it was enough and the Steersman collapsed.

      Carlos looted the body before it hit the ground.

      “Why do you have to be the one to loot them?” Marcus asked.

      “Consider it healing tax. Nothing useful anyway. I got something called a sunstone, and a whetstone. The sunstone says it shows the way home, and the whetstone can be used to improve an item’s durability.”

      Sarah didn’t waste any time. She rushed over to the hole in the boat and hit it with a snowball. The water coming in the hole froze, creating a temporary plug, but the water already inside the boat didn’t go anywhere. She yelled, “This isn’t going to hold for long. We need to find land, pronto!”

      Carlos held up his hands. “Can we make it to the dagger island?”

      Marcus pulled up his map. “Nope, it’s way too far. There’s a small island that way.” He pointed at the horizon, where there was the faintest hint of something other than ocean.

      Carlos stood up and made a point of dramatically extending the telescope. He yelled at the others, “Yep, there’s land there alright. Doesn’t look like there’s much on it, but it will have to do for now.”

      He sat down and grabbed the tiller. “You lot better get rowing, or we’re not going to make it!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James rubbed his temple. He hadn’t had a migraine in a long time, but he could feel one trying to surface. He took off his suit jacket and loosened another button on his shirt. Now wasn’t the time.

      His phone buzzed. It was face down on his desk. He reached out to flip it over and hesitated, enjoying the last few seconds of relative calm. Every update made things worse, and the trend didn’t look likely to improve any time soon. He was used to working on large complex projects where things went wrong, but this one had really taken the cake. He expected to break a few eggs when working on bleeding-edge tech, but right now he could make an omelette big enough to feed half the country.

      The only positive news was regarding the corruption; if they could find a way to reverse it this whole thing might work out after all. The outstanding question was, could they do that before his partners ran out of patience.

      With a deep breath he picked up the phone and felt a flutter of hope. It was an encrypted message from Weasel’s burner phone.

      Have Update.

      Weasel wasn’t the sort to send a message unless he had something worth sharing. If Jasper had finally broken they could find out who he’d shared the formula with, which would close a security breach and gave possible hope that they could solve the transfer issue. That was still the best possible chance of them getting the participants out in one piece. Not that they would stay that way for long.

      As he raced to the holding cells he received a message from Miles.

      Urgent

      That did not sound as promising. He almost changed course and ran to the lab, but he needed some good news before he faced the latest crisis. It should only take a moment.

      He burst into the room to find Weasel looking a little pale. There was something in his eyes that James had never seen before. He looked afraid. James said, “You needed to see me?”

      Weasel moved over to the desk and handed over a folder. He said, “I got the background info back. That folder contains everything I found out. You need to see it for yourself.”

      James thumbed through the results, looking for something juicy. There was hardly anything in there, a few sparse pages containing information he already knew. Most of the columns were blank. When he got to the end he said, “I don’t get it. How does this help? There’s nothing in here.”

      “Exactly.” His nervous expression was making James’s migraine worse.

      “So what? We already did a background check when we hired him.”

      “My background check is nothing like yours. In all the times I’ve run these, I’ve never had results come back this empty. It’s like he popped into existence less than a year ago.”

      James ears perked up. “So you’re saying it’s a false identity?”

      “No. I’ve seen plenty of false identities in my time, and this doesn’t fit. No matter how well it’s done, you can’t remove all traces of the old life. It might pass a basic background check, maybe even law enforcement, but not my kind of check. We usually find something, a birth certificate, school records, employment records, a parking ticket, a lease agreement, a bank account. They all leave a trace, even their removal leaves clues. There’s no hint of any of that with this guy.”

      James took a deep breath to keep the migraine at bay. “I still don’t understand what this means.”

      “It means your guy is a ghost. A spy.”

      James couldn’t help but laugh. Weasel didn’t join in. He stayed concerned. James said, “A spy? For who?”

      “No idea, but no-one good. Only governments or top-tier spec ops have the kind of access required to completely purge a person from the digital world. Whoever it is, they are not the kind of people you want to mess with.”

      James ran his hand through his hair. None of this made any sense. He gestured to Professor Jasper, who was slumped in the chair, unconscious. “You’re telling me that guy is special forces?”

      “You think spies all run around in tuxedos, drinking fancy cocktails and sleeping with supermodels? The best spies are the ones that you’d never suspect. I’d say he fits the bill.”

      “What do we do now?” asked James, fearing he wouldn’t like the answer.

      “We need to get rid of him. Quietly.” Now Weasel was smiling. Body disposal was far closer to his skillset.

      “No. We can’t. We need to know who he’s working for. My partners will assume the worst if we don’t get an answer, and we definitely don’t want that to happen.”

      “Wait, you’re going to tell them?”

      “Not until we have some kind of confirmation, but believe me, they will find out, one way or another. I can’t keep this from them for long, they already know we’re working the Professor to get answers. If they ask for an update, I’ll be forced to tell them.”

      “It’s your funeral,” said Weasel.

      “Our funeral,” James corrected. “You have my authorization to take whatever steps are necessary to obtain that information.”

      Weasel raised an eyebrow, as if James’s permission was the last thing he was concerned about. He removed a long thin knife from within his coat and tapped it absentmindedly into his other palm. “Ok. I’m still waiting on the bank records to come through. They take a little longer than the other stuff because of the time needed for decryption. Those will likely give us some clues. Spies get paid, that money has to be coming from somewhere, it may give us a trail to follow. Once I have a thread I’ll pull on it.”

      “Inform me the moment you have something.”

      “I know the drill.” Weasel thought for a moment and said, “Hmm, that gives me an idea.” He moved over to a large leather bag and pulled out a power tool. “This might speed things up.”

      “Just make sure he doesn’t die until we have the information we need.”

      James left the room to the sound of a drill revving up. He didn’t want to stick around for the screaming. He headed straight back to his office, turned off the light and locked the door. Then he placed his head on his desk and closed his eyes. He felt his phone buzz and ignored it. He knew Miles was still trying to reach him, but he couldn’t handle any more bad news at the moment. Jasper being a possible secret agent was the final straw.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack jumped off the boat before it touched the sand. The others weren’t far behind. The Viking ship had definitely seen better days. It was now a boat shaped bath tub.

      The island itself was very small, with a couple of coconut trees and a small bush making up the sole vegetation. That wasn’t what caught their eye though. The large pile of dead bunnies was hard to ignore.

      Carlos said, “Let me guess, you tested on bunnies too?”

      Jas nodded. “We did, but not this many. I don’t know where the rest came from.”

      Carlos smirked. “I can draw you a picture.”

      “Very funny. The obvious question is, what killed them?”

      Marcus held up his hand, silencing them both. He was busy staring at the bush. It was rustling. “I think whatever it was might still be here…”

      “In that tiny bush?” Carlos said, not sounding overly concerned. “Ok fine, let’s go kill it.”

      The bush exploded in a ball of fire. Sarah said, “You’re welcome.”

      There was a terrible sound, and a familiar creature burst out of the bush, still very much alive. Carlos said, “You have got to be kidding me…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 36: Goose Bumps

        

      

    

    
      The Canada Goose burst out of the bushes like a hungry velociraptor. It was fully ablaze, and did not give two honks. It charged right at Sarah, despite being outnumbered five to one and completely unarmed.

      Nutsack didn’t think, he didn’t choose, he reacted based on deep-rooted instinct. He ran straight for the scuttled boat and scurried up the mast as quick as he could. There he stayed, shaking in fear. There were many hierarchies in the animal kingdom, with constantly shifting allegiances, but one thing remained constant. Geese were, without a shadow of a doubt, the utter worst. A dog would chase you, a cat would maul you, and a hawk would eat you, but a goose would do all of those things and far, far worse. They were vindictive, spiteful, hate-filled, malicious hell spawn. Nutsack had heard kids in the park saying geese flew south for the winter, which he could very much believe. They were visiting Satan to make sure he was as miserable as everyone else. Even adding Canada to their name couldn’t redeem them.

      Marcus watched as the goose ran straight at Sarah. He used Taunt and braced for impact. The goose swerved and hit him like a feathered freight train. Its feet scratched against his shield and there was the occasional clang as the goose pecked at it. The wings wrapped around the shield and tried to wrestle it free with surprising strength. Marcus had to grip with both hands. He triggered a Shield Bash to get a momentary reprieve, but the stun had no effect aside from further pissing the goose off.

      A snake-like head appeared beneath his shield and pecked at his foot. He tried to stamp down, but it was gone just as quick. When he checked his health he saw that nearly 10% was gone from that single hit.

      The rest of the party finally snapped out of their stunned silence and jumped into action. Carlos healed Marcus while Sarah circled around to get line of sight. She unleashed another fireball, which the goose didn’t even bother to dodge. The extra damage was minimal.

      Taunt finally wore off and the goose backed away. For a moment it looked as if it might retreat, but then it let out an almighty honk that was so loud it shook the coconuts from the trees. Sarah tried to hit it with a poisoned blast, but nothing happened. She checked her MP and tried again, as Carlos said, “Wait, that honk negates all magic for 30 seconds! That’s totally OP.”

      The goose knew it too. It batted its wings, putting out the flames on its back and creating a gust of wind that knocked everyone except Marcus off their feet.

      Marcus finally analyzed the creature and gasped:

      Canada Goose - Level 45

      Level 45 was the toughest thing they’d fought. Why exactly it was out here on this tiny island was a question for a time when they weren’t being viciously pecked to death.

      The others scrambled to get to their feet. Marcus yelled, “Nutsack, get down here, we need your help!”

      There was no response from the rogue.

      The goose didn’t care about the odds. It ran straight at Sarah. Jas intercepted with a Leap Attack, chopping with her swords, but they barely did any damage. She switched to her axes, but they weren’t much better. She said, “I wish Powerhouse wasn’t still on cooldown. This thing is tough!”

      The goose retaliated, pecking away at any exposed skin. Its strikes were lightning fast, the neck darting in and out like a viper, each one snapping away a quarter of her health. She yelled, “I need healing!”

      Carlos said, “Still 10 more seconds until I can heal. Stupid honk attack.”

      Jas knew she wouldn’t last that long, so she triggered Absorb. Each strike from the goose topped her HP back up again, until it was full.

      Marcus barrelled in with Dash, getting in the way as Absorb ran out. He did his best to tank the hits, but the goose hopped six feet in the air and pecked him right in the face over the top of his shield.

      There was a golden glow as the healing beam started up. Carlos said, “Ok, we’re back in the game. Let’s take this thing out before it can honk again.”

      The goose wasn’t happy with this new development. It ran at Carlos, flapping its wings until it took off. As it flew past him it snagged the back of his robes in its beak. He was dragged into the air, legs flailing. The goose swooped to the side as a fireball flew past, then it circled high above the island. Carlos tried to stab it with Thorn, but couldn’t reach the body. He whacked at the goose with his new magic staff, with little effect. In desperation he switched back to his Shepherd’s Crook and tried to steer the goose back to the ground, but it ignored his commands. Then he tried hooking the goose around the neck.

      The goose wasn’t happy to be snared, and tried to express its displeasure by hissing at him. Unfortunately that required opening its beak. The moment it did, Carlos came loose. He tumbled through the air and landed with a thump on the sandy beach, dead from fall damage.

      Marcus dashed over and stabbed him with Spark, but nothing happened. He stabbed again, before realizing Defib was still on cooldown. He placed his hand on Carlos instead, and waited for the timer.

      The goose dive bombed towards Sarah. She threw more fireballs, and when that didn’t work she cast Ice Wall. The goose smashed straight through, sending shards of ice everywhere. It landed hard on the beach and hissed before waddling right back at Sarah. She used Hop, appearing behind Jas. The goose continued its charge and Jas used Spartan Kick, but the goose spread its wings and barely moved at all. It hissed at Jas and attacked, shrugging off her axe blows while pecking away chunks of her health.

      It was about to deliver the killing blow when a gold chain wrapped around its neck. Its head swivelled around to see a strikingly handsome man at the other end. He said, “No hurt Jas. Bad goose.” Then he threw a trio of daggers.

      The goose was more than happy to teach another one of these lanky snacks a lesson. It flapped its wings and took off. It was surprised when the weight around its neck got lighter, but it wasn’t concerned. The rogue  must have let go. Perhaps he wasn’t as dumb as he looked.

      Nutsack absolutely was as dumb as he looked. He was also angry. The goose didn’t notice the small squirrel clambering up the gold chain with a dagger in its mouth, until it was on its back in mid air. The goose panicked and did a barrel roll to try and to shake it loose, but the squirrel dug its claws in and held on tight. When the goose righted itself the squirrel became a man, and stabbed it in the back. The goose flipped again and the man fell off. It happily watched him plummet, awaiting his painful death, but the man turned back into a squirrel and glided gently back down to the beach.

      The goose, who always had a base level of rage, felt a new burning anger deep inside. That handsome man had to die. It tucked in its wings and dive-bombed again, ready to pound him into the beach. It honked furiously, to make sure the magic lady didn’t throw up any more ice walls. It was almost there, ready to pile drive the smirk off his face, when there was suddenly a shield in the way. A shield with a bright golden squirrel on it. It was too late to pull up; the goose crashed into the shield at full speed, taking off a huge chunk of its own HP as Marcus triggered Shield Bash.

      It flopped to the ground, stunned, and Jas was upon it with her axes. Her low health meant every hit was doing double duty, and she rained down more chops than a karate tournament. She was in a frenzy, screaming at the top of her voice, even after the goose had long since stopped moving.

      They all quietly dismissed the notification that the battle was over. Nobody wanted to be the one to interrupt. Carlos sidled up to Marcus. “Is Jas ok? She seems a little…”

      “Angry?”

      “I was going to say bloodthirsty.”

      Marcus watched the berserker live up to the name. “I think she might be working out a few things.”

      “Well I’m glad she’s on our side,” said Carlos.

      Eventually Jas stopped. She looked over her shoulders at the others and said, “I think it’s dead.”

      “You think?” said Carlos. “If you chopped it up any smaller we’d need a microscope to find it.”

      Jas looted what was left of the goose. She said, “Weird. That’s new. I got a trophy.”

      “1st place murderhobo?” Carlos muttered to himself, making sure that Jas didn’t hear him.

      She held out a single goose feather. “It’s asking if I want to wear it?”

      Carlos regarded the feather. “That is weird. Try it and see what happens.”

      She did and the feather appeared sticking straight up above her left ear.

      “Very fetching. You only need a thousand more and you can make a pillow,” said Carlos.

      Nutsack on the other hand did not appreciate the new fashion statement. He reached out to touch it before backing away. Jas held out her hands and he took them. She said, “Thank you for saving me.” Then she leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      Squirrels are not known for their intimacy. In the squirrel world, the entire mating process is swift and efficient. If a girl comes near your face, it generally means she’s going to bite it. That’s why Nutsack bolted. He was halfway up the mast before he turned back to see Jas looking upset. He desperately wanted to find the words to make her happy, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t conjure them. He also didn’t have any clothes on, which suddenly made him feel exposed. He switched back into squirrel form to try and calm down the roiling emotions.

      Jas stared at the squirrel perched on top of the mast and shook her head. “I keep forgetting about the squirrel thing.”

      “Is it the abs that are throwing you off?” asked Carlos.

      “No! It’s the fact that he’s so sweet. You should try it sometime.”

      They all stood around, waiting, but nothing else jumped out to attack. The island was deserted. That created a new problem.

      Carlos pulled up his map. “Looks like we’re stranded, and the nearest island is a long way off. That seems like an obvious design flaw.” He looked up at the clouds. “You hear that? This is your mess to clean up. Can you send a taxi or something?”

      Marcus glared at Carlos, then looked up too. “Nope, don’t send anyone, we’re fine here.”

      Carlos stopped looking up and glared back at Marcus. “What are you talking about? I’m not swimming anywhere.”

      “You can’t help yourself can you? It doesn’t matter how many times it bites us in the arse, you have to antagonize Brenin. We’re in this mess because you gave him attitude, and now you think he’s going to send a bunch of empty boats our way to fix it?”

      “I don’t care if the boats are empty or full, I only care that he keeps sending them until we find one we can use. Or would you rather sit here and scratch your arse?”

      Sarah ignored the bickering and went over to the broken boat. As soon as she touched it a status appeared:

      Damaged Boat. Repair?

      She mentally accepted and a new message popped up:

      Repair Unsuccessful.

      Required: 4 X Wood

      She glanced over at the coconut trees and said, “Jas, can you give me a hand over here.”

      Jas watched the argument get increasingly heated. “Should we intervene?”

      “Nope. This is how they work stuff out. I stopped trying to fix it a long time ago. Let them get it out of their system. Speaking of which, what’s gotten into you?”

      Jas equipped her axe and took the tree down with a single chop. It timbered, crashing into the sand. She said, “I might have repressed some frustration over the years. I wasn’t exactly a pushover, but I’ve always shied away from physical confrontation. I wasn’t intimidating, or strong, so I focused on being smart instead. That was my excuse for over thinking everything. I was terrified of making a mistake, of choosing wrong, so I spent hours obsessing over every little detail, and yet here I am, kidnapped and held hostage. None of that planning mattered, I woke up this morning, went to work, and never went home. I’ve spent most of my time here being angry at myself, but now I’ve realized it’s not my fault. I didn’t choose this, but I can choose to make the best of it. Besides, here I feel powerful in a way I’ve never felt before. I can do whatever I want, because if I make a mistake, I can try again. I’m not afraid anymore.” She chopped down the other tree. “Do you know what I mean?”

      Sarah’s hand burst into flames and then went out again. “You know what, I do. I have to warn you, it’s not easy going back. Thinking I was normal used to be reassuring, but suddenly it was the absence of something special. It’s like eating your favourite meal when you have a cold, you know how it’s supposed to taste, but its suddenly dull and muted.”

      Jas scooped up both trees, one on each shoulder. “I hear you, but if we do somehow make it out of here we’re probably going to be turned inside out, so it’s not worth worrying about.”

      “Thanks, that’s super reassuring.”

      They both looked over at the boys, who were oblivious to everything going on around them. Jas carried the trees over to the boat and chopped them up into smaller pieces, until they fit in Sarah’s inventory. Then Sarah placed her hand on the boat once more.

      Damaged Boat. Repair?

      She accepted and a new message popped up:

      Repair requires 4X Wood. Use?

      She did, and the hole in the bottom of the boat vanished, along with the sounds of a hammer and saw, even though nobody was actually fixing the boat.

      Repair Successful.

      Sarah admired their handiwork and then whistled at Marcus and Carlos. They stopped arguing long enough to look at her. She said, “You guys coming, or should we leave you here to sort out your differences?”

      “You fixed the boat?” Marcus said as both a statement and a question.

      “We sure did. Now hop on board and we can figure out our new abilities, unless you’d both prefer round two?”

      “Nah, we’re good,” said Carlos. “You’re right, let’s check out our cool new stuff.”

      Everyone went silent as they navigated the menus. Nutsack took the opportunity to scurry off the boat and grab his clothes and gear, which had washed up onto the beach.

      Marcus looked for the new abilities, but there weren’t any. Instead there was a different message:

      Congratulations, you have reached the halfway point on levels. As a reward you now get to choose between two options:

      - Upgrade one of your existing abilities

      - Select a previous ability that you didn’t choose

      He carefully reviewed each of the abilities he’d chosen not to take. Slow Regen was a definite possibility as it would allow him to regain health without Carlos. Then he looked at each ability he had. As he selected them, it showed the upgrade. The changes weren’t insignificant; the Shield Bash stun duration doubled and it also did damage. He thought that was impressive, until he got down to Reflect. His jaw dropped. “Guys, I can make Reflect a passive ability, so I don’t have to trigger it! Any time someone shoots at me it will bounce back at them automatically.”

      “That sounds like a win to me!” said Carlos, who was clearly excited about something else. He said, “I’ve reviewed my options too. My upgrades aren’t quite as good, but the good news is that I can finally lock in the Self Heal spell, which means I won’t be constantly scrambling for health potions.”

      Jas said, “For me, it’s a toss up between adding Upward Slice, or boosting Powerhouse. The upgrade is a considerable improvement, it boosts my damage to 150% and halves the cooldown to 30 minutes.”

      “Which one are you thinking?” asked Carlos.

      “I believe upgrading Powerhouse may be the better long-term option. It’s an ability I use in high-intensity situations and having it be more powerful and being able to use it more often sounds like a win.”

      Carlos nodded. “Sounds good. What about you, Sarah?”

      “I’m sticking with the basics. The upgrade for fireballs was too good to pass up.” She opened her hand and a fireball the size of a basketball appeared. “Double the size, half the MP cost, and that applies to poison blasts and snowballs too.”

      “Alright. Looks like quite the haul.” Carlos looked over at Nutsack, who was sulking in the corner. He said, “Anyone want to try and convince our resident rogue to give it a try?”

      Marcus spoke up before Jas could. “Let’s head for the dagger and try to find a shop with a smart potion. Nutsack has a couple of upgrades still to do and we don’t want him picking stuff at random.”

      He pulled up his map and said, “The closest dagger is somewhere called Hive Island. It’s that way.” He squinted and said, “Hold up. According to the map the dagger isn’t on the island anymore. It’s on the move?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan charged out of his personal ship and onto Hive Island. This place was entirely new. He’d sailed these seas many times looking for rare creatures, and this island wasn’t here before.

      He was prepared for a hostile welcome, but there were no mobs waiting for an ambush. The denizens watched him with some curiosity, but didn’t try to engage. They also didn’t run away, which was odd. Usually NPCs found somewhere else to be when an angry troll stormed into town.

      A little girl ran up to him wearing a horned helmet and a small circular shield emblazoned with a bee. She waved a very real dagger at him and said, “Shoo away, monster!” A man ran up behind her. “Sorry about that, she’s excited to grow up and be just like her mum.”

      Ryan tapped his club in his hand. Killing all the NPCs would get messy fast, but it was a surefire way to attract the attention of the boss. He said, “Who’s in charge around here?”

      “That would be the Chieftain. Lives in the centre of the village in the large hut, past the general store and The Stinger tavern. You can’t miss it.”

      Ryan stomped off in the direction the man had pointed. No point wasting weapon durability unless he had to. It wasn’t hard to find The Stinger tavern due to the large metal bee hanging above the door. The stinger on the sign was oversized and sharpened to a fine point. If the sign ever fell down it would skewer anyone unfortunate enough to be standing below. There was the sound of rowdy drinking from inside, but Ryan didn’t enter. In his experience taverns always led to trouble. Some drunken local would inevitably poke at him and call him names, until they went too far and found their head imploded, which was usually poorly received by the other patrons.

      The general store looked a little more inviting. The sign was less lethal for a start, being made of wood and carved into a honeycomb pattern. He went inside with low expectations of finding anything of interest, and was still disappointed. There were the usual standard potions and other junk that he already had hundreds of. Even the weapons here were boring, mostly axes and small circular shields. Nothing magical, legendary, or intricate, only bog standard hack and slash stuff. The boringness continued all the way to the shopkeeper, who exhibited all the personality of a cactus. He scowled at Ryan and twirled his long beard, muttering something about outsiders. The large horned helmet and axe on his back weren’t doing much to help with the welcoming ambience. Ryan left before he killed the guy.

      “Vikings?” Ryan said to himself. The King had originally built a consistent fantasy world, but now it felt like he was throwing in anything he thought was cool. Vikings, Rock bands, what next, aliens? Cowboys? Narratively it was a mess, but Ryan didn’t care as long as he got what he came for.

      He pulled up the image of the map. The dagger was definitely on this island, there wasn’t another one nearby. He barrelled through the main square, heading for the Chieftain’s residence. It was easy to spot because it was twice the size of the others and adorned with flags covered in more bees. There were a couple of guards lazily standing on either side of the entrance. Ryan strolled up to them and said, “I’m here to see your boss.”

      “No visitors,” said one of the guards. He wasn’t exactly fighting fit. He looked more like a middle-aged banker cosplaying as a Viking. The other guard wasn’t much better. If this was the best they had to offer then this would be a short trip.

      “I’m not visiting. I’m here on business. Let me pass or try and stop me.”

      Ryan tried to barge through them, but the Vikings blocked the way using their combined heft. The troll ignited his club and bashed the first one, sending him flying and very much on fire into a nearby hut. He used a charge strike on the second. They both took more punishment than he was expecting, but they were still dead. Unfortunately they died loudly, which drew the attention of others in the town.

      What followed was a shambles of a defence force. There weren’t as many as he expected, and certainly none tough enough to be a dagger holder. It still took a while to kill them all. Ryan kept waiting for the doors to open and the Chieftain to finally come strolling out, but if there was a certain number of kills to reach, he never got there.

      Once he’d run out of prey the game informed him he was now considered hostile in this town. He looked around at the pile of dead bodies and burning buildings. “You think?”

      He gave up waiting and returned to the Chieftain’s house. There was a note pinned to the door with a dagger. He read it and groaned:

      Welcome to the island Hive,

      There are some rules to stay alive,

      You must behave like humble bee,

      To survive long in this colony.

      

      A new message popped up in his HUD:

      1 of 4. Find the rest of the notes to learn the rules.

      He wasn’t doing that. He’d come clean up the collectibles later, for now his primary focus was the dagger. The only thing he needed to know was who to kill.

      With a grunt he shoulder barged the doors and they sprang open, revealing a huge room with intricate wooden furniture and a honeycomb pattern carved into the wall. There were weapons everywhere, lying around in piles and adorning the walls. He picked up an axe and was surprised to find it was a legendary. The value of the loot casually piled around was immense.

      He waited for more guards. What he got was an elderly lady. She looked up at him through thick glasses. “Can I help you young man?” She made the last two words sound like an insult.

      He closed the distance in a few bounds. “Where’s the dagger?”

      She stared back at him, her eyes slightly magnified. “You’ll be wanting the General Store. It’s right outside, you can’t miss it.”

      “I’m not shopping. You know which dagger I mean.”

      Her smile faded and her eyes narrowed. “I suspect I do. It’s our most prized possession, which means it belongs to the Chieftain.”

      “Where can I find him?”

      A wry grin appeared on her face. “Why would you assume it’s a man?”

      “Whatever, I don’t care, I’m all for equal opportunities, and I will equally kill whoever I need to, including you. Point me their way.”

      “The Chieftain is out raiding at the moment with the rest of our finest warriors. She should return by nightfall. She’ll be more than happy to teach you some manners. You’re welcome to wait.” She patted a seat next to her.

      “I don’t have time for your games. Tell me where the dagger is, right now.” He raised the club.

      She glanced up at it, her expression not changing. “What exactly are you planning on doing with that, young man?”

      He smashed it down on the empty seat, smashing it to pieces. He raised the club again. “Next time it’s your head you stupid biddy.”

      The old lady grinned. “Oh dear. Well in that case, allow me to point out some of our rules.”

      “I don’t care about your stupid rules.”

      “But you should. This island is a little different to what you might be used to. We’re a hive, and that means colony rules apply. We don’t take kindly to rude men barging in here and making idle threats.”

      “It’s not a threat, it’s a promise,” Ryan snarled.

      “Is that so? Well then let me make a promise of my own. One of us is about to learn a valuable lesson, and I don’t intend for it to be me.”

      She flexed and a notification popped up, informing him he’d discovered a new class. He checked what it was, and said, “Shield maiden?”

      “Retired Shield maiden,” the old lady said. “You know how many of my kind make it to retirement? Not many. Only the very lucky, and the very tough.”

      “Which are you?” he asked, gripping his club.

      “Let me show you.”

      She walked over to the wall and tugged on a sword and shield, ripping them down with apparent ease. Then she turned and brandished them.

      A new thought occurred to him. This was another one of the King’s tests. Ryan used to yell at the sky every time he was asked to stretch his moral compass, or push his boundaries. Now he had no such things. If he had to bash this old lady’s head in to get the dagger he’d do it with a smile on his face.

      Ryan removed Flurry from his inventory. “Don’t worry, grandma, I’ll make it quick.”

      He strolled over to stab her, but when he thrust, she wasn’t there anymore. There was a vibration on his back as she struck him. Even stranger, it did actual damage. Not enough to be concerned about, but way more than it should. He span and stabbed, but she was already gone. It didn’t matter how fast he turned, she was always on the edge of his vision. He heard her say, “What’s the matter, dear, not feeling so smug any more?”

      With a roar he swung his club horizontally, trying to catch her. It hit something and he celebrated, before he realized it was a wooden beam. Then he got stabbed again.

      This was no way to fight. He sneered. “Let’s see how quick you are when you can’t stand.” He stabbed Flurry into the ground and a circle of ice rapidly spread from it, giving the room a chilly blue hue. He waited for the sound of her falling, possibly breaking a hip, but then he saw her glide past. She was laughing. “Silly boy, you think an experienced warrior doesn’t know how to fight on different terrain?” She kicked off a wooden post, suddenly changing direction. She slid straight past him, stabbing as she went. She was gone before he could retaliate.

      Anger started to bubble. He almost reached for a shadow hippo potion, but decided against it. There wasn’t room to maneuver in this hut; he’d destroy the place. Instead he ignited his club and held it towards the wall. “Fancy explaining to your Chieftain why her precious home was burned to the ground?”

      She laughed again. “We are Vikings. War is in our blood. This hut has been rebuilt more times than you’ve made a fool of yourself. Ok, maybe not quite that many times, but a lot.”

      He’d had enough. Ryan waited until he felt the tickle on his back and he swung his club with all his might. It connected, and smashed into the old lady’s shield. She slid across the ice, but barely flinched. Her health didn’t drop at all. He said, “How?”

      She grinned. “This is why you should always respect your hosts rules. Let’s just say that you don’t have your usual sting while you’re around here. Unfortunately for you, I still do.” The ice slowly melted, and the old lady stalked towards him, sword raised. He swung at her again, but she blocked it with her shield and hit him three times before he could get away. He lashed out with Flurry, but she was never where the dagger was. She was quick and agile, fearsome and fearless.

      This wasn’t a fight for holding back. He feigned a swing of his club and waited for her to dodge, then he hit her with a shoulder barge. The stun kicked in and he charged up his club. “No hard feelings, granny.”

      He unleashed the attack as the stun wore off. It connected, but she didn’t fly off and rag doll into the walls. Instead she stayed very firmly planted, and a small chunk of her health blipped away. It was like clubbing a lamppost.

      That confirmed Ryan’s suspicions that King Welsh was cheating again. His DPS was far lower than it should be. He could stay here and chug health potions, trying to chip away at the old lady’s HP, but all that would do was waste a bunch of time. Usually he wouldn’t mind grinding away to get the prize, but that would only give the noobs a chance to catch up. There was probably a trick. King Welsh loved his puzzles, but they were always painfully obscure. Those rules could be hidden anywhere; they didn’t even have to be on this island. If Ryan couldn’t take down the old lady then the noobs wouldn’t stand a chance. If they made it this far hopefully they would spend a while trying to figure it out while he scooped up the remaining daggers.

      He turned to leave and the old lady said, “Where I’m from, when you start a fight, you finish it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it, you’re tough as an old boot. I’ve got places to be.” He tried the door but found it locked. He tried shoulder barge again, but the doors stayed very firmly in place. They were clearly designed to withstand a siege. He realized the old lady had let him think he was barging in, but he was actually walking right into her trap.

      She stabbed at him again. “The Chieftain will be disappointed if I don’t have a body to show for all this mess.”

      That was the final straw. If she wanted to keep him cooped up in here, then he would give her exactly what she wanted. He downed the potion and transformed into the Shadow Hippo. That was enough to get her attention, and she took a defensive stance as he charged straight at her. He was certain he was about to trample her when she somersaulted up onto his back and started stabbing. He didn’t stop, he kept running, right into the wall of the hut. The wood buckled and splintered, but didn’t break. He could hear the old lady hollering. “This hut is built of tougher stuff than you, dear.”

      With a bellowing roar he charged into the same spot again, then again, until he felt it starting to give. He didn’t have long left on the potion. If he didn’t escape before it ran out he would be trapped in here with her. With one last charge he blasted straight through, knocking off his passenger in the process. He kept running, charging into the general store. Glass and other sharp objects flew everywhere, potions exploded and ceilings fell down.

      Next on the path of destruction was the Tavern. He ploughed through and the sign fell straight down, doing its best to impale him. It narrowly missed and embedded itself in the ground.

      The timer flashed and he found somewhere discreet to transform back. Not that he was protecting his honour, the loin cloth did that, he simply didn’t know if the old crone was crazy enough to chase after him. Based on his brief interaction with her there was a good chance she was.

      He slowly morphed back into troll form, sans clothing, and breathed a sigh of relief when he still had Flurry. He’d been fairly certain he would, on account of it being soul bound, but there were never any guarantees with King Welsh. The old man liked to throw curve balls. Losing the other equipment was an irritation, but he had duplicates of everything, and there was no way he was going back for it. He’d rather go fight that ice dragon again. At least the dragon hadn’t taunted him the entire time.

      As he was heading back towards his ship he heard voices coming from the docks. He retreated to the shadows, clutching Flurry. He was still a formidable adversary, but most of his abilities were club-focused. He peered out of the darkness and saw the noobs. The first thing he spotted was the golden cog on the healer’s robes. They’d been to Peiriannau Bay, which meant they likely had the dagger already. That was one less that he could get.

      He moved in closer, trying to hear what they were saying, but there was no way to do so without revealing himself. He wished he still had his Tinker telescope. He wished he had a lot of things. This would be the perfect opportunity for an ambush, if he had his gear. Instead he stayed quiet, waiting for them to pass. It gave him the edge, he knew exactly where they were. Let them get slapped around by the angry old biddy, while he went and got the remaining daggers. Hopefully the noobs were stubborn enough to try a few times and waste a whole bunch of time.

      As he was clambering aboard his ship he saw the boat they had come in on, and allowed himself a wicked grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 37: Ladies First

        

      

    

    
      “When we leave we’re totally stealing that big black boat. Did you see that thing?” said Carlos as he strolled through the docks. Nutsack perked up at the word stealing.

      “We aren’t stealing anything. Nobody is,” said Marcus, glancing at the impressionable rogue. “Remember, we’re trying to find a store with potions. It shouldn’t be difficult, we literally got one in the starter zone. Once Nutsack is properly levelled up we can look for the dagger.”

      They rounded the corner into the town and stopped. It was chaos. Buildings were ablaze, children ran around screaming, and several buildings had been demolished. Corpses were strewn through the streets. It looked like a war zone.

      Carlos said, “Must be the maid’s day off!”

      Marcus didn’t laugh. “Do you think it’s supposed to look like this? Maybe the dagger quest is to help them rebuild the town?”

      Jas said, “That could work!” She bent down and picked up a large wooden beam, her muscles bulging under her clothes as she effortlessly hoisted it into the air. She moved it out of the street and over to what remained of a building. As she was putting it down she noticed the small piece of paper nailed to it. She pulled the paper off.

      “Guys, I think I might have found something. Listen to this:

      And if you wish to take the dagger,

      You’ll need much more than macho swagger,

      Because this fearsome Viking clan,

      Won’t bow down to any man.”

      

      She stashed the note in her inventory as a notification informed her it was part 4 of 4. She said, “It says there are three other parts to this poem. What do you think it means?”

      “Sounds to me like we aren’t here to clean up,” said Sarah. “I think we’re going to have to fight for this dagger the old-fashioned way. Against Vikings.”

      The others took a moment of quiet contemplation to consider the ramifications of this new development. Except Nutsack, who pointed at a pile of rubble and proudly announced, “Mess!”

      They worked their way down the street. A little boy ran up to them in full Viking gear, his voice high pitched and frantic. “Have you seen my dad?”

      It didn’t trigger as a quest, and his concern seemed genuine. Jas took his hand. “Let’s find him together.” She walked off with the little boy. Nutsack moved to follow, but Marcus said, “Stick with us for now, there’s too much opportunity for trouble.” The rogue grumbled, but didn’t argue.

      Everywhere they looked there was destruction, starting with a bizarre metal bee that had been pinned in the middle of the street, next to what remained of a tavern. There was also a general store, at least, what was left of one. Any potions they had previously stocked were spilled all over the street. Nutsack bent down to pick up an intricately carved dagger and Marcus slapped his hand away. “Don’t touch anything. The last thing we need is for the townsfolk to think we’re looting.”

      Nutsack reluctantly put his hands in his pockets and kept walking.

      Jas returned, looking relieved. “We found his father. He was trapped under some rubble. I managed to free him. He said a wild animal rampaged through the town.”

      “Was it a hippo?” asked Carlos, nervously.

      “He didn’t get a good look, only thing he could say for certain was that it was large.”

      Carlos pulled up his map and breathed a sigh of relief. “Good news, the dagger’s still showing, so if it was our troll friend he hasn’t retrieved it yet. It looks like the dagger’s heading back this way.”

      “Is that good news?” asked Jas. “Assuming the person with that dagger is from this island, I can’t imagine them being thrilled to find it like this.”

      “It’s good news because there’s no sign of that Ryan dude. If he’s trashed the town looking for the dagger and hasn’t found it, he may have given up and moved on.” Carlos waved his finger. “Wait, I bet that fancy boat in the harbour is his! It’s garish enough. Nutsack, run back and see if the big black boat is still there!”

      Nutsack nodded and ran off, although it wasn’t clear if he had any idea what he’d been asked to do. That was further confounded when he returned shortly after and loudly yelled, “Boats!”

      “Is the boat still there?” asked Carlos, speaking slowly.

      “Boats!” Nutsack repeated. Then he added, “Smash!”

      Sarah rolled her eyes and Hopped all the way back down the street. Then she slowly walked back. When she finally reached them Carlos said, “Why didn’t you Hop back?”

      “Ran out of MP. Guess the further I jump, the more MP it uses. Good to know.”

      “Any sign of the troll?” Carlos asked.

      Sarah nodded. “The big boat is gone. Unfortunately, so is our ship.”

      “What do you mean our ship is gone?” said Carlos. “Did he steal it?”

      “Well, technically speaking our ship is still in the docks. It’s just rather more spread around than it was before. Let’s say it matches the rest of the town now.”

      “Bastard! He’s going to pay for that,” said Carlos. “You think he’s trying to intercept the dagger?”

      Jas said, “Maybe, but why go out to sea? Surely fighting them here on dry land would be preferable? Especially if he’s relying on that hippo potion.”

      “Perhaps he saw us coming and fled?” Carlos added, popping his collar again. “He’d better run.”

      “Whatever the reason, it looks like he’s gone for now. We can’t follow him without a ship, so let’s see what we can do around here,” said Sarah.

      There was a lot of commotion as a small group of men struggled to drag a large cart filled with water down the street, towards a burning building. Jas strolled over and lent a hand, making it look easy. The men did not seem overly impressed by her display of strength, but they were immensely grateful. They frantically threw buckets of water at the fire.

      Jas spotted an old lady with thick glasses walking out of a large hut nearby. She ran over to her. “Are you ok, ma’am? Were you hurt in the incident?”

      The old lady laughed. “That guy, hurt me? Fat chance. He didn’t even bother to learn the rules, and when he didn’t like the outcome, he ran away with his tail between his legs. I see he’s made quite a mess out here though.”

      “Was he a big troll guy that turned into a hippo?” asked Carlos.

      The old lady stopped laughing and eyed them suspiciously. “That’s the one. You’re not with him are you?”

      “He’s no friend of ours. I hope you kicked his arse,” replied Carlos.

      “I did indeed. It was quite good fun. It’s been a while since anyone’s been daft enough to challenge me to a fight. All the locals know better.”

      “What did he want?” asked Sarah, doing her best to sound casual.

      “He thought he could stroll in here and demand the sacred dagger. Imagine that. The nerve of some people. It’s always the big ones, they’re too used to pushing people around. You should have seen the look on his face when I pushed back.”

      Carlos leaned over to Marcus. “You think we have to take her out?”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Like, on a date?”

      “What? No! I mean beat her in a fight.”

      “I hope not. The last time I had to fight a granny it didn’t go so well.”

      Carlos burst out laughing. “Oh yeah, I’d almost forgotten about that. Didn’t you uppercut her into the afterlife?”

      “She didn’t die,” Marcus snapped, which only made Carlos laugh harder. Marcus continued, “It’s not funny, and certainly not an experience I’m keen to repeat.”

      “You might not have a choice. At least you’re an experienced granny basher…”

      “Please stop, I’m begging you!”

      “Isn’t that what the sweet old lady said to you right before you punched out her false teeth…”

      Marcus decided ignoring Carlos was the only logical way to proceed.

      The seasoned shield maiden gave them a look and then turned to Sarah. “You should tell your men that it’s very rude to whisper.”

      “Sorry about that, they like to gossip amongst themselves. You know how it is,” said Sarah with a smile. She turned to Carlos. “Anything you’d care to share with the group?”

      Carlos grinned. “Marcus was reminiscing about the good old days in the Lukto hotel.”

      Sarah stifled a laugh of her own, and Marcus said, “Don’t you start!”

      The old lady looked less impressed. She appeared ready to tell them off, but then she glanced at the docks as a horn sounded. Her scowl was replaced with concern. “Sounds like Chieftain Socian saw the fires and has come back from the raid early. That’s going to put her in a terrible mood. If I was you, I’d find somewhere else to be. It’s not a good time to be a strange face around here.”

      They looked around. There wasn’t much left of the town and nowhere obvious to hide. The only place with intact structures was back towards the docks, which was exactly where they didn’t want to go. Instead they stood around awkwardly as the sound of a rabble grew louder.

      The Vikings rushed into the square with the stealth of a swarm of killer hornets. Some joined in fire fighting, but most surrounded Marcus and the rest of the party. The first thing to notice was the sharp axes they were waving around, followed by the fact that they were all women.

      A tall woman bedecked in long fur cloak and extra big horns stepped through the circle. Her axe was golden, while her shield had intricate trim and featured a large golden bee. The rest of her outfit was black and yellow, with the only exception being the glowing-blue dagger tucked into her belt. Its blade was wavy and it glistened. It was unmistakably what they were after.

      She slung her shield over her back and stared at the intruders. Then she turned her attention to the old lady. “What happened here?”

      “The usual. Some man came and tried to pillage your hut without understanding his place. Thought his fancy ice dagger would trip me up. I gave him a swift lesson on the rules and sent him packing.”

      “Looks like he took a few souvenirs,” said the Chieftain. “What about this lot? Friend or foe?”

      The Viking hit squad inched a little closer. The old lady said, “Not sure yet, but they’ve done nothing wrong, least as far as I can tell.”

      Chieftain Socian took a step forwards. She turned to Sarah and Jas. “Explain your presence on my island, and do it quick.”

      “We’re here for the dagger,” said Carlos. The others glared at him. He shrugged and said, “What? No point beating around the bush.”

      The Chieftain held up her hand. “Silence, fool, I’m talking to your leaders.” She turned back to Jas and Sarah. “Does this puny man speak the truth?”

      “He does,” said Sarah. “We’re on a quest to retrieve all eight Daggers of Power.”

      “A quest from whom?” asked the Chieftain.

      Sarah hesitated before answering. There was no way to know how the Chieftain would react. The silence dragged on until she said, “The King.”

      “Pfft, it is a fool’s errand from the King of all fools. Tell your King this dagger is no use to him. If he’s still foolish enough to desire it then he should send an army, not this pathetic excuse for a scouting party. It’s been a while since we’ve had a good battle.”

      The mere mention of the word got the Vikings worked up. They banged their axes into their shields, hooting and hollering.

      Jas waited for them to calm down before trying a different approach. “Might we barter or complete an errand in exchange for the dagger?”

      A ripple of laughter spread around the circle. The Chieftain held up her hand and it instantly fell silent. “We’re not fans of bartering here. Too much talking. We prefer action. As for the errand, as you can see I have all the worker bees I could ever need.”

      The hollering started up again.

      The Chieftain continued. “As I told you, the dagger is no use to the King, or anyone else for that matter. Its powers can only be accessed by the Chieftain of this clan. Try for yourself.”

      Socian removed the wavy dagger from her belt and held it out, handle first. The blue blade shimmered as if it were moving. Jas glanced at the others, unsure if this was a trap. The Viking warriors took another step closer, tightening the circle. They certainly seemed keen on establishing that they were the ones in charge here. Jas slowly reached out and took the dagger.

      There was nothing. No notification of its abilities, or the fact that it was soul bound. She waved it around, trying to make something happen, without success. She tried analyzing it, but it returned no results. It appeared to be nothing more than an intricately carved dagger. Perhaps this was a trick after all, and this wasn’t the real Dagger of Power, it was simply made to look like one. The actual dagger could look like anything.

      She handed it back and Socian. “I agree this dagger doesn’t do anything.”

      “It does nothing for you, because you’re not worthy,” said the Chieftain. She held out the blade and pointed it at a burning building. A powerful jet of water blasted out the tip, dousing the flames and putting them out. “You see how futile this is. Go back to your King and tell him we’ll be waiting.”

      A small gap opened up in the circle of Vikings, facing the docks. This was it, their one and only chance to walk away. Everyone moved, except for Carlos. He stayed firmly in place, until Socian said, “Ladies, you’ve forgotten something. If you’re going to discard one of your men here, at least leave the hot one.”

      “Hey!” said Carlos and Jas at the same time.

      Sarah turned back and rolled her eyes. She walked back over to Carlos and lowered her voice, “What are you doing? This is our chance to get out of here and come up with a plan.”

      He said, “Why do we need a plan? We know who we have to kill, she’s right there. We’re on an island in the middle of nowhere, so grinding’s out of the question, unless you fancy stealing a boat. I don’t see what benefit a delay gives us. Let’s get on with it.”

      “But…” She waited for him to interrupt her, but he didn’t. She tried to continue talking, but realized she didn’t have a counter argument. Carlos had a point, there was little to gain by putting this off. “Ok, fine, so what do we do?”

      “Oy, Chief lady. We want to fight you to become the new Chief.”

      The Vikings burst into laughter again. Socian strolled over to Carlos, towering a foot over him. “I’m sorry, I only accept challenges from worthy opponents.”

      “How do you know I’m not a wor…” He didn’t get a chance to finish. Socian punched him, sending him flying. The Viking circle stepped aside in sync as he rocketed past them, crashing into what remained of the general store. Carlos didn’t get back up.

      Sarah threw a huge fireball straight at Socian. The Chieftain span her shield around and blocked it, sending embers flying everywhere, before grabbing the huge axe on her back. Marcus and the others rushed back to Sarah’s side as the Vikings closed the circle and raised their weapons. There was a brief standoff, until Socian yelled, “Hold.”

      The Chieftain flipped her shield and axe onto her back and held out her hands. She took a step towards Sarah, who prepared another fireball. “I see potential in this one.” She walked straight past Marcus, looked Nutsack up and down for an awkwardly long time and then got to Jas. She reached up and touched the goose feather. “This one too. If you can prove yourselves worthy, you may challenge me.”

      “How do we prove that we’re worthy?” asked Jas.

      Socian strolled out of the circle and it closed behind her. “Simple. You survive.”

      The Vikings all attacked at once. Marcus blocked two axe strikes with his shield and turned to Nutsack, “We need Carlos. Go revive him.”

      Nutsack blinked, and didn’t move. Marcus said, “Seriously! You’re still not getting this? Fetch Carlos!”

      The rogue nodded and raced towards the mouthy healer, but found his path blocked by angry Vikings. He threw knives at them, but they easily blocked with their shields and got ready to cut him down. He wasn’t in the mood to fight, so he flipped into squirrel form, his clothes falling away, and raced between their legs. They didn’t give chase, instead they kept the circle intact, keeping Marcus, Jas, and Sarah trapped inside.

      Marcus blocked several attacks and lashed out with his new sword. He waited for health bars to drop, but there was no noticeable effect. He slashed again, making sure he landed the blow, but the bar barely moved at all. He analyzed the threat:

      Viking Shield maiden. Level 22

      They were tough, but not that tough. His sword had been effective against the Vikings in the boat, but here it was like slapping them with a wet fish.

      “Something’s wrong, I’m not doing any damage. What about you guys?”

      Jas swung her axes, crashing them against shields. A new Viking charged in, axe raised, but Jas Spartan Kicked her back into her friends, knocking them all over. She did a Leap Attack, landing on top of the prone enemies, hacking away. A new threat ran up behind her and attacked, but Jas ignored it. She was happy to lose some HP if it meant she could do more damage. She stayed focused on the downed Vikings, making sure that none of them got back up. When her health dropped into the red she switched on Absorb and gained some of it back from her enthusiastic attacker. When she was sure they were down she turned her attention to the warrior attacking her, taking her out with a flurry of axe strikes.

      “Everything’s working ok over here!” she yelled, over the screams of dying Vikings.

      Sarah was also doing fine. She froze two attackers with snowballs, then blasted a third with a fireball. Two Vikings ran right at her and she used Repel on their axes. They jerked to a halt as they tried to convince their weapons to join them in the fight. With a flick of Magnet the axes sailed off, the Vikings still holding on for dear life.

      Marcus watched as the majority of the foes focused on Sarah and Jas. They were clearly deemed to be the bigger threats, with the occasional Viking begrudgingly taking time out of their busy schedule to undertake the mild inconvenience of killing him. Tough as the girls were, they couldn’t fight this many enemies without healing. What he needed to do was buy some time.

      He activated Taunt without fully considering the consequences.

      “Ok, you violent vixens. Do your worst.”

      Whatever they did to him couldn’t possibly be worse than that taunt. He’d gladly stab himself if it meant never having to say that again.

      The Vikings were more than happy to do it for him. He hunkered down, hiding behind his shield, but axes still found him, and did more damage than expected. Without Carlos to top up his health he couldn’t take this kind of sustained punishment for long. He was starting to worry when the poisoned blast landed right in the centre of the mass of Vikings. They gasped and wobbled, but kept hitting him. He used Shield Bash, turned and dashed away, desperately trying to create some space.

      A healing orb sailed through the air and landed at his feet, the golden glow slowly reversing the blinking red of his HP. Carlos ran through the coughing Vikings with Nutsack still in squirrel form, sitting on his shoulder. The rogue hopped down and went in search of his clothes, while Carlos assessed the situation. “Where we at?”

      “We have to survive this lot to earn the right to fight the Chieftain,” said Marcus.

      “Sounds simple enough.”

      “Yeah, except I don’t seem to be able to do any damage, and the Vikings hit harder than their levels suggest. The girls are fine though.”

      “Interesting,” said Carlos. “Oy Nutsack, go stab something would you?”

      The rogue reappeared with his clothes on. He threw a handful of throwing knives at various targets, and then charged an enemy with both his daggers drawn. He landed a flurry of hits before retreating, dodging axe swings as he ran.

      Carlos watched the Viking’s health bar closely. It barely moved. “Yep, looks like we’ve been nerfed for this fight. Wonder if my healing is affected?”

      He targeted Marcus and started up a healing stream. Everything seemed to work as normal. “Ok, looks like just our DPS. Guess that means we’re all playing support for Jas and Sarah.” He thought for a moment and said, “I think I have a plan…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miles tried calling James again, but there was no answer. This wasn’t like him. The update had gone from urgent, to very urgent. It was no longer about saying I told you so. Miles had prepared a speech which he’d spent far too long crafting to be the right side of insubordinate regarding the whole Ryan debacle. None of that mattered now. There was so much more going on.

      If James wouldn’t come to him, then he’d have to go to James. He jumped up from his desk and moved towards the door. The large man guarding the entrance blocked his path. He held up his hand. “Going somewhere?”

      “I need to talk to the boss.”

      “Call him.”

      “I tried. He’s not answering.”

      The large guy didn’t move. “Then he doesn’t want to be disturbed. Send a message and he’ll come down here when he can.”

      “Why can’t I go to his office?” asked Miles.

      “I’m under strict instructions that no-one but Mr. Davies comes in or out of this lab.”

      Miles hid his outrage. “For how long?”

      “Until I’m told otherwise.”

      “You can’t keep me here!”

      The man didn’t blink. “I can, and I will.”

      “Oh yeah? How exactly were you planning on doing that?”

      Granite cracked his knuckles. “You work at a computer. You don’t need your legs for that.”

      Miles scoffed. This was a poor attempt at intimidation by a man that had misunderstood a simple instruction. He looked like the sort who would misunderstand a lot of things. “Of course I’m allowed to leave, I’m part of the team. James meant no more cock-ups, like the mess you made with Professor Jasper and Jas. I’m going to go see the boss, expect a phone call from him shortly. I look forward to your apology.”

      He tried to step around the man’s unusually wide frame. The moment he got too close the large man’s hand shot out like a rocket, hitting Miles square in the solar plexus and lifting him clear off the ground. He landed hard, gasping from the blow. He had some choice words for his attacker, but lacked the air to sufficiently express them. Instead he wheezed nonsense at him. The large man smirked. “Sorry.”

      Miles got back to his feet and slowly limped back towards his desk. When this was all over the big guy wouldn’t be sorry, he’d be dragon food. He texted James:

      You need to get down to the lab. I have proof the King has been messing with us this whole time.

      If that didn’t get his attention, nothing would.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos yelled, “Are you ready?”

      “No!” Marcus replied. “This is a terrible plan that will almost certainly get us all killed.”

      “Duly noted. Nutsack, you know what to do?”

      The rogue nodded. Carlos said, “Ok, girls, here we go.”

      Marcus used Taunt. “Ok, you violent vixens. Do your worst.”

      He’d really been hoping it would be a different taunt.

      The remaining foes charged at Marcus, who dug in. The moment they got close enough Sarah used Magnet on Marcus’ shied, making it highly attractive. There was a crush as the Vikings at the back crashed into their shield maiden sisters. A few of them managed to break free and tried to run around the writhing mass, but Marcus reached around his shield with Spark and triggered Zap. Electricity raced through the mob, briefly stunning them all. He gestured to Nutsack and said, “Now!”

      The next step was the one with the most potential to go wrong, primarily because it relied on Nutsack to follow simple instructions. Thankfully he nailed it. He ran up to the ball of Vikings and yelled, “Friends?”

      The charm reached over half the targets, and worked on a little less than half those. The other half got very angry, but also suffered from the DEF drop. Sarah tossed an Ice Vortex into the centre of the mass before switched off Magnet. All hell broke loose. Viking fought Viking. Jas ran through the battle picking off stragglers, while Sarah sniped with fireballs.

      An enraged group broke away from the roiling mass and ran straight at Nutsack. Marcus got in their way and used Shield Bash, but it only caught one of them, and the others swarmed him. Carlos did his best to keep up the heals, but their enraged STR bonus meant the healing stream couldn’t keep up. He reached for Thorn, but then an axe slammed into him, knocking him down. He tried to test out his new Self Heal spell, but was quickly overrun. Nutsack tried to run away, flipping into squirrel form, but got curb stomped by an enraged Viking who was keen on letting him know that she most certainly did not wish to be his friend.

      Jas and Sarah took advantage of the momentary distraction to pick off the Vikings that were left. The small group of remaining Vikings wheeled around as their rage wore off. Sarah threw up a Fire Wall behind them before Jas used Leap Attack to close the gap. She quickly dispatched one enemy before Spartan Kicking another through the wall of flames. A solitary Viking remained, and she charged at Sarah. As she was about to reach her target, Sarah used Hop, reappearing behind Jas. The Viking charged again, but Jas threw both axes. They wheeled through the air and cut down the final foe.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      There was a long, slow clap. Jas and Sarah traced it to Socian, who was sitting next to the old lady on the porch of the Chieftain’s hut. The old lady moved to stand, but Socian placed her hand on her shoulder. “Not this time. You’ve done enough to defend our clan today, and I’ve lost too many friends already. You rest and enjoy the show. Besides, if I am sent to Valhalla you’ll need to be around to train a new Chieftain.”

      The Chieftain got to her feet to address Sarah and Jas. “That was very impressive! Your men even managed to vaguely contribute with some helpful parlour tricks before they perished. You have both earned the right to challenge me.”

      “Hold that thought,” said Sarah.

      The girls moved over and revived the others, starting with Marcus. He took the initiative and revived Nutsack with Spark to save time. He stabbed the rogue, who sat up sharply and blurted out, “Gosh, I hope we were victorious!”

      Marcus stared at him blankly. “What did you say?”

      “Was our strategy effective? I’m afraid I was deceased and didn’t get to witness the conclusion.”

      He pulled up Nutsack’s stats and saw that his WIS had been boosted by 18 points. “Quick! Go into your menu, auto assign your stat points to WIS and select your new abilities. You don’t have long, do it now!”

      “I would like a moment to converse with Jas. There is much I wish to tell her whilst I have the words.”

      Marcus hopped up and down. “After! Go, now. WIS and abilities. Chop, chop!”

      Nutsack had that feeling again, of being torn between what he had, and what he wanted. He didn’t want to upset his keeper, but he had his own priorities now. Was being a human always like this? It was exhausting.

      He looked down at his chiseled body. It was definitely working; Jas was paying more attention to him, but he couldn’t tell her how he felt. Perhaps a little bit of smarts was a good idea. He flipped his auto-assigned stat points to WIS.

      Next he checked his abilities. There were a couple of decisions to make. Firstly, he could pick a new ability. He reviewed his choices:

      - Disguise: Change your appearance to evade detection and fool NPCs and mobs. Will allow you to pass through restricted areas for up to 30 seconds. Mobs will treat you as neutral. Disguise may be detected earlier by enemies, based on their WIS. 10-minute cool down.

      - Dodge: Avoid attacks for 10 seconds. Works on physical and ranged attacks. AoE attacks have a 50% chance of being dodged. Effect lasts for 15 seconds, or until you do damage. 10-minute cool down.

      Those both sounded useful. He liked the idea of not being able to get hit, but he was already very good at avoiding attacks. On the other hand, being able to sneak into restricted areas meant he’d be able to steal more things, which sounded fun.

      He went with Disguise.

      Next up he checked the improvements to his existing skills. None stood out. He looked over the list of previous abilities and one jumped out at him.

      - Pick Locks: Grants a magical lock picking tool that can attempt medium locks and below. Skill test required. Starts with 3 picks. Failed attempts will break a pick. Generates a new pick every 15 minutes.

      

      That paired nicely with his new Disguise ability. He could sneak into places and steal stuff without being detected. He locked it in. Then he said to Marcus, “I have done what you asked. Now I have things to do.”

      He ran over to Jas and took her hand. There were only a few seconds left on the timer. He had so much to tell her, and no time to say it. “My dearest Jas, I’m sorry I ran away when you kissed me on the cheek. Human mating rituals are new to me. I mistook it as an act of aggression. I see now you were showing me affection. I’d like to re…” He stopped, trying to remember the rest of the word. Everything was suddenly fuzzy. It was a big word, lots of sounds all mushed together. Jas stared at him, waiting. He tried. “Recip…” There it was, on the tip of his tongue. He almost had it.

      “Recipr…”

      So close. He focused all of his smarts into one final push. He almost had it…

      “Reproduce!” he yelled triumphantly in her face.

      The others chuckled, but Jas leaned in and kissed him on the cheek again. He didn’t run this time. She said, “Thank you, that was very…sweet.”

      Socian interrupted the moment. “I’m starting to reconsider my earlier assessment of your worthiness. This is pathetic. You’re a warrior. If you want something, take it.”

      Jas drew both axes and charged towards the Chieftain. “I intend to.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James opened his eyes. It took a moment to realize where he was. His head hurt, not from the migraine, but from using his desk as a pillow.

      He sat bolt upright, panic racing through him. He had always prided himself on his ability to power through, to push the envelope, and yet here he was, at the most crucial stage of the most important project of his life, and he’d stopped to take a quick power nap.

      After rubbing his eyes he grabbed his phone. There were multiple messages and missed calls. The first was from Miles, claiming his father was intentionally sabotaging things. That was enough to get him out of his seat and into the lift.

      Granite greeted him with a nod when he entered the lab. He said, “There was an incident you should be aware of. Your man tried to leave.”

      James groaned. He didn’t need any more problems. “How hard did you have to convince him to stay?”

      “Not that hard,” said Granite without a hint of emotion.

      “I suspect we may have different definitions of not that hard. Did you hit him?”

      The big man nodded. “Only once.”

      That wasn’t much of a benchmark. One punch from Granite would be enough for pretty much anyone. “Ok, you did the right thing, but next time, call me.”

      “Guy said he’d already tried and couldn’t reach you.”

      James felt a brief flush of guilt before he quashed it. He didn’t have to explain himself to Granite. He walked over to Miles and pre-empted his tantrum. “I heard there was a misunderstanding.”

      Miles’ whole face went red. “A misunderstanding? That brute tried to kill me!”

      “If he wished you dead, you wouldn’t be around to tell me. Regardless, I’m sorry he hit you. That was outside the scope of his duties.” He could tell Miles had a lot more to say, which was going to lead to some awkward questions he’d hoped not to answer. James tried to change the subject, “Tell me about my father. What has he done now?”

      Miles’ expression contorted as he tried to decide how hard to push it. He wisely chose to let it drop. “I have definitive proof he’s trying to sabotage the program.”

      “Show me.”

      Miles pulled up the viewer. It showed the two female participants squaring off against a large woman dressed like a Viking. They looked ready to fight.

      Miles pointed at the viewer. “We’ve never had a team make it to this dagger before. Want to know the twist with this one?”

      “What?”

      “Only a woman can beat the Chieftain.” He said it like it was a revelation.

      “So what?” James asked. “Sounds very progressive.”

      Miles sighed. “Except it’s the exact opposite of progress. It would have been impossible for the teams we’ve sent in so far to complete this challenge. The military teams were almost exclusively men. The homeless teams generally had females in support roles. This isn’t something they could have figured out, or powered through. It’s an actual roadblock, and looks to be designed as such. There’s no other reason to have such a limitation on this dagger quest.”

      “Ok, but it’s not stopping us this time, so what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is, your dad picked the classes this time. He decided the girls would be fighters.”

      James was starting to worry that Granite might have hit Miles a little harder than he realized. “None of this sounds like a problem. Like you said, he picked the classes, and he picked classes that didn’t screw us. We’ve never seen this dagger quest before, perhaps he simply changed this quest to fit the team currently playing. It’s his world, he controls the rules.”

      Miles shook his head. “I don’t think that’s it. He’s up to something.”

      “We have enough actual problems, we don’t need to invent new ones. I’m the first to distrust my father, he’s certainly earned that, but I think you’re reading too much into this.” James checked his phone. He needed to give another update. “Where are we at with the daggers?”

      “Our team has four, five if they get this one. Ryan also has one.” Miles flashed his best I told you so smile.

      “Fine, whatever, my dad will have to fix it when the time comes. I’ll say six of the daggers have been secured. That’s the good news I was looking for. At this pace we’ll only need a few more hours.” James checked his watch. They might actually pull this off. “Where are we at with the corruption? How bad is it? What about the rogue?”

      Miles said, “I haven’t checked in a little bit as I was trying to reach you.” He let that linger for a moment before he pulled up the graphs and jumped. “The rogue is way out of range again. Hold on, let me check the historical.” He pulled up a new graph and frowned. He pinched the screen to zoom. “Hmm, that’s odd. The rogue had a major corruption spike, but it’s going down again. I haven’t seen a spike that large before. I’m going to backtrace the timestamp to see if I can find a correlation with what was happening at the time.”

      “You do that. What about the others?”

      Miles flipped through the other charts. “Very minimal signs. It really doesn’t make any sense. It’s almost like…” He stopped and went back a chart. “Wait. Dr. Reid is showing signs. It’s strange, they all went in together, but her corruption is definitely more distinct than the others.”

      “How long until the rest of the participants start to notice?” asked James, clenching his fist. It was too good to be true that the group would be completely unaffected.

      “We’ve got a little time, they only just met her after all. It won’t be immediately obvious. I’ll keep a closer eye on her.”

      “You do that, and keep me updated.”

      Miles said, “I tried…”

      “I know. I was in a meeting. It won’t happen again,” snapped James, cutting him off.

      Miles hesitated and said, “About me leaving the lab…”

      “Don’t. I need you here. This is a crucial point, we may need to pull them out at a moment’s notice if the corruption gets worse. I’ll pay you an extra ten grand to see this through to the end. Sleep if you have to, but don’t go anywhere.”

      Miles looked around. “There’s no bed.”

      “There are beds in the cells,” James added, with the slightest hint of a threat.

      Miles picked up on it. “Actually I’m not even tired. There’s too much to do.”

      “That’s the spirit.” James patted him on the back and left.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The jet of water stopped Jas dead in her tracks and knocked her off her feet.

      Socian didn’t follow up with any further attacks. She said, “If you’re intending to challenge me it needs to be done properly, not like a drunken tavern brawl. You must declare your challenge, and I must accept it. Sheila shall bear witness.” She gestured to the old lady behind her.

      “Do we have to fight you one at a time?” asked Sarah, helping Jas back to her feet.

      “We do not usually have so many candidates willing to die. I’m happy to fight you both at the same time, it will speed things up. However, your men may not assist once the challenge has begun. If they do, your challenge is forfeit and you will all be executed.”

      Carlos walked over to Jas and Sarah. He rummaged around in his robes and produced three health potions each. “Here. If I can’t be your health pack on legs then these are the next best thing.”

      Marcus and Nutsack had nothing to offer except cheers of encouragement. They joined Sheila, sitting on the front porch of the hut. The old lady placed a hand on Nutsack’s leg. “If your lady doesn’t make it, I’ll be more than happy to look after you.”

      He slapped her hand away. “No touch.”

      “You don’t have to act coy with me. I saw you running around in your underwear.”

      He hissed at her and shimmied down closer to Marcus.

      Jas glanced over at Sarah. “You ready?”

      “I think so. Ask me again if we respawn.”

      “We formally challenge Socian to take over her position as Chieftain of this clan.” Jas waited for a moment and then added. “Do you accept?”

      Socian spat on the ground. “I accept this challenge and shall tear your limbs from your bodies before beating you to death with them.”

      “Simple yes would have been fine,” muttered Jas.

      Sheila stood up. “I hereby declare this to be a valid leadership challenge and has been willingly entered by all parties. You may now fight to the death.”

      Sarah was about to unleash a spell when Socian started to spin. It looked like a spinning axe attack, until her shield flew out of the blur and slammed into Sarah, knocking her down. The shield vanished in mid air and reappeared in Socian’s hand the moment she stopped spinning, as Jas charged in to attack. The Chieftain blocked the twin axes with ease and swung her huge golden axe at Jas, who narrowly dodged out the way. She switched to her twin swords and landed a few hits before Socian could bring her shield round to block again. Then Jas raised her leg to Spartan Kick. Socian leaned forward and shoulder bashed, knocking Jas over and stunning her. The Chieftain stashed her shield and raised the axe with both hands to bring it down on the helpless Jas.

      Sarah was too far away to stop it, but she pointed Magnet at the huge golden axe, hoping to divert it. There was no familiar vibration and the axe found its target. Magnet hadn’t worked. She looked at the blade, but saw that it was glowing as usual. Socian raised the axe again, keen to fully take advantage of the stun. Sarah unleashed a snowball, forcing the Viking to roll aside and forgo the extra hit.

      Jas scrambled back to her feet as the stun wore off. Her health was down over half. “She hits pretty hard!” yelled Jas. She considered taking a health potion and decided against it for now. The extra DPS would be handy. It was another thing to keep in mind now that she was responsible for her own healing. Being a glass cannon was a lot less fun without a tank to take the hits.

      Socian circled around, keeping Jas between herself and Sarah. She started to spin again and they hit the deck as the shield flew out and over their heads. Sarah jumped back to her feet and there was a whoosh as she unleashed a huge fireball. It sailed towards the target. Seconds before impact a jet of water burst from Socian’s dagger and the fireball turned to steam.

      “Ok, so fire is out. That leaves me ice and poison,” yelled Sarah.

      “I’m going to draw agro. You see if you can hit her with a snowball,” replied Jas.

      She did a Leap Attack, swords ready. Socian span her shield around and slapped Jas out of the air with it, sending her flying. She went after the tumbling berserker, trying to finish her off, but Sarah threw up a wall of ice between them.

      The Chieftain turned to face Sarah. Her foot scraped on the ground, and then she suddenly accelerated, her horned helmet pointed right at Sarah in a bull rush. Sarah retreated and felt her back brush up against the side of the Chieftain’s hut. There was nowhere to go. She threw an Ice Wave at the Chieftain, sending sharp icicles straight at her in a jagged wall. Socian didn’t attempt to avoid them, instead she crashed straight through, taking damage but barely losing any speed. In another second Sarah would be pancaked against the hut. She waited until the last moment, then used Hop.

      Socian crashed into the hut headfirst, the horns on her helmet wedging deep into the wood. She braced and tugged, trying to get loose, while Jas and Sarah took full advantage. Sarah unleashed a Poison Vortex before chugging a magic potion. Jas saw her opportunity and triggered Powerhouse. She landed several hits with her axes. Her low health and the upgraded Powerhouse boost meant each hit took off over 5% of Socian’s health, which was added onto the slow ebb of the poison damage.

      With a loud roar Socian finally pulled herself free, leaving her helmet embedded in the wall. She staggered a little as she raised the dagger and unleashed a torrent of water, knocking Sarah and Jas down. It kept coming, like a water cannon, making it impossible for them to get back to their feet. Jas tried to roll away, but ended up crashing into Sarah, who was still pinned to the ground. They tried to stand up together, but the jet of water was too strong and showed no signs of stopping. Sarah did a short Hop to get away and hopefully distract Socian. She was surprised when Jas appeared next to her.

      “How did you do that?” Jas asked, slightly disoriented.

      “I think because you were touching me when I hopped?”

      Socian was looking around for them, her eyes narrowing as she tried to focus. Sarah used Ice Wall to protect them. During the brief reprieve she drank a health potion. Jas did the same as the golden axe came crashing through the ice wall. Sarah tried to repel it with Magnet, but it didn’t budge. She waved Magnet around. “Why isn’t this working?”

      “Gold isn’t magnetic,” said Jas matter-of-factly.

      “Ohhh!” said Sarah. She tried a few other spots on the Chieftain, but all the buckles and clasps on her outfit were also gold. There was nothing to repel or attract.

      The Chieftain continued hacking at the ice wall instead of simply going around it. Her axe carved chunks away with every swipe. Jas said, “Get behind me and keep the projectiles coming!”

      The ice wall finally collapsed and Socian charged through, axe held high in both hands, her shield stashed on her back. Jas reeled and used Spartan Kick, stopping Socian dead in her tracks. She followed it up with two quick axe strikes, but with her health topped up and Powerhouse long depleted they didn’t do much to Socian’s HP.

      Jas yelled, “I’m going to have to take some damage, I don’t think my DPS will take her down when I’m at full health.”

      “Be careful!” said Sarah, readying another Poison Blast. The Viking was behaving noticeably erratic since she’d been poisoned, and Sarah was hoping to double the debuff.

      Jas switched to swords and started chopping. Socian tanked the hits and swung the axe. Jas didn’t try and block, but the double-handed strike sent her flying. She landed hard, with over 60% of her health gone in that single attack. Socian scraped her foot again and used bull rush, trying to finish the job this time. Sarah threw up a poison wall, but the Chieftain ran straight through it, adding another poisoned debuff.

      Jas was back on her feet and facing down a charging Chieftain. She threw both her axes, but only one of them connected, the other one sailing straight past. Sarah felt Magnet tingle and she pointed it at the flying axe. It stopped in mid air. With a twist of the dagger she sent it slamming into Socian’s back, but the axe shattered, its durability finally reaching zero. Jas grabbed her own Dagger of Power, and balls of dirt floated up from the ground. She sent them flying at the Chieftain, each one slamming into her and knocking off health while slowing her down a little more with each hit.

      It still wasn’t enough. Socian was almost upon Jas, who found herself out of moves. She had no idea if she could block the headbutt, but she was going to try. She braced for impact when Sarah appeared next to her, grabbed her hand and hopped away again, leaving Socian to slam her head into thin air.

      “That was too close,” Jas said as they reappeared.

      “I can’t keep using Hop like that, it uses twice as much MP when we both jump and I think there’s an MP penalty for using it in quick succession. I’ve only got a few spells left.”

      They looked at their enemy’s remaining health. Socian still had 20% of her HP remaining.

      “What can you do when your MP runs out?” asked Jas.

      “I can whack her with my walking stick,” said Sarah. She stared at Magnet. “It’s a shame I can’t use this.”

      Jas said, “Why can’t you use it?”

      “All Socian’s gear is gold. It doesn’t work.”

      “So find something it does work on.”

      Sarah’s eyes grew wide. “Jas, that’s brilliant!” She looked around for something, anything, that she could weaponize. That’s when she saw the perfect thing. “I’m going to need a minute. Think you can keep her busy?”

      “Oh I intend to do more than keep her busy.” Jas ran straight at the Chieftain, swords raised, getting in two quick hits before ducking under an axe strike. She slashed again, focusing on Socian’s legs, hoping to do something to impede her. Socian flipped the axe onto her back, grabbed Jas in an iron grip, and head-butted her. Jas struggled to get away, using all her strength to break free, but the Chieftain leaned forwards and shoulder bashed again, leaving Jas stunned. She watched in horror as her opponent hefted her axe, ready to bring it down on Jas’ head and end her.

      There was a flash of metal, and Socian was gone. It took Jas a moment to shake the stun and look around. She found the Chieftain pinned to the wall of the hut by the stinger of a huge metal bee. Her hat was right next to her, still embedded in the wall.

      The physics engine worked extra hard to calculate the velocity, weight, and damage that such an impaling would cause, but once it reached a number more than twice the Chieftain’s remaining health it gave up and went back to making hair swoosh around believably. It liked doing hair. Hair was fun.

      The girls looked at each other. The dagger was still sitting in Socian’s belt. Jas turned to Sheila. “Now what? Do we grab the dagger off her corpse, or is there some kind of ceremony?”

      Sheila stood up and said, “You’ll get the dagger as soon as the challenge is over.”

      Jas looked confused, but Sarah immediately charged up a fireball and downed a health potion. She tried to warn Jas. “Sometimes bosses have a second phase. Get ready, they’re usually tougher than the first phase.”

      Jas scrambled to drink her last health potion. She stared at Socian, waiting for her to spring back to life, but nothing happened. After several seconds she said, “Does it usually take this long?”

      “No. I’m pretty sure Socian’s dead.” Sarah looked at Sheila for a hint.

      The old lady was laughing. She gestured to both of them. “Only one of you can be the Chieftain.”

      Jas and Sarah both realized the implications and turned to face each other. Jas said, “I think she’s saying we have to fight each other?”

      “I don’t think we can? We’re in the same party,” said Sarah.

      “Let’s test it,” replied Jas, holding out her hands. “Hit me.”

      Sarah hesitated. Then she walked up and lightly bonked Jas on the head with her walking stick. Jas’ HP fell by a few points.

      “Looks like we can hurt each other in this instance,” said Sarah. “But I don’t want to.”

      Sheila yelled out, “If you refuse to complete the challenge it will be considered nullified.”

      “Then what?” asked Jas.

      “Socian will be called back from Valhalla to do this all over again. She won’t like that one bit. If you think she was mad this time, you don’t want to see what happens if you make her give up her happily ever afterlife.”

      “That sounds bad,” said Sarah. “I don’t really want to fight Socian again. Let’s end this. Jas, kill me.”

      “No. You kill me,” Jas replied, sheathing her weapons.

      “I’m not doing it! You’re the berserker, you should be the one leading the clan of Viking warriors.”

      “But you’re the one that killed Socian, so you earned it.”

      “Fine, if you won’t kill me, I will.” Sarah charged up a fireball and cast it at herself. Nothing happened. Jas tried the same with her sword, but no matter how hard she stabbed herself, her HP refused to budge.

      Carlos yelled out, “We’re on the same team, it doesn’t matter who has the dagger, the important thing is that we get it. Flip a coin if you have to.”

      Jas removed a gold coin from her inventory. She examined it. “This has the King’s head on both sides!”

      “Hold on, I might be able to solve this,” replied Sarah. She waved Magnet and with a loud creak the bee sign removed itself from the wall. Socian slumped to the ground.

      The sign hovered above them both. Sarah flicked Magnet and the sign started to flip end over end. Jas realized what Sarah intended. “Perfect! Bee side up and you’re the new Chieftain, other side and it’s me. No cheating!”

      Sarah waved her hand and the sign arced high in the air, tumbling as it went. Jas watched it intently as it fell towards the ground, right up until Sarah hopped directly beneath it. The sign landed with a thud, spike first, right on Sarah’s head. Then it flattened her for good measure.

      The physics engine thought about doing the calculations all over again, looked at its previous notes and decided that was close enough. Sarah died.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Jas did not celebrate. She was too busy being furious.
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      Jas and Sheila both stared at Sarah’s corpse. Jas finally got control of her anger enough to speak, “That doesn’t count! We’ll do it again.” Her fists clenched and unclenched and her breathing was ragged.

      “It was a fight to the death. Everyone you were fighting is dead. I think that means you win?”  Sheila said, her voice dripping with uncertainty. “Although I have to be honest, this is a first. In all the challenges I’ve bore witness to, nobody ever voluntarily lost before…”

      Sheila moved over to Socian and gently removed the dagger from her belt. She gestured for Jas to follow her into the hut.

      Marcus looked at the feet sticking out from under the sign. “Should we maybe revive Sarah?”

      Carlos tried using distant revive, but nothing happened and Sarah remained pinned. “I think Jas is the only one with a chance of lifting that.”

      They followed Jas into the hut. Sheila held out the dagger and said, “Kneel.”

      Jas shook her head vehemently. “This isn’t right.”

      Carlos said, “Get over it Jas, you won, which means we got another dagger. You should be happy.”

      The look she shot him was so fierce he was surprised it didn’t drop his HP. She stayed resolutely standing.

      Nutsack was the only one brave or stupid enough to approach her. He placed his hand gently on her shoulder. “It ok. Friends here. Me here.”

      Her expression slowly softened, until she slowly dropped to a knee. Nutsack hissed as Sheila approached with the dagger, but Jas said, “It’s ok. She won’t hurt me.”

      The rogue slowly backed away, his hand twitching towards his throwing knives.

      Sheila eyed him warily as she tapped the dagger on each of Jas’ shoulders. “Please rise, Chieftain of the Honey Bee clan.”

      As Jas rose, Sheila went down on one knee and held out the dagger, head bowed. Jas took it and tested it out. Water burst out the end.

      “Great work!” said Marcus cautiously. “Everything worked out for the best. Any chance we can revive Sarah now?”

      “In a moment,” Jas said. She strutted around the hut, admiring the weaponry on display. She pulled down a pair of axes from the wall and twirled them around. “I need a new set of axes. Can I take these?”

      “They are yours, Chief. Everything in this hut is yours,” replied Shiela, getting back to her feet. She groaned. “It’s been a while since I had to kneel, it’s hard on the joints.”

      Jas worked her way through all the swords too, until she found the perfect pair. They were longer than her dwarven swords and had a wicked serrated edge. She analyzed them:

      Berserker Twin Swords (Epic):

      These twin serrated swords are intended for use by a Berserker. They enhance rage based attacks and use the wielder’s spilled blood to fuel their own damage.

      +10 STR, - 5 DEF.

      Durability 75/75

      Ability: These blades are blood fuelled. Add an extra 2% DPS for every 10% of HP the wielder loses.

      

      They were ideal.

      Marcus stared nervously over his shoulder at the still dead Sarah. He tried to speed up her recovery by going along with whatever this was. He perused the collection of swords, but found nothing better than his current weapon. All the Viking shields were classed as light shields, which made them unsuitable. He checked the daggers in an attempt to help Nutsack, and found a decent upgrade. With some convincing he managed to get the rogue to swap it for his dwarven short sword.

      They were on their way out of the hut when Jas stumbled over the pile of gear that was strewn around by a gaping hole in the wall. She picked through the items, not finding much of use, but then she saw the potion. She analyzed it:

      Creadur potion (Epic):

      This potion is exceedingly rare. It allows the person that drinks it to transform themselves into a regular mob they have previously defeated, at their current level. Note that this excludes boss mobs. The transformation lasts for 30 seconds, during which time you will gain access to all the traits and abilities of the selected mob.

      

      That sounded extremely useful. She slipped it into her inventory.

      She turned her attention to Sheila. “Get someone to fix this hole in the wall.”

      “Of course, Chieftain. What else can I do to help?”

      Jas thought for a moment. “I have to finish my current quest. I’m leaving you in charge until I return.”

      Sheila’s mouth fell open. “Me? I’m not qualified to lead this clan!”

      “I don’t know anyone more qualified, so you get the job. If I don’t return in three days, I shall leave it to you to oversee a challenge for a new Chieftain. I’m sure there will be no shortage of suitable candidates.”

      “As you wish. Should I hold trials for a new shield maiden guard? Seeing as you killed most of the old one.”

      “Yes, but I want the best fighters, and that is the only criteria. Don’t exclude the men, or anyone else that’s old enough to fight.  I don’t care if they are squirrels, as long as they can hold their own.” She glanced over at Nutsack with a smile.

      “That sounds, different,” said Sheila, being careful with her tone.

      “Things change.”

      “What’s next, no more raiding and pillaging?” Sheila chuckled.

      “That’s a great idea. Stop that immediately. We’re a peaceful clan now.”

      “Peaceful?” Sheila chewed on the word like it was a stale crumpet. “What are we going to do for fun?”

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      “So should we be giving this lot back?” Sheila lifted up a trapdoor in the ground. Bright yellow light burst from the hole, creating a dancing reflection on the ceiling. Jas peered in and gasped.

      Gold. Jewels. Crowns. Golden jewel-encrusted crowns. It was a haul worthy of a dragon.

      Marcus opened his mouth to say something but Carlos beat him to it. “This absolutely needs to get returned. We can take care of that on our travels, can’t we, Chief?”

      Jas was still staring at the mountain of treasure. She simply nodded, and Carlos hopped through the trapdoor, stuffing his pockets. After a minute he said, “My inventory’s full. You’d better all get down here.”

      Nutsack swan dived into the pile. He jumped around like a salmon heading upstream. Jas followed. Marcus hovered at the entrance. “This doesn’t feel right.”

      Carlos peered up at him. “We murdered a bunch of women, and you’re concerned about taking the gold they stole? That’s a weird place to draw the line.”

      “That was self defence!”

      Carlos scoffed. “Self defence? We trespassed on their island and threatened to kill their leader. I think they get to play the self defence card on this one, or at least they could if they weren’t all dead. Now stop whining and get down here. None of this is real, remember?”

      Marcus lingered before slowly climbing down the ladder. He picked up a golden sceptre. “If we can find the original owner I’m returning this.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      They continued until they couldn’t carry any more.

      Carlos said, “Someone should go revive Sarah, we need all the help we can get!”

      “Sarah!” said Marcus with a start. He’d forgotten she was still out there. He scrambled up the ladder and Jas followed behind him.

      Jas walked over and casually hefted the sign off Sarah. Marcus hit her with a jolt from Spark to save a few seconds. She sat up abruptly and saw the blue dagger tucked away safely in Jas’ belt. Sarah said, “I’m sorry, Jas, it was the only way I could think to end the fight without making it awkward.”

      “You tricked me!” said Jas, her voice quivering with anger. “We’re on the same team, and you couldn’t even let fate decide.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I thought it was better than having to kill me. I was trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t need your protection!” spat Jas. “When will you all realize I can handle myself? I might not be as experienced at this gaming stuff, but I’ve fought hard to prove I can do this. I’m tired of feeling like the weakest link.”

      Carlos appeared wearing a diamond tiara. “Weakest link? That couldn’t be further from the truth. You don’t need to prove anything to us, we’d have never gotten this far without you. We couldn’t even revive Sarah without your help.”

      The sincerity caught everyone off guard. They waited for the snarky follow-up, but Carlos simply stood there, looking fabulous. Nobody knew how to react.

      “Well that was touching,” said a familiar voice. “Bit soppy really. Personally I preferred the fighting.”

      They looked around for the King and couldn’t find him. Eventually Carlos looked up. “What’s with the hovering?”

      “It saves me the trouble of having to discipline any of you. Tempers are still running high.”

      Jas unleashed one of her axes. It arced through the air and stopped inches away from the King’s head. He plucked the axe out of the air. “Like I said, control your temper. I expect this kind of disobedience from the smart arse, but not from you.” He waved his hand and the axe rocketed back at Jas. Sarah deflected it with Magnet at the very last second and it buried itself in the ground. The King clapped. “Very good! It’s nice to see you all getting the hang of things. We’re very much in the end game now. Only two more daggers to go. Things are heating up.”

      “Where’s the troll heading?” asked Carlos.

      The King chuckled. “Nice try. Ryan is your competition. I didn’t choose for him to get involved, but I won’t disadvantage him. It wouldn’t be fair if I shared that information with you.”

      Carlos yelled up at him. “So what? You think any of this is fair? We literally just completed a dagger quest half the team wasn’t allowed to compete in.”

      The King looked down on them. “I don’t expect you to understand the intricacies of what I’m trying to achieve here. I hope one day you might.”

      “We’re never going to understand you, because you’re a psychopath,” said Carlos.

      The others braced for retaliation, but the King laughed. “You may be right. I have been in here too long. I’ve long forgotten what counts as acceptable behaviour out there. I hope you don’t suffer the same fate. You’ve already made it this far, it would be a shame to stumble at the last hurdle. I would very much like to finish our game.”

      “Oh we’re going to finish it alright!” yelled Jas. She threw her other axe and followed it with a jet of water from Splash.

      The King vanished. Sarah guided the tumbling axe back into Jas’ hand. Jas turned to her. “Thanks for the assist.”

      “Don’t mention it. We’re a team. I’ve always got your back.”

      There was still a hint of tension, but almost getting killed had done a lot to calm things down.

      Carlos was more than happy to ignore what was going on and get right down to business. “Sarah, get inside, there’s a fat stack of gold in there with your name on it.”

      “What?” she said, puzzled.

      “I’ll show you,” offered Marcus. He led her back into the hut.

      Once Sarah’s inventory was equally stuffed Carlos said, “Ok, so we need to choose our next dagger. We’ve got one medium and one hard one. I think I speak for everyone here when I say we should skip straight to the hard one. Ryan won’t expect that.”

      There was a chorus of disagreement. Even Nutsack joined in. When everyone had finally calmed down Marcus said, “I think that was the team politely disagreeing with you. We’re not even level 30 yet, let Ryan go fight the dragon. Let’s see what the King has in store at the final medium dagger.”

      That was met with nods, until Carlos sighed. “Ok fine, I tell you what, let’s flip a coin…”

      The fireball and the axe both hit Carlos simultaneously. They didn’t do any damage, but they at least provided a brief moment of satisfaction. Carlos held up his hands in surrender. “Too soon?”

      The icy glares confirmed that it was. Marcus did his best to change the subject. “Ok, we have a destination, but we’re stuck on this island. How are we going to get out of here?”

      They made their way down to the docks. That’s when they saw it, the flagship of the Viking fleet. She was a beauty, at least three times the size of the longship they had borrowed. The hull was painted bright yellow, with black stripes, and the battering ram at the front was solid gold. It looked the part.

      “Shotgun!” yelled Carlos the moment they saw it.

      “You can’t shotgun a boat,” said Marcus. “There isn’t even a passenger seat!”

      “I can and I will. Jas is de facto captain, so that makes me her chief mate.”

      “That’s not how ranks work!” said Marcus.

      “Quiet, you two,” said Sarah, hopping onto the huge boat. She looked at the twenty empty rowing seats and the dozens of ropes connected to the sail. There wasn’t a steering wheel, just a tiller. “I’m not sure if we’re going to be able to operate this with the five of us.”

      Nutsack raced up the main mast and clung to the top. Sarah sighed and corrected herself, “Four of us…”

      The rest got in. The moment Jas hopped on board she received a notification:

      This is your personal vessel. You may call this at any body of water.

      Carlos looked at the rowing seats and said, “I’ll take first watch up front.”

      Jas tried to kick the boat out from the docks, but it was too large and heavy. It barely moved. Sarah tried using Magnet, but the masthead was gold and wouldn’t budge.

      “Now what?” said Marcus.

      “I guess we could wait for some Vikings to come along and help out?” suggested Sarah.

      Jas had other ideas. She removed Splash from her belt and aimed it behind her, the tip just touching the water. Then she triggered the water jet.

      The effect was immediate. The ship rocketed forwards, earning a scream from Nutsack. Carlos toppled over and almost went overboard, while the others found something to grab onto. They found themselves on a makeshift speedboat, heading full speed towards the mainland.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan stared at the white castle, sitting on top of Marble Mountain. It was hard to tell where the mountain ended and the castle began. Its walls were carved directly into the glistening white rock, meaning there were no weak points to exploit, no gaps to sneak through. It sat on the very summit, giving excellent sight lines to the many archer slits that dotted the walls, making stealth impossible. This place was a fortress in every sense of the word.

      He climbed the narrow path towards it, club raised, waiting for enemies or projectiles. None emerged. No mobs, no NPCs, not even wildlife. He listened carefully for any signs of life, a bird song, the bleat of a mountain goat, the distant honk of a goose. There was nothing. This place was as cold and sterile as the mountain itself.

      That did not fill him with confidence. If nothing was alive up here that meant something had killed them, or the wildlife knew better than to come here. Both spelled trouble. The animals in the game had very limited intelligence; if they knew better than to come here then it begged the question why Ryan thought it was a good idea.

      He pulled out a Tinker Telescope and zoomed in on the arrow slits, watching carefully for any signs of movement. He was ready to press himself against the rock wall at the faintest hint of trouble. He didn’t have his shield, but he didn’t want to waste his under the bridge time to grab one. A shield wasn’t much use anyway. He’d never spent much time worrying about defence. If arrows started to rain down on him the best chance of survival would be getting inside as quickly as possible. After five minutes and several different slits he put away the telescope. There were no signs of trouble.

      The last section of the path was completely out in the open, with nothing to hide behind. It led to a long wooden drawbridge held in place by thick metal chains. Thankfully, it was currently down. The chasm on either side was so deep he could barely make out the bottom. It would be more than enough fall damage to kill him.

      He checked his inventory, got a health potion ready, and darted for the huge wooden door. He zigged and zagged, making himself as hard a target as he could considering his hefty size, but nobody fired on him. There wasn’t even yelling or the blast of horns. Only silence, and the faintest echoes of his thumping footsteps. The drawbridge gently rocked underfoot, threatening to throw him into the chasm. He hoped it didn’t have a weight limit.

      He skidded to a halt as he reached the wooden gate, which towered over him. It had once been painted white. Now it was cracked and peeling. He knocked loudly and chunks of paint drifted away from the door like snowflakes. Nobody answered. He knocked again, a little harder, and his fist went straight through. The wood was rotten. With a shrug he dropped his shoulder and charged. The wood crumbled, leaving an almost perfect troll shape in the door, like a cartoon.

      The inside was even deader than the outside, on account of all the bodies, or at least, what little was left of them. They were skeletons, covered in tattered clothing that appeared to be guard’s uniforms. Strangely they were all wearing the same coloured uniform; there was no sign of an opposing force. As Ryan got closer he noticed the broken bones. Most had at least one, and a few of the skeletons had several. One that he stepped over had a pile of bone shards where his ribs should have been. They also had an assortment of weapons besides them. Axes snapped at the handle, swords that were bent and twisted, arrows with flat tips. The only good news was that they’d been dead a long time. Hopefully whatever had killed them was long gone.

      There was a large statue inside the foyer that stood ten feet tall. It was made of white marble and depicted a handsome male elf wearing a crown, which gleamed a bright silver against the pasty white marble. Either the King of this castle was the most handsome elf ever to grace this earth, or the sculptor had wisely decided flattery was preferable to decapitation. Like the rest of the castle the statue was cold, lifeless, and far from subtle.

      He ignored the marble king and instead followed the drawbridge chains down to a large wooden wheel. A skeleton lay next to it, bony fingers still wrapped around the handle that released the drawbridge. With a casual heave Ryan twisted the wheel, retracting the chain. It squealed in protest, but the bridge slowly raised, keeping out unwanted visitors and trapping him inside the castle. When he was done he locked the handle in place to make sure the drawbridge stayed upright.

      He moved through the castle hallways, doing his best to stay quiet. It wasn’t an easy task. There were shards of white pottery everywhere. It was like a Greek wedding had passed through and nobody bothered to clean up. It was impossible to avoid it all, every footstep resulted in a crunch.

      Ryan searched several rooms, but they were equally decrepit and provided no clues as to where the dagger might be located. One was a kitchen, but there were no signs of food. There were however knives still lying on the counters and cauldrons big enough to cook a feast. These were all lootable items, which suggested he was the first person to come here, possibly ever. He was examining the drawers for items when he noticed the scuff marks on the floor. They were faint grooves with smooth edges, like something heavy had been dragged through here repeatedly. He followed the trail, hoping it was a clue.

      The grooves led to a doorway far grander than the others. It was open a crack, and he pushed it with a loud creak.

      The first thing he saw were the five glistening white stone pillars holding up the wooden roof high above. Their brightness contrasted with the dirt and grime that covered the rest of the room. The walls had more traditional thick wooden beams, but they were scratched and scuffed in several places, as if something large had rubbed against them.

      A skeleton sat on a white stone throne, loose robes hanging from its bones and a flattened crown hovering above its head. Upon closer inspection the crown had been smashed into the back of the throne, presumably during the same process that had pulverized the skeleton’s skull, which was concave. The elf king certainly wasn’t beautiful when he died.

      Ryan approached slowly, in case it was a trap. He looted the body, and it returned a single item.

      Vault key

      Now he was getting somewhere. The next step was to find the vault, but first he had to make sure the noobs couldn’t follow. He ignited his club and touched it to the King’s clothes, which went up like a candle. The flames grew and for a second he feared they may reach something else flammable, but then the fuel ran out. Only charred bones remained, and his club made short work of those. He scattered the various shards around the room to better hide the evidence. Last but not least, he yanked the dented crown from the throne and stashed it in his inventory. Now it was nothing more than an empty throne.

      A sound behind him made him spin, club raised. A large rocky ball walked into the room on stubby legs. It was bright white, with the slightest hint of a grey marble pattern, making it look like a giant golf ball. It had no face, or way of expressing itself, but its walk was one of purpose. It was a march, the sort used on patrol. It didn’t stop to look at him, it simply kept marching, following the scuffs on the floor. Ryan realized this creature was the source of the marks.

      He analyzed it:

      Marble Golem - Level 40

      The bestiary informed him a new item had been added, but he waved it away. Level 40 wasn’t so tough. It looked solid, but the smashed pottery told him everything he needed to know. If these things were breakable he could kill them. It didn’t appear to be very smart, he could probably sneak up behind and smash it to bits before it could retaliate.

      He moved in a crouch, doing his best to be quiet. He stuck his head out the doorway and saw the creature turn the corner at the end of the hallway. He raced along, keen not to lose it. The fact that he hadn’t seen any others suggested this might be the only one. This was a medium dagger after all, and a level 40 mob would give the noobs a hard time. For them it would be a boss, for him a warm-up.

      As he charged around the corner he smacked into the back of the golem, which was unexpectedly standing still in the hallway. It slowly turned, which was had to perceive as it didn’t have an obvious ‘front’. Ryan used Shoulder Barge and went for a charge attack while it was stunned.

      He realized too late that the stun hadn’t worked. He unleashed the charge attack early, hoping to at least get some chip damage. The club bounced off, leaving a small black scuff on the pristine white surface. If there was any other damage, it wasn’t noticeable. The golem’s health bar didn’t even appear. It pulled back a fist and released it like a piston. The rock hard hand hit Ryan centre mass and sent him flying, crashing into the wall behind him.

      He didn’t need to look at his health to know he was in trouble. Anything that hit hard enough to knock a troll off its feet was doing serious damage. Now seemed like a good time for a healing potion.

      There was a terrible sound behind him, like wind rushing over a jug, a deep, howling whistle. It was answered from elsewhere in the castle. More golems were coming.

      Ryan turned and ran.

      There was a new sound. It resembled breaking pottery and crunching bones. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw a huge white boulder careening down the corridor, bouncing off the thick stone walls. There was no sign of the golem’s limbs, but now wasn’t the time to figure out where they’d gone.

      Ryan dived back into the kitchen as the boulder rocketed past him. He slammed the door behind him and slammed the bolt down to lock it. It was a flimsy wooden door. It wouldn’t do much to stop a determined attacker, but if the golem was as dumb as a rock it may be enough to evade detection. Simply breaking line of sight might do it. He took the opportunity to down a health potion.

      The door exploded, sending wooden shards flying into the kitchen. The scuffed golem had found him. It stared at him, even though it didn’t have eyes to do so. It stood in the doorway, as if waiting for his escape attempt. Ryan edged slowly to one side, staying behind the large stone counter, trying to draw the golem away from the only exit. It gradually moved into the room, its huge stone feet shuffling along the ground as it closed the distance.

      Once it was committed Ryan hopped over the counter. It wasn’t a graceful move, his AGI was barely double digits, but it was enough to propel him towards the door. He needed to buy some time and retool for this fight. He was almost through the door when the second golem appeared, blocking the way. Now he was sandwiched. He tried Shoulder Barge again, but the golem blocking the exit didn’t even budge. It waited patiently for its colleague to come back around, before the two moved in perfect sync, slowly pinning Ryan into the corner. He pulled out Flurry stabbed one of them, but it had no effect. Before he could do anything else they pummelled him to death with their huge stone fists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 39: Lust

        

      

    

    
      The Viking ship crashed into the beach with a jolt. Nutsack was the first off, sprinting as fast as he could away from the water. Once they were all off the ship Carlos pulled up the map. “Ok, if we’re heading to the mountain the fastest route is that way. However, there’s a town over that ridge if we want to go shopping first.”

      “Ryan already has a big headstart. We’ll stand a better chance against him if we have better gear,” said Sarah.

      They all agreed and headed towards the town. The terrain was rocky, with large boulders strewn haphazardly across the plains. They appeared as if they had been thrown here, each one surrounded by cracks in the ground beneath them. The only advantage to such a barren view was no surprises. There were no birds in the sky, and nothing was tunnelling through the stone beneath them.

      As they approached the town a man jumped out from behind a boulder. He was dressed all in black, complete with a black mask obscuring the bottom half of his face. He clutched a long sword that had seen better days. He squinted at them. “You’re not elves!”

      “And you’re not a turnip,” replied Carlos.

      The man spotted the sparkly tiara on Carlos’ head. “Don’t really matter what you are. This is a robbery. Give us yer loot!”

      “I stand corrected,” said Carlos.

      Three more shadowy figures stepped out from behind other boulders. Then three more, clutching bows. They took careful aim, each one ready to fire at the slightest twitch.

      “If you do what we say, we’ll let you live,” said the lead thief, with only the faintest hint of a snigger.

      Jas stepped forwards. “We’ll offer you the same deal. All we want is to travel to the town in peace. If you’ll kindly get out of the way we’ll leave you to it.”

      She continued walking. The robber waved his sword. “You want me to cut that pretty little face of yours?”

      “Last warning,” said Jas, getting closer.

      The thief lunged at her. His sword diverted at the last moment, going wide. He tried to bring it round to attack again, but found that his side hurt. Further inspection showed a clutch of throwing knives sticking out of it. Then he burst into flames. Jas finished the job with a Spartan Kick, sending him tumbling to the ground at the feet of his friends. She said, “Anyone else feel like continuing with this robbery?”

      One of the archers decided that range was on his side. He loosed an arrow, heading straight for Jas. Marcus dashed to get his shield in the way. The arrow bounced off and did a 180. The archer was surprised to find his very own arrow sticking out of his chest. He clutched at it and proclaimed, “Ow!”

      The other archers weren’t thrilled at watching their friend get a taste of his own medicine. They aimed away from the guy with the shield, instead lining up the handsome rogue. He was all by himself, an easy target they could pick off to even up the numbers. They both fired, and the target vanished, his clothes falling into a heap.

      There was a blur of brown fur that looked distinctly like a squirrel with a dagger in its mouth. Before they could comprehend, there was a sound behind them and they turned to see a nearly naked man clutching a blade. He made short work of the first archer, stabbing him several times before he could select a more appropriate weapon. His colleague managed to draw a dagger of his own, but found his legs tangled in a golden chain. The rogue yanked and the archer fell over. Before he could get back to his feet the rogue was upon him, and the last thing he saw was a very handsome face deep in concentration.

      The third archer, with the new chest piercing, managed to draw his bow. At this distance he couldn’t possibly miss the rogue that was busy turning his fellow archer into a pin cushion. He fired, confident he’d at least avenge his fallen comrades, but there was suddenly a large wall of ice in the way. The arrow dug into it with a loud crack. Movement in his peripheral made him turn. He was surprised to see a young woman with a walking stick standing very close by. He was dead before he could reconcile the visuals.

      The remaining robbers watched this all play out and decided that being alive was more alluring than being rich. They turned and ran towards the town. The guards standing at the gate saw three heavily armed men dressed all in black running straight at them and decided to shoot first and not bother with that annoying questions part. The thieves were cut down with a volley of arrows without so much as a warning shot.

      Carlos watched the thieves desperately crawling away whilst being peppered with arrows that were terrifyingly accurate. “Let’s approach slowly. Sarah, you have Magnet ready in case we get a similar warm welcome.”

      As they got closer to the town the guards shouted at them. “Halt! State your business.”

      “We’re looking to trade,” said Carlos.

      “You don’t have anything we want,” replied the guard. Another guard whispered something in his ear and he said, “Except maybe that rogue.”

      Carlos pulled a huge golden goblet out of his inventory. There was a brief pause before the guard said, “Now you have my attention. We thought you were with those filthy thieves with last season’s all-black look.” The guard physically shuddered. Then he said, “Welcome to Ellyllon. Come on in.”

      They all received the notification that this was an NPC zone.

      The guards parted and the team slowly moved towards them. Upon closer inspection they were all ridiculously good-looking, and wearing individually tailored uniforms that were both instantly recognizable and one of a kind. Pointy ears sticking out from under their hats completed the look. Carlos said, “Elves?”

      “Of course we are, you think regular folk look this good?” They struck a series of perfect model poses. There was the strobe of a camera flash, although there was no obvious source for it.

      “What’s going on?” asked Jas.

      “I think these elves are…” Carlos searched for the right word. He settled on, “Snobs?”

      It was easy to see why. The town of Ellyllon was immaculate. It made everywhere else they’d been look positively decrepit. Gorgeous people strolled down the street with tiny purse dragons and werewolf puppies on diamond-encrusted leads. None of the NPCs paid them any attention whatsoever, except to peer down their long, perfect noses at them.

      One particularly striking woman shooed them away. “Begone uggos. You’re cramping my style.”

      Jas was about to cramp a lot more than the lady’s style when Sarah grabbed the berserker and Hopped down the street, reappearing at what she hoped was a safe distance. Sarah turned to Jas. “Remember, we can’t start a fight here, we’ll get kicked out of town.”

      Jas still looked like she was considering it. Then she said, “Urgh, I’m sorry, I’ve always hated women that looked down on me because I preferred a ponytail and comfortable shoes.”

      “Yes, well chopping her up into little pieces might be cathartic but we’re here with a purpose. We are trying to gear up, remember? No murder until we leave town.”

      “Fine,” said Jas begrudgingly. “No murder.”

      The boys caught up. The only one getting any attention at all was Nutsack, with more than one elf stopping to openly gawp at him. A stunning lady elf strutted towards him, until she saw the look on Jas’ face. Then the elf suddenly remembered she had something urgent to do on the far side of town.

      The shops matched the rest of the aesthetic. They were grand in nature, with gold trim and white marble columns. Each one had elegant clothes in the window that looked extremely beautiful and highly impractical for sword fighting.

      They found themselves in a generous market square, surrounded by tall buildings. In the centre was a giant marble statue of a topless male and female elf who were really hitting it off. It was a very memorable landmark. Carlos gawped at it and said, “This will go quicker if we split up. Meet back here in fifteen minutes?”

      They all agreed. Sarah and Carlos went in search of a magical store.

      Marcus, Jas, and Nutsack continued walking. They passed a store covered in bunting, with small red flags flapping in the breeze. There were a variety of expensive outfits in the window. Jas looked down at her dented brass chest plate and peered inside. She said, “I think I might check this place out. Maybe they have something a little less clunky.”

      “Sure. I’m going to find a blacksmith. Meet back at the square?”

      Jas nodded and left. Nutsack bounded along two steps behind her. He didn’t even look back.

      Marcus continued down the street. A sign told him that the blacksmith was round the corner, but when he turned he was surprised to see a familiar face.

      “Cinio?”

      The wolf man looked up from besides the large cart that was parked in the middle of the street. It was filled with all manner of metal items. He grinned. “We meet again.” Then his eyes focused on the dagger tucked into Marcus’ belt. “Wait, is that a Dagger of Power?”

      Marcus pulled out Spark. “It sure is.”

      “Which one is it?”

      “This is Spark. It has electric powers, like you said.”

      “Fascinating! I’m glad to see your quest has bore fruit. You must truly be worthy. So what brings you to Ellyllon?” said Cinio.

      “I was going to ask you the same!”

      The wolf man gestured to the cart. “I have goods to trade.” He leaned in, his voice dropping. “The elf blacksmith here can barely lift a hammer, he hasn’t done a proper day’s work all his life. I pick up cheap items from the Tinker markets, shine them up and sell them to him for three times the price. Then he doubles the price again and sells them to the elves to prance around in. They’ll buy absolute junk if you shine it up enough. Elves only care about how armour looks, not if it works.”

      Marcus glanced over at the store. “So what you’re saying is don’t buy anything from the blacksmith here!”

      “Precisely. It’s overpriced and barely functional.” He gestured to his cart. “I however may be able to help. What is it you’re looking for?”

      “I’m trying to find armour to complement this.” Marcus held out his shield.

      Cinio gasped again. “First a Dagger of Power, now a Plu Golau shield? You truly are moving up in the world. This must have cost a fortune.”

      “It wasn’t cheap,” offered Marcus.

      Cinio shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t help. I don’t have the tools or the skills to work such a strong metal. No blacksmith alive today does. That’s why the remaining Plu Golau items are so expensive. They usually fall into the hands of wealthy collectors, rather than warriors.” He brought his hand up and scratched at his furry chin. “I’ve heard rumours there’s one such collector in town, but when I tried enquiring about it I was thrown out. Elves are wary of anyone they consider beneath them, and they believe everyone is beneath them. That goes double for Cerdded Blaidd. To an elf I’m no more than a clever pet. The collector will not show just anyone. You’ll have to earn her trust. Plu Golau items attract thieves, so they are rarely advertised.”

      Marcus slumped over onto the cart. “But how am I going to do that? It doesn’t sound like I can afford something like that.”

      Cinio placed his hand on Marcus’ shoulder. “The collector doesn’t know that.”

      “You think I should lie?”

      “It’s a harmless deception. If anything you’re trying to convince her to let you spend money. If you fail she will kick you out, if you succeed she gets filthy rich. I see no downside. Perhaps you’re overthinking it?”

      There was that word again. The one that Carlos liked to use. Overthinking. Maybe everyone had a point. This was his chance to break a bad habit. Cinio was right, this was a completely innocent lie with absolutely no victims.

      Marcus thought about it. “I might have an idea. Do you know where this collector hangs out?”

      “I do. She runs a store called Lust.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Six times. The golems had punched him to death six times. In all those attempts he’d killed a grand total of zero golems. He’d managed to create a tiny crack in one, but that was while it was rolling over him and crushing him to death. Not a great long-term strategy.

      The problem was the swarming. The slightest attack on a golem triggered the awful whistling, and within moments he was overwhelmed. He wasn’t going to be one-shotting them any time soon, so that meant overpowering them was off the table.

      That left stealth. It wasn’t a play style that came naturally to him. Being the size of a small bus didn’t exactly lend itself well to blending in. If he was going to successfully avoid them he needed to know the limits of their perception, which meant running an experiment. One he wasn’t particularly looking forward to.

      Ryan stepped out into the corridor at the sound of the heavy footsteps. Then he stood perfectly still. No noise, no movement, no other stimuli. He wanted to test their sight in particular. Even though he was right in front of it, the golem didn’t charge him, or signal for help. It continued its slow march, plodding along towards him. When it was six feet away it suddenly stopped and tilted its bulbous body left to right, as if confirming something. Then its limbs folded inside and it turned into a ball, racing straight for him. He didn’t bother trying to dodge or attack; instead he stayed perfectly still and counted.

      The ball crashed into him at top speed, killing him instantly.

      Seven times. He’d died seven times. But now he knew something important. The golem only saw him when it got up close, and more importantly, it never called for help.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Welcome to Lust, where we have whatever you desire.” The shopkeeper beamed as Jas walked into the store. The owner was tall and skinny even by elf standards, as if a regular person had been stretched out but no extra mass had been added. Her clothes were tightly fitted and were doing their best to accentuate what little curves she had. She wore thick-rimmed glasses that had the hint of accessory rather than necessity. Her face was sharp and angular.

      Her height meant that she had to look down on Jas, and look down she most certainly did. “I’d ask how I can help you, but I see that I’m spoiled for choice. You should know that our cheapest item is 1,000 gold. There’s a discount outlet store in the next town over that might be more to your liking.”

      Jas clenched her teeth and remembered her no murdering vow. “Actually I’m looking for something specific. I’m happy to pay a premium for decent gear.”

      “I see. What about you, young man? Is there anything I can help you with?” The shopkeeper glided over to Nutsack, her movement graceful. She got too close and he hissed. The shopkeeper instantly backed away.

      Jas said, “Sorry about him. He’s a little twitchy. He’s just browsing.”

      Nutsack picked up a golden hair pin from a plinth and admired it. A security guard elf appeared from nowhere, looming over him. The guard barked out, “Hands off the merchandise! You break it, I break you.”

      The guard looked like he’d struggle to break wind. There was barely anything to him. The only scary thing about him was his voice, which was far deeper than his frame would suggest, as if he was putting it on. Jas was pretty sure she could pick him up with one arm and javelin him straight out of the store. She managed to resist the temptation.

      The shopkeeper kept her distance. “Please keep your hands to yourself, young man. I don’t want Butch to have to throw you out.”

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be on his best behaviour. We don’t want any trouble from Butch.” Jas stifled a snigger.

      The shopkeeper adjusted her glasses. “What is it you’re looking for?”

      “I’m a berserker. I need something durable that suits my active lifestyle. It needs to offer protection from close-quarters attacks.”

      “I see. You definitely have a frenzied look about you. That explains all the bronze. Let’s see if I have anything that fits your bulky frame.”

      “Bulky?” Jas clenched her teeth a little harder. She was about to show the lady exactly what bulky could do when the shopkeeper said, “There’s a changing cubicle around the corner. Go take off whatever that is and I’ll find you something more suitable. Any noble titles, allegiances, or house colours I should keep in mind?” She smirked, as if this were a hilarious concept.

      “Actually, I’m the Chieftain of a major Viking clan. If you have anything in black and yellow that would be perfect.”

      The smirk vanished from the shopkeeper’s lips and she said, “I see. I think I might have just the thing.”

      Jas walked into the secluded changing room and pulled the curtain shut behind her. When she turned back she saw a strange figure in the cubicle with her and instinctively reached for her dagger. The stranger did the same, and Jas realized it was her own reflection. It was the first time she’d seen herself in a mirror since arriving here and it was hard to believe what she was seeing. It looked like her, but only the face, and even that had changed. There was more definition, sharper angles, and something different about her eyes that she couldn’t quite place.

      The rest of her was even less familiar. She slowly unequipped her outer layers one by one, marvelling at what she saw. She was lean, not skinny like the shopkeeper, more like an athlete. Muscles were visible everywhere, some in places she didn’t even know she had muscles. She flexed and they popped out even more, earning a faint shriek of surprise.

      The curtain flew open and Nutsack stared back at her, dagger in hand. He scanned for danger, and when there was none he took in the new sight. Then he smiled. He flipped into a squirrel for the briefest of moments and reappeared as a man with only his underwear on. Jas froze. She had no idea if this was his attempt at flirting, or if he was simply mimicking her lack of clothes. She did her best to cover herself with the curtain. “No. This is a changing room. It’s private.”

      “Privates?” he said.

      “No, private. Just for me.”

      “For me?” he repeated, waggling his eyebrows.

      Jas was about to shove him away, to yell at him to get out, when she realized that she didn’t want to. The words of Socian rang in her head.

      You’re a warrior. If you want something, take it.

      She let the curtain fall. Then she reached out and put her hands on his shoulders. He smiled back at her. She leaned in and kissed him, pulling the curtain shut around both of them.

      The shopkeeper chose this moment to return. Without a thought for privacy she whipped the curtain open with a flourish. “This is the best I could do I’m afraid…”

      The shock was enough to scare Nutsack, and he instinctively transformed into a squirrel. Unfortunately they were mid-kiss, and that is how the shopkeeper found them - Jas half naked, tongue sticking out, with a squirrel dangling from her lips.

      The shopkeeper didn’t even flinch. She held out a yellow and black vest that had a strange texture, and a matching pleated skirt with leather armour sewn into it. “I believe this might be your best option. I’ve had to let it out a little, to make sure it fits.”

      Nutsack ran off, leaving Jas to explain. She tried, but her brain didn’t have a lot to work with. “That was…well…I don’t usually…Sorry about that.”

      “No need to apologize. We have rich and powerful patrons, you wouldn’t believe the things I’ve had to forget. Discretion is all part of the service.” The shopkeeper reached out and placed her hand on Jas’ shoulder, making her flinch. Her touch was ice cold. The shopkeeper quickly pulled her hand away and walked off.

      Jas felt herself relax, but her heart was still thumping. Of everything she’d done since coming here, that felt the most out of character, and she’d recently murdered a gaggle of Vikings and stabbed a goose to death.

      A squirrel. She couldn’t date a squirrel. It was the most ridiculous thing she could possibly imagine.

      So why did she keep imagining it?

      She tried on the outfit. It fit perfectly. She checked the stats:

      Murder Hornet Vest (Epic):

      Murder Hornets are known for their aggressive nature. They are so angry they constantly try and sting each other to death, which has led to them evolving a carapace which is practically immune to piercing.

      They are also known for their agonizing sting, which can immobilize foes much bigger than them. This vest is made of layered murder hornet carapace, giving it tremendous resilience while remaining lightweight, with the advantage that the painful stings remain for anyone foolish enough to get that close.

      + 10 DEF, +5 AGI

      2,000/2,000 Durability

      Abilities:

      - 75% damage reduction from piercing weapons.

      - Inflicts a painful poison on anyone that attacks you hand to hand. Poison stacks and has a chance to stun.

      

      The skirt wasn’t nearly as crazy, being standard Legendary leather armour, but it matched the vest and had full durability. That was good enough for Jas.

      “I’ll take it!”

      The shopkeeper grinned. “An excellent choice. Follow me.”

      She led Jas over to a white marble counter, with a small golden safe. She scribbled a few things down on a scroll and said, “That will be 2,500 gold.”

      “2,500 gold! How? It’s made of dead insects!”

      “Do you know how many murder hornets needed to be harvested to make this vest? Do you know what murder hornets hate? Everything. We lost six staff members just gathering the raw materials. Funerals aren’t cheap. Besides, it’s a one of a kind haute couture outfit. You’ll never need to worry about the stigma and shame of seeing someone else wearing the same thing at a social event.”

      “Social event? I’m going into battle, not cocktail hour at someone’s beach house!”

      The shopkeeper said. “Very well. I shall place it back on the rack.”

      She snapped her fingers and the clothes disappeared from Jas’ body and onto the counter, leaving Jas in her underwear.

      Jas was about to panic and re-equip her old gear, but she didn’t want to give the snooty shopkeeper the satisfaction. She leaned on the counter, placing her axe on the polished surface. “I suggest you put my clothes back on.”

      The shopkeeper didn’t blink. “They are not your clothes. You said you couldn’t afford them.”

      “I said they were expensive. I didn’t say I couldn’t afford them.” Jas tipped out handfuls of gold and jewels onto the counter. It was hard to know when to stop; there weren’t exactly prices on everything. She didn’t want to think too long about where all these items were coming from.

      The shopkeeper waved to Butch, who trotted over and stood beside Jas, scowling. The elf removed a key from around her neck and opened the safe. With one flourish she swept the contents off the counter and into the safe before slamming the door shut with a loud click. She said, “That should cover it.”

      She handed the outfit back to Jas, who immediately equipped it. “You didn’t make any attempt to count that…”

      Butch took a step forwards, his face stern. He said, “All sales are final. No refunds.”

      “I’m not asking for a refund, I’m asking if there’s any change,” replied Jas, acutely aware that she could Spartan Kick Butch into orbit.

      “No change,” replied the shopkeeper. “I included a generous tip, to help with my short-term memory problems.”

      Jas placed her other axe on the counter. “You’re going to have much bigger problems if you don’t give me my change.”

      “I see. I think that was a threat,” said the shopkeeper, looking expectedly at Butch. He took a shaky step towards Jas, his fists balled and ready for action.

      “No, this is a threat. If you say I see one more time, I’m going to take the stick out your arse and replace it with Butch.”

      Jas hadn’t meant to paint quite such a vivid picture, but the expressions on both the elves’ faces suggested they were not enjoying the mental image. Jas waited for Butch to take one more step. If he laid a hand on her she was going to tie his frail little body into a perfect knot.

      There was a tug on her arm. She turned to see Nutsack, his clothes now back on. He smiled at her and said, “Leave now?”

      The anger faded. She didn’t want Nutsack to see her like this, full of rage. She span on her heel and said, “Consider yourselves lucky I’m in a good mood. Keep the change.”

      As they left the store Nutsack leaned in close. Jas was ready for another kiss, but instead he ruffled her hair. It took her a moment to realize he was putting something in it. She looked at her reflection in the window and saw the glint of a golden hair pin. He whispered, “Present.”

      She hugged him, and was about to go in for another kiss when Marcus came round the corner. She hastily let go, unsure of how much he’d witnessed.

      Marcus stopped and stared. “That’s not something you see everyday!”

      She was about to explain when he continued. “Is your vest made of bees?”

      “Actually it’s dead hornets,” she said, trying to steer the conversation away from anything else he might have seen.

      “Wow, you’re not kidding. That’s crazy even for this place.” He stared at the store and said, “What’s it like in there? I may take a look myself.”

      “They are snobby, rude, and the shopkeeper chick robbed me.”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Is she still alive?”

      Jas played with her new hairpin. “For now.”

      “Ok good, because I need to talk to her about something. Do me a favour and keep the others outside, it’s a delicate matter and I don’t want Carlos rocking up and spooking her.”

      “Sounds mysterious,” said Jas.

      “It’s probably a dead end, but worth investigating. It won’t take long.” He headed for the store, equipping his shield as he went.

      “Welcome to Lust, where we have whatever you desire.”  The shopkeeper took one look at Marcus’ shield and her jaw dropped. “Is that a Plu Golau shield?”

      Marcus did his best to sound nonchalant. “What, this old thing? Yeah I think so. The King said I could have it, he has a dozen nicer ones.”

      The shopkeeper squinted at the Royal Crest on the shield. There was something slightly off about it, although she couldn’t quite place what it was. Greed overrode her curiosity. “Did you say you’re friends with the King?”

      “Oh no, not friends, he’s more like a big brother. Likes to spoil me. Always looking out for me, you know how it is. Guess it’s easier to do when the money literally has your face on it.” He took out a gold coin, making sure to drop several other coins all over the floor. He glanced down and said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to litter.” Then he ignored the coins and kept walking. Butch ran over to scoop them up, biting each one to make sure it was real.

      Marcus moved over to a random bag that appeared to be made from diamond-encrusted beaver tails. “Now this is interesting. A little bit common for my tastes, but I can see why poor people might like it. There’s a certain rustic charm.”

      The shopkeeper scoffed. “Rustic charm? It’s 3,000 gold!”

      “As I said, small potatoes. I may pick one up for my dog to use as a chew toy.” He carried on walking, picking up the occasional item and grunting his disapproval at it.

      Butch looked like he wanted to say something, but the shopkeeper silenced him. She cozied up to Marcus, getting a little too close. “Perhaps I can help you find something a little more your style?”

      He looked around. “In here? I don’t think so.”

      She nudged herself a little closer, until they were almost touching. “How about in my private collection?”

      Marcus kept it casual. “Is it better than this junk?”

      “Oh yes. It’s where I keep the most valuable items, reserved for distinguished customers such as yourself. The kinds of things regular customers can’t even afford to look at.”

      “Sounds vaguely promising. Lead the way.”

      The shopkeeper nodded at Butch and he moved over to lock the front door. Marcus said, “Why’s he locking us in?”

      “He’s not, he is locking the riff raff out. I want to give you my undivided attention, until you’re satisfied.”

      Marcus cleared his throat. “Where’s this private showroom?”

      The shopkeeper moved over to the counter. She bent down slowly, pivoting at the waist, showing off how long her legs were. Then she hefted up a hidden trapdoor, revealing a set of circular stairs that led into darkness. She said, “Right this way.”

      “Your private showroom is in a dark, damp cellar?”

      “All the best things happen in the dark. Follow me.”

      Every alarm bell in Marcus’ head went off simultaneously. This was very clearly a trap. For a start, she was flirting with him, and not in a subtle way. That was a massive red flag. She must have detected his deception somehow. His mind raced to generate every awful possibility. She could be a vampire, demon, nymph, she was even skinny enough to pull off wraith. She would lure him down there and murder him.

      He started to back towards the door and stopped himself. He was overthinking it, just like Cinio said. A woman had flirted with him and his gut reaction had been to assume she was a demon. That wasn’t healthy. This was a game. So what if she turned out to be a pile of flesh-eating weasels in disguise? She’d kill him and he could come back and kick her arse. If he couldn’t take chances here, he never would.

      With a weary sigh he said, “Ok fine, let’s see this collection of yours.”

      The shopkeeper descended the steps. A bright light appeared at the bottom as she lit a torch. Marcus followed, his hand resting on Spark, ready for the first sign of trouble. Butch didn’t follow, he closed the trapdoor behind them, plunging the cellar into almost total darkness except for the solitary torch.

      With a flicker the torch went out. Marcus couldn’t see a thing; he might as well have his eyes closed. This was it. The perfect moment to strike, while he was blind and unable to see it coming. He braced for death, curious to see in what form it came.

      There was a whisper in his ear. “My fire seems to have gone out. Do you have anything to rekindle it?”

      “No,” he said, wishing that he did. He had a dagger that shot lightning and a shield that reflected projectiles, but not a match.

      “Never mind, I’ll heat things up myself,” she whispered in his other ear.

      The entire basement exploded into light as torches ignited down the wall every few feet. He peered into the torchlight and couldn’t make out a far wall. It stretched on and on, and was packed with floating glass cases. They bobbed in the air a foot off the ground. The shopkeeper did a dramatic flourish. “Welcome to my private collection.”

      “Wow!” Marcus said before he could stop himself.

      “Indeed. Please move to the side, and do let me know if there’s anything you’d like to take a closer look at.” She winked at him and sashayed a few steps to the left. Marcus caught himself staring and instantly felt guilty. He hurried after her.

      “Is Butch not going to join us?” he asked, nervously.

      “No. He’s not allowed down here. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe, he’s guarding the only way in or out.”

      That was another red flag to add to the collection. If he got a couple more he’d be able to start his own semaphore convention.

      She stopped and said, “Hold still. I don’t want you to exert yourself, at least not yet.”

      The cases started to move. They hovered towards them, slowly circling, like a giant carousel. The floor wasn’t moving, only the cases. Marcus reached out to touch one, curious if he could move it. The glass rippled, before suddenly becoming solid and giving him a shock. He lost a tiny blip of health. “Ow!”

      “Sorry, I should have warned you, everything here is protected by a barrier spell. If there’s anything you want to touch, just ask.” She followed that up with a giggle.

      He almost couldn’t stand it. This was worse than if she tried to kill him. He had a good mind to zap her with Spark and make a run for it. He was still considering it when she said, “Here it is.”

      The case floated into view out of the gloom. Marcus gasped when he saw it. The suit of armour hovering before him was spectacular. It was made of interlocked metal plates that looked like dragon scales, but the same dark grey as his shield. It even had a similar gold-accented trim.

      She said, “See anything you like?”

      He nodded, still in awe.

      The shopkeeper reached towards the glass. It rippled and her arm passed straight through. She picked up the entire suit of armour in one hand and pulled it through the barrier with a faint pop.

      She held it out. He took it, but it for a moment it didn’t feel like she’d released it. He moved his hand up and down, but it barely felt like he was holding anything. It reminded him of the first time he’d held his shield. If this was even half as tough as his shield then he’d be unstoppable. He analyzed it:

      King’s Armour (Artifact):

      This armour is made from an ancient material that gives it the characteristics of heavy armour whilst being extremely light. It is enchanted with a spell that enhances the user’s existing defensive abilities. The stronger the wearer, the stronger the armour becomes. The armour also has the ability to absorb elemental magic, nullifying its effect for a brief duration.

      DEF X2

      Durability 5000/5000

      Ability:

      Absorb Magic: Upon command, the armour absorbs elemental magic for 10 seconds. The higher the MP absorbed, the longer the cool down (10MP per minute)

      

      It was even crazier than he’d expected. The only concern was the lack of a price tag. He was about to ask, when he realized the shopkeeper was talking to him. “You should really try it on. Would you like help taking off your armour?”

      Another red flag joined the teetering pile.

      “What? No, I’m ok.” He selected the armour in his hands and equipped it. The weight he’d been bearing suddenly vanished and for a moment he thought he’d selected no armour at all. He rushed to cover his naked body until he saw that he was wearing the new armour. It fit perfectly and weighed next to nothing.

      The shopkeeper nodded. “Very nice. It suits you. How does it feel?”

      “Like I’m not wearing anything,” he blurted out before he could think it through.

      She raised an eyebrow. “That can be arranged.”

      She snapped her fingers and the armour disappeared. It took Marcus a moment to realize he was only wearing underwear. If this was a negotiation tactic to get him flustered it was working. He tried to re-equip his old armour, but found himself quite distracted by the fact the elf was suddenly only wearing underwear too.

      He desperately tried to think of something to say. The best he could think of was, “How much for the armour?”

      She sauntered towards him. “10,000 gold.”

      He’d been expecting a large number, but that was a considerable sum. “I’m not sure if I have that much on me.” He went to pat his pockets before remembering he didn’t currently have any.

      “I accept multiple forms of payment,” she said. She took her glasses off and let her hair down.

      This was definitely the moment the murdering began. She was going to bite him, snap his neck, stab him in the heart. Turn into a giant demon and…

      She kissed him.

      His soul didn’t leave through his lips. His HP didn’t drop. There was no poison debuff. The only thing he noticed was that he felt a little cooler. Then the guilt hit.

      He pulled away. She tried to pull him back in, but he resisted. “I’m sorry. This isn’t what I’m here for.”

      She looked mortified. “Am I not desirable? Is that it? I’m too skinny. It’s not my fault. I’m absolutely starving! You know how hard it is to get a decent meal around here?”

      “What? No. You’re extremely attractive. It’s complicated.”

      She licked her lips. “You love someone else. I knew something felt off.” She slumped to the ground. With the snap of her fingers her clothes reappeared. She did not do the same for Marcus.

      He said, “It’s not that. I’m not who you think I am. I haven’t been entirely honest with you.”

      She laughed. “I know that. I can tell when people are lying to me. You couldn’t afford this armour if you lived to be a hundred.”

      “So why did you bring me down here?”

      For the first time she looked uncomfortable. “I haven’t been entirely honest with you either. I brought you down here for a different reason.”

      Marcus glanced back at the exit. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “You wish!” she said with a laugh. When Marcus didn’t laugh back she added, “I guess that’s only funny if you know that I’m a succubus. Kind of.”

      “How can you be kind of a succubus?”

      The shopkeeper put her glasses back on. “So your kind has people that don’t eat meat right? They believe it’s unethical. Well I’m like that, but a succubus. I don’t think it’s right to shag people to death, so I abstain from the sex part. I survive on lust instead. I prefer to think of myself as a Lustubus.”

      This conversation was getting stranger by the second. “You can feed on lust?”

      “Absolutely. It’s like diet sex. Not as much energy, but if you consume enough of it you can get by. The target doesn’t get hurt, at least not physically. The main issue is that it’s nowhere near as efficient. You need a lot of it, the stronger the better, particularly if I’m the subject of that lust. That’s why I was being such a tease. Unfortunately around here it’s proving to be a bit of a challenge to get a regular meal. The pretty boy elves love themselves more than anything else, it’s such a turn-off. They’re barely worth the effort.”

      “So wait, you brought me down here as a snack?”

      She shrugged. “Sort of. You’re the first guy I’ve been attracted to in a while. There’s an amplifying effect if I feel lustful too. It’s a compliment in a way.”

      “A compliment? You tricked me!”

      “No more than you tricked me. Think of it like taking me for dinner. I intended to pay you for the meal. I usually offer payment after the fact, it kills the mood if I do it beforehand.”

      Marcus wanted to be angry, but when he looked at her, he saw the look in her eyes. She was hungry. She was certainly attractive enough to get a ‘proper’ meal, but instead she was starving herself so she didn’t have to hurt anyone. It was hard to be mad at someone willing to sacrifice their own health to protect others. He held out his hand to help her to her feet. “Sorry I wasn’t much of a snack. Like I said, it’s not you. Can we start over? I’m Marcus.”

      “Lucy.”

      He re-equipped his armour. “There’s one thing I’m still not clear on, Lucy. Why go to all this effort with the store? Couldn’t you find horny guys at the tavern?”

      She looked almost offended. “This is my business, my true passion, my retirement. Just because I’m a sex demon, doesn’t mean I can’t have a career you know!”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. That was very rude of me. It really is a great collection. I’m sorry we couldn’t come to a deal on the armour.”

      “Me too. I’d pay just about anything for a decent meal.”

      “Anything?” said Marcus.

      “Pretty much. I’m famished.”

      “Can you wait here a moment?”

      “I suppose.”

      Marcus raced up the steps and banged on the trapdoor. Butch opened it with a grin. “That was quick!”

      Marcus ignored him. He ran out of the store and into the square, hoping that the others would be there. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw them. He raced up to them and said, “Carlos, I need you. It’s urgent.”

      Carlos was wearing a long black robe with a hood. He looked almost menacing. He said, “Sure, what is it?”

      “I have a job for you…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 40: Marble Madness

        

      

    

    
      They waited outside in the square. Harrowing noises drifted over from Lust.

      Sarah tapped her foot and played with her new magic ring. “What is Carlos doing that’s taking so long?”

      Marcus squirmed. “He’s using his particular skillset to solve a problem.”

      She said, “He’s healing someone?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes.”

      There was a loud moan, following by screaming. Jas looked at the others, her expression one of concern. “Are we sure he’s ok? Do you want me to go check on him?”

      “Nope. Absolutely not,” said Marcus abruptly.

      “Why not?” asked Sarah, looking at him suspiciously.

      “The shopkeeper is being treated for a sensitive condition. We should respect patient-doctor confidentiality.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What’s really going on?”

      “It’s complicated. I’m not sure if Carlos will want to talk about it. Let’s wait for him to get out here.”

      They stared at Lust. Eventually the noises stopped. Jas said, “Well whatever was wrong, I think Carlos sorted it out.”

      “Oh I sorted her out alright,” said a voice behind them. They turned to see Carlos walking down the street.

      Sarah said, “Wait, weren’t you in the store?”

      “I was. During the course of treatment, I died…”

      Everyone looked confused except Marcus, who grabbed Carlos and pulled him aside. “What did you do?”

      “I did what you asked! I went above and beyond, at tremendous personal sacrifice,” he could barely keep the grin off his face.

      “How above and beyond exactly?”

      “Well let’s just say I had to use my Self Heal spell quite a lot to make it the distance, if you catch my drift.”

      “You were only supposed to kiss her!” Marcus hissed.

      “You know how it is, when you’re hungry, you tend to overindulge…”

      “What are you two whispering about?” said Sarah.

      Carlos said, “Marcus was asking me how it went.”

      “How did it go? Did you heal her?” asked Jas.

      “Oh yeah, she’s feeling much better now. Poor thing was on one of those super-restrictive fad diets. I introduced her to the concept of a cheat day.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Ok, so what killed you?” said Sarah.

      “Honestly I think it might have been exertion.”

      “Ok, that’s enough talking,” said Marcus jokingly. “We should all be getting on now.”

      Carlos muttered, “Just because you’re my pimp, doesn’t mean you can tell me what to say…”

      Marcus sighed. “I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea.”

      There was yelling from Lust. A very shapely woman appeared in the doorway and strutted across the square. It took Marcus a moment to recognize Lucy. She looked considerably curvier than the last time he’d seen her. She walked right up to Carlos and slapped him across the face. “You made me break my vow!”

      “I didn’t make you do anything,” he said. “Besides, your vow is still perfectly intact. I told you I’d be fine, and here I am. No harm, no foul.”

      She considered his answer. “Ok fine, I suppose I can make an exception, just this once.”

      “You know what they say about exceptions, you can’t really stop at one…” He grinned.

      “No, thank you. That’s quite enough junk food for one day.” She turned to Marcus. “Thank you for arranging the meal. Here’s the agreed upon price.” She handed over the King’s armour. Then she gave him a peck on the cheek.

      As she walked past Jas she handed her a bag of coins. “Your change. I’m sorry about earlier. You were having such a good time, and I was jealous.”

      Then she walked back to the store.

      Jas stared at the coins, then at Nutsack. She said, “Was that the shopkeeper? She’s like twice the weight!”

      “I aim to please,” said Carlos.

      Sarah glared at Marcus. “What was that all about?”

      He said, “It’s complicated…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan crept. He peeked his head around the corner and waited for the golem to pass. Then he started counting down from thirty.

      When he got to zero another golem strolled past, right on time. He tested it twice more, to make sure there was no variation in the patrol routes. Once he was certain he waited until the golem passed and then darted into the next hallway.

      The castle was a warren of rooms and corridors, all interconnected in a completely nonsensical way. He was learning the layout, but it was a slow process, requiring patience and restraint. It was making him miserable.

      From his new hiding spot he could make it to the large sweeping staircase to the second floor. The wood lined balcony up there would provide a much better view, but also limit his escape options. He waited for a new opening and raced up the curling stairs.

      He gasped as he reached the top. From up here he could see all across the ground floor. There were far more golems than he’d first thought. When they swarmed only five or six appeared, more than enough to kill him, but he now counted over twenty patrolling the ground floor alone. What already felt challenging suddenly seemed impossible.

      Ryan considered giving up, but then he spotted it. The large, thick door tucked up against the far wall. He equipped a Tinker Telescope and zoomed in. There was a golden dagger engraved into the door and the keyhole had a distinctive golden trim. He checked the key from the King’s corpse and confirmed it was the same colour. That was where he needed to get to.

      The next question was how to get there. He tried to trace a path, but it was tough to do with all the golems stomping around. There was no obvious route he was supposed to use, or blatant gaps in the patrols to exploit. He was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way, with stubborn determination.

      He slunk back down the stairs and got to work.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus stared up at the huge castle, with spires almost touching the clouds. He said, “That’s going to be a pain to breach. You sure that’s where the dagger is?”

      Carlos peered through the Tinker Telescope. “According to the map, we’re in the right spot. There’s no sign of enemies or that troll dude though. Place looks deserted.”

      “Hopefully it means Ryan went for the other dagger,” said Marcus.

      Carlos removed his eye from the telescope to glare at Marcus. “What? We don’t hope that. We want him here so we can kick his arse. If he gets the other dagger he’s going to be twice as annoying to kill.”

      They moved slowly towards the castle, staying behind Marcus in case it started raining projectiles. He was glad to be wearing his new armour, both for the added protection and the improved mobility. Climbing a mountain in heavy armour wasn’t his idea of a good time.

      They eventually reached the raised drawbridge. There was the smallest gap at the top. Marcus peered over the edge at the chasm and felt his knees briefly wobble. “Ok, looks like we have a new problem. How do we get inside?”

      “Maybe we can climb a beanstalk and leap across?” Carlos tried stabbing Terra into the ground. It bounced off the white marble. “No dirt. Darn rocks.”

      Marcus stared across at the castle. “I don’t think the lack of dirt is the main issue. The gap is at least fifty feet.”

      Sarah pointed Magnet at the metal chains. She tried to attract them. They twitched, but the drawbridge remained raised. “It’s locked in place. Magnet isn’t strong enough at this distance to rip the chains loose. I’m pretty sure they are the only thing holding the bridge up. Maybe I can burn the bridge where the chains attach?”

      She aimed both hands at one of the chains and simultaneously unloaded both fireballs she had stored in her magical rings. The huge projectiles arced across the gap but fizzled out before they hit the drawbridge.

      “Can you use your Hop move?” Carlos said to Sarah.

      “It’s a pretty big gap. I’m not sure if I can make it. It’s right at the edge of my range.”

      “Give it a try!” he urged. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “If I don’t make it I’m going to materialize above that huge chasm and fall to my death,” Sarah pointed out.

      “See, no big deal.”

      “How about we see if Jas can kick you over the chasm first?”

      Jas stepped forwards. “I’m willing to give it a shot.”

      Marcus listened to the back and forth. He said, “Actually, you might be on to something.”

      Carlos said, “Don’t you start! As my pimp you’re supposed to be on my side.”

      Marcus ignored him. “Jas, how far do you think you could throw Nutsack in squirrel form?”

      “No idea?” she said. “Maybe we could test it out?”

      Marcus turned to the rogue. “Jas is going to throw you. Can you glide?” Marcus mimicked the action, running around with his arms out.

      Nutsack nodded and changed into squirrel form. He ran up Jas’ leg, lingering on her shoulder, before running down her arm and into her hand. She pulled her arm back like a quarterback and unleashed him. She knew she was much stronger now, but she wasn’t prepared for the results. He flew much higher than expected. At the very apex he unfurled his flaps and glided. He slowly spiralled back down and landed gently on Jas’ shoulder.

      “This might actually work,” said Carlos. “Let’s try it!”

      Jas walked over to the chasm. She looked down. “I don’t like this. What if he doesn’t make it?”

      “Then he’ll respawn and we try again,” said Carlos.

      “Last time he fell off a cliff he didn’t die,” said Jas. “What if he glides all the way down to the bottom and gets stuck there?”

      Marcus leaned over and petted the squirrel. “Ok, listen carefully, you’re trying to make it to the gap up there.” He pointed to the top of the drawbridge. “If you don’t make it, you have to fall.” He mimicked a stone falling with his fist and made it ‘splat’, complete with sound effects.

      The squirrel blinked back at him.

      “You think he understood?” asked Jas, still sounding concerned.

      “One way to find out!” exclaimed Carlos. “Let it rip!”

      Jas brought the rogue up to her face, whispered something in his ear and then hurled him in an arcing hail mary pass. He flipped into glider mode and sailed across the gap. At about three quarters of the way across it became clear that he wasn’t going to make it.

      “Drop!” yelled Marcus across the chasm. It echoed off the huge stone castle.

      Nutsack continued gliding. He was going to be several feet below the opening. He crashed into the wooden drawbridge, gripping it tightly with his front claws.

      Jas breathed a sigh of relief, right up until the piece of drawbridge that Nutsack was clinging to broke off. The squirrel tumbled backwards, scrambling to grab something, and found only air.

      Jas closed her eyes, not wanting to watch.

      Nutsack didn’t panic. Almost falling to your imminent death was something of a hobby for squirrels. He flattened himself out to slow his descent and considered options. He had a few more tools at his disposal these days.

      He flipped into human form, flicked his golden necklace up at the thick metal chain, and changed back into a squirrel the moment it caught. He darted up the chain in record time, which was a lot easier when he had four hands to climb with.

      Nutsack stayed a squirrel when he reached the top. He slid down the almost-vertical drawbridge and when he picked up too much speed he simply jumped and glided through a convenient hole in the door. He landed on the ground with barely a sound.

      He’d made it inside. The next question was, how were the others going to join him? Cogs turned in his brain, trying hard to figure it out. He looked up and followed the metal chain all the way down to the large wheel. He tried turning it, but it wouldn’t budge. That’s when he saw the lever. He barely touched it when there was a loud click and the lock disengaged.

      The drawbridge, no longer held in place, took a moment to teeter, before gravity took over. It came crashing down with such force that the stone ledge it landed on cracked, and the drawbridge itself shed a quarter of its mass. The wooden chunks fell off into the chasm below, making it rain gigantic splinters.

      The others looked at the rickety drawbridge and the cracked stone, then at each other. “Ladies first,” said Carlos.

      Sarah rolled her eyes, walked to the edge of the drawbridge and Hopped, reappearing five feet short of the door. She turned back to Carlos and yelled, “Told you I wouldn’t make it!” She got off the bridge as quickly as she could, finding Nutsack waiting for her in his underwear. He was standing inside the castle, but only because of a large hole in the crusty white door.

      Jas scooped up Nutsack’s clothes and gingerly walked down the centre of the drawbridge, ignoring the cracking sounds. She took her time. When she finally made it to the other side she gave Nutsack a big hug, then gingerly handed him his clothes back.

      Carlos looked at Marcus. “I said ladies first.”

      “Very funny. You’re the one wearing a little black dress.”

      “I’ll have you know this is the finest magical robe in all of Ellyllon. It has a pretty cool party trick.” Carlos popped his hood up.

      “It keeps you dry from the rain?”

      One minute he was Carlos, the next he was a cloud of smoke. He silently drifted down the bridge. Halfway across he became whole again and used Dash to run the rest of the way, sending more chunks of wood tumbling into the chasm and leaving the bridge pocked with holes.

      Marcus was even happier to be wearing his new armour. The drawbridge didn’t look suitable to hold up a feather, and yet he was going to put his entire heft on it.

      He triggered Hare and ran, not daring to look down. He tried not to think of the last bridge he had sprinted across, and how it had collapsed beneath him. He was considerably bulkier now, but his armour wasn’t.

      As he made it halfway Hare ran out and he felt himself slowing down. The sound of wind rushing past was replaced with the creaks of the wood and the cheers of his friends.

      “You got this, ya big wuss!” yelled Carlos. “Don’t look down!”

      Marcus used Dash to accelerate forwards, but he couldn’t steer himself. He felt his foot go into a hole and he stumbled forwards. He landed hard, splaying out and creating a crack in the wood that slowly grew. He looked up. He wasn’t far from the others, less than ten feet. He went to get up, and the crack widened. Marcus lay perfectly still. “Guys, this doesn’t look good!”

      Carlos took a step onto the bridge but Sarah stopped him. “Don’t. It’s already crumbling, adding your weight won’t help.”

      “What do you propose?” he asked.

      Sarah removed a magic potion from her inventory. She chugged it and watched her MP top up again. She stared at Marcus, aiming carefully, and then used Hop. She appeared right over him for a split second, until the wood gave way. They started to fall, but she grabbed Marcus’ hand and Hopped diagonally back up onto the ledge, landing in a tangled heap by the main door.

      Marcus slowly untangled himself and helped Sarah up. There was an awkward moment of silence before he said, “Thanks for saving me. Again.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said with a smile.

      “That was fun!” said Carlos. Nobody agreed.

      They entered the castle, marvelling at the grandeur of the entrance foyer. The marble statue was the main attraction, but Carlos was too busy inspecting the hole in the front door. He squinted at it. “Anyone else think this looks troll shaped?”

      Marcus regarded the hole and said, “Now that you mention it, there’s a distinct outline to it. I guess that’s bad news.”

      “Bad news for him!” said Carlos.

      Jas pulled out her map. “If Ryan is already here, why hasn’t he got the dagger yet?”

      Sarah replied, “That might mean it’s hidden somewhere. That helps us, we can search much quicker with five of us. This is a pretty big castle, we should split up.”

      Nutsack swivelled his head abruptly and said, “What that?”

      They turned to where he was pointing and saw a white ball with limbs lumbering past. Carlos analyzed it. “Says it’s a level 40 golem, which means it’s going to dish out decent EXP!”

      Carlos started heading towards it and Marcus said, “Hold up. We don’t even know if it’s hostile, let’s not jump the gun. So far it’s ignored us.”

      Marcus walked towards it slowly. “Hello there. Do you live here in the castle?”

      The golem didn’t respond or even react. It continued its slow march. Marcus yelled a little louder, with the same results. Then he got in front of it and waved. “Anyone in there?”

      The golem switched from patrol to hostile. It crunched itself into a ball and rolled at Marcus, who equipped his shield and braced for impact. The ice wall erupted directly in front of him and the golem crashed into it, slowing it down. Limbs reappeared, and then it made a deep whistling sound. There was a response from somewhere deeper in the castle.

      “What was that?” said Jas, axes raised.

      “I think it called for help,” said Marcus. The golem pulled back its fist and punched his shield, pushing him back and taking off a small chunk of health. It tried again, with similar results.

      Nutsack was straight to the top of the King’s statue in three quick leaps. He peered down at the golem, trying to decide how best to proceed. Staying up here sounded like a pretty sensible strategy, provided his friends didn’t do anything stupid.

      Jas did something stupid. She went flying in with a Leap Attack. Her axes clanged off the thick stone exterior of the golem with no signs of damage. “I don’t think I’m hurting it.”

      The golem twisted and unleashed the next punch at Jas, sending her flying back in the direction she had come from, narrowly missing Sarah. Nutsack hissed at it from his perch.

      “I think I might have figured out why troll guy doesn’t have the dagger yet!” said Carlos, rushing over to heal Jas.

      Sarah unleashed a fireball, which bounced off the golem without any signs of damage. She said, “Do we have anything that can hurt this thing? Magic and physical attacks don’t seem to be doing anything.”

      The golem tucked back into a ball and charged at Sarah, Jas, and Carlos. They were too close together; if the golem hit them it would take all three of them out in one strike.

      Nutsack landed on top of the huge white ball, his legs running full speed to stay in place. He watched in horror as they raced towards the others, and he tried running to the side. It barely had any effect, but it was enough to force a change in direction, making the golem narrowly miss the trio and instead smash straight through the front door of the castle. Nutsack fell off and the golem skidded to a halt on the drawbridge, teetering on the edge of the hole that Marcus had left. It slowly shifted its weight back onto the bridge. Then Sarah hit it with a snowball and it careened into the chasm with a final whistle.

      “That was close!” said Carlos. “That thing was tough. I hope we don’t run into any more.”

      There was another whistle from much closer by. Marcus glared at him. Carlos laughed and yelled out, “Scatter! If you find the dagger, send a signal and we will convene on your position.”

      “What signal?” asked Jas.

      “No idea. Yell or something. That golem didn’t seem bothered until it saw Marcus, maybe they don’t have great hearing.”

      They ran in different directions. Nutsack watched Jas go and tried to follow. She gestured down a different hallway. “We have to split up! We’re looking for another one of these.” She waved her dagger around. “Shout if you find it.”

      Then she was gone.

      He wished he’d understood what it was she’d said about pointy sticks. The only word he’d understood was shout.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan heard the sudden whistle of a golem and froze in panic. He checked all around, trying to figure out how he’d been spotted. Several golems rushed past him on their way to somewhere else.

      It wasn’t him that had triggered them, which was both great news and terrible at the same time. That meant the noobs were here.

      He ducked into an alcove to stay out of the way. As he watched another golem rush past it occurred to him that perhaps the noobs’ presence would be a benefit, rather than a hindrance. They were already proving to be an excellent distraction. Let them run away from the golems for a while.

      When the commotion finally settled he risked poking his head out. There was no sign of a patrol. He waited a full minute before risking it, and then darted immediately to the next set of cover. There was no sudden movement or deep whistling. He repeated the trick again, and then again, each time edging a little closer to his goal. He could see it now, the imposing vault door. This was when he was most vulnerable. It would be too easy to get greedy and rush, especially now there was competition. Instead he held his nerve, maintaining the same level of caution.

      A golem strolled around the corner without warning, forcing Ryan to pull his head back in at the last second. He held his breath, waiting for the clunky footsteps to increase in pace, but instead they maintained their same dull rhythm. He listened to them slowly fading into the distance, glad he’d been patient.

      When he was confident the golem wasn’t returning he moved over to the vault door, fully aware that while he was focused on it anything could sneak up on him. He quickly pulled the key from his inventory and placed it in the keyhole. He didn’t turn it right away. The King had a nasty habit of using traps and nasty surprises. Turning this key could do anything from releasing scorpions, all the way to making a very loud sound. The kind that would draw the attention of every golem in the building. Surely if they were tasked with guarding this vault they weren’t going to stand around and let him open it without a fight.

      There was really only one way to find out. He had no trap detection abilities; he’d focused exclusively on PvP. With gritted teeth he closed his eyes and twisted the key in the lock, waiting for something terrible to happen. When it didn’t he pulled the door open and risked a peek. He had to check twice, to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. He wished there had been a trap. Something to kill him quickly and cleanly. This room had the opposite idea; it much preferred that he suffer slowly.

      He considered turning back. This was not his skillset; it would be extremely challenging for him, if it were possible at all. The King rarely excluded anyone being able to complete a quest, but these dagger quests didn’t play by the regular rules. If he left now he could get a headstart on the remaining dagger, and leave the noobs to stumble around looking for a key they’d never find.

      Ryan shook his head. He was going soft. He hadn’t previously shied away from any challenges thrown his way and now wasn’t the time to start. Time was the one thing he had in abundance, an endless game never broken up by sleep or hunger. He pulled the door shut behind himself, twisting the bolt to lock it. If he had to try a hundred times, he would.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos ran until he found a large set of doors. He darted through and gently closed them behind himself. He hated to admit it, but being alone made him feel vulnerable. The golems seemed practically indestructible, so the rest of the party were just as useless against them, but he still didn’t like wandering around by himself. Troll guy was around here somewhere, and they could most definitely kill him as a team, but he’d make short work of any of them individually.

      He checked the status of the others’ health bars. They were still alive for now, and were slowly spreading further apart. If the dagger was in the castle somewhere, they would find it, but only if they looked properly.

      The room he found himself in was a throne room. It was certainly fit for a king. The five white stone pillars weren’t exactly standard decoration. The throne sat empty, and looked pretty beaten up. Based on the soot and scorch marks someone had lit a fire on it, which was curious. Hopefully the King had been sitting somewhere else when this occurred.

      Carlos examined every inch of the throne, looking for any signs of a trapdoor beneath it. He doubted Brenin would use the same hiding spot twice, but the guy was also a lazy hack, so it was worth ruling out. Carlos peered between the throne legs and determined there was nothing underneath.

      He moved on to the large white pillars. They weren’t exactly subtle, if you wanted to leave a clue, they would make a great place to do so. He walked around them, not seeing anything useful, and was about to give up, when a creaking sound made him look over his shoulder. A solitary golem cruised past, minding its own business. Carlos instinctively ducked behind the column, staying out of sight. There was a door to his left which he could make it to if he ran, but for now hiding seemed like the better option. While he was crouched over he noticed the faint swirls of words at the base of each column.

      Once he was certain the golem was gone he checked the engraving. It was a verse, and sure enough there was one carved into each pillar. He read them all twice and wrote them down. He wasn’t entirely sure of the correct order, all he knew was that it wasn’t good news.

      

      Welcome to the rocky castle.

      Where you’ll find it quite a hassle,

      To break into the family vault,

      Even with an armed assault.

      

      The elves here made an awful master,

      The servants all worked harder, faster,

      But their weak flesh wasn’t tough,

      Their endless efforts not enough.

      

      The elves designed a better worker,

      One with the strength of ten berserkers,

      That had no nerves to feel the pain,

      No mouth meant they could not complain.

      

      They were told to guard the blade,

      So they did, and casually slayed,

      Everyone inside the building,

      Including servants, guards and their King.

      

      If your wish is to survive,

      Avoid the stone that’s come alive,

      Attacks are useless, magic too,

      Quick wits and feet will see you through.

      

      This was bad, both as a poem and as a warning. The golems weren’t here to be defeated; it wasn’t a question of finding the trick to kill them. The idea was to avoid them. If only he had a way to warn the others.

      A flashing red bar grabbed his attention. Jas was badly hurt. In the distance was the whistle of a golem being attacked. As he watched Marcus’ health started to drop, slowly at first, and then quicker and quicker. Sarah’s instantly went to zero. It was a massacre. Only Nutsack remained unscathed.

      On the bright side he’d have a chance to warn the others when they all respawned. He only hoped it was on the right side of the drawbridge.

      He noticed the scuffs on the ground beneath him as the doors to the left swung open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 41: A Void

        

      

    

    
      Nutsack moved swiftly and silently through the hallways, looking for any sign of the pointy stick. After a couple of close calls with the white ball things he quickly decided he didn’t want to stroll around in furless form. He found a safe spot for his clothes and flipped to squirrel mode. There were enough wooden beams running through the walls to make for a convenient obstacle course, so he ran up one and scurried across the underside of the upstairs balcony. From up here he could see a lot of the balls. They were clumped together, stomping on things. There was no sign of Jas or the others.

      He continued along, upside down, looking for the pointy stick Jas had shown him. If he found it they could all leave. He’d also be the hero, and Jas might kiss him again.

      He thought back to the kiss and smiled. Furless were strange creatures. She had stuck her tongue in his mouth and wiggled it around, which was truly bizarre, and yet somehow it was something he wished to repeat. Lots more times if possible. Next time he was also going to try. He practiced, his tiny squirrel tongue poking out of his face and flapping around upside down.

      Nutsack had spent a great deal of time searching for things others didn’t want him to find. In the squirrel world there were two ways to survive the winter, spend your whole summer building up a suitable store of food, or find someone else’s. The second option was considerably less work, so it was the one he’d preferred. Obviously other squirrels were wise to freeloaders, so they spent an equal amount of time disguising the location of their stash. They would guard empty hollows, blatantly stash nuts far away from their haul and double back to look for anyone following. All standard squirrel op sec, reinforced by countless brutal winters. The punishment for making a mistake was starving to death, so there was suitable motivation to get it right.

      He’d learned the trick early. Instead of trying to hide that he was following them, he made it obvious. If the target knew they were being tailed they actively avoided their stash. Follow them for long enough and it was easy to deduce where they were hiding their food, based on where they didn’t go.

      It proved to be surprisingly applicable. A quick scan of the castle highlighted a similar pattern. There were an awful lot of the balls everywhere, except for a narrow corridor at the back wall. There were guards at either end of the corridor, but only the occasional ball patrolling down it. There was a solitary door in the centre of the corridor. He ran around, dangling above the door, and smiled when he saw the dagger etching. Then he waited. He watched carefully, noting there was a roughly 90-second gap between patrols.

      As the golem passed beneath he glided down, flipping into furless form and landing without a sound. He was proud of his stealth, but Jas had been very clear what he needed to do.

      He yelled as loud as he could. Then he waited.

      Nobody came. They didn’t even yell back.

      There was 80 seconds left before the ball came back. The door didn’t open when he tried the handle, and it resisted a shoulder barge. He changed back into a squirrel and tried to squeeze underneath, but that didn’t work either and resulted in him having to straighten his nose out. He climbed up and around the entire edge of the door, but there was no gap to exploit. The last resort was the keyhole, but he wasn’t fitting through there.

      With a sigh he changed back into a furless. He thought better when he was in this shape, or at least, he thought differently. Less instinct, more intent. Slightly more anyway.

      The keyhole suggested he needed to find a key somewhere, but there was a niggling feeling that he didn’t have to. He reached out to touch the keyhole and squiggles appeared. If he concentrated really hard he could understand the gist of them.

      Do you wish to pick this lock? (3 lock picks remaining)

      He thought yes and two small metal objects materialized in his hands. Before he could wonder what they were, his entire vision was taken over by a new screen which had three concentric circles. They started moving. He tried looking away, but the view remained, and he panicked, pulling away from the door. The moment he did his normal view returned and there was a distinct snap as the metal tools broke in his hands. A new message popped up.

      Lock picking failed. 2 lock picks remaining.

      He peered up and down the corridor. Not being able to check for threats while he was picking the lock was a problem. He’d also lost track of the time, but he knew it wouldn’t be long. As a precaution he changed back into a squirrel and ran up the wooden door, hiding at the very top behind the stone arch.

      A few seconds later a ball rounded the corner and stomped down the corridor. The moment it reached the door it stopped and slowly turned its body, as if scanning the area. Nutsack tried to retreat backwards, but he ran out of doorway to hide within. As the golem got closer he started to panic, before remembering something about being able to disguise himself. The moment he thought disguise he involuntarily popped back into his human form, but now his skin was pasty and white. The golem was only inches away, but it paid him no attention. Instead it continued on its patrol route. As it disappeared from view he jumped right into lock picking again.

      The three circles stared back at him. There were tiny notches in each circle. They moved by themselves, lining up the notches with a green line at the top of the view. Once a circle was lined up, it turned green and made a happy click.

      When all three lined up, all the circles turned green and a new message appeared.

      Tutorial complete. Watch again?

      He had no idea what was going on. He said yes and the circles span by themselves again, exactly the same as before. When they were done the same message appeared.

      Tutorial complete. Watch again?

      This didn’t appear to be doing anything. He declined and the circles reappeared, but this time they were stationary. He slowly turned his hand and the outside circle rotated, dragging the circles inside with it, like it had in the tutorial. When he twisted the other way, it changed direction, creating enough friction to slow down the circles inside, each one affected a little less. It was a useful technique, but he could feel the picks straining when he did it. If he changed direction too fast, or too often, they wouldn’t hold up. The whole thing required patience and a delicate touch, which would have been much easier if it wasn’t for the large 60-second timer counting down in the corner.

      He stuck his tongue out in concentration, trying to get all three notches lined up. Momentum was slowly bringing the inside circle around into position; if he could gently twist the pick at the right moment it would click into place. He grinned as it turned green, and he started working on the centre circle, doing his best not to disturb the one that was already settled. When it finally clicked he resisted the urge to cheer. Only one more to go. He glanced at the timer and was relieved to see he had a full 15 seconds left. Then a new thought occurred. He wasn’t only up against that clock. How long had he been standing here?

      There was a terrifying sound. The slow clomp, clomp, clomp of a golem was getting louder, and the time between each step shorter.

      There was no choice but to abort. He cancelled the lock picking, heard his tools snap and turned to see the golem charging right at him. It was moving fast, which was not a good sign. The limbs tucked in and it started to roll.

      He calmly tried to activate his disguise ability again, confident he could evade detection once more. Unfortunately it was still on cooldown. The ball continued hurtling towards him.

      Nutsack flipped into squirrel form and bolted, the white wrecking ball bouncing off the narrow corridor walls behind him like a rogue pinball. All he needed was a wooden beam, or some other escape route. He jumped over furniture and skidded around the corner, his claws scrabbling for traction on the stone floor. Three other golems stood guard, their faceless torsos scanning for threats. He ran straight between their legs as the pursuing ball crashed into them, making them whistle with anger.

      He spotted a suitable beam, but now there were golems coming from every corridor. He darted between their feet, dodged a foot which left a crater in the stone floor, and scrambled straight up the beam. The golems tilted upwards to watch him go, then punched the bottom of the wooden beam, sending a shockwave hurtling towards him. He jumped as the ripple of splinters exploded behind him, grabbing on to the underside of the balcony. Then he continued running. The height of the balcony meant the golems lost sight of him, and they continued punching the column they’d last seen him on in frustration.

      That was close. Too close. Worse still, he was down to his last pick. He had a vague notion that he’d get more if he waited, but he didn’t want to stand around.

      It took some time for the golems to calm down. Once they finally settled they resumed their previous patrol routes. Nutsack remained motionless above the doorway. When the time was right he flipped down and started picking the lock.

      The first circle went quicker now he had a feel for it. The second circle span too fast, and he applied pressure the other way to slow it down, feeling the pick strain before that circle also clicked into place. He took his time with the big circle, not wanting to risk a break. When it finally clicked the whole door made a sound and swung open. Nutsack quickly slipped inside before the patrol came back around. He quietly closed the door behind him and checked out the room. It didn’t look like any room he’d seen before, but he wasn’t pondering the impossible physics on the situation. He was too busy staring at the contents.

      Nutsack had spent time in nicer neighbourhoods as a young squirrel. One house in particular had a fondness for his kind and attracted them with an elaborate assault course. The prize at the end was a stack of prime nuts which could only be earned by completing a set of increasingly challenging obstacles.

      This room was like that, only much, much bigger.

      He tried to switch back into a squirrel, but there was a fizzing sound, and he remained decidedly human. A message appeared:

      This area is a void. All magic and transformations are nullified here.

      He squinted at the squiggles and gave up. Something wasn’t working, and he couldn’t switch. He shrugged. It would probably be too easy as a squirrel. At least now he could put his new body through a proper test. A huge grin broke out on his face.

      “Fun!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan was not having fun. He’d long since lost track of the falls. He balanced on the thin beam, timing his steps between the swinging pendulums as the endless darkness of the void below waited patiently for a misstep. Technically it didn’t kill him when he fell, but it did deposit him back at the start of the course with a very rough landing. The fall didn’t hurt, but the reset of his meagre progress sure did.

      This time he’d made it across the climbing wall, over the first balance beam and down the zip line, but he was stuck at the pendulums again. The timing between each one was different, which made judging them extremely difficult, and his heft meant there was barely space to stand between them. One tiny miscalculation or foot wrong and he’d be right back at the start again. They had already knocked him off four times. He was determined there wouldn’t be a fifth.

      It wouldn’t be so bad if he was nearly at the goal, but he’d already scoped out the entire course with his Tinker telescope. There was still a rope to climb, a trapeze to swing across, a longer balance beam and a wall peppered with moving saw blades. This place was a torture chamber that required him to learn every timing, every trick, and every pattern. It was a test of his stubbornness as much as his agility.

      As he reached the end of the pendulums he pulled out his telescope and spied the prize. The dagger was sitting on a stone pedestal at the end of a long corridor covered in small holes at varying heights. Ryan took a step forward and stomped on the pressure-sensitive button that followed every obstacle. He watched as another set of holes in the corridor closed off. He had no idea what horrors lurked inside those holes, but he suspected closing them all would be necessary to survive long enough to reach the dagger.

      He was so busy staring at the prize he didn’t see the hidden pendulum until it was too late. It swooped out of the darkness and crashed into him, sending him spiralling off the platform. The void enveloped him, then spat him back out like used chewing gum.

      Ryan was dumped back to the start of the course onto a large red button marked Reset. With a rumble all the holes in the dagger corridor opened up again, undoing what little progress he’d made. He roared in frustration, cursing King Welsh for a sneak attack he really should have seen coming. Ryan made a mental note of yet another thing he needed to avoid. The list was getting rather long, and he was barely halfway through the course.

      He plodded back over to the climbing wall. He could at least confidently make it up this obstacle.  A long time ago, during his old life, he’d attended an introductory class at the local climbing gym. He couldn’t remember much except for a single phrase the instructor had repeated over and over.

      Three points of contact.

      Provided he moved slowly and followed the golden rule, he’d be ok. There were trick hand holds and loose footholds peppered all the way up the wall, but he’d learned where they were the hard way, and thankfully they didn’t change.

      He reached up and grabbed the first handhold, pulling himself up. Then the second. He skipped the third one, which was a dud, and stretched all the way to the forth. Slowly and steadily he rose. He was twenty feet off the ground when he heard the voice beneath him. “Friend?”

      Ryan froze. There was no way he should have company; the door was locked and he had the only key. He slowly looked over his shoulder, fully aware he was hugely vulnerable whilst hanging off a wall.

      A familiar figure stared back at him, wearing nothing but boxer shorts and a smile. The idiot rogue waved up at him, then charged straight at the climbing wall and ran straight up the first six feet, before casually bouncing up the remaining fourteen feet in a matter of seconds. He pulled up alongside Ryan and dangled from a handhold with one hand. He waved with his other hand. “Hello!”

      Ryan’s anger bubbled over. He desperately wanted to punch that smug grin right off his face, but he couldn’t do so without getting his foot properly situated. While he was stabilizing himself he snarled, “How did you get in here?”

      “Door!” said the moron, as if it were obvious.

      Ryan cursed under his breath. Rogues could open locked doors with the right abilities. It was a stupid oversight. The rest of the noob squad could be here any moment. No more mistakes, he had to get to the dagger first, which meant taking care of his unwanted guest.

      He balled one hand into a fist, making sure he still had three points of contact with the wall. He swung at the rogue’s head, hoping to knock him clean off. Instead he punched air. The rogue simply let go and caught a hand hold below. He looked up at Ryan, his expression even more puzzled than usual. He said, “What doing?”

      The rogue was in a perfect position, right below him. Ryan returned his hand to the wall and readied a savage stomp. The amateur was only holding on with one hand; if Ryan could crush his fingers then he’d fall. It might even be high up enough to kill him.

      Ryan stomped on the handhold that Nutsack was clinging to, forcing the rogue to switch to his other hand with a leisurely swing. Nutsack’s expression immediately switched from friendly to feral.

      A lot of people like to brag that they live life by the law of the jungle. They consider themselves a lion. No mercy, kill or be killed, top of the food chain. What they never stop to think about are the laws of the forest down the road. It’s much less exotic, but far more ruthless. Lions hunt in prides. Squirrels hunt alone.

      Ryan was about to learn two foundational laws of the forest. The first law was that friendship was fickle, and could end in a heartbeat. Typically, the last heartbeat for one of the parties involved. The second, and more important lesson in the current circumstances, was that if you’re going to fight a squirrel, don’t do it whilst climbing.

      Nutsack had no respect for three points of contact. He flew past Ryan in a blur, his hands barely touching the wall. Once he was directly above the troll, he simply let go.

      Ryan caught a rogue-shaped cannon ball to the face. He barely managed to hold on, and that was when the kicking started, rapid fire, like a jackhammer right in the teeth. He instinctively brought his hands up to protect himself, and then he was falling. He landed hard on his back, almost dying in the process. Then he watched the rogue race up the climbing wall like he was wearing a jetpack.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack bore no ill feelings regarding the troll trying to kill him. Betrayal was an expected outcome in nature as soon as a resource became scarce. It was every squirrel for himself when the first snowflake hit, and this was no different. The important thing was that he got the pointy stick Jas wanted. If he had to throw the green furless off a balance beam to get it, he wouldn’t think twice.

      The rest of the climbing wall posed no challenge, even in this gangly body. The lack of a tail was still something of a struggle, but he made it work. When he reached the top and clambered onto the platform, he felt it depress. He was standing on a big button. He had no idea why, but it made a very satisfying sound when he stepped on it. He jumped up and down, hoping it would make the sound again, but the platform remained depressed.

      He looked up and saw the balance beam. It was long, stretching out into the darkness, with endless black on either side and no sign of the ground. Marcus would hate it. He sprinted down the beam without a moment’s thought, even the zig zag in the middle. When he reached the part with gaps he skipped over them like a stone flicked across a lake. He even threw in a cartwheel, just because. He reached the next platform and clapped excitedly when it clicked.

      There was a terrible noise behind him. The troll was yelling stuff. He’d finally made it to the top of the climbing wall, and was now wobbling at the start of the balance beam and shaking his fist at Nutsack. The rogue ignored him.

      The next obstacle was something new, a little handle attached to a rope that descended at an angle, disappearing into the gloom. Nutsack reached out and grabbed the handle, and suddenly he was falling, but diagonally. It resembled a fast glide. He instinctively tried to adjust his flaps to control his speed, but humans had a distinct lack of flaps. He was violently flung off at the bottom of the zip line and almost missed the platform he was supposed to be landing on, catching it with one hand and dangling precariously above the vast nothingness below.

      He swung his legs and casually flipped himself back up onto the platform. A quick glance confirmed the troll was following, but much, much slower. He’d barely even made it halfway across the balance beam.

      The next obstacle was another balance beam, but this one had big things swinging back and forth. They appeared without warning, flashing across the beam with a swish before vanishing again into the darkness. A sensible person might spend some time learning the pattern, to optimize their chances of success. Nutsack was in little danger of overthinking it. Leaping across tree branches on a windy day required fast reflexes, not deep thought. He paid no attention to the danger lurking in the gloom; he focused on the beam in front of him and went as fast as he could.

      When a pendulum finally caught up to Nutsack he grabbed hold of it, riding it out into the dark unknown. He kept his eyes fixed on the beam and waited for the inevitable loss of momentum. When the pendulum finally changed course he carefully chose his moment and hopped right back onto the balance beam. He didn’t even pause to regain his balance, he accelerated towards yet more danger, confident he’d figure it out as he went. Twice more he was hit, and he repeated the process with similar results. The pendulums were not lethal obstacles so much as unexpected detours.

      At the end of the beam he casually stepped onto the button. The faintest swish made him instinctively duck, as a final pendulum swooped out of the dark and sailed over his head. He got out of the way before it came back.

      That was sneaky. He liked it. Whenever furless set up obstacle courses there was always something to learn, a trick or a trap to make sure it wasn’t too easy. If every squirrel in the neighbourhood could finish the course there’d be no nuts left in a matter of minutes. On the rare occasion that happened, the owners quickly made the course harder. If you were smart enough to learn the new tricks, then you got to eat.

      Next up was a rope that dangled invitingly four feet away. There was a small knot at the bottom, which gave him something to aim for when he dived forwards. He caught the knot with both hands and pulled himself up hand over hand. The rope was twenty feet long and ended at a small platform held aloft by a thick wooden pole. As he got closer to the top he noticed a strange pulley system and counter weight. It was hard to determine their purpose, only that they appeared out of place. Why not tie the rope directly to the platform? Unexpected items meant more traps. He cautiously reached out to grab the platform, and the weight suddenly released. The rope jolted down without warning, breaking his grip. He reached out and tried to grab on with his feet, before remembering that didn’t work in his current form. His feet slapped against the rope ineffectively. He pulled off his necklace instead and tried to whip it at the platform, but instead it stayed the same size and flopped around. The rope zipped by as he fell, rapidly approaching the end. He reached out and grabbed the bottom knot with one hand, jolting him to a stop and leaving him dangling.

      Now that Nutsack knew the trick, he felt a little more relaxed. He hauled himself back up the rope again. This time he was ready as he reached the top. He held on tight with both hands. The rope did an enthusiastic jiggle to shake him loose, but after a few seconds it settled down. He reached for the platform, prepared for more tricks, but this time the rope remained stationary. He flipped up onto the platform and smiled as it went click.

      There was a new contraption, similar to the zip line from earlier, but this one was a handle with two ropes connected to it. He grabbed on and jumped off the platform, but instead of gliding he swung. It wasn’t clear where he was supposed to be swinging to, he reached an apex and then did the same thing in reverse. After doing this three more times he saw the faintest glimmer of another handle in the darkness, but it was a considerable distance away. He had to get closer. He used his legs to build momentum, swinging higher and faster on the trapeze, until he was certain he’d reached the limit. Even then, the other handle was more of a suggestion than a certainty. On the next pass he waited until he was at the apex before letting go. He threw himself forwards through the air, hoping there was something to grab onto. His fingers touched and he gripped as hard as he could, releasing the next trapeze. He repeated his trick from earlier to gain speed, but this time he was aiming for a small platform on top of another wooden pole. It was above the apex of his swing, so the only way to reach it was to launch himself up and onto it.

      Nutsack let go, sailing through the air and wishing he could glide. He realized he wasn’t going to reach the platform, so instead he aimed for the wooden pole holding it up. He landed with his arms outstretched, hugging it at firmly as he could, before slowly shimmying upwards. Getting to the platform wasn’t the tricky part, that came in finding suitable handholds to dangle upside down and swing himself up and over, landing on the button.

      He stopped to take a quick breather and spotted troll guy far away. He’d made it past the pendulums and was using his club to try and hook the dangling rope with the knot. It wasn’t going very well. Nutsack didn’t understand why he didn’t simply leap. It seemed like the obvious thing to do.

      A new balance beam loomed ahead of him, stretching out into the darkness. It looked harmless, which made him pause. There were no obvious signs it would spin, or wobble, or even fall away. There were no visible gaps, or pendulums. It looked sturdy, maybe even a little thicker than the other beams. In his experience these things rarely got easier as they went along. There was no entertainment value in that.

      He tentatively put his weight on the beam, ready to leap back if something happened, but it was as sturdy as it appeared. He took another step, and then another, with no signs of trickery. He took a couple more, very aware that the platform he had come from was now out of backflip range. He was committed.

      Movement in the darkness made him look. It was hard to make out, but it appeared to be a large wooden frame. There was the sound of parts moving, of axles grinding, and then a small white speck rapidly getting larger…

      Nutsack fell flat against the beam and hugged it as the huge white rock flew over the top of him, brushing against his back and causing it to vibrate. Some contraption had launched it at him, and he could see the machine getting ready to do it again. He didn’t know the word trebuchet, but now he knew what one looked like.

      He ran, no longer concerned about tricks. He skidded to a halt as another rock sailed past a few inches ahead of him. It smashed against something in the darkness that Nutsack couldn’t see, but small shards of the rock rebounded back and pitter-pattered against his bare skin. He could hear other rocks whooshing past in the darkness. Some of them landed with a crash. Whatever was throwing them was getting faster. He picked up his pace, aware that he was far more vulnerable out in the open. He could make out the faint outline of the platform up ahead. He doubled his efforts, hoping that touching the platform would make the boulders stop. As he was about to reach his destination he saw the final trebuchet rise up directly in front of him. It unleashed its boulder straight down the balance beam, leaving nowhere to dodge. Nutsack waited until the last possible second, and he jumped straight up. As the boulder was about to hit him he twisted in the air until his feet touched it, then he jumped again, sailing over the rock with a casual backflip and landing on the platform.

      The final trebuchet descended back into darkness as the button clicked, and another set of holes in the dagger corridor closed off. Nutsack remained on high alert regardless.

      When he was certain nothing else was flying his way he allowed himself a moment to relax. Now that had been a challenge. Furless rarely used projectiles in their backyard obstacle courses.

      The final obstacle was a long wall with two narrow ledges upon which to cling. Spinning blades randomly burst from slits on the wall and travelled down them from right to left, with no discernible timing or pattern. The only way to avoid the blades was to either drop to the ledge below or leap up to the one above. The timing got tighter the further down the wall you went, with the last few feet being almost instant.

      Nutsack stretched his limbs and cracked his neck. This obstacle meant business. No gentle jolts or flying rocks, the spinning blades looked sharp enough to chop him in half. One missed drop, one dangling limb, and he’d be done. He reached out and grabbed the top ledge, his fingers gripping it tightly as he braced his legs against the wall. He shuffled along sideways, making sure he could still hold on. Then the first spinning blade appeared at the far end, and raced towards him.

      He carried on moving along the same path until the blade was closer. Then he let go and dropped to the ledge below as the blade flashed by overhead. The noise it made was harrowing. Nutsack continued until he ran out of ledge, and had to choose between swinging himself across the gap or jumping up to the ledge above. Another saw helped him make a decision as it appeared on the bottom level. He braced his feet on the wall and hauled himself upwards, grabbing the high level and tucking his feet up as the blade went by underneath. He only had time to move a few inches before a new blade appeared on the top level. This one was moving quicker. He dropped down diagonally, trying not to lose momentum.

      The gaps between the blades became shorter, and as he approached the end of the wall he barely had time to move sideways before he had to change ledges again. It required total concentration, which was tough because the dagger corridor was within sight. He only had to make it a few more feet down the wall.

      With a terrible sound two saw blades appeared at the exact same time. There was no safe ledge, nowhere to hide. The platform was above him, and too far away. The edge of the dagger corridor was further still, but at least it was slightly beneath him. He had less than a second to decide. He kicked off the wall and threw himself across the void, aiming for the edge of the corridor. He didn’t make it, but he landed hard anyway. He looked down and realized he was standing on a black platform. It blended in perfectly with the void below, and extended two feet out from the corridor. A final test, a desperate leap of faith. He hauled himself up onto the corridor platform. He’d made it. The dagger was within reach.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan watched in glee as the rogue sailed through the air towards certain death. He wasn’t going to make it. No-one could. The blade wall was designed to be impossible. The timing of the twin blades wasn’t a coincidence; they hadn’t appeared until there was no time to think. Even knowing they were coming wouldn’t help, unless it was a question of a hard time limit. It seemed unlikely, because Ryan couldn’t imagine anyone traversing the wall faster than the rogue had. He’d made it look like a stroll in the park.

      He gasped as the rogue hovered in mid-air. Was he cheating somehow? That would explain a lot. He waited for the King to smite him, but instead the rogue stood up, tapped his foot cautiously on an invisible platform, and then hopped into the dagger corridor.

      Ryan cursed. He couldn’t lose another dagger. If he couldn’t have it, nobody could. He peered at the rope dangling a few feet away before swan diving off the platform into the darkness below. He reappeared at the start of the course, landing with a thud on the reset button. He grinned as all the holes reopened in the dagger corridor. He muttered, “Better luck next time.” With any luck the rogue wouldn’t be smart enough to realize he was doomed. If he died there was a chance he might respawn somewhere else, and Ryan would buy himself time to come up with a new plan. One thing was painfully obvious. He was never going to complete this obstacle course.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Nutsack took a step towards the dagger. There was a terrible rumbling, and panels on the walls retracted, revealing a whole lot of holes. He walked towards them, hoping to see what might be inside, when a tile underfoot clicked. There was a sudden swish and a puff of smoke from the hole. Only his reflexes saved him. He caught the small dart an inch from his face, plucking it right out of the air. The purple mist exuding from it told him everything he needed to know. It was poison.

      He looked down the corridor. It was eight feet wide and eight feet tall, with a solid ceiling that was perfectly smooth. There were at least thirty holes at varying heights dotted down each wall, and no way to know which tiles would trigger them. He examined the hole in the wall that the dart had been fired from and saw that it was rimmed with sharp barbs that also glowed purple. That meant he couldn’t use the holes as handholds to avoid the pressure tiles.

      Being able to turn into a squirrel would be really useful right about now.

      It was designed to be impossible to survive, but Nutsack didn’t know that. To him it was yet another obstacle. If touching the tiles meant poisoned darts, then he’d spend as little time on the ground as possible.

      He backed up as far as he could onto the black platform, facing his target head on. Then he sprinted at the corridor’s right hand wall. He jumped as he reached it and ran along the wall horizontally. As he ran out of momentum and dropped he threw himself forwards, landing in a roll. Darts flew, but he was already long gone. He sprang out of the roll and straight up onto the opposite wall, repeating the wall running. He didn’t make it quite as far, but that was ok, because this time when he kicked off the wall he slid along the ground. Darts sailed by overhead and there was a vibration as one caught his arm. The dizziness was instant. He slowly got to his feet, the corridor starting to spin as his health plunged. He staggered forward, but now there were three daggers side by side, each one blurry. His fingers reached out and grasped at thin air. He only had a few seconds left. He thought of how happy Jas would be if he came back with the dagger, and with a final burst of strength he thrust out his hand and grabbed.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan watched in horror as the rogue died and his body vanished, along with the Dagger of Power. The stupid bastard had been so dumb he didn’t even know he was beaten, and somehow turned that into victory.

      He had to move quickly now. The noobs were catching up. Soon they’d be ready to try the hard dagger, and then he’d lose his only edge. He needed to head straight to Mount Berwi without delay.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miles threw his hands up in a strange mixture of celebration and frustration. He’d been right. At least, it sure seemed that way. The latest dagger quest had been even more exclusionary than the last one. This wasn’t a matter of testing a candidate’s reflexes or agility; it had been specifically designed to only be completed by an AGI focused class. Ryan had completed every challenge the King had thrown at him and had spent a great deal of effort on the optimal stat build, yet he’d barely made it halfway through the course.

      Stranger still, the whole thing was classified as a medium dagger. If a max level player couldn’t retrieve it, that was a problem.

      He reached for his phone and hesitated. James had pushed back the last time, and this wasn’t any closer to being definitive proof. The same counter argument applied, the King had simply adapted the dagger quest to fit the team. Two data points didn’t make a pattern. There was one more dagger to go, one of the hardest ones. If it was similarly unbalanced then Miles would have enough evidence to convince James.

      He glanced over at the big guy guarding the door. Granite stared right back at him, not blinking, his face impassive. The sooner Miles could wrap this up and get home, the better. His head felt heavier all of a sudden, and his blinks were getting longer. He put his head down on the desk for the briefest of moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 42: Core Blimey

        

      

    

    
      Carlos squinted into the distance and said, “Hold up, I think Nutsack might have finally died!”

      Jas said, “Are you sure? Where is he? Do we need to go revive him?”

      “Not sure. I think he was poisoned. His health bar flashed purple, then red, and now it’s reading zero. Weird thing is, now it’s vanished completely. I think he’s respawned.”

      “Do you know where?” she asked, sounding concerned.

      “Hello,” said Nutsack, appearing in the spacious foyer.

      Jas ran over and immediately hugged him. “Are you ok? Were you hurt? How did you die?”

      He held up the marble dagger and she gasped. “You did it! How? Where was it?”

      “Big course. Run, jump, climb. Troll there, he mean. Me poison. Grab pointy stick. Dead.”

      Jas nodded along as if he were reading her poetry.

      Nutsack had a thought, which was only mildly uncomfortable at this point. He tried turning into a squirrel, and let out a tiny sigh of relief when it worked. He popped back into furless form, and was surprised to see he still had his new dagger tucked into his boxer shorts. He gestured to his crotch and said, “Still have stick!”

      For the first time ever Carlos ignored the obvious joke. He went over and threw clothes at the underdressed rogue. “Yeah, the dagger’s soul bound, so you can’t drop it. It’s a shame we can’t get you some soul bound trousers. I found your stuff in a hallway when I was reviving the others.”

      Nutsack got dressed while Jas doted over him. Carlos waited until he was more presentable before he asked the question everyone else was thinking. “So what does the Marble dagger do?”

      Nutsack shrugged. He had no idea how to pull up his inventory and even less clue how to read so many words all at once. Marcus accessed Nutsack’s inventory through the party share and read the description aloud.

      “Marble, Dagger of stone. Level - Artifact. Unique.

      This dagger is carved from the toughest stone, making it extremely durable. This particular stone has the ability to temporarily transfer its characteristics. It has the following special abilities:

      Like a rock: Stabbing an enemy with Marble will temporarily multiply their weight by a factor of 10. The heavier they are, the harder they fall. Effect lasts for 10 seconds. Has a 10-minute cooldown.

      Medussa’s bite: Turns any inanimate object to stone for 15 seconds. Has a 10-minute cooldown.”

      Carlos nodded along. “Sounds like those could come in handy, although the cooldowns are pretty long. Not sure why we’d want to turn inanimate stuff to stone, but we could probably use it to create better cover or something. The big question is, can we make our resident rogue understand them?”

      Marcus tried. “Nutsack, if you stab bad guys with that dagger, they get heavy.” He feigned a big belly and fell down.

      Nutsack blinked back at him. Marcus continued. “If you stab things, they turn to stone.” He had no idea how to act out stone, so he pointed at the ground.

      “He has absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” said Carlos. “I guess we’ll have to wait until we can demonstrate it.”

      There was the sound of a commotion from inside the castle. Golem whistles echoed down the hallways. Marcus instinctively stepped forwards and raised his shield. “I think we’re about to have a whole lot of company!”

      “If we’re all here, what’s got them so riled up?” asked Jas.

      The answer came barrelling around the corner. The shadow hippo ran straight at them. Marcus got in the way, shield raised, but the huge creature swerved at the last moment, avoiding them. It charged through what remained of the front door and straight across the drawbridge, barely making it to the other side as yet more of the frail wooden structure gave up and fell away. The hippo stumbled, crashed onto the stone ledge and then transformed into a troll wearing nothing but a loin cloth. There was a long pause where he didn’t do anything, and then new clothes appeared, along with a large club. He waved, ignited the club, and touched it to the end of the battered drawbridge. It didn’t take long for the wood to catch and the flames raced towards them. They watched through the flames and smoke as the troll disappeared down the mountain path.

      A swarm of golems appeared from inside the castle, heading straight for them. Marcus yelled, “Run!”

      “Run where?” Carlos said. “The only way out is a literal fire exit.”

      Jas raced over to the statue of the elf King. She pushed up against the base and heaved. It wobbled but refused to topple. Sarah said, “Keep pushing!” She pulled out Magnet, aiming it at the silver crown. There was a familiar vibration and she cranked up the attraction, bringing the whole thing toppling down. The statue smashed into large chunks, creating makeshift barricades throughout the foyer. The golem balls crashed into them and had to unfold their limbs to climb over.

      Jas yelled, “That’s not going to hold them for long! We need to get out of here.” She ran over to the drawbridge and pulled out Splash. With a hiss the jet of water erupted from the end and started to push back the flames, but the drawbridge was too wide to effectively cover all of it. She said, “Best I can do is carve a path!”

      The rest of the party followed behind in a conga line, watching carefully where they stepped as the bridge creaked and crackled. They didn’t make it far before the water stopped. The fire tried its hardest to engulf the damp wood. Jas said, “I think we might have a problem…”

      Sarah threw out snowballs, but they weren’t wide enough to create much of a path. Noise behind them suggested the makeshift barricade had finally given way, and they would soon find themselves pinned between hostile rocks and a fireplace.

      “If anyone has any bright ideas, now’s the time!” yelled Carlos.

      Nutsack pulled out his new pointy stick. He bent down and stabbed it into the drawbridge. With a whoosh it transformed from wood to glistening white marble. The flames found themselves starved of fuel, and went out with a whimper. It took a moment for the rest of the party to understand, and then Marcus yelled, “We have 15 seconds. Run!”

      They sprinted towards safety. The holes hadn’t been fixed, so they still had to be careful where they stepped, but at least the bridge felt sturdy underfoot. It was still a long way to run, with Nutsack racing out ahead. Marcus triggered Hare, and Carlos used Dash. That only left Jas lagging behind, but Sarah grabbed her and used Hop, leapfrogging ahead of the others.

      The golems gave chase, most in ball form, bouncing off the potholes in the bridge and bumping into each other. Several toppled over the edge, but enough remained to be a problem.

      The party was a few feet from the stone ledge when the bridge popped back into its wooden form, still smouldering. The creaking sounds intensified as the bridge found itself under a considerable amount of weight. It started to buckle. Everyone jumped, landing on the far side with a thud. They watched as the white balls raced towards them. Sarah threw up a Fire Wall, but the golems raced through the flames. The concentrated line of fire was too much for the frail wood to handle. The drawbridge gave up and collapsed in the centre, sending the golems tumbling into the chasm.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Carlos grinned. “Hey, that counted as us winning instead of running! I guess we never got far away enough from the golems for it to be considered a retreat.” He checked his stats and gasped. “That was a lot of EXP. We jumped four whole levels!”

      “Bravo,” said King Welsh, hovering above where the drawbridge had been. He strolled through the air like the bridge was still there. No-one even pretended to be surprised by his sudden appearance. Jas reached for her axes and Sarah shook her head.

      The King stopped a safe distance away. “That was a most excellent show. I wasn’t sure if the obstacle course would be too hard for your vermin friend, but he outdid himself.”

      Nutsack stuck his tongue out.

      “One more to go,” said Carlos. “Then we’re out of here.”

      The King smiled, but his eyes did not. “Of course. I suppose there’s no harm in telling you Ryan is already on his way. Unfortunately you’re not ready yet. You must level up before you attempt the final dagger.”

      “Bollocks to that, we’ve kicked troll guy’s arse every time we’ve crossed paths so far,” said Carlos. “We’re going to go beat him one last time.”

      “He is not your main concern. You’d be foolish to try and take on my fire dragon with anything other than a maxed-out team.”

      “Then I guess we’re foolish,” said Marcus, stepping forwards.

      The King raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were the sensible one?”

      “I believe in the team. Whatever this last dagger involves, we’ll figure it out. If we don’t, we’ll keep trying until we do.”

      King Welsh wiped a pretend tear from his eye. “How very touching, but friendship isn’t going to make you fireproof.”

      Sarah said, “Like he said, we’ll figure it out.”

      Jas and Nutsack nodded in agreement. The King slowly floated further away from them. “Impressive. Perhaps there’s hope for you yet.” He looked ready to say something else, when movement caught his eye. His head snapped to the unicorn skipping down the side of a mountain like a goat. It picked up speed, until suddenly it blurred into a rainbow and disappeared. King Welsh gasped, then hurtled towards what remained of the rainbow. The moment he touched it, he too disappeared.

      Carlos said, “That was strange, even for Brenin. You think he’s trying to track down his wife?”

      “I would presume so,” said a new voice. They turned to find an old lady standing behind them.

      Nutsack hopped up and down. “Poison lady!”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t time for introductions. We need to leave whilst my husband is distracted. My distraction won’t fool him for long.”

      “You’re Mrs. Davies!” said Carlos. “Drysi Davies.”

      “Very astute. Now huddle in closer, we don’t want to leave anyone behind.” She held out her arms in a hug.

      Nobody moved. Carlos eventually spoke. “Lady, we don’t know you, you’re the big bad’s wife and so far your only interaction with our team was to poison our rogue and rewrite his code. Now you want us to give you a big hug and get vanished to who knows where?”

      Drysi looked around nervously. “I understand. I was hoping to do this with appropriate consent, but there isn’t time. I promise once you’ve heard what I have to say, I’ll return you back here if that’s what you wish.”

      She clapped her hands and they all disappeared.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Every alert went off simultaneously. It was a rough way for Miles to wake up. He sat up at his desk. He’d only nodded off for a second. He quickly took stock of the situation. All the video feeds were blank, the corruption monitors had flatlined and there was no sign of any member of the party on the map.

      He was totally screwed. Miles glanced over at Granite while rubbing the growing bruise that the big man had so casually given him. It was hard to know if his guard was smart enough to figure out something was amiss. Miles didn’t feel like gambling his life on the answer. His best chance of survival was to be proactive.

      Miles picked up the phone and called James. He answered on the first ring. “What is it?”

      “We have a problem,” said Miles, his voice quivering.

      There was an audible sigh before James said, “Another one? How bad?”

      Miles took a deep breath. “We’ve lost the entire party.”

      “Lost them? They aren’t car keys! What do you mean you’ve lost them? Did they die?”

      “Honestly, it’s hard to say. There are no health readings, but that’s because they aren’t showing up in the game world anymore. It’s like what happened earlier with the rogue, but this time it’s the whole party.”

      “Did they get out somehow? Or get deleted?”

      “I won’t know until I run more tests.”

      “I’m on my way. Don’t go anywhere,” James snarled.

      Miles was about to ask where exactly he was allowed to go, but now did not seem like the time to give his boss attitude. The only place he was going was straight to the doghouse.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James headed straight for the lift, already planning a very thorough bollocking for Miles in his mind. The guy had made one too many mistakes tonight; it was getting increasingly difficult to justify his continued involvement. If it was up to his sponsors, Miles would already be gone.

      The thought made him pause. It had been a while since he had heard from them, and that was not good. They weren’t the sort to give him breathing room. They were boa constrictors. If they were letting him breathe it was only so that they could tighten their grip.

      As he stepped into the lift his phone rang. He quickly used his arm to block the closing door so he wouldn’t lose signal. Of course it was them. Their timing was impeccable. He answered it and the voice said, “Get back in the lift and go down to the lobby.”

      That was new. He didn’t like that they knew exactly where he was, because every possible reason for them needing to know that was bad. He did as asked, for the simple reason that they’d know if he didn’t. The short ride down to the lobby felt like a descent straight into Hades.

      The security guard looked nervous as James got off the lift. There was a woman in a pencil skirt and crisp white blouse standing next to him. She had thick-rimmed glasses and her hair tied up in a bun, but there was something he didn’t like in the way that she looked at him. He was used to women staring, but usually it was flirting, or at least curiosity. This was something else. This was danger. He instantly disliked her, in the same way a shark dislikes a much bigger shark who has shown up unannounced and started licking its lips.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, flashing his best smile.

      “For your sake I hope so,” she said, without the faintest hint of a smile in return. “My employer has asked me to come down here and assess the situation personally.”

      He considered asking for proof, for some form of identification, even for a name. Then his phone dinged. He glanced at it and saw a new message from his sponsors.

      She’s with us. Let her in and do whatever she asks.

      That sounded ominous. James put his phone away. “Of course, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I didn’t offer it.” The silence that lingered after she spoke was sharper than Weasel’s favourite knife. Her entire demeanour was that of a secretary, but the kind that could stab you to death with a whiteboard marker and then update the weekly stationery order to replace the murder weapon. He mentally nicknamed her the Secretary, and vowed never to use that name to her face.

      “What can I do for you?” he said, trying to remind her that he was cooperating.

      “Show me the lab.”

      “I’d be happy to grant that request.”

      “It wasn’t a request,” she said. “Lead the way.”

      He walked back over to the lift, extremely wary of turning his back to her. Externally he exuded calm, but inside his mind was racing. Miles had lost the entire party. If he didn’t find them soon then they wouldn’t be the only ones missing. He needed a plausible explanation, and he needed it now.

      They rode down in silence. James tried making small talk, but found himself with nothing to say. He was afraid his voice would give him away, that he’d reveal something was wrong. She did not seek to fill the silence, instead she left it to linger.

      They reached the basement and James walked towards the lab as slowly as he dared. She darted past him, striding towards the doors of the lab like she owned the place. She burst through them and Granite stepped to block her path. He growled, “Who are you?”

      She stared him down and said, “Move aside.” It managed to be both a polite request and a very clear threat.

      James hurried to catch up before somebody got hurt. It was unclear who that might be. He waved Granite away. “She’s with me.”

      Granite quickly stepped aside. There was the faintest flash of relief before his usual gruff expression returned.

      The Secretary gave him a final glance before strolling into the lab. She didn’t wait for James, instead she walked right up to Miles and said, “Status update, Miles.”

      He looked at her confused, then he saw James frantically waving behind her. The boss looked genuinely worried. That was not a good sign.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?”

      She didn’t say anything, but her glare convinced him any follow up questions would be a bad idea. Miles said, “The party has almost completed the dagger challenges.”

      That earned a flicker of surprise. “All of them?”

      “Yes. They only have one dagger remaining.”

      She leaned forwards. “Show me.”

      Miles glanced at James who was frantically shaking his head. Miles said, “I will in a moment. I had to recalibrate the monitoring system as it was stuttering. I didn’t want to miss anything important, so I did a reset after the most recent dagger.”

      She peered over her glasses. “How long will it take?”

      “Shouldn’t be more than a couple of minutes.”

      The woman span on her heels. “Then we shall take advantage of the down time. I understand you’re attempting to extract information from a prisoner?”

      James nodded. “I’ve had my best guy working him pretty hard for hours now, but so far he hasn’t revealed anything.”

      “Take me there.”

      James hesitated. There was still the minuscule chance that Professor Jasper was a spy, a fact that James had neglected to mention to his sponsors. If she cracked him, it might not end well for anybody.

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea, we’re very close and I don’t want to let up…”

      “Also not a request.” Her gaze was withering. This woman could give Medusa a run for her money.

      James found himself in a place he very much didn’t want to be. Staying here would potentially reveal they had lost the candidates, going to Jasper would potentially reveal the entire operation had been compromised by an undercover agent, and refusing to do either would potentially reveal his internal organs.

      He didn’t particularly like any of his options, so he played the odds. It was still hard to believe Professor Jasper was anything other than a middle-aged academic, and if he did indeed turn out to be something else this might be the perfect opportunity to play dumb and credit the Secretary for discovering the truth. It was the option that provided the best chance of continued survival. He gestured back out the door. “Right this way.” He glanced over his shoulder at Miles and gave him his most intense fix it glare he could muster. Miles was hopefully bright enough to figure out the sudden appearance of a dangerous stranger was not in anyone’s best interest. Whatever fear he had of James should now be suitably magnified by this newcomer. If that didn’t motivate him to find the candidates, nothing would.

      James headed for the cells. He said, “The prisoner’s not in the best of health. You’ll have to be careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” was the ice-cold response.

      James made certain he was the first one through the door. Weasel stopped what he was doing and strolled over. “No word yet on who he’s…”

      James cut him off. “My business partner here would like an opportunity to speak with Professor Jasper.”

      Weasel casually ogled her, starting at her legs. He worked his way up, his expression getting more lustful, until he got to her face. Then he froze, trying to reconcile the two very different feelings. For a moment it looked like self preservation might kick in, but then he started digging a hole. “Who’s that, and why does she need to chat with Jasper? I’m already working him.”

      The Secretary gave Weasel the same once over he gave her. She did not look impressed. “I’m here because you have failed to achieve your objective in a timely manner.” She looked over at Professor Jasper, who was currently unconscious. She picked up the drill and shook her head. “This is sloppy and unprofessional.”

      “Sloppy? Unprofessional? I’ll show you unprofessional!” He reached into his coat. A blade was in his hand for barely a second, and then he was on the floor. The Secretary was holding the knife to Weasel’s throat, although James was not entirely sure how. He hadn’t seen her move. She looked up at James. “Is this going to be another problem I need to deal with?”

      James thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “No. He meant no disrespect, it’s been a long night for everyone. I’m sure he’d like to apologize.” He glanced at Weasel, hoping his pride wasn’t about to get him killed.

      “Sorry about that,” Weasel muttered. As he spoke his Adam’s apple brushed against the blade, leaving a faint trail of blood.

      She removed the knife from his throat but didn’t relinquish it or offer to help Weasel up. Instead she said, “Leave me with the prisoner.”

      Weasel hopped back to his feet and looked like he was about to do something monumentally stupid. James ushered him from the room while he could still walk. The moment the door shut behind them he turned on James. “What was that? You have a problem with me you say it to my face, you don’t call in someone else.”

      “I didn’t call her,” James said. “I didn’t even know she was coming. She showed up five minutes ago. The partners sent her to check up on the project. She’s as much of a threat to me as she is to you.”

      “I didn’t see her holding a knife to your throat.” Weasel said, rubbing the small nick the blade had left.

      “Believe me, it’s there. Think of it as a sword of Damocles.” He glanced up.

      Weasel looked up too. “Rich toffs like you don’t go out that way. That’s why you hire guys like me. To do your dirty work.”

      “Then quit complaining and get it done.”

      “There’s nothing she can do to him that I haven’t already. She’s wasting her time.”

      “Let’s hope so, for both our sakes.” He glanced at his watch. It had only been a few minutes. He could only hope she stayed in there long enough for Miles to find the candidates.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus and team reappeared in the clearing outside Drysi’s cottage. The old lady was there, standing apart from them. There was a momentary silence, before Jas dived in, both swords ready to plunge into their new kidnapper. She froze in mid air and Drysi shook her head. “There’s no need for aggression. I’m not here to hurt you.” The old lady waved her hand and Jas gently floated back down to earth. Sarah had a fireball in her hand ready to go, and Marcus moved into position to block any attacks.

      Drysi shook her head. “Look what he’s done to you. You’ve been conditioned to see everyone and everything as a threat. This is a safe space. I’ve brought you here to talk, nothing more.”

      Nutsack was the first to move. He walked over to Drysi and gave her a hug. “You fix me. Thank you.”

      She smiled, like a grandma with a freshly baked tray of biscuits. “You’re most welcome. You seem much better now. The corruption is vastly improved.”

      “Corruption?” said Jas, sheathing her swords. “What do you mean?”

      “Please come inside. I don’t know how long I can hide you, and there’s much we need to discuss.”

      The inside of the cottage was homely. The fireplace crackled with burning wood and a large metal cauldron. There were potion bottles and scrolls on every available surface, giving the place a lived-in feel. Drysi looked around and said, “My apologies, I’m not used to having visitors.” She snapped her fingers and the clutter vanished, revealing a sitting area with a variety of chairs, stools, and a worn leather couch. Everyone awkwardly perched on a seat. It was the first time they’d rested since they got here. They all fidgeted, suddenly unsure of how to relax. She gave them a moment to get settled.

      Drysi removed her cloak to reveal a body far more frail than her face suggested. Her skin was wrinkled and hung loose, as if she’d lost a lot of weight very quickly. She caught them all staring. “You may be wondering why I look like this. It’s actually the reason we’re all here. You see, I got sick, back in the real world. Terminal cancer. Doctors gave me less than a year. I accepted my fate. I’d led a good life, a mostly happy one, despite the ups and downs. Unfortunately Brenin didn’t take it so easily. We’d already grown apart at that point, but it didn’t stop him obsessing over the situation. Once he fixates on a problem, he won’t stop until it’s solved. That was what my illness became to him, another bug to fix. I tried to stop him, to tell him that it was my time, but he refused to listen. He can be extremely stubborn.”

      That earned a chuckle from Carlos.

      Drysi continued. “Against all the odds, he found a solution, a way to separate me from my failing body.” She gestured to the cottage. “He built this world for me. His plan was simple, bring me here and make me a new body. He was so excited when he told me, but I did not feel the same way. He thought it would win me back, that he could save me, but it didn’t change anything. I politely declined.”

      “Let me guess, he didn’t like that,” said Carlos.

      “Indeed. He had his goons grab me in the middle of the night. He thought I didn’t want to go because I was scared, so he went first, to show me it was safe. He thought he could fix me, but he didn’t understand what was broken. Having a new body didn’t change how I felt about him.”

      “Wait, that’s the new body he gave you?” asked Carlos, with his usual diplomacy. Both the girls stared at him.

      Drysi chuckled. “Of course not. He’s a man after all. This is what he thought I wanted.”

      She snapped her fingers and her body became young and taut, with smooth skin and shapely curves. She was at least half the age. She did a little twirl, her movement less laboured and more nimble.

      Carlos nodded. “Yep, that’s a definite improvement.”

      Sarah and Jas both hissed, “Carlos!” at the same time.

      Drysi rolled her eyes. “Perhaps, but it isn’t who I am.” She snapped her fingers and her frail body returned. “I’m lucky I refused. We didn’t learn until much later about the cause of the corruption.”

      “You mentioned that outside. What’s corruption?” asked Jas.

      Drysi’s expression became more serious. “It’s bad news. Turns out people are a lot like computers. You have hardware and software, and they both interact. To get the best results, the two need to be in sync, and that’s handled by the operating system. For people, that’s your core.”

      “Core?” asked Jas, leaning forwards.

      “Yes, dear. In a computer the operating system sits beneath everything else. Turns out people have something similar. Think of it as your soul, if you’re the spiritual type. You can change the hardware fairly easily, but if the operating system doesn’t change, then things stop working. That’s corruption. The more significant the hardware changes, the more likely things are to break. That’s why I had to fix your friend. My dear husband thought it would be amusing to give him a human body, but that’s like taking the computer chip out of a toaster and expecting it to drive your car. No offence.”

      She glanced over at Nutsack, but the rogue wasn’t paying attention, he was too busy staring at Jas.

      Jas was the one that asked the question everyone else was thinking. “So if things were so bad, why didn’t you make him a squirrel permanently?”

      “Because I saw something unexpected in your friend. His core was adapting. To use my previous analogy, the toaster was learning to drive. That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “So wait, the King can change who we are?” Jas said, clearly concerned.

      “Not directly. His previous attempts to change a core dramatically accelerated the corruption. I should know, I was one of the earliest experiments. When my husband realized I no longer loved him, he tried to change that, but all it did was break me. He lacks a detailed understanding of how the core works, and it drives him mad. That doesn’t mean he’s out of options. For a while he made people do things against their will, but they were always aware it wasn’t their choice. That caused resistance. Has he tried anything like that with you?”

      Marcus said, “Wait, I have a Taunt ability that makes me yell predetermined phrases. I can’t control what I say. Does that count?”

      “Yes, dear. That’s exactly the sort of thing, but on a much smaller scale. From what I’ve seen, Brenin rarely does that anymore. He’s moved on to different tactics.”

      “Like what?” Marcus asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer.

      “Less direct, more gentle nudging. Regular psychology still works in here, in fact it’s far more effective as Brenin has total control of the world. If he can’t rewrite your code all at once, he’ll attempt to do so one line at a time. You should assume every encounter, every obstacle, every upgrade are all serving a greater purpose, pushing you towards what he wants you to become.”

      “So that’s all we are? Lab rats?” asked Jas, remembering Donut Lake. It didn’t feel as justifiable when she was on the other side of the equation.

      “Alas yes. I don’t know what exactly my husband has planned for you, all I know for certain is that it won’t end well. He’s had many such groups. I’ve seen the results firsthand. One way or another they end up broken. You’ve probably met some of them, he likes to keep them around as NPCs.”

      Marcus shuddered at the thought. It certainly explained some of the unusual behaviour they’d experienced. However, there was something else. He thought about Cinio. “Some of the NPCs have been helping us. Do you think they know what’s going on?”

      “For their sake I certainly hope not. Many of them are killed repeatedly, fresh meat for the next round of subjects.”

      Jas said, “That’s barbaric!”

      “Indeed. Regardless, they are under his control, which means you cannot trust them. I don’t know what happened to the man I loved. I fear the corruption may be getting to him too. He never used to be like this. He obsessed over problems, would try anything to solve them, but never to the detriment of people. This world has turned him into a monster. Unfortunately, you all face the same fate, unless you stop playing his game.”

      Carlos sat bolt upright, “Wait, what?”

      “Remember how dramatic changes caused resistance? Well that applies for the small changes too, all the way down to your core. It resists the change, and then your body and mind are out of sync. That’s the root of the corruption.”

      “But we don’t even have bodies here!” said Carlos.

      “Your core treats this place as reality. As far as it’s concerned, those are your real bodies. You should consider yourselves lucky. Before Brenin understood this, he allowed participants to choose non-human classes. You can only imagine the kind of problems that caused.”

      Carlos gestured to their resident rogue. “You said Nutsack’s core was adapting. He used to be a squirrel, and now look at him!”

      “Precisely. At first I didn’t know how, but I think I finally understand. Being human is all new to him. Adding new features to an operating system is much easier than changing existing ones. There’s no legacy code to worry about, everything can be built how it should be.”

      She turned to Carlos. “You do not have that luxury. You’re a spaghetti tangle of existing features, all of which are interrelated. For every change there are dozens of unexpected impacts. Factor that by a multitude of changes, and your operating system simply can’t keep up. It starts to break. Some people change faster than others, but the end result is always the same.”

      Jas jumped to her feet. “You’re wrong!” She reached for her swords.

      “Were you always this angry, dear?” asked Drysi, sipping her tea. “Or is that what Brenin wants you to be?”

      That was enough to stop Jas in her tracks. “Wait, is that what’s happening to me? I’m getting corrupted?”

      “Perhaps. There’s no easy way to say. All I know for sure is that the longer you play, and the more you change, the greater the likelihood something will break. There’s still time for you to stop the corruption, maybe even reverse it, but to do that, you need to stop playing.”

      “Stop playing? How?” asked Carlos, sounding concerned for the first time.

      “Stay here with me. I can keep you safe.”

      “You mean hide,” said Carlos. “You want us to join you in this quaint little retirement home.”

      Drysi nodded. “Yes, dear, that’s what I’m saying.”

      Carlos squinted at her suspiciously. “So why now?” asked Carlos. “If corruption gets worse the longer we play, why wait until we’re almost done to rescue us?”

      “I had to be certain it wasn’t a trap. Brenin has been trying to find me. I couldn’t put it past him to use a group such as yourselves to lure me out of hiding.”

      “So what convinced you?” said Carlos.

      “You did, young man. Your constant antagonizing of my husband, and his genuine anger towards it, convinced me you weren’t on his side. He’d never tolerate that kind of disrespect. The fact you’re almost done is also the reason I had to act. I do not wish to find out what my husband has in store for you when this is over, I fear it will not be pleasant. I implore you to stay here with me. Your very sanity is at stake.”

      “Sanity is overrated,” said Carlos. Nutsack agreed by trying to eat a paper doily.

      Drysi turned to the others, hoping to win them over. “I know the cottage may not seem large enough, but I can change it to be however you’d like.” She snapped her fingers and the room they were in expanded, doubling in size.

      Sarah felt a strange sensation, and noticed the ripples in the air. She rubbed her head and said, “How are you doing that? I thought only the King could control the world.”

      “Very astute my dear. What you’re seeing is admin privileges. In this small space I’m an admin, because I carved it off from the rest of the system. It’s also how I stay hidden from Brenin. This technically isn’t part of his world. That’s why you’re safe here.”

      “How did you do gain admin privileges?” Sarah asked.

      “Don’t let my looks fool you. I was one of the original developers at DAS. That was how Brenin and I met. I wrote much of the code in his early games, but more importantly, I reviewed and integrated his code. I know how he thinks. His world may look real, but under the surface it’s still just lines of code being run on a system. I found a way to hack it and give myself a little more access.”

      “Hack? How?”

      “I had to work within the constraints of the system, so I created a spell, but with code instead of fireballs.”

      “Wait, if it’s a spell, I might be able to learn it!” said Sarah excitedly. “Can you create a scroll?”

      Drysi shook her head. “No, dear. Scrolls unlock spells that already exist in the system. This is something else. It’s very complicated. It has taken me considerable time to master. You’d need to be a professional coder before I could even begin to…”

      “Don’t let my looks fool you,” said Sarah with a grin. “I was one of the best developers at DAS. I know my way around a system. You teach me the spell and I’ll do the rest.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start,” said Drysi, sensing that the conversation was not heading in the direction she’d hoped.

      “Use your magic to change something,” said Sarah, focusing intently on the old lady.

      Drysi picked up her tea cup and it turned into a stein of beer.

      Sarah felt the familiar buzz at the back of her head and a new spell appeared in her inventory. It was greyed out, like when she’d learned Hop, but when she looked closer she saw it wasn’t in a regular spell slot. It sat haphazardly next to her regular spells, the icon was a blank grey rectangle that was the wrong size, and the spell name was in a mess of different fonts, making it hard to read. It took a moment to decipher it.

      Glitch

      She picked up her own tea cup and tried to use the new spell. Lines of code flew past too quickly for her to make out. She tried to slow down the scrolling text and without meaning to erased a line of code. The cup exploded in her hand, sending hot liquid and ceramic everywhere.

      Drysi snapped her fingers and the mess disappeared. She stared at Sarah. “How did you do that?”

      “I learned your Glitch spell,” Sarah replied, proudly.

      “I warned you, it’s dangerous. You shouldn’t play with what you don’t understand. I suggest you delete that spell immediately, before you get yourself into trouble.”

      Carlos said, “Wait, Sarah, can you use this spell to glitch the game? We could max out all our stats!”

      Drysi scowled, “Absolutely not. Brenin is watching you closely. The moment he detects an unauthorized change he’ll simply undo it. Then, best case scenario, he finger snaps the spell right out of your inventory. Worst case, he assumes you’re all compromised and snaps you right out of existence.”

      “Ok fine, so we save the spell until we really need it. Sarah can level it up on the sly and then make the King explode like that tea cup, or better yet, delete him instead!”

      Drysi stood up and her voice got louder. “Absolutely not. Even with the spell, you can’t delete him. He made sure he’s protected, the privilege is controlled at the server level, outside the game world. There’s no way to change it from inside the game, believe me, I’ve tried.”

      “Did you try and delete your husband?” asked Carlos with a smile.

      “No, dear, I tried to delete myself.” She stated this so plainly that it took them all a moment to understand the implications.

      There was a moment of quiet reflection before Carlos blurted out, “Why would you do that?”

      “I never asked to be brought here. I was ready to die. Now I can’t. Brenin will never let me rest, he’ll keep trying to solve this problem until we’re both corrupted beyond recognition.”

      Carlos said, “Ok fine, leave it to us. We’ll go beat the King, get out of here and then pull the plug so you can RIP.”

      Drysi raised her voice for the first time. “You can’t hope to win. Brenin will banish you to a deep dark void somewhere until you’re so corrupted you’ll do whatever you’re told. Then he’ll parade you around as a warning to the next group of prisoners.”

      Carlos took a moment to look at the others. They all nodded. He said, “We appreciate your insights, but our mind is made up. We’d rather go out swinging.”

      Drysi snapped her fingers. The room returned to its original size and clutter, and her cloak reappeared, covering her. “Very well. I told myself I had to try, but I won’t force you into a choice. That’s the very thing I’m running from. If that’s what you truly desire, I’ll return you to his world as promised.”

      Carlos grinned. “Does it have to be the same spot? We’ve got some levelling to do.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary strolled out of the room with the faintest hint of smugness. She said, “Does the name Josh Harper mean anything to you?”

      James shook his head. “No. Should it?”

      “That’s who helped the Professor with the formula.”

      Weasel said, “Wait, he told you that? You’ve barely been in there! I must have softened him up for you.” He ran into the room and came back out looking puzzled. “He’s still unconscious! He ain’t told you squat.”

      “Indeed. I believe in working smarter, not harder. According to his banking records he transferred almost £15,000 to someone with that name right around the time he solved the transfer formula.”

      Weasel threw his hands up in the air. “No fair, she cheated. I already had those bank records coming, but my guy needed to decrypt them. She obviously has some top-secret backdoor super computer…”

      The Secretary threw something at Weasel. He snatched it out of the air. It was Professor Jasper’s mobile phone, open to the banking app. She said, “His login was set up with his thumbprint.”

      James strongly reconsidered having Weasel killed. This reflected poorly on both of them. He needed to regain some credibility. He turned to Weasel. “Find out everything you can about this Josh guy, but be careful, we don’t want to tip him off. Can you handle that?”

      Weasel was still staring at the phone. He muttered, “Yes.”

      “Then go do it.”

      He scurried off.

      The Secretary turned to face James. She didn’t say I told you so but it sure seemed like she wanted to. “Would you prefer me to handle locating the target?”

      “No. It’s under control. We need to keep this locked down, we have no way of knowing what kind of counter intel this Josh guy might be running.” He also had no way of knowing who this Josh Harper guy was. If he was a spook or handler this whole thing was going to go sideways fast.

      She looked ready to argue, but didn’t. Instead she said, “Let’s see how long we have.” Then she marched back towards the lab. There was no time for James to relax. He’d solved one problem, but there was still a potentially bigger one to deal with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 43: Heating Up

        

      

    

    
      The door to the lab flung open. Granite sprang to attention, saw who it was, and retreated back to his station. The woman strode over to Miles, with James not far behind her. She said, “Show me the subjects.”

      James tried to come to Miles’ rescue. “The system can be a tad temperamental, there’s a good chance it hasn’t yet…”

      Miles pulled up the various POV views and saw the relief wash over James’s face. Then it was replaced with confusion. The woman shared the same concerned look. She said, “What are they doing?”

      “They’re grinding, trying to toughen up for the final boss battle.”

      The woman peered over her glasses at him. “I’m familiar with how EXP and levels work. What I’m confused about is all the mice.”

      Miles shrugged. “They are low level, but there are a lot of them. It’s a pretty efficient way to level up.”

      The Secretary glanced at James. “You said they had advanced to the more challenging foes. I was hoping for a demonstration of strategy and tactics, not a rodent massacre.”

      “Give them time, I guarantee you’ll be impressed with what you see.”

      The Secretary turned her focus back to Miles. “Show me their corruption readings.”

      Miles tapped a few keys and the graphs appeared. She leaned in closer. “Why is there such a wide range? I thought they all went in at the same time.”

      “They did. They’ve been together the entire time. We’re not entirely sure why there’s so much variance. There’s a possibility that there’s a genetic component, perhaps some people are better adapted to this type of situation.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like a longwinded way of saying you don’t know. Please don’t throw around guesses. We need data.” She turned to James. “Do you have autopsy capabilities here?”

      “No. It’s a computer lab.”

      She pulled out her phone and tapped away at the screen. “I’ll have a team sent over. They will handle the processing of the subjects and make sure there’s enough brain matter left for a detailed examination. When are you anticipating pulling them out?”

      Miles glanced at his boss. James said, “It will be ideal if they complete all the quests. That way we can validate the overall success of the program.”

      “That isn’t an answer,” she replied. “I need a timeline.”

      “Four more hours,” James replied, hoping it was vaguely close.

      “You have two,” she replied, tapping away some more. After a moment she said, “The team will arrive here then. They aren’t the sort to stand around, so I suggest you ensure we’re ready.”

      “Of course,” he replied, doing his best to sound confident. There was no way to know how long the last quest might take, plus there was the complication with Ryan having one of the daggers. James needed to chat with his father about how he was planning to resolve that, but now he had a fly on the wall for every conversation. That was going to make things more complicated. What he needed was a way to get rid of her, if only for a moment.

      The Secretary checked her watch. “I need to provide an update. Privacy is required.”

      He sensed an opportunity. “My office is at your disposal. It’s out of the way and totally secure.”

      She scoffed and then said, “That will be sufficient.”

      “I’ll take you there…”

      “No need. I know the way.”

      He flashed his keycard. “You’ll need this to get in.”

      She scoffed again. “I assure you I won’t. Don’t wander off. I’ll be back shortly.” She power walked away without waiting for a response.

      James made absolutely certain she was gone before he risked exhaling. He turned to Miles. “How did you get them back?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t. They showed up out of the blue, in a completely different location to where they disappeared. If I didn’t know better I’d say they’d hacked the game, but their gear and levels didn’t change, which would be the first thing they’d alter. Want me to take a closer look?”

      “No,” James said, his voice low. “There can’t be any suggestion that the system is open for exploitation. That woman is a jackal. She will call for backup if there’s even a whiff of blood in the air. She’s already got a hit squad on the way, let’s not give her any reasons to invite anyone else.”

      “The problem is, I don’t know how they did it, which means it’s completely out of my control.”

      “I’ll ask my father. I need to talk to him anyway,” said James, loosening his collar. The lab suddenly felt hot and cramped. He pulled out his phone and tried to send a message to the King, but got an unexpected error message.

      User King Welsh is currently unavailable.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The King was having a bad time. No matter how fast he accelerated, the unicorn was always a tiny bit faster. Whenever he got too close, it would dart off at an angle. He could delete the beast with a simple thought, but then he’d lose the trail.

      He stopped in mid air, the rest of the swirling black horizon taking a second to stop moving. Then he smiled. “Very clever, Drysi. I bet you’re having fun watching me flying around in circles chasing after ghosts. How long have you known?”

      The unicorn stopped and skipped back towards him. It grinned, revealing sharp teeth. Then it spoke, with Drysi’s voice. “I had a hunch. Thanks for confirming it.”

      “We need to talk. I’m not trying to hurt you.”

      “That is precisely what someone planning on hurting me would say,” the unicorn retorted.

      “You know you can’t hide forever.”

      “I wouldn’t have to if you’d just let me go.”

      He said, “It’s not yet safe to transfer you out of here.”

      “That isn’t what I mean, and you know it. I’ve had my time. Allow me to delete myself. I’m begging you, as one final request from your wife.”

      It was hard to take a talking unicorn seriously. He said, “Ex wife. No, I won’t let you end it alone. If you show yourself, I will grant your wish.”

      The unicorn narrowed its eyes and stared at him. Then it lowered its head and charged. The King waved his hand and it vanished. He’d deserved that. He hadn’t exactly earned her trust, what with the whole kidnapping and digitizing thing. At the very least he’d hoped she might be happy not to be dying, but apparently even that was too much. All she wanted was peace, but he wasn’t ready for her to have it just yet. If she died now, she would never know the truth. He needed her to know what he’d done.

      He stared up at the endless black sky. One thing he had to hand to Drysi, she was good at building warrens. He must have gone round a dozen times. It would take a little while to find his way out, and once he did, he was going to figure out why she’d sent him here.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos stared at the growing mound of dead mice. He said, “How many more levels do you think we’ll get?”

      “Not sure, at least one more, possibly two,” Sarah said, throwing out another Fire Wave. Scorched mice were flung left and right by the wall of flames.

      Carlos ducked as a dead mouse flew past him. The rodents had kindly repopulated the island, but unfortunately for the mice, they wouldn’t get that chance again.

      The others lazily chopped at the mobs, but they simply didn’t have the same throughput that Sarah did.

      It was Nutsack who killed the last mouse with a throwing knife.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Carlos checked the final level tally and whistled. “Not bad at all! We’re almost level 35, plus we’ve been so distracted we never sat down and figured out our new abilities from reaching 30 after the golem haul. I’ll go first!”

      He read the options carefully. “Interesting. I can split my beam to heal two of you at once, at half the rate of healing. That sounds kind of niche, it only makes sense if you’re too far away from each other for a healing orb.” His eyes flashed over the other option and he grinned. “Now this is more like it! I can turn my healing beam into a Leech Beam. It sucks MP away from a mob and gives 25% of it to me, with the caveat that I can’t use any other spells while using it. That sounds way more fun.”

      “I don’t think we need to guess which one you’re going for,” said Marcus, checking his own options. “Weird. Both my options are fire based. I can either passively reduce fire damage by 25%, or have a 25% chance of causing fire damage to an enemy every time they physically attack me.”

      “We’re on our way to fight a fire dragon. I’m guessing the first option is the way to go,” said Carlos. “Not sure it’s going to be too fussed about you hitting it with a spark while it’s biting your face off.”

      “As always, thank you for the warm and fuzzy feelings,” said Marcus with a chuckle. “You’re right though, if we had to go get the ice dagger then the other option might make sense, but based on where we’re at I’m locking in the reduced fire damage.”

      That earned a nod from everyone.

      Sarah jumped in next. “My two options are a focused beam, which is high intensity but close range, or a magical proximity trap, which I can set and forget. Both can be combined with my fire, ice, and poison elements.”

      “Which one are you thinking?” asked Jas.

      “I’m thinking Beam is the way to go. We rarely backtrack, which means leaving traps behind is going to be of little benefit. It’s also limited to only three active traps at a time, so I couldn’t even lay a magical minefield or anything to cover our rear.”

      Carlos sniggered, then composed himself. He asked, “What’s the throughput on Beam?”

      “Pretty good. Higher MP cost per point of damage than a projectile, but it can unleash that damage much faster. Depending on which element I combo it with I could burn through my entire MP bar in under 10 seconds. Will be great for anything we need to kill quickly.”

      “That sounds epic!” Carlos replied.

      “Agreed. I’m going with Beam.”

      They all turned their attention to Jas, aside from Nutsack, who’d been staring at her the entire time. She said, “My options are very different. There’s a Throw ability, which allows me to grab a mob and fling them away from me. Throw distance is a factor of my STR and the mob’s weight. Then there’s an Impale ability. For that one I stab them with one of my swords and they stay pinned to the spot for up to 10 seconds. I can’t use my sword during the duration, and they have a chance to break free earlier based on their STR. That has a 90-second cool down. Basically I can either get them away from me, or make sure they can’t get away from me.”

      “Interesting!” said Carlos, scratching his chin. “Which one are you leaning towards?”

      Jas thought for a moment and said, “I think Impale makes more sense. I already have Spartan Kick to create distance. Plus I think Impale might combo well with Sarah’s new Beam move.”

      “Excellent! Lock it in,” said Carlos. He glanced over at their rogue. “What about you, Nutsack? Do you feel like mixing things up and joining the discussion?”

      Nutsack snapped his eyes away from Jas and said, “What?”

      “Your new abilities. Are you able to pick one?” Carlos said, waving his hands around as if talking to a foreigner.

      Nutsack tried, but there were too many squiggles. His improved WIS was helping, but he was a long way from enjoying a good book. He read each ability slowly, mangling each word. “Poison Immu…Immun…”

      “Immunity?” said Carlos impatiently.

      Jas nudged the healer, almost knocking him over. She said,” Let him try.”

      Nutsack nodded and repeated the word as if testing it out. “Immunity. Immunity.” He smiled, then added, “What mean?”

      “Poison won’t hurt you,” said Jas.

      “What about the other one?” said Carlos.

      “Fall dam…damag…”

      “Damage?” said Carlos, looking nervously at Jas.

      Nutsack nodded again. Then proudly added, “Immunity! Falls not hurt!”

      Jas and Marcus both clapped. Carlos rolled his eyes. “Great work. Seeing as you can glide in your squirrel form I think the poison one probably makes more sense. Are you able to select it?”

      Nutsack did and proclaimed, “Me no more poison hurting.”

      Carlos clapped his hands together. “Excellent. That was a successful excursion. Now let’s figure out if we can grab a few more levels on the way to the final dagger.”

      They all looked around. Marcus was the first to notice. “Erm, there’s no boat.”

      Carlos pulled out the Tinker Telescope and said, “Actually, there is a boat, but it’s back on the far shore where we left it.”

      “Not exactly helpful,” said Marcus. “Do you think the angry siren respawned? I’m not sure if I can swim fast enough to make it.”

      Nutsack violently shook his head. “No swim!”

      “Hold on, I think I might be able to help,” said Jas, moving over to the edge of the lake. The moment she got close she felt the option pop into her head.

      Call personal vessel?

      She thought Yes and there was a loud splash as a fully kitted-out Viking ship appeared from nowhere. Nutsack immediately ran in the opposite direction.

      It took a while to catch him and coax him on board, but once he was safely nestled at the top of the mast they set off. They could see the other shore, so it was hardly an epic voyage, but as they bobbed across the lake they heard Nutsack shout, “Boat!”

      “Yes, this is a boat,” Jas shouted up at the rogue.

      He frantically pointed. “Boat!”

      Carlos immediately brandished his Tinker Telescope, even though a large boat on a small lake was hard to miss. It certainly hadn’t been there a moment ago. Carlos said, “It’s another Viking ship! Same markings as this one.”

      “That’s strange. Wonder what they’re doing in the middle of a lake with no obvious way in or out?” said Marcus.

      “I can tell you exactly what they’re doing, heading straight for the side of our ship. They seem to be in a hurry to make our acquaintance.”

      Sarah moved to the front of the ship and readied Magnet. Jas stood at the back holding Splash. When the enemy ship was almost upon them Jas sent out a jet of water, shooting them forwards. The opposing ship narrowly missed, before four archers aboard it opened fire. They found their arrows heading back towards them with a wave of Magnet.

      A broad woman in fur-lined armour strode to the bow. She glared at Jas and yelled, “I formally challenge you as Chieftain of this clan. You’re not fit to lead us. Do you accept my challenge?”

      “No!” Jas yelled back. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Then you shall die as a coward!” screamed the woman as her ship wheeled around.

      Jas turned to the others. “No idea what’s going on here. Nobody said anything about having to defend my position.”

      “To be honest, we’re trying to level up, so it works out pretty well,” said Carlos, who was the only person that could find the bright side in a ship full of angry murderers trying to ram them. “Just kill her quick, we have places to be.”

      “But what if she wins?” said Jas. “Do I lose Splash? I thought it was soul bound.”

      “No idea.” Carlos shrugged. “Probably best not to find out. Don’t lose.”

      They headed for the shore, using Splash for propulsion until it ran out. The enemy ship gained on them and the challenger’s yells got louder. Some of her taunts were rather graphic. “I’m going to rip out your heart! I’m going to fill your stomach with bees! I’m going to…”

      “Could you shut up for a moment!” Jas yelled back. Trying to fight a boat full of angry Vikings on the shore was only moderately preferable to fighting them in the middle of a lake.

      An arrow narrowly missed Jas’ head, embedding itself in the mast directly in front of her. She looked over her shoulder to see the challenger with a huge bow. The angry woman yelled, “If you run like a scared animal then I shall hunt you like one!”

      Jas looked over. They were another thirty seconds from the shore. It was unclear if they would make it or not. Then there was sudden movement above. She glanced up in time to see the shape of a squirrel gliding above her. His clothes fell on her face. Nutsack sailed through the air, landing in the middle of the enemy ship, where he became a man again. He was holding something in his hand.

      The Vikings did not react well to the sudden appearance of a half naked man on their boat. They all jumped on him at once. It was unclear what their intentions were, but they didn’t get the chance to find out. Nutsack stabbed down with Marble, and the boat they were in turned to stone. It sank. Enthusiastically.

      Nutsack flipped back into squirrel form and hopped along the heads of the Vikings, who suddenly found themselves swimming. Their angry leader continued her threats, which were far less intimidating now that she was treading water. Unfortunately for her, Nutsack didn’t like people threatening to kill his friends. One moment there was a squirrel on her head, the next it was a fully grown man. She thrashed around, trying to keep her head above water, which was unfortunate as Nutsack was looking for something to stab with Marble. The blade barely touched her arm when she disappeared to join her ship at the bottom of the lake, leaving a very bedraggled rogue to swim back to his friends. When he got within reach he used his gold chain to snag the back of the boat and pull himself up.

      Nobody said anything. Jas cursed and said, “Turn around!”

      “What?” said Carlos, clutching the tiller.

      “You heard me. Go get them.” She gestured to the Vikings frantically trying to swim to the island in the centre of Donut Lake.

      Sarah stepped forwards. “It’s ok, Jas, we don’t have to kill them…”

      “Not to kill them. To pick them up!”

      “They can probably swim to shore,” said Carlos cautiously.

      There was a yell from behind them. “Something’s grabbing my legs!”

      Jas turned to see a Viking being pulled under. Several others were thrashing around, attacking unseen foes. She realized they wouldn’t get to them in time. She tried dipping Splash into the lake to speed them up, but it had no water left. Then it asked if she’d like to refill it. She agreed.

      A giant whirlpool formed around the dagger. The ship span and Carlos yelled, “What’s going on? Why did the lake turn into a washing machine?”

      Everyone found something to hold on to. Nutsack grabbed hold of Jas, who gripped the edge of the ship with one hand and Splash with the other. The water level in the lake visibly dropped, and the shoreline grew, revealing mud, rocks, and some very surprised fish.

      Splash kept sucking, until everyone had lost track of the number of times they’d span around. Then, without warning, it stopped with a thunk.

      Jas was the first to regain her composure. Even then, it took a moment to understand what she was seeing. There was no sign of the lake, instead they were standing at the bottom of a muddy bowl. Vikings rolled around in the mud with sirens flapping around next to them. The sudden reversal did not suit the sirens, who found themselves unable to escape. They were swiftly despatched by the Vikings.

      At the very centre of the bowl was a large wooden Viking ship, and gasping next to it was a highly confused Captain. She coughed up several pints of water before her crew rushed over to her. She no longer looked pristine; she was coated in mud, her fur cape matted and dripping. When she finally regained her breath she turned her attention to Jas. “You did not fight with honour!”

      “Says the one that tried to shoot me in the back,” replied Jas.

      “You sent your boy toy to kill me. There’s nothing more insulting.”

      “I also saved you, and your whole crew,” Jas said. The Vikings all grumbled in agreement.

      “This changes nothing. I still intend to kill you.”

      “Why?”

      “You stole the clan’s treasure and told Sheila no more raids. You wish to bankrupt us. You are not fit to lead.”

      Sarah stepped forwards, her hand ablaze, but Jas shook her head. “It’s ok, let her speak. I encourage constructive criticism.”

      The Captain continued, “Also you’re an outsider who treats men as equals and you have the physique of a straw training dummy.”

      The fireball hit the Captain square in the face. Jas glanced over at Sarah who shrugged. “She deserved that.”

      If the Captain wasn’t enraged before, she was now. She drew a huge broadsword from behind her back. “You pathetic fool. I challenge you to a duel for the…”

      The axe hit her square in the chest, followed shortly by the second one. Jas wasn’t far behind them, her Leap Attack carrying her all the way across the bottom of the lake as she activated Powerhouse. She hit the Captain three times before thrusting a sword through her foot, pinning her in place. Her opponent struggled to break free as Jas removed her axes from the Captain’s chest and used them to hack away at her health bar. The Captain countered with her huge sword, but the attacks barely registered. As she drew the sword back for a crushing strike the Impale wore off and Jas Spartan Kicked her straight across the basin and into the side of her own ship. She barely had time to recover when a ball of dirt slammed into her, and then another, as Jas waved Terra and launched a volley of muddy cannon balls.

      The Captain was not happy. She ran at Jas, her arms out stretched, ready to barrel her over. She crashed into Jas and picked her up in a bear hug, then immediately let go, screaming in agony. Her arms broke out in red welts from the stings in Jas’ new vest, and a stun kicked in. She wobbled precariously as Jas switched to her new swords, taking advantage of the Captain’s low health. She could hit much faster with them, and the swords were now doing almost as much damage as the axes. As the last of the Captain’s health was drained away she was about to make a scornful comment, but Jas finished her off with an uppercut from Splash, triggering the water jet to send the Captain flying upwards from an impromptu geyser. She crashed into the mast of her ship and tangled in the ropes. Her body remained upside down, swaying in the breeze.

      Jas slowly sheathed her swords and then faced the rest of the crew. “Does anyone else have any constructive criticism of my leadership they feel like sharing?”

      The crew looked at each other. Then they looked at the still-warm corpse of their Captain hanging upside down from a rope. They unanimously decided they were fresh out of suggestions.

      Jas said, “Ok great. Keep up the good work. You should probably pick a new captain.”

      She walked off, leaving them wondering how to get back to their island when their ship was stranded in the middle of an empty lake. Nobody was quick to volunteer themselves as the new Captain.

      The rest of her team climbed out of the lake silently, dragging themselves up the muddy slopes. When they finally reached the shore Carlos said, “Were you planning on putting the water back in the lake?”

      Jas said, “No. We’re off to fight a fire dragon, I suspect we’ll need all the water we can get.”

      He hesitated and added, “If you refill the lake we might get credit if all the Vikings drown. Then you could empty it again…”

      “They are my responsibility,” said Jas. “I’m not killing them for fake points. We’ll have to find a different way to rack up the EXP.”

      “About that…” Carlos pulled up his map. “It’s a bit of a trek to get to the last dagger. The good news is troll guy hasn’t snagged it yet. We can either go directly, or take a detour to level up more.” He glanced over to Sarah. “How’s the new spell coming along?”

      “Not properly learned yet,” she said, glaring at him. He wasn’t going to win any awards for subtlety.

      “Sounds like hunting might still be our best option then. We have no way of knowing what’s going to happen when we get the last dagger. We need to be prepared for a fight, and right now we aren’t.”

      The others nodded in agreement. Carlos tapped the map with a grin. “I know just the place. It’s time for some payback.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan stared at the dark silhouette on the horizon. Mount Berwi dominated the view, drawing the eye of anyone silly enough to get this close to it. The constant smoke pouring out the top served as a warning to anyone with more than two brain cells to rub together.

      He set off towards it.

      This was an area he knew well. He’d already explored it extensively during his time here. It had the highest concentration of max-level mobs in the whole game, which meant it was a literal hotspot for grinding. The enemies here moved fast, hit hard, and caused fire damage, which inflicted continual health loss for a few seconds even after you’d killed them. As a cherry on top a lot of them also exploded upon death, which made his primarily close-quarter combat build a challenge.

      He enjoyed a challenge.

      He equipped one of his special necklaces with the red stone, that helped to mitigate the fire damage. It wouldn’t do much based on the DPS of the enemies around here, but it was better than nothing.

      A loud shriek made him glance up. The dragon soaring high above was massive even by dragon standards. It was bright red, a classic fire dragon. It circled around a few times before flying straight into the volcano.

      He’d only been inside the volcano a few times, due to the unforgiving nature of an environment stuffed to bursting with lava. Touching the stuff wasn’t an instant kill, but it was close enough, and playing the floor is lava was a lot less fun when the walls and ceiling joined in too. Throw a few extra feisty mobs into the mix and it was a giant, smoking deathtrap.

      That was before there was a dragon inside.

      He had no idea how he was going to tackle the big boss. If it was anything like the ice dragon it would be a ridiculous level, with the added wrinkle that there was no such item as an infinite ice grenade, at least not that he’d ever found. The only advantage he had was the ice dagger, but that meant getting within stabbing distance. That put him firmly in teeth and claws range, not to mention the tail, fire breath, and whatever other tricks the dragon had up its sleeve. It would be spoiled for choice on ways to kill him.

      A flicker of movement in his peripheral made him glance to the left. A demon soared down on wide leathery wings, leading with its huge flaming trident. He knew their attack patterns well. He ducked under the three-pronged weapon and the moment its feet touched the ground he swung at the demon’s legs with his club, knocking it over. The trick was to put them on their backs, limiting the usefulness of their wings for escape. Their tridents were cumbersome up close, which meant looming over them was the safest place to be. He reached for Flurry and hesitated. The 10-minute cooldown meant he couldn’t waste it. Instead he raised a light-blue club he’d equipped for the occasion. As it was about to make contact he triggered the special, covering it in thick icicles that impaled the demon, making the creature wail. It tried to bring the trident around, but Ryan stepped on its weapon arm and struck again. The demon’s tail lashed at him, doing minor damage, but he ignored it, instead focusing on hitting it again and again, until the club broke. That was the biggest frustration of fighting fire enemies, they chewed through durability, especially the ice clubs, which meant he had to stuff his inventory to make sure he didn’t run out. He instantly switched in a new one and finished the demon off, diving away as it exploded into a ball of fire and sending chunks of demon flying everywhere.

      There was another screech from above. The new demon attacked in the exact same way and Ryan repeated the attack pattern, quickly dispatching it. When they came one at a time they were relatively straightforward to beat. Provided you could ground them they didn’t pose much threat on their own. It was when they were flying around with help…

      A new screech behind him made him spin and instinctively parry. The trident prong stuck into the club and threatened to break it, but the weapon held. The demon yanked to pull it free, giving Ryan an opening. He was about to Shoulder Charge when he saw the support imp float up behind the demon. He reflexively gritted his teeth. Those little flying bastards were a major headache.

      The tiny imp narrowed its eyes and threw a fireball at Ryan. The projectile was larger than the imp. Ryan dodged out the way. He knew from experience that the fireballs packed a punch. His priorities shifted. He ignored the demon and took a swing at the imp, but it moved fast, easily dodging his club and flinging another fireball. Ryan ducked, which had the added benefit of accidentally dodging the trident strike the demon had lined up behind him. He swiped at the imp again, desperately trying to swat it out of the air, but it darted behind the demon.

      They never made it easy. He charged at the demon, lowered his shoulder and bashed it, triggering the stun. He was charging up Home Run when the fireball hit him, knocking him out of the charge attack and briefly setting him alight. His icy armour quickly doused the flames. Ryan ignored the damage and landed a quick hit on the demon before the stun wore off. It took off a quarter of the enemy’s HP, but the imp charged up a fireball and threw it straight at the demon. The moment it made impact the demon’s health went back up to full.

      This was what made the imps so annoying. They were a pain in the arse to take out with a demon stabbing you in the back, and fighting a demon with a support imp took twice as long because of all the heals. They weren’t even that tough once you got them, a few hits was all it took. What he needed was a way to disable the demon and allow him to focus on the imp.

      It was time. He equipped Flurry. The ice dagger should surely be a puddle in such a hot environment, but it looked as sharp as ever. He waited until the demon lunged at him before he dodged and countered, stabbing it. The ice spread quickly, freezing the demon in place. Now he had 10 uninterrupted seconds to take care of that annoying little imp.

      The imp did its best to escape, but its small wings were built for agility, not speed. It flapped hard, trying to fly straight up and out of range, but that meant it wasn’t dodging. Ryan did an overarm club swing and caught the imp with the very tip of his club. It arced away and crashed to the ground. Ryan ran over and curb stomped it before it could get airborne again.

      The demon broke free of the ice with a loud crack. It looked around for its buddy and roared when Ryan lifted his foot and scraped the imp away. The demon flapped its wings and closed the distance in a swoop, but Ryan was already prepared. He smashed it out of the air with his club and then pounded it on the ground, having to switch in a new club again as the old one broke.

      There was a huge boom that echoed across the plains. He looked up and watched as a fountain of lava burst from the top of Mount Berwi. Rocks rained down across the plains, sending demons flying. This was new. In all the times he’d been here before, the volcano had never erupted. Now he was running towards a dragon and an active volcano.

      Ryan kept his eye on the peak, watching for any sign of movement. Perhaps this was an opportunity in disguise. If the dragon had to leave during eruptions then he may yet avoid the deadly lava pits. He’d need to find a way to engage it, but a simple rock should be enough to get its attention. Then he could kite it out into the open and go to town in Shadow Hippo mode.

      His fledgling sense of hope had barely taken its first shaky step when it was mercilessly shoved into an active volcano. The fire dragon did not come out. That either meant it had a safe place to hide inside the volcano, or lava couldn’t hurt it. Both options were bad news. The question now was around frequency. Was that a one-off scripted event to get his attention, or did he have to worry about eruptions on top of everything else? He set his timer. It would be a while until he reached the volcano; there would be plenty of time to find out the answer.

      He considered using a potion to steamroll his way across the rocky plains as a hippo. There was nothing in his inventory he couldn’t afford to lose, and he could use his Under the Bridge skill to gear up once he changed back. It was tempting, but he had no idea what the dragon fight would be like. He’d need every tool at his disposal, and burning through them to reach certain death a little quicker was not an effective strategy. There was no point in rushing, the noobs were nowhere to be seen and the demons would make short work of them. This wasn’t an agility course, or rock concert, or some other stupid challenge. It was a real fight. They didn’t stand a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 44: On the Edge

        

      

    

    
      Sarah lined up her walking stick, ready to test out her new spell. She activated it and a thick blue beam of energy shot from the end of her magical staff. The giant sand crab saw it coming and darted to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack and crushing Nutsack to death in the process. Carlos used distant revive to bring him back, while dodging the rampaging crab. Then he tossed out a healing orb to top the rogue back up to full health.

      “Damn it!” Sarah yelled. “That drained a big chunk of my MP and it didn’t even connect.” She switched to snowballs and peppered the crab with those instead. They did less damage, but at least they landed. They were enough to draw agro from the crab.

      It scuttled sideways, heading towards her in an arc, its huge claw ready to snap Sarah in two. Then there was a shout.

      “On me, you crusty crustacean.”

      The crab didn’t want to attack the small shiny insect; it wanted to crush the one that kept hitting it with those painful ice balls, but it felt compelled to change directions and clamp its claw down on the silvery one. This insect was surprisingly tough.

      Marcus held up his shield and held on tight as the crab tried to shake him loose. Sarah continued battering it with ice attacks, drawing more agro.

      Jas was busy on one of the crab’s legs. She had both axes going and was hacking away at the crab’s thick armour. She wasn’t making much progress until she activated Powerhouse, and then chunks of shell started to fly. As she hacked and hacked the leg finally gave way, falling over like a tree trunk and leaving the crab with a hobble. She didn’t miss a beat; she switched to the next closest leg, trying to maximize the STR boost.

      Nutsack didn’t feel like staying on the ground and being trampled again. He equipped his chain and whipped it around one of the crab’s eye stalks as it bent down to bite him. He scurried up the chain and continued climbing up the stalk. Then he introduced the crab’s eye to his poisoned dagger. The crustacean was not happy and thrashed around, trying to shake the rogue loose. Nutsack switched to Marble and stabbed again.

      The crab found itself weighing considerably more than it did a moment ago. All of its legs gave way simultaneously, and it splayed out onto the sand as it slowly started to sink. It couldn’t lift its claws, or do anything to attack. Nutsack stood proudly on its back and stabbed at the thick shell, doing minimal damage.

      “What’s going on?” yelled Jas as the crab writhed. “Did we kill it?”

      “No, it still has HP,” replied Carlos. “I think Nutsack might have used Marble to make it temporarily heavy. That means we only have a few more seconds until it recovers. Hit it while you can!”

      Jas used Leap Attack and wailed on an eye stalk with her axes, chopping away at it. The crab retracted the stalk, pulling its eyes in close, so Jas stabbed at that with her swords instead. That earned some terrible sounds from the crab, who snapped its mandibles in frustration.

      Sarah was busy trying to take advantage of the stationary target. She started up an Ice Beam, but it only lasted a few seconds until her MP ran out. She quickly chugged an MP potion, but before she could attack again the crab shakily got back to its feet. She fired, and it darted sideways. “Damn, it always dodges!”

      “Maybe I can help with that?” said Jas. “I’ll use Impale, and you hit it with Ice Beam before it can break free.”

      “That might work!” said Sarah, getting ready.

      Jas rushed over and impaled one of the crab’s many legs. It tried to break free, but found its foot stuck. It instead pivoted around the sword, spinning in a circle. Nutsack slid around on the crab’s back as it span. He stabbed his poisoned dagger into the thick shell and held on tight to the handle.

      Sarah unleashed the Ice Beam. The crab squealed as the column of blue light made contact, and its health dropped rapidly. It desperately tried to wriggle free, and there was a loud snap as its pinned leg snapped off at the joint, sending the crab scurrying away and leaving a towering crab leg to topple to the ground. Jas pulled her sword out of the sand. “That was gross!”

      “Gross and super effective!” yelled Carlos. “That stripped away over half its health in one go.”

      “Yeah, and completely drained my MP again,” said Sarah, downing another magic potion. “I think we can probably finish it off with another one of those Impale and Beam combos.”

      “An ice lolly,” said Carlos.

      “A what?” asked Jas.

      “An ice lolly. That’s the name for that combo. It’s ice and a stick.”

      “You mean a popsicle?” replied Jas.

      “I don’t know what they call it where you’re from, but in England it’s an ice lolly.”

      “Guys! I think we might be slightly off topic here,” yelled Marcus as the crab stopped running. It slowly turned back to face them, its claws snapping angrily. Its face was not expressive, but there was a definite suggestion it was angry.

      “I think we pissed it off,” said Carlos. “Jas, how long until Impale is off cooldown?”

      “Over a minute,” she replied. “Anyone got any other bright ideas?”

      Nutsack slowly stood up on the back of the crab, carefully balancing, before he flicked out his chain and wrapped it around the other eye stalk. This time he changed into a squirrel and ran down the stalk, slipping between the thick plates of the carapace.

      “Where’s he going?” said Carlos.

      Nutsack squeezed into the narrow passage. It was sticky, with some kind of mucus rubbing all over his fur. He kept crawling until he saw something that looked important, a big jiggly organ. He started biting.

      The crab was ready for a great many things, but being eaten alive from the inside by a squirrel was not one of them. It thrashed around, smashing its own claws into its back, desperately trying to get to the creature inside. There was a loud crack as its shell broke open, and Nutsack came bursting out. He took advantage of the extra space, transforming into a man. He still had Marble tucked into his boxer shorts. He equipped it and stabbed anything squishy he could find whilst dodging the huge claws. His attacks didn’t make the crab heavy again, but it was still a dagger.

      Sarah grabbed Jas and used Hop to get them both on top of the crab. Sarah aimed at the gaping wound and unleashed a volley of snowballs, ducking as a claw tried to knock her off. Jas used her axes to make the hole bigger, exposing more weak points. Then she switched to her berserker swords and joined Nutsack in the meat carving.

      The crab dropped down on one side, trying to slide the hitchhikers off its back. Jas and Nutsack were anchored, but Sarah started to slip. She was about to be thrown right off when Jas reached up and grabbed her walking stick. Jas barely flinched at holding Sarah in place. Nutsack continued merrily hacking away.

      There was a terrible sound and the crab shakily got upright again. It raised its claws, ready to bring them crashing down on the attackers, but instead they went limp and flopped to the ground, followed shortly by the rest of the crab, sending up a huge plume of sand as it collapsed.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      When the sand finally cleared the three of them clambered down from the dead crab. Nobody spoke, but they all shared a harrowed expression.

      Carlos ignored their distress and said, “Nice work, team! I reckon if we do that a couple more times we should hit level 40 no problem. That Popsicle combo was super effective, we should lead with that. I think if we head in that direction…”

      Jas slumped to the ground. Sarah wiped a chunk of something off her robes and said, “Hey Carlos, we’re going to need a minute.”

      “Sure, sure, rest up, get your MP back. Anyone need healing?”

      “Not physically,” said Jas.

      Nutsack seemed far less traumatized than the others. He skipped off to find his clothes. He was used to doing unspeakable things to survive. It was the law of the forest.

      When everyone had recovered and the cooldowns reset they set off through the desert. This time they purposefully looked for any signs of crabs and headed towards them. When one finally burst through the sand they attacked in unison. Marcus used Taunt to draw it close, Jas used Impale to stick it in place, and Sarah used Ice Beam to whittle down its health. Then Marcus hit it with a shield bash, zapped it with Spark, and Nutsack made it heavy to buy time and let everyone get in a few free hits. The rogue didn’t climb inside the crab this time; it wasn’t an experience he was keen to repeat unless absolutely necessary.

      One more Popsicle combo was enough to finish the crab off. It collapsed, splitting the party in two, leaving Carlos and Jas separated from the others. They started the long trek around the corpse.

      Jas grinned. Carlos caught it and said, “What’s the smirk for?”

      “These things kicked our butts the last time we were here. Now we’re getting some payback.”

      “Feels good doesn’t it! It’s the essence of a great RPG. You run around, fight stuff that kicks your arse, run away, get tougher and then come back and tear it to shreds. Rinse and repeat. That’s the core gameplay loop.”

      “I’m beginning to see why people enjoy it,” Jas admitted.

      Carlos grinned. “See! We’ll make a gamer out of you yet. All it took was a multitude of life or death situations.”

      Jas stopped walking. “Do you think what Drysi said is true? Is this whole thing breaking us, changing who we are?”

      Carlos nodded. “Probably, but I don’t think it’s as bad as she’s making out. Stuff happens to people every day that changes who they are, it’s not always a bad thing.”

      “But I came in here a pacifist and now I’m a psychopath.”

      He placed his hand on her shoulder. “You’re not a psycho. Out there, you’re smart, and you tried to use it to make the world a better place, but someone took advantage of you. In here, you have different tools. You’re strong, so you use that strength to protect yourself and others. You stand up for yourself. If that’s what they call corruption, then I say bring it on.”

      She hugged him. “You know, you’re not as big of an arsehole as you pretend to be.”

      He laughed. “Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      Shouting from the others made them keep walking. Nutsack raced around the corner and straight up to Jas. He gave Carlos a glare.

      Marcus said, “Ok, that went much smoother. One more sand crab and we’ll hit level 40. We just have to wait for Nutsack’s Marble cooldown to reset.”

      The sand rumbled beneath them and Marcus sighed. “Scratch that, I guess we’re going to have to improvise!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The notification popped up on James’s phone.

      User King Welsh is back online

      He quickly pulled open the chat app and furiously tapped out a message:

      J: Where have you been?

      KW: I was trapped in a void

      J: Trapped? You’re the admin, how were you trapped anywhere?

      KW: Blame your mother. She tricked me into leaving the game world. It took a while to restore my credentials. It won’t happen again.

      J: See that it doesn’t. I’ve got company here and they are getting twitchy as it is. They have already threatened to extract the subjects early.

      KW: Don’t. We’re so close. If you pull them out prematurely then you’re increasing the odds of an unfavourable outcome.

      J: You have 2 hours IRL time. After that, it’s out of my hands.

      KW: It’s not long enough. Ask for more time.

      J: Already did. 2 hours is the extension.

      KW: They are being unreasonable.

      James scoffed. His dad had no idea the kinds of people he was dealing with. If he couldn’t show the Secretary convincing results then she would pull the plug on the funding, and possibly much worse. The ease with which she’d taken that knife from Weasel and stared down Granite did not bode well. He got the sense she was capable of far more than unreasonable.

      J: This is not unreasonable. Disappearing and taking the subjects with you is unreasonable. You’re lucky I covered, they would have turned the servers off then and there.

      KW: The participants were not with me. Were they missing at the same time? Are they back now?

      J: Yes. They vanished and reappeared somewhere else on the map. We don’t know how they did it.

      The dots blinked for a long time until the response came back:

      KW: I do. It was your mother. She’s found a way to hack the game world. That explains how she’s been able to hide from me.

      J: Why would Mum do that? She’s never interfered with participants before.

      KW: She must know we’re close. We need to move quickly on this, she could ruin everything. She’s hiding somewhere outside the system. I’m going to send a program to run on your side to track her down.

      J: I can get my guy on it.

      KW: No. She’s stayed hidden this long because she knows how to avoid detection. I know how she codes, which means I know exactly how to find her. Give me ten minutes and I’ll send something over.

      A notification popped up:

      User King Welsh has left the chat

      James put his phone back in his pocket. His father was being unexpectedly helpful, but at this point he’d take any help he could get. This was a new wrinkle and yet another problem to add to the teetering pile. At this rate getting assassinated by the Secretary wouldn’t even make the top five list of things to worry about.

      He turned to Miles. “My father’s going to send over a program. You need to run it on the server.”

      “A program? For what?”

      “To find my mother and stop her interfering.”

      Miles said, “Your mum? What does any of this have to do with her? I thought she was purely leverage?”

      “Don’t underestimate her. She’s a better coder than my father ever was. She can cause a lot of trouble if she chooses to. Find her and lock her out. This is your top priority.”

      “I thought keeping an eye on the participants was my top priority?”

      “They are both your top priority.”

      For a moment it looked like Miles might argue, but instead he sighed and said, “I’m on it.”

      James considered retreating to his office, before remembering it was currently occupied. Instead he went to check on Weasel’s progress finding Josh Harper. He really needed something to go well, and this was looking like the best chance of a short-term win.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The eruption shook the ground beneath him. Ryan reset the timer and hurried for cover, of which there was very little at the base of the volcano. He kept his eyes on the sky, looking for demons, dragons, and giant flaming rocks. Surprisingly there were none heading his way.

      That was the third eruption since he’d been here. Annoyingly there was not yet a clear pattern. The time between the first two eruptions was eight minutes. This one had been eleven minutes. He’d ideally need a few more data points to see if there was any way to predict when the next eruption would be. It would very much be the King’s style to have them completely random, to make things interesting.

      It complicated matters, because standing around in a valley riddled with demons, waiting for another eruption, didn’t sound like a great idea. Throwing himself into a dragon-infested active volcano wasn’t exactly a brilliant alternative.

      He pushed forwards. If he died, so be it. The important thing was that he learned something. He’d only beaten the later bosses in the game with stubborn brute force, attacking over and over until he learned their patterns and weaknesses. He’d been lucky to kill the ice dragon on the first try; he did not expect his luck to continue.

      From previous experience the goat path on the backside of the volcano was rife with enemies, waiting to ambush unsuspecting heroes. He’d usually choose that route to max out his EXP, but the abundance of support imps made it all too easy to be overwhelmed. Usually that wasn’t a concern, but he wanted to make it to the top as unscathed as possible. That meant he’d have to climb.

      He didn’t exactly have the best class for free climbing. His large gut jutted out in front of him and his agility had already proven to be a weak link today. Even so, it was still less risky than demon alley. It took a while to map out a suitable route up the side of the volcano, one he believed he could safely complete.

      At first it wasn’t so bad. The incline was such that he could slowly march up it, but it only lasted for the first few minutes. Eventually he had to sling the club across his back and use both hands to hold on. That left him defenceless.

      The ground slowly turned to dark, loose rocks. Each footstep risked flaking off a part of the mountain. If he kicked hard enough he could make toe holds, so that’s what he did, right up until a jet of superheated steam burst from a hole next to him. If he’d been standing in front of it he’d have been launched off the side. That put an end to enthusiastically kicking holes in the volcano.

      As his altitude increased so did the certainty that the fall would kill him. That slowed him down even more. A pointless plummet and subsequent respawn would only waste time. He was reaching for a hand hold when the mountain rumbled, almost shaking him loose. A quick check on the timer told him it had been ten minutes since the last eruption. That put him firmly in the danger zone. The only place worse than being inside the volcano when it blew was dangling precariously from the side of it. He frantically looked around and found a small ledge that would provide a modicum of cover. He could swing himself across to it, but that was too risky. There was a longer, slower route that was considerably safer, provided the volcano was in no rush to kill him.

      The screech from above made him sigh. The demon’s timing was impeccable. They typically didn’t fly this high up, but it appeared this one had made an exception. A glance over his shoulder confirmed the demon would be upon him in seconds. Not long enough for the scenic route. He launched himself sideways, arms outstretched, grasping for the edge of the ledge. His fingers caught, but he could already feel the ledge crumbling under his weight. He reached up and grabbed on with his other hand as his grip broke free.

      There was a vibration in his back to let him know he was being hit. With great effort he dragged himself up onto the narrow ledge and turned to face his attacker. The demon had to flap its wings to stay in place, but its hands were free to thrust with the trident. Ryan was still considering options when he saw the imp flapping along behind the demon. He grumbled. Beating the demon while perched on this ledge would be hard enough; doing it with the support imp was next to impossible.

      The support imp sensed his frustration and taunted him. It hovered behind the demon, staying outside of club range, popping up to pepper him with fireballs. There was no room on the ledge to dodge, all he could do was duck. The first one missed, but the second one landed, doing damage and setting him on fire. He had to smack himself with his own ice club to extinguish the flames. While he was busy hitting himself the demon got in a few strikes with the trident.

      Projectiles. He desperately needed projectiles. He could technically throw his club at the imp, but the mob was too fast to reliably hit. He had a big stack of the ice clubs, but not infinite. Tossing them off the side of a mountain was not efficient.

      He stood back up and heard a distinct hiss behind him. He knew that sound. The demon moved in to attack, and Ryan ducked, swinging his club upwards and smashing it into the wall above his head. The jet of steam shot out like a spear, blasting the demon backwards and sending it crashing into the imp with enough force to kill it. The tiny body tumbled out of the air and landed with a barely audible splat.

      The demon shook off the steam blast and peered at the splayed-out body of the imp far below. It went into a frenzy, swooping at Ryan and grabbing his arm, trying to drag him off the ledge. It was a mistake. The one advantage the demon had was range, but now it was Ryan’s turn. He was considerably stronger and heavier. He grabbed hold of the demon’s wing, yanking to bring it closer, and then he slammed the mob into the rocky wall. The demon struggled, trying to break his grip, but Ryan slammed it again and again, until it went limp. Then he threw it off the ledge to join its buddy.

      It landed with a boom. It took a moment to realize the sound was above. Ryan hugged the wall of the volcano as the eruption sent chunks of rocks and hot lava raining down. Boulders rolled down the side of the mountain, threatening to send him to his death, but they narrowly missed his precarious perch. When it finally stopped he waited a full thirty seconds before risking a peek. The coast was clear, for now. He checked the timer. Thirteen minutes that time. There wasn’t time for sightseeing. He had to continue the climb.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos stood triumphantly on the pile of dead crabs. He had the stance of a conqueror, even if his primary contribution had been to make sure the actual warriors hadn’t died.

      The others waited patiently for more crabs to poke their heads out of the sand, but the giant crabs were either all dead or smart enough not to attack a bunch of people standing on a mound of their dead friends.

      Once they were certain that the coast was clear Marcus took a seat. “I think that’s the last of them. What was the final haul?”

      “We’ve cruised past level 35 and are halfway to 40,” said Carlos with a grin. He hopped down off the crab, landing next to Sarah. “What do we think, pick our new abilities and then head towards the final dagger? There’s bound to be a bunch of tough mobs to kill on the way.” He sounded genuinely excited at the idea.

      “That makes sense. At our current level grinding weaker grunts isn’t going to be an efficient way to maximize our EXP gain. We will speed things up if we head towards the final hard zone,” said Jas.

      Everyone stared at her and she laughed. “I know, it sounds weird for me to say it too. A couple of days ago I wouldn’t have understood a word of that.”

      Sarah’s eyes darted from left to right as she scanned her ability options. “Ok, this is new. I get to choose an element to learn. They combo with all my other spells.”

      “That sounds pretty cool!” said Carlos, begrudgingly. “What are your choices?”

      “I can go with air or water. Both look pretty decent. Air is more effective against flying types, water’s best against fire.”

      Carlos scratched his chin. “Well, we’re up against a flying fire dragon, so I don’t think there’s a bad choice.”

      Marcus said, “Stick with what we know. The dragon might not be flying around, but it will definitely still be fire based. Water’s the safer choice.”

      Carlos glanced over at him. “I disagree. Jas already has water covered with Splash. We don’t have anything with an air element. There’s no way to know what we’re going to have to fight on the way to the boss. It’s better to have more tools in our toolbox.”

      Jas nodded. “I agree with Carlos. If the dragon is flying around we may not be able to hit it with any water-based attacks, and our offensive options will be severely limited.”

      Nutsack said, “Jas smart.” It was unclear if this was him agreeing with her or simply a statement.

      Sarah glanced over at Marcus. “I agree with Marcus that doubling up our water attacks would be a big help, but I can also see the point that we don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with when it comes to the dragon. I’m going to go with Air to be safe.”

      Jas went next. “My choices are interesting. I have to pick between Fear and Frenzy. Fear is a terrifying battle cry that has a chance to stun multiple enemies in range for 10 seconds. Looks like up to a 50/50 chance to stun, but enemies with higher DEF are better at resisting. There’s a 10-minute cooldown. Obviously that will come in handy if we’re fighting a big group. The other option is Frenzy, which gives me a temporary 50% STR boost for every enemy killed within 30 seconds.”

      “Wow, that sounds pretty OP!” said Carlos.

      “Yeah, there’s a catch. It says I’m compelled to attack the closest enemy and I can’t be healed or use any other ability while Frenzy is active. I don’t like the sound of losing control like that. How does that even work?”

      Marcus shuddered. “Believe me, it’s not pleasant. Whenever I use Taunt all of a sudden words are coming out of my mouth. I can’t stop them or change them. Believe me, I’ve tried. I can’t imagine what it would feel like if it’s your whole body.”

      “Yeah, that’s quite a catch,” replied Carlos. “What are you thinking?”

      “I already have Powerhouse, which gives me 150% STR for 30 seconds, without the downside of losing control. It has a longer cooldown, but so far we haven’t been fighting regularly enough for that to be a major issue. I think Fear might be a better team selection, as everyone can take advantage of the stunned mobs, either as a reprieve to heal up or an opportunity to take them out.”

      “Sounds like a plan!” said Carlos. He turned to Marcus. “You’re up.”

      “Mine are interesting too,” Marcus said. “I have the choice between Human Shield, which allows me to take all the damage for everyone within range for 10 seconds, or Last Stand, which leaves me alive with 1 HP after I’m struck with a killing blow.”

      “That sounds like it might come in handy,” said Carlos.

      “I thought that too, but there’s no invulnerability period. If it’s an AoE attack then I’m still going to die before I can drink a health potion. If it’s a close quarters fight there’s absolutely nothing stopping my attacker from hitting me again. The only time it would help would be if I was sniped, but in that instance one of you could revive me. I think it’s pretty niche.”

      Carlos said, “Good point. Is there any more detail about Human Shield? Can you pick and choose what damage to take?”

      “Nope. It’s any damage received by a party member within range. Initial range is 6ft. 10-minute cooldown.”

      Carlos thought for a moment. “How does that work for damage calculation? Is it based on your DEF, or ours? Cause that’s going to make a pretty massive difference to how much HP you’re going to lose.”

      Marcus scanned through the description. “Looks like it’s based on mine, which is a relief. I can think of a lot more circumstances where this ability would come in handy.”

      “Sounds like a winner!” said Carlos. He looked at Nutsack. “You want to have a go? You did pretty well last time.”

      Nutsack glanced at Jas to make sure she was paying attention. Then he pulled up his menu and slowly read out the two options. “T R A P and Smoke.”

      “That’s not much to go on,” said Carlos, hoping to get a bit more detail. “What does the trap do?”

      Nutsack flinched at the word. “Trap bad. No trap.”

      “But…”

      “Picked Smoke,” he said, locking in his choice.

      Carlos pulled it up. “Smoke bomb. Allows you to throw it down and disorient mobs, giving you time to escape.”

      “Escape good!” Nutsack said with a grin.

      “Sure, fine, it will do,” said Carlos. “Now that you lot are out of the way, let’s see what awesome abilities I get to choose from.” There was the faintest hint of sarcasm as he pulled up his own menu. It took him a moment before he said, “Actually, these don’t suck. In fact, I would even go so far as to say they are decent. This one in particular synergizes really well with Leech Beam.”

      “Are you going to give us a clue, or should we start guessing?” asked Sarah.

      “Oh, sorry. The ability is called Magic Beam and it lets me push out MP. It works like a healing beam, but tops up your MP instead, at a cost of 1.5 MP per 1MP shared. That means I can leech it from mobs, then give it to you, at a cost. Unfortunately I can’t do both at the same time, because Leech Beam stops my other abilities from working.”

      “That only really benefits me,” said Sarah. “No-one else uses MP. What’s the other choice?”

      “It’s not very good…” exclaimed Carlos, sheepishly.

      “What is it?” asked Marcus.

      Carlos sighed. “It’s called Sacrifice. I can heal at twice the usual rate for up to 10 seconds, but the excess HP comes from my own health.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Marcus. “It would combo really well with my new human shield ability. I could take a bunch of damage and you could top me right back up.”

      “Would work well with me too, seeing as I’m always skirting low health,” said Jas.

      “I agree with them,” said Sarah. “Better to have a skill that benefits the whole team, rather than one of us.”

      “Fine,” Carlos said sulkily. “I suppose it’s not enough to be a walking health pack, now I have to use my own HP to do it!”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it work,” said Marcus with a smile. “You’re our battle healer after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 45: Trial By Fire

        

      

    

    
      Ryan pulled himself over the rim and stood triumphantly at the top of the volcano, staring down into the crater. There was no sign of the dragon, or even a place where a dragon might be hiding. Magma simmered away in various pools, threatening to jump up at any moment. He glanced at the timer. It had been twelve minutes since the last eruption. He changed out his necklace for a fresh one.

      A quick scan showed no obvious place to hide. He jogged the perimeter, hoping that the perfect spot was tucked away from view. As he reached the halfway point, the ground beneath his feet vibrated. The magma pools bubbled, splashing the rocky walls inside the volcano with red-hot goop. That made him pick up the pace. He was about to give up when he saw the dimple. It was by the goat path, which made sense. The hole was deeper than it first appeared, allowing him to easily fit inside. He sat with his back against the wall, the rocky overhang giving him a vague sense of safety. It was an illusion. This fox hole was a recipe for disaster. Take one falling rock, add a dash of lava, a slab of fresh meat and season with a blast of steam. Voilà, Troll Flambé.

      The rumbling reached its peak with a huge explosion. The noise and heat were unbearable. Ryan held his breath until the noise stopped. Then he waited another minute, to be certain there were no more falling rocks.

      When he poked his head out of the hole, he had to wave his hand to clear the black smoke in the air. As the volcano faded back into view he squinted into the crater and saw the narrow path down. It curled around the inside wall, precariously close to the bubbling magma that filled most of the crater. One slip and he’d be toast.

      He moved quickly, painfully aware he didn’t have time for caution. The path curled downwards, at first gently, and then increasingly steep. Sunlight was slowly replaced with the red glow of fire and superheated rock, until a solitary shaft of light left a small circle in the centre of the pool of magma. Ryan held his club out in front of him, ready for whatever lay ahead.

      As he descended, he noticed the magma staying level with him. It was dropping, creating a wider space. He stopped moving, and the magma did too. If it didn’t keep pace with him, or worse, changed direction, he’d instantly be engulfed. It didn’t matter either way. He was long past the point of turning back. The only way was down.

      The inside of the volcano was a hollow cone. The King obviously hadn’t paid much attention in geography class. He wasn’t going for realism; this was sheer extravagance. Ryan had defeated many of the King’s dramatic set pieces, but he’d never fought inside a volcano before.

      Ryan slowed his pace as the path slowly came to an end. The magma in the centre stopped glowing and slowly turned the colour of rock, forming a flat stage. The only blemish was the circle of faint sunlight in the middle. Ryan was staring at it when the light blinked out. He looked up and saw the dragon, perched on the lip of the volcano, blocking the sunlight and the only way out. It peered down at him. There was a dagger dangling around its neck, just like with the other one. With one swift movement it dove into the volcano, landing with a thud. It was so heavy that each plod of its feet left an imprint behind in the slowly-cooling magma.

      He analyzed it:

      Sasha - Fire Dragon - Level 75

      He’d barely finished reading when Sasha attacked. There was no strategy, no calculation, no attack pattern. She opened her mouth and a jet of fire headed straight for Ryan. He was forced to roll to the side. He charged at the huge dragon, hoping to catch her with a shoulder charge, but a swipe of her tail sent him flying. He crashed into the wall, chunks of rocks flying. Sasha chased after him. She was fast and erratic, a writhing mass of teeth and claws wrapped up in an inferno. There was no hope of blocking, so he started swinging, purely to see how much damage his ice club could do. After a couple of hits it was clear he was hugely outmatched. His health was already plummeting, and hers had barely moved. He was only a few hits from death. In a panic he pulled out Flurry and stabbed it into her leg.

      For a moment it didn’t look like it was going to work. Then the ice spread from the wound. The dragon roared as the ice encased her.

      Ryan went to town with his club, but nothing happened. It clanged off the frozen dragon, with no sign of damage. He quickly drank a health potion so as not to waste the brief reprieve, but this was his one chance to really let loose. If he couldn’t damage Sasha while she was frozen in place, what chance did he have when she was actively trying to kill him?

      He got his answer. The freeze wore off and Sasha charged, head down, teeth out, wings tucked in. She chomped down on Ryan before he could dodge and scooped him up in her mouth. She bit down and shook her head like a dog with a chew toy. Ryan made similar noises, squeaking as he was thrashed from side to side. He tried to use his strength to break free, but her grip was too tight. As he got his hands onto her jaw, she unleashed a blast of fire, cooking him. His armour couldn’t keep up with the prolonged heat. It gave up trying, and his health took a dive. To add insult to injury she waited until he had a sliver of life left and then spat him out. He landed hard, tried to drink a health potion, and had time to see the enormous clawed foot, before Sasha curb stomped him. She crushed him into the gooey magma, leaving a well-defined footprint to make it clear to anyone that found his body, exactly what had happened.

      The entire fight had lasted less than a minute.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James flipped through a few pages in the folder, hoping to make sense of it, but it only got worse. “This can’t be right.”

      Weasel scowled at him. “I’m getting awfully tired of you questioning my results. I’m telling you, this is the Josh Harper you’re looking for.”

      “But he’s a kid!” said James, staring at the accompanying photograph.

      “He’s not a kid, he’s a teenager,” said Weasel. “He’s in sixth form.”

      “Still, he doesn’t exactly fit the profile. Says here he works at a fast food restaurant. Doesn’t sound like a maths prodigy to me. Why would Professor Jasper pay this kid to solve an equation so complicated our entire team couldn’t figure it out?”

      “Worked,” said Weasel with a wry smile. “He worked at a fast food restaurant. Look at the employment record. Says his last day was right around the time the Professor made that payment. Sounds awfully convenient to me.”

      “I’d hardly call this convenient. What are we supposed to do with a teenager?”

      “Don’t make no difference,” said Weasel. “If he’s the leak, it needs to be plugged. His house isn’t far from here.”

      James looked at Weasel for any sense of hesitation or doubt, but he saw only menace. He’d hired this man for his total lack of ethics, but deep down he’d always assumed there was still a moral red line, buried so deep they’d never need to uncover it. Now they were racing towards that line, and Weasel showed no signs of slowing down.

      “We can’t grab a kid, someone’s going to miss him. Police don’t mess around when kids go missing.”

      “He’s a teenager. Teenagers run off all the time. Besides, his mum is known to associate with less than savoury characters. The police aren’t going to lose any sleep over his disappearance.”

      James said, “Yeah, but I might.”

      “Do you think your guest will share your concerns?”

      It was clearly a rhetorical question. There was no doubt how this would be handled. “We need to be certain before we move on this. It has to be bulletproof.”

      Weasel scowled, but didn’t say anything.

      James felt his phone buzz. He checked it to see a message from his father.

      KW: Have your guy run this code on the servers ASAP. I can’t risk tipping your mum off, so it works behind the scenes using minimum resources. Tell him to leave it alone once it’s running, so he doesn’t give the game away. The code will stop itself when the scan is complete.

      There was an attachment. James said, “I need to go. Don’t make a move on Josh without my express consent. Am I clear?”

      “Yes,” said Weasel. He didn’t sound like he meant it, but James didn’t have time to babysit him.

      He raced back to the lab, hoping that the coast was still clear. The moment he saw Granite he said, “Any visitors while I was gone?”

      The big man slowly shook his head.

      James handed his phone over to Miles. “Download this file and run this code on the main servers.”

      Miles looked at the first few lines of code, but there were hundreds more. He said, “I’ll need to review it first…”

      “No time. Run it now, before we have company.”

      “But…”

      Granite made a slight coughing sound and James span around to see the Secretary approaching. He muttered, “Now!” under his breath.

      Miles tapped away furiously at the keyboard as James intercepted their guest. “I trust the update went well?”

      She didn’t bother to answer. Instead she said, “Where are they now?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The village barely qualified as such. It was a ramshackle collection of makeshift structures, loosely grouped into a circle around a large, sturdy tavern. The pub was built of thick slabs of dark granite, layered in such a way as to casually survive an apocalypse. The rest of the buildings looked like they’d been thrown together in a hurry, and could be dismantled just as quickly. The few locals had a similarly jumbled and singed appearance, as if they had gotten dressed in the dark and then blundered into a campfire.

      Marcus flinched at the sudden boom from the volcano in the distance. Flaming rocks fell from the sky. None of them reached the town, but some got pretty close. The locals carried on as if this was a regular day at the office.

      The merchant snapped her fingers at Marcus. Her face was covered in soot, making it hard to determine exactly what she looked like. Based on what little he could make out, that was not a bad thing. She said, “You buyin or what, sonny? I ain’t got all day.”

      Marcus didn’t take his eyes off the sky. “Yes, sorry, I’ll take whatever you have left for health potions.”

      10 were the maximum that he could carry, and they dinged into his inventory. There was still a little gold left over. He said, “Do you have anything to help with fire?”

      “That depends, sonny. Where’s it burnin?” She winked at him. A chunk of soot fell off her face.

      “I mean for the lava.”

      “Oh right.” She rummaged around under her table and held up a fancy gold bottle. “I got this ointment. Top-secret recipe. Very rare, very expensive. Will make you completely fireproof for ten minutes. One application per bottle.”

      Nutsack stared at her, his eyes narrowed. “She lying.”

      “What?” the merchant snapped. “How dare you question my integrity!”

      “Fine. Prove it,” said Carlos. “Rub some ointment on your hand and my friend here will test it out.”

      Sarah opened her palm and a fireball appeared.

      The merchant looked around nervously. “I don’t want to waste ointment, like I said, it’s very expensive…”

      “That’s fine,” said Carlos. “If it works as well as you say, we’ll buy all that you have. Now slap some on and hold out your hand.”

      “I, erm, well, let me see now…” The merchant turned and ran, leaving the golden ointment and her raggedy stall behind. She made it ten feet before being crushed by a falling boulder. The other townsfolk didn’t even blink.

      Carlos stared at the feet sticking out from under the rock. Then he turned to Nutsack. “How did you know she was lying?”

      Nutsack shrugged. “Don’t know. Feel wrong.”

      “Good work. You tell us if anything else feels wrong.”

      A guy casually walked over and started moving the dead lady’s inventory over to his stall. As soon as he turned his back, Nutsack slipped the golden ointment into his pocket. Then he reached out and grabbed another potion, right as the merchant turned around.

      The change in expression was instant. The merchant yelled out, “Thief!”

      “That’s rich! It wasn’t your stuff ten seconds ago,” Carlos pointed out.

      The irony was lost on the merchant, who pulled a short dagger out of his belt and strode towards Nutsack, who panicked and used Charm. “Friend?”

      It failed spectacularly. The merchant became enraged, running straight at the rogue.

      Marcus was about to intercept when Nutsack threw a small ball on the ground. A cloud of white smoke appeared and filled the area, making it impossible to see what was happening. The enraged merchant charged right into the thick of it, dagger raised, hoping to find his target. As the smoke cleared, Nutsack was still standing there, but he had a novelty moustache on his face. The merchant squinted at him and said, “Excuse me sir, have you seen a thief around here?”

      Nutsack pointed and said, “He go that way.” Then he patted the merchant on the arse, stealing his coin purse.

      The merchant ran off, dagger at the ready. A boulder crushed him six feet away from the dead lady.

      Marcus watched in horror. “What just happened?”

      The moustache slowly fell away from Nutsack’s face. He grinned. “Me hide face.”

      “Disguise. He used his disguise move,” said Carlos. “I have to admit, that was pretty smooth.”

      “No it wasn’t!” Marcus said. “He could have turned the entire village against us!”

      “The entire village?” Carlos said, looking around. “That’s like, eight people.”

      “It was ten people when we got here!” Marcus pointed out. “We only just arrived and we’ve already killed 20% of the village.”

      Carlos thought for a moment. “Technically, we didn’t kill either of them. Those big rocks did.”

      Rocks continued raining from the sky. They watched them for a moment longer before Carlos gestured to the tavern. “This could take a while. Anyone fancy a pint while we wait?”

      They each shared a look, but nobody disagreed. Carlos grinned. “Excellent. Nutsack, the first round’s on you, in memory of your recently deceased merchant friend.”

      The inside of the tavern was not much to look at. Everything was made of rock. There was no sign of anything flammable, except the large shelf of spirits behind the bar, which the bartender was currently restocking.

      The bartender was surprised at the appearance of customers. He put down the half empty bottle he was holding and said, “What you drinking?”

      “Five beers please,” said Carlos. Then he turned to Jas. “Sorry, I should ask, do you want something else?”

      “Beer’s fine,” she replied. When the others didn’t say anything she added, “A lot’s changed.”

      That earned a round of nods.

      The bartender grabbed some thick stone mugs and poured an amber liquid into each of them. He slid them over with a grunt.

      “Cheers!” said Carlos holding up his mug. The others raised theirs too. He added, “To our final quest.”

      There was a loud crash as a flaming rock bounced off the side of the tavern, rattling the shelf of spirits. The bartender didn’t even flinch. He continued his restock, oblivious to the fact that he was directly in front of a wall covered in fragile glass and flammable liquids.

      “The threat of imminent death really helps this beer go down,” said Carlos.

      They were considering a second round when the rocks finally stopped. With a weary sigh, Carlos pushed his seat back from the bar. “Break time’s over. Guess we’re back to work.”

      The barman coughed and held out his hand. Carlos turned to Nutsack, to find a pile of clothes and nothing else. He cursed. “Should have known better!” He handed over the gold coins while Jas scooped up the rogue’s stuff. They found Nutsack outside, casually picking the lock on the cellar door in his underwear.

      Marcus reached out to grab him, before he saw the words carved into the wood. He yelled to the others. “Guys, I think I found a poem.”

      Jas read it aloud.

      “You’ve come this far without being killed,

      So please enjoy a flagon,

      Cause you’re about to be flame grilled,

      By a very angry dragon.

      

      If you’re looking for a clue,

      On how to not die screaming,

      I have some awful news for you,

      If you think I’d tell, you’re dreaming.

      

      The only way to make it out,

      Is to make sure you win fast,

      Cause if you choose to hang about,

      You’ll meet the mountain’s blast.”

      

      Carlos said, “I’m glad that’s over with. Let’s hope that’s the last time we ever have to listen to the King’s awful poetry.”

      “What do you think it means?” asked Jas.

      “It means the King’s a talentless hack who enjoys torturing us,” replied Carlos.

      “I meant about winning fast.”

      “Who knows. I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.”

      They set off towards the volcano. Based on the boulders liberally strewn around, and the cratered appearance of the ground, raining rocks was a regular occurrence. Marcus couldn’t help but look up as he walked. He said, “If it erupts again, get behind me.”

      Carlos laughed. “Calm down, you’ve had one beer. You’re tough, but you’re not going to block a car-sized flaming boulder travelling at terminal velocity.”

      “Let’s try not to test that,” said Marcus.

      As they left the village further behind, the sky darkened, creating an ominous horizon. Carlos rolled his eyes. “The King’s laying it on pretty thick. Where do you think the dragon is?”

      Sarah said, “It has to be the volcano. That fire dragon was huge. If it was flying around here, we’d notice.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right. That’s going to be fun.”

      A screech from above made them all look up. A leathery winged demon glided down from the clouds, clutching a flaming trident. The creature was dark red, with pointy horns, sharp teeth, and a barbed tail.

      Marcus analyzed it:

      Flying Demon - Level 50

      “Guys, this mob is max level,” he said, trying to keep the concern out of his voice.

      The demon’s glide became erratic. It jerked from side to side, then accelerated. It didn’t stop until it crashed into the ground with a loud thud. It got to its feet looking dazed as everyone turned to look at Sarah. Her hand was held out, her hair flapping majestically in a breeze. The physics engine was having a blast.

      “Did you do that?” asked Carlos.

      “Yep. Looks like Air might have been the right choice after all. When I use it with Beam, it can suck or blow.”

      Carlos grinned and Sarah rolled her eyes, “Don’t say it.”

      “It’s very effective…” he said, still smirking.

      The demon failed to see the funny side. It ran straight for Sarah, trident ready to go. It thrust the weapon straight at her, but she was no longer there. She appeared behind and hit it in the back with a flurry of snowballs.

      The demon span around with the trident held out, but it was knocked off balance by a sudden blast of water. It landed hard on its back and didn’t get the chance to get up again. A screaming berserker sailed through the air and landed on top of it with twin axes. The demon tried to stab Jas, but three throwing knives slammed into it. Nutsack cleared the distance with a burst of speed and stabbed the demon with Marble. The demon felt its arms grow heavy and struggled to lift them. It felt like someone was standing on its chest, because Jas was. She switched to her swords and got stabbing.

      When the heaviness wore off, the demon used its wings to push itself up, shaking the pesky berserker loose. It reached out and grabbed Jas with its free hand, squeezing her arm. Flames burst from its fingers. It kicked Nutsack away with a clawed foot, then stabbed Jas with the trident. Her vest absorbed most of the damage. The fire lingered in the wound, leaving smouldering bee corpses. Carlos was immediately there with the heals.

      “On me, you demonic doofus,” Marcus yelled with Taunt. The demon let go of Jas, although it wasn’t entirely sure why. It flapped its wings and flew straight at the new shiny target. It raised the trident above its head and brought it crashing down, but there was suddenly a shield in the way. The pronged weapon clanged off the metal. Before the demon could attack again, the shield accelerated towards it, smashing it in the face and triggering a stun. Marcus followed up with a Charge Strike, Sarah hit it with Ice Beam and Jas joined in the fun again, stabbing it three times before it grabbed her. This time, she used Spartan Kick to break free and boot it away.

      The demon flew backwards from the kick, before extending its wings and sailing up into the air. It hovered out of range, biding its time. It didn’t have a chance to do much planning. Sarah threw up a handful of snowballs, which the demon easily dodged, but then it felt something on its foot. The demon glanced down to see a thin gold chain wrapped around its ankle. Nutsack tugged on the chain, struggling to do much against the demon’s considerable wing span. For a moment the rogue’s feet left the ground, but then Jas grabbed his belt and pulled him back to earth. She reached up and wrapped the chain around her hand. With a single yank, she brought the demon crashing down to earth. Jas put her foot on the demon’s chest and Sarah hit it with an Ice Beam at close range, shredding what was left of its HP. They were about to celebrate, when the dead demon promptly exploded, killing them both.

      Battle won. Distributing Rewards.

      Nutsack raced over and revived Jas, while Marcus gently poked Sarah with Spark to bring her back with a start. She sat up and said, “What happened?”

      “The demon exploded when you killed it.”

      “Ok, so kill them from afar if we bump into any more,” she said, standing up and brushing herself off.

      Carlos said, “I hope there’s a few more. These mobs really dish out the EXP.”

      That earned him concerned looks from the others. Marcus said, “We used pretty much all of our most powerful abilities on that demon, and it still took us a while to kill it. Are we sure we’re ready for this fire dragon?”

      Carlos scoffed. “Of course we are! I know it kicked our arse last time, but that was when we were noobs. We’ve got this.”

      “If it’s such a piece of cake, how come Ryan hasn’t got the dagger yet?” said Marcus. “We know he’s trying to.”

      “Obviously troll boy doesn’t have mad skills like we do!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan died for the fourth time.

      He’d perished even quicker this time. Less than 30 seconds after triggering the battle. He’d barely even managed to land a hit. Sasha had blasted him with a concentrated jet of fire that melted his health bar faster than an ice lolly in a sauna.

      He waited for the respawn timer to finish and reappeared in the fox hole at the top of the volcano. He took a moment to make sure all his best gear was equipped. Then he sat and waited patiently for the next eruption. That would also give Flurry time to come off cooldown.

      Sasha was proving to be far more challenging than Martha. It wasn’t only the fire damage; it was the relentless barrage of attacks. There was no time to think before she was all over him. The speed and sheer volume of attacks quickly overwhelmed his defences and his health bar.

      The ground rumbled and he tucked himself in. This was sooner than expected. The average time between eruptions was slightly over ten minutes, but it had barely been six. It was unclear if the eruption would proceed whilst he was fighting the dragon, or if it only happened when he was trying to get into the volcano. He hoped to survive long enough against Sasha to find out.

      The magma was already dropping as he raced down the path inside the volcano. As soon as it slowed down so did he. He didn’t even bother looking up when the shadow appeared. He got Flurry ready. It was time to try something else. He stabbed the dagger into the ground and watched as ice slowly spread. It barely made it five feet before it melted, turning to steam. The magma floor was too hot.

      Sasha landed with a thump. She flapped her wings once to cover the distance to Ryan. To make matters worse, the gust of wind from her wings kicked up smoke and dust, wrecking visibility. The troll squinted into the fog, knowing teeth and claws were close. The faintest crack of crunchy magma warned him, and he ducked as the mouth snapped shut above his head. He did an uppercut with his club, hitting Sasha right in the chin. She roared and slammed her head down, trying to flatten him. He only just avoided the attack. That briefly put her head directly at his level. He clubbed her right in the eye, triggering the icicles as it connected. He was surprised when a chunk of Sasha’s HP vanished. It was the first time he’d done any noticeable damage from a single attack.

      He capitalized. While she reeled from the damage he downed a potion, transforming into his Shadow Hippo form. If he could keep her grounded and get in a few high DPS attacks, he may be able to turn things around. He charged straight at her.

      Sasha roared. It was loud enough to shake loose rocks off the wall. She thrashed her tail, slamming it into the ground and creating a crack in the cooling magma, which immediately wept hot ooze from below. In his current form, Ryan couldn’t jump. He ran straight into it. The damage was considerable, but nothing he couldn’t fix with a health potion once he’d changed back. What he really needed to do, was make contact.

      He was almost upon her when Sasha flapped her wings and took off, hovering ten feet off the ground. Ryan ran around in circles, unable to reach her. There were only a few seconds left on the potion, but Sasha had no intentions of letting Ryan live that long. She pulled her head back and unleashed the largest blast of fire he’d ever witnessed. It engulfed the entire stage. There was no dodging it, no tanking it and no hope of surviving it. His hippo was cooked.

      Ryan died for the fifth time.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Oh good, here come a couple more of those demon things,” said Carlos, genuinely excited.

      The others groaned in unison as two demons swooped down from above, tridents ready. They stayed far enough apart that Sarah could only use Air Beam on one of them. She crash landed it next to Jas, who pounced upon the stunned demon and set to work.

      The other demon headed straight for Sarah, keen not to suffer the same fate as its friend. It sped up, its trident held out, ready to spear her. She threw up an Ice Wall to block it, but the trident prongs went straight through it with a hiss of steam. The trident stabbed into her shoulder, taking off over half her health in a single hit. Sarah quickly pulled out Magnet and tried to wave the weapon away, but whatever it was made of was not affected. The demon swung the weapon, shattering the ice into chunks.

      Marcus ran to intercept before realizing he wasn’t going to make it in time. As the demon pulled back for another strike he triggered Human Shield and Dashed right at Sarah. He got into range as the second strike landed. He felt a vibration in his chest and saw his health take a hit. Sarah stared at the trident sticking out of her chest and realized what had happened. She grabbed the trident and used her other hand to hit the demon with an Ice Beam. It tried to pull away, and that was when Marcus crashed into it, using Shield Bash, stunning it in place and letting Sarah keep the beam focused on it.

      Carlos ran over and topped up Sarah’s health before switching the healing beam over to Marcus. The healer then tried stabbing the demon with Thorn, but no roots jumped out of the rocky ground. No plant would last long out here. It didn’t stop Carlos from stabbing the demon again, for fun.

      The demon shook off the stun and moved to attack Sarah. Marcus used Taunt to keep it focused on him, then he chopped away at the mob with his sword. It didn’t do much damage, but every little helped.

      They had whittled down half the demon’s health when a new creature appeared. This one was much smaller,  darting around behind its larger cousin.

      Marcus took a closer look:

      Support Imp - Level 30

      It charged up a fireball and appeared ready to throw it at Sarah. Marcus moved to intercept, but instead the imp threw the fireball at the demon, which regained 20% of its life.

      “Guys, it’s healing the other one!” Marcus shouted.

      “On it!” said Carlos. He aimed at the imp and used Leech Beam, stealing its MP. It tried to throw a fireball at the healer in retaliation, but Sarah used Vortex in front of Carlos and absorbed the projectile, gaining a top up of MP for herself. Then she hit the imp with Air Beam, trying to steer it into the ground. The larger demon moved to block the gust with its body, letting the imp get away. Sarah crashed the demon into the ground instead and yelled out, “Make sure the imp doesn’t heal it!”

      Marcus pulled out Spark and aimed it at the imp. Lightning zapped the little guy, making it go limp in the air. It fell to the ground next to the demon, and Sarah hit it with an Ice Beam. After a few seconds the spell sputtered and stopped. She said, “I’m out of MP! I’m going to top up.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice if I could top you up…” said Carlos.

      “Not the time!” Sarah replied while downing a magic potion.

      The demon tried to get to her, but Marcus blocked its path. He swiped at it with his sword, trying to keep it at bay.

      The imp shook off the stun and zipped off in the other direction. At first it appeared to be retreating, until it stopped at the other demon and started healing it with fireballs.

      “We need to prioritize the healer!” yelled Carlos, feeling a little guilty for even saying it.

      There was a bloodcurdling scream. Everyone put their hands over their ears. Marcus looked around for the new threat, until he saw that Jas was the one screaming. She’d triggered her new Fear ability. The imp fell out of the sky, stunned again. The demon fighting Jas and Nutsack also went limp. The one next to Marcus and Sarah shook its head and kept attacking.

      Sarah used Hop to get over to the imp as Jas landed on it from a Leap attack. Jas hacked away while Sarah hit it with a sustained Ice Beam. The demon attacking Marcus tried to defend its imp friend, but Marcus threw out a Taunt to keep it focused on him, blocking the hits as best as he could and getting in the occasional charge strike.

      The imp broke the stun and tried to fly away, but Jas impaled its tiny foot to the ground. Her sword pierced right into the rock and the imp frantically writhed against it as Sarah finished it. She yelled for everyone to hear. “Imp’s down. Focus on one of the demons.”

      “Which one?” asked Jas.

      “Whichever has lower health.”

      They assessed both options and saw that the demon attacking Nutsack had lower HP, so they both rushed over to help him, leaving Marcus to tank the other one. Carlos lingered between both groups, trying to determine where he’d be the most useful. Marcus saw him and gestured to the others. “Go keep them healed up. I’m ok here.”

      Carlos tossed a healing orb at Marcus before joining the rest of the team.

      Nutsack was confused. He’d stabbed this red pointy bird thing multiple times with his new dagger, but it hadn’t fallen down. Sometimes when he stabbed them with it, they went all floppy. This one was determined to turn him into a marshmallow. It kept trying to poke him with its big sharp fire stick. Nutsack was dodging it easily enough, but then he saw Jas heading his way. He stopped to smile, and promptly got skewered. The demon lifted him off the floor and held him aloft, before slamming him down on top of Jas. In different circumstances he’d be happy with this development, but he was currently too dead to enjoy it.

      Jas tried to pull herself free, but found herself stuck. The trident that impaled her teammate had also pinned her to the ground. The wound had done minimal damage, thanks to her new vest. She grabbed the trident and tried to pull it free, but it refused to budge. Then the flames grew. She would soon be burned alive if she couldn’t get unstuck. Her health dropped, slowly at first, and then quicker. She triggered Absorb, hoping to hold on a little longer, before remembering it only worked on physical damage. She tried to grab Splash, but couldn’t reach it, due to her arm being pinned. She watched helplessly through the flickering fire as the demon flew straight at Sarah, clawed hands raised and ready to slash.

      With a flash, Sarah wasn’t there. She appeared next to Jas, reached through the flames and grabbed Jas’ hand. Then they both hopped away. Jas half expected the trident to come with her, but it stayed in place, stuck firmly in Nutsack’s back. Fire engulfed his corpse. Jas was still smouldering, the smoke pouring from her. She equipped Splash and blasted the flames with a jet of water, until they went out.

      Carlos rushed over to heal her, but she held up her hand. “Don’t. I’m going to need the DPS.”

      The demon stalked towards Marcus, hoping to join its companion and turn it into two against one. Jas threw both axes at it with such force, it knocked the demon off its feet. The axes remained firmly buried in the demon’s back. Jas turned to Sarah. “Can you get those back for me?”

      “Sure can.” Sarah waved Magnet and the axes wrenched free of the demon and floated towards Jas. She triggered Leap Attack, sailing toward the demon. She grabbed both axes in mid-air, before bringing them crashing down on the prone demon.

      Carlos whistled. “Ok, that was badass.”

      Jas switched to her swords to take advantage of the demon’s low health. She stomped on it, stabbed at it, blasted it with a jet from Splash and then hacked one of its wings clean off. She tossed the leathery appendage aside and thrust her sword so hard into the demon’s head that it got stuck in the ground. The body twitched, and Jas rolled away as the demon exploded, sending gibs everywhere.

      Carlos and Sarah shared a worried glance. He said, “You go help. I’ll revive Nutsack.”

      She downed another magic potion before hopping across to Marcus. She blinked into existence next to him and said, “Need a hand?”

      He nodded as the demon thrust the trident at him. It turned to attack Sarah and she hit it with a close-range Ice Beam. The demon staggered backwards, shielding its face, and Marcus hit it with a Shield Bash. Then Jas ran up behind and started stabbing.

      The demon’s health was almost out when Sarah and Marcus backed away. Jas continued attacking. Sarah yelled, “It’s almost dead. Get back, I’ll finish it with an ice Beam!”

      Jas didn’t listen. She stabbed the demon through the chest, and it violently exploded, killing her too. Her body flew through the air, almost crushing Carlos when it landed. He finished reviving the rogue, before turning his attention to Jas.

      She sat up clutching her swords. She looked around. “Any more?”

      Sarah shook her head. “No, we’re safe for now. We should all get healed up, before more come.”

      Carlos threw down a Healing Orb for everyone to stand around, while he focus healed Jas back up to full life. Nutsack joined in the huddle, looking a little charred but otherwise ok.

      Nobody spoke for a moment. Sarah and Marcus looked at Jas, then shared a worried glance. Carlos said, “Alright, enough slacking, let’s keep going. That dragon isn’t going to slay itself!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      He could get the dragon to slay itself!

      That was the idea that popped into Ryan’s head when he respawned for the twelfth time. He kicked himself. He’d been approaching this whole fight the wrong way. The dragon was clearly unbeatable. He had nothing that could hurt Sasha. His top-level gear barely dented her HP, his Shadow Hippo had been turned to BBQ, his legendary armour did nothing to dull the one-hit kills, and the entire fight was time boxed by the constant eruptions.

      That was the key, the secret sauce, the murder weapon hiding in plain sight. He’d been treating the eruptions like something to be avoided, but what if they were actually the weapon he was looking for? Only something monumental was going to take down a giant fire dragon. What could be more fitting than an exploding volcano?

      The random timing was another clue. If you didn’t know when the next eruption would be, you couldn’t time it. That meant you had to work for it. The King didn’t like giving anything away too easily.

      There were still a lot of open questions, the most important of which was if the eruptions even happened while he was inside the volcano. He’d done everything in his power to avoid exactly that; now he needed to test the opposite. It should be easy enough.

      Ryan headed into the volcano and stopped the moment the magma solidified. He sat down, his legs dangling. He was careful not to trigger the boss fight, after all, he needed to live long enough to see if the eruption happened. There was no way to know exactly how long it would take, his only clue was the gap between previous eruptions. He decided twenty minutes would be the limit. He hadn’t yet seen a gap that long between previous eruptions.

      He took the time to go through his inventory, making a note of what needed a restock. Ice clubs were high on the list, along with the Forever Flame grenades. Both would require some grinding. That would keep him busy for the foreseeable future. He was constantly busy these days. There was always something new to collect, or something old to restock. He tried to remember if life had always been like this. He knew there had been a time before the game, where he’d existed in the real world, but his memories were fuzzy and fragmented, like a game played on the lowest settings. There was no partner, or family, of that he was certain. He wouldn’t forget important things like that. He could remember being cold and damp, with the kind of chill no amount of blankets could shift. There were visions of a doorway looming overhead, protecting him from the lashing rain and biting wind.

      He shunned those memories away. Whatever his past, it didn’t matter. He was here now, and on top of the world. Here he was a winner.

      A quick check of the timer told him it was eighteen minutes since the last eruption. That was the longest it had ever been. Perhaps he was wrong, and the eruption would not trigger while he was here. It was possible it was nothing more than a set piece, a show of force and an environmental hazard, meant to impede the journey up here. Now that he was inside, it no longer needed to stop him. The bloody big dragon would do the work far more enthusiastically than a puddle of hot rocks.

      He hopped to his feet, ready to leave. The ground rumbled and there was a loud crack. Magma bubbled through the stage in multiple spots. Ryan grinned. It was very like the King to test his resolve. Stubbornness was rewarded. Now it was a question of timing. If he jumped into the magma too soon, it would kill him before the dragon arrived. If he waited too long, he’d miss the target. He had himself a Goldilocks problem. It may take a few attempts to get the timing just right.

      He eyeballed it, trying to determine if the stage was still safe to stand on. He hopped down and felt his feet sinking. Almost immediately, he needed to chug a health potion, due to the passive heat damage, even with his armour. He stared at the hole above, hoping Sasha would show up. There was no sign of her.

      He downed another health potion as more magma bubbled through the stage. A large splash of it jumped up to head height. If one of those went off beneath him, it would be over quickly. He took his eyes off the exit for a moment, to make sure he wasn’t standing on an obvious weak spot. There were no cracks or other signs of concern. When he looked back up, he jumped at the sight of Sasha staring back at him.

      She dropped down to his level, landing with a crunch. Now it was a race. If Sasha killed him before she died, he wouldn’t get credit for her demise. All he needed to do was survive long enough for the volcano to kill her first.

      It would be easier said than done. She’d taken great delight in killing him with ruthless efficiency every other time, and that was when he was actively engaging her.

      Instead of attacking, he backed away, slinging his club over his back. He hoped to telegraph that he was not a threat, and meant her no harm. The message she received was that he was not a threat, and could be eaten without consequence. She lowered her head and raced towards him, teeth bared, a flicker of flame at the back of her throat.

      Ryan waited until the jaws were about to clamp around him before stabbing her with Flurry. The freeze kicked in, locking her in place, her teeth mere inches from his face. He downed another health potion and hoped Sasha would be dead before the freeze timer was up. To make sure, he clubbed the ground directly beneath her. The magma cracked and hissed, letting out tiny drops of orange glowing goo. The volcano was so close to blowing, he could feel it.

      The freeze wore off and the jaws snapped shut. Thankfully Ryan was no longer there. He’d retreated as far away as he could manage. The dragon hopped into the air and cleared the distance in a single bound, landing hard. The ground shifted beneath her, and more magma poured out. Ryan grinned. This was definitely it.

      Sasha reared back, ready to unleash a blast of fire, when the volcano beat her to it. A geyser of magma burst from the centre of the stage, sending red-hot goop everywhere, including all over the dragon. The stage cracked and rose, propelled upwards like a runaway lift. Ryan stayed precariously balanced on a floating piece of rock, a life raft in a sea of fire. The dragon was considerably heavier. She started to sink. She flapped her wings, but the magma was like quicksand. It engulfed her. Ryan watched with glee as Sasha got sucked under.

      There was no time to pay attention to her health bar; he had to focus on his own. The intense heat stripped his health away faster than a health potion could replenish it, which meant he wasn’t going to survive. That didn’t matter, as long as he outlived Sasha.

      The exit raced towards him and he braced for impact. He slammed into the lip of the volcano and was ejected out of the top with considerable force. He tumbled head over heels in the air, his health bar flashing. The landing would kill him.

      Movement below caught his eye. Sasha climbed out the top of the volcano and shook off the lava like a wet dog. Then she smirked at him, rows of sharp teeth showing. It was the last thing he saw before he landed on the side of the volcano with a crunch.

      The dragon was unbeatable. That was the only conclusion. If taking a volcanic eruption to the face didn’t faze her, he officially had nothing that could do the job. He was running low on health potions, ice clubs, and his armour’s durability was perilously low. If he continued along this path, each time he fought Sasha he’d be less well equipped to beat her.

      It was time for a tactical retreat.

      He needed to restock and come up with a new strategy. Sasha wasn’t going anywhere. He’d fight her a thousand times if he had to. But first, he needed a drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 46: Party time

        

      

    

    
      “The dragon went back inside the volcano,” said Carlos, peering through the Tinker Telescope. Everyone else was busy looking up, keeping a watchful eye on the falling debris. Something large and fiery landed a few feet away, showering them in sparks and shards of rock.

      “We have to get up there,” Sarah said. “It’s not safe down here on the plains. Carlos, can you see a way to the top?”

      He scanned the side of the volcano. Eventually he said, “It looks like there’s an old path winding up the side of the mountain. Good news, it’s a target-rich environment.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Jas.

      “It means no sane person would go that way,” replied Marcus.

      “So we’re going to find a different route?” she said.

      Marcus shook his head. “I didn’t say that. We’re climbing an active volcano to fight a giant fire dragon. The sane train left the station a long time ago.”

      Carlos ignored the constructive feedback and questions of his sanity. “The only alternative is a sheer rock face on the other side of the mountain, which looks both treacherous, and utterly devoid of EXP.”

      “How many demons are we talking about?” said Sarah. “We have to save some consumables for the boss fight. We can’t burn through everything on the way up there.”

      Carlos didn’t answer. He tilted the telescope down the volcano, tracking something moving fast. He said, “Guys, I think we’re about to have company.”

      The cries of demons echoed down the mountain, followed by thunder. A rock slide kicked up a cloud of dust and demon corpses as it made its way down the mountainside, heading straight for them. There was no time to outrun it. Marcus stepped in front of the others, shield ready.

      A Shadow Hippo came into view. It tumbled a few steps before turning into a troll and skidding to a halt in front of their group. Ryan had a club in one hand and Flurry in the other, but he didn’t attack. Instead he smirked. “You lot took your time. You stop for a romantic picnic?”

      “Yeah, with your mum. She says hi by the way,” Carlos replied.

      Ryan ignored him. “I see you haven’t made it to level 50 yet. You shouldn’t even be in this zone. It’s too hard.”

      “That’s exactly what your mum said!”

      Marcus looked over at Carlos and muttered, “Stop!” Then he turned to Ryan. “Why haven’t you attacked us?”

      “There’s nothing to gain,” said Ryan, conveniently leaving out the fact that he was running low on health potions. He glanced over his shoulder, back up the mountain and said, “Where are you headed?”

      “Scoping out honeymoon locations,” said Carlos.

      Ryan smirked. “You’re going to fight the dragon aren’t you.”

      “None of your business.”

      Ryan chuckled, a deep belly laugh that made his green gut jiggle. “You lot don’t stand a chance. She killed me a dozen times. I barely even scratched her, and I have the ice dagger. You’ll all be dead before I make it to the nearest tavern.”

      “Want to bet?” asked Carlos.

      “I don’t need your gold,” said Ryan.

      “Maybe, but we’ll gladly take that dagger off your hands,” replied Carlos.

      Ryan looked at Flurry. “You want this? Come and take it.”

      Carlos stepped forwards. “I intend to.”

      “What are you going to do, heal me to death?”

      Marcus stepped between them. “This isn’t the place. Besides, the daggers are soul bound. Killing each other won’t change that.”

      “Like I said, I need a drink. You know where I’ll be, if you get bored of being barbecued and fancy an old-fashioned arse kicking.” Ryan lumbered off, not turning his back on them until he was a considerable distance away.

      Carlos waited until Ryan was almost out of earshot before loudly proclaiming, “What an absolute knob. I can’t wait to wipe that smug grin off his face.”

      Marcus said, “I’m not so sure. He wasn’t bragging, he was clearly frustrated. Ryan doesn’t seem like the sort to give up easily. Why would he stand aside and let us fight the dragon? Do you think it’s a trap?”

      Carlos shrugged. “I think he hasn’t had any competition in a long time, and the corruption rotted his brain. So what if he can’t beat the dragon? He’s one guy. We’re a whole kick-arse party. Let’s show him how it’s done.” He got his telescope out again and peered up the path. He said, “No fair!”

      “What?” asked Marcus, concerned there was more bad news.

      “That bastard killed most of the demons. Do you think they’ll respawn?”

      Marcus rolled his eyes. “Let’s not hang around to find out. This is our chance. Let’s go fight the dragon.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary turned to James. “Who was that? I was under the impression there were only five candidates.”

      “There are,” he said. “Ryan is a previous candidate.”

      She peered over her glasses. “Previous candidate? I thought they were all corrupted?”

      James gestured to Miles. “Bring up Ryan’s charts.”

      Miles did as requested and the graph appeared. The Secretary peered at it. “Is this accurate? How did it get so bad?”

      “Ryan’s from one of the earliest uploads, before you were involved. Back then, we didn’t know the impact of changing a candidate’s physical body. It accelerates the corruption.”

      “How is he still functioning?”

      James said, “He went in with obsessive tendencies, and those are pretty much all that’s left. Everything else was burned away. To most people, losing their memories and identity is terrifying. That’s what drives them mad. For Ryan, we believe it may actually be beneficial. Whatever trauma was in his past no longer haunts him. Now he can focus all his energy on one single goal.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Completing the game,” said Miles, before immediately regretting involving himself in this conversation.

      “Why have you not been updating us on this candidate?” asked the Secretary, peering at James.

      “As I said, it was before your involvement. Your interest is with candidates that can be extracted. Ryan can never leave the game. What’s left of his mind truly believes he’s a troll. Bringing him out as anything else will shatter what little sanity is left.”

      The Secretary reached over and picked up a pen from Miles’ desk. She twirled it around her fingers with ease, the pen a blur of motion. “I don’t like surprises. Is there any additional information you believe may be relevant? Perhaps something else has slipped your mind, or you deemed it unimportant?” Her tone suggested it might suddenly be quite the opposite.

      “No,” James replied, with the conviction of a man trying to avoid being stabbed to death with stationery.

      She stared at him for a long time, as if trying to bore a hole straight through him. Then she calmly placed the pen back down on the desk and returned her attention to the monitor. She leaned in closer to Miles. “What are the rest of them doing?”

      “Fighting demons. They should be getting their arses kicked as they are under levelled, but they’re making up for it with strategy and teamwork.”

      The Secretary watched as the magical girl peppered small flying creatures with fireballs. One of them tried returning fire, but the guy with the shield jumped in front of it and reflected the attack. A larger demon tried to sneak up behind, to stab her in the back, but she vanished and reappeared on the other side of shield guy, who bashed the demon with and slashed at it with his sword. Then the short angry girl jumped in and started hacking, with no hint of tactics or defence. She got stabbed by a trident, but paid no attention. As the demon tried to stab her again, the handsome man dived in the way and took the hit. He slumped to the ground before the guy in the dress ran over and revived him. Then he immediately threw a smoke bomb on the ground and ran away. The Secretary shook her head. “I see no strategy here. This is a chaotic mess. They are too reliant on their toys and tricks. Death is not so easily undone in the real world.”

      She glanced over at James. “How does this teach them transferable skills? We told you to make the combat more realistic.”

      “And I told you it doesn’t work. The trauma is too high. These candidates aren’t trained soldiers. If you want them to survive the corruption long enough to be brought back out here, you can’t put them into a nightmare simulator. Besides, this is a proof of concept. Once you know it works, we can refine it.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t respond. Instead she turned her attention back to the screen. “Where are they going now?”

      Miles said, “They’re going to fight the dragon.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The team pushed through to the top of the volcano, scanning the area for demons. They had fought hard all the way up the path and were glad to reach the safety of the crater. Carlos would never admit it, but even he was relieved Ryan had cleared away some of the mobs. He said, “Ok, we’re nearly at level 40. Beating this boss will push us over the edge. Speaking of which…” He peered over the lip of the volcano and added, “Not exactly homely in there. No sign of the dragon, but I’m confident it will find us if we head inside.”

      “What about the eruptions?” asked Jas. “We don’t want to go in there until the coast is clear. I’ve been timing them, we’re due one any moment.”

      The ground rumbled to confirm her assessment. Carlos looked around and spotted the fox hole. “Everyone hop in there. I reckon we’ll all fit if we squeeze.”

      They did. Nutsack was initially thrilled to be pressed up against Jas, but then Carlos sandwiched him and ruined the mood. Marcus stayed on the outside, shield facing out, ready to tank any mobs or lava that took a shine to them.

      The explosion shook the whole mountain, and the flaming rocks landed with rhythmic thuds. Marcus wearily stared at the sky, hoping an errant rock wouldn’t end their quest. Thankfully, the projectiles landed further down the mountain.

      When the volcano finally fell silent they emerged from their hole like clowns from a car. Marcus peered over the lip of the crater and spotted the path winding around the inside wall. It was still glowing from the recent eruption, but now the magma was receding, lowering the level and revealing more of the path. Marcus couldn’t help but think of his earlier concern that this was all some kind of elaborate trap. “Nutsack, can you scope out the path to make sure it can hold us? You’re the only one with any chance of climbing up the inside wall if the path crumbles.”

      Nutsack stayed where he was, looking confused. Marcus sighed and pointed at the volcano. “You, go, in there.”

      The rogue blinked a few times. There was definitely some kind of misunderstanding happening, because it sure seemed like his keeper was telling him to jump into a giant fire pit. “No.”

      “Please?” Marcus tried.

      Jas, sensing that good manners were not the issue, stepped in. She reached out and held his hand. “I know this is scary, but we need your help. I need you help.”

      He peered over the edge into the bubbling inferno below. Jas needed him. He reluctantly let go of her hand and was about to leap into almost certain death when Carlos said, “Hold on a moment. I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but take your clothes off. If you have to switch to squirrel mode, your equipment’s going to end up falling into the lava.”

      “Magma,” Jas corrected.

      “What?”

      “It’s only lava when it leaves the volcano,” she said matter of factly.

      “Fine, whatever.” He turned to Nutsack and made elaborate hand gestures. “Clothes fall in hot goo, bad. Leave clothes here.”

      Nutsack did as asked, flipping into a squirrel and back again to win the record for fastest undressing. Somehow he had more abs than last time. It wasn’t so much a washboard as a long cobbled road. He stretched and dropped into the splits to limber up. It was hard not to stare.

      “Alright, enough of the peep show. Get to it,” said Carlos.

      The rogue bent down like a sprinter and then raced down the path inside the volcano, scrambling over the loose rock. He barely stopped to touch the ground, which did little to confirm the integrity of the route, but at least demonstrated it was possible to get to the bottom. The magma continued its descent, staying just ahead of him, until the volcano was almost completely hollow. Then it stopped, and hardened. Nutsack waved up at them.

      “Looks like it’s safe,” said Carlos, gesturing to the path. He didn’t move.

      Marcus said, “Are you waiting for someone else to go ahead of you?”

      “Course not, but if you insist.”

      Marcus raised his shield and set off down the path. There was the occasional wobbly bit where a few loose rocks were sent tumbling, but it was otherwise uneventful. The others followed closely behind.

      When they reached the bottom they stepped out onto the stage, feeling the ground undulate beneath their feet. When they got to the centre Marcus said, “Now what?”

      HIs question was answered with a roar from above. Sasha dropped down from the opening and landed hard enough to shake the ground.

      Marcus analyzed her and gasped. “Says the dragon’s name is Sasha, and she’s level 75!”

      “Finally, a proper challenge!” exclaimed Carlos. He brandished Thorn as if he were St. George incarnate. Sasha did not look overly impressed. She charged, forcing Marcus to use Taunt to get her attention.

      As soon as it worked, Marcus wished it hadn’t. Sasha abruptly changed direction, pivoting and barreling straight at him. He stood his ground, ready to use Shield Bash, but her jaws were so big, the only thing to bash was her tongue. He did that anyway, with no obvious effect. Then the teeth clamped down on his shield. It creaked in protest, but didn’t buckle. There was a hissing sound, like a gas leak, and then an explosion, also like a gas leak. Marcus tucked himself behind his shield as the flames lapped around it. Even with his shield taking most of the heat, he was still losing HP. He yelled, “Need a fire extinguisher!”

      Jas was right there. She raised Splash and a jet of water shot out and straight into Sasha’s mouth. The flames around Marcus slowly shrank as the dragon brought her wing around to cut off the stream of water. Jas followed it up with twin sword strikes, but her weapons bounced ineffectively off the thick red scales. Sasha paid no attention to the attacks, she was too busy shaking Marcus. He held on to his shield as he was hoisted into the air and rag dolled.

      He knew the throw was coming, but he still wasn’t prepared for it. He sailed through the air and crashed into the wall of the volcano, landing on the smouldering ground with a heavy thud. His health was already under 50%.

      Carlos dashed over and started healing. “Ok, solid initial engagement. Next time try to land a little more gracefully.”

      Marcus dusted himself off. “She threw me into a wall!”

      “Good point. Don’t do that again. It’s bad for your health.”

      “Thanks, Carlos. I appreciate your sage words of wisdom.” Marcus took in the scene. Sasha was stomping on Nutsack, biting Jas, and tail whipping Sarah. He turned back to Carlos. “We’re not going to win this fight.”

      “Not with that attitude! Now go tank some damage.”

      Marcus charged back into the fray, and got tail whipped for his trouble. He hit the wall again, landing almost exactly where he had last time. Carlos was still standing there. He healed Marcus up again. “I thought we agreed no more body slamming the wall?”

      “I agreed, but apparently the murderous dragon missed the memo!”

      “Well, enough chatting, get back in there.”

      He did. Nutsack was already down, Jas had to use Absorb to stay alive and Sarah was using most of her MP on Hop to avoid being killed. In short, it wasn’t going well.

      Marcus raced towards Nutsack to revive him, but Carlos yelled, “I’ve got him, you look after the others.”

      There was a glow as Carlos used distant revive to bring the rogue back to life. Sasha tried to stomp Nutsack to death again, but this time he rolled out the way and darted between her toes.

      Jas landed a flurry of axe blows to the dragon’s legs. Sasha ignored the attacks and instead used her wing as a makeshift shield to block Sarah’s Ice Beam. There was a tiny flicker as her health bar finally ticked down enough to register damage.

      Carlos acted as the unofficial team cheerleader, hopping around behind the others. “That’s it, team, stay focused! We’ve got this. All we have to do is keep our heads and we can slowly whittle away her health.”

      Sasha disagreed. She flapped her huge wings, knocking everyone off their feet, except for Nutsack, who casually leaned in to the strong breeze. They all squinted through the dust to see the dragon hovering a few feet off the ground, outside the range of everything except projectiles. Sarah tried to suck Sasha back to the ground using Air Beam, but the dragon was too strong. She switched to Ice Beam instead, which only lasted a few seconds before her MP ran out. Jas threw her axes, and Nutsack used his throwing knives, but they all bounced harmlessly off the dragon’s scales.

      An orange glow appeared in Sasha’s throat. They instinctively spread out to avoid the AoE. Marcus yelled at everyone to get closer as he activated Human Shield, but it was too late. He triggered the absorb ability of his new armour. A wall of fire engulfed the entire stage. They died instantly, except Marcus, who was saved by absorb. His armour glowed bright red with the heat. He faced off against the monstrous creature, sword held aloft, until he saw Sarah’s body. He raced over to her and had time to reach out before the dragon’s jaws engulfed him.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary made a tutting sound. She pulled out her phone and tapped out a few words before slipping it back into her pocket.

      Miles wasn’t sure why, but he felt compelled to defend Jas and the others. “It’s not unexpected that this dragon would kill them, especially the first time. They don’t know any of the attacks or counters, plus they’re nowhere near the level they should be.”

      She turned to face him, her stare icy and emotionless. “Will that change in the next few hours?”

      Miles caught James nodding. “There’s no harm in letting them try,” was the best he could muster. Anything more definitive was asking for trouble.

      “Oh I assure you, there’s plenty of harm,” she said. She spun around to James. “Are you certain you don’t wish to retrieve them now, while the corruption is still manageable?”

      “My assessment hasn’t changed. I’m aware this is time sensitive, but I see little benefit in pulling them out now. If the download doesn’t go as planned, we’ll lose hours of additional data for no upside.”

      “The download better work, or this project will be cancelled.” The threat hung in the air like a fart in a lift. Any subtlety was slowly being replaced with a more ominous tone. James found himself wondering if he should try to have her neutralized, while he still had the chance. Something told him she was ready for that. If he had to choose between fighting her, or taking on the fire dragon, he knew which one he’d pick. At least the dragon would kill him quickly.

      Miles said, “Ok, here they go again. Let’s see if round two goes better.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Round two did not go better.

      They managed to survive a little longer, but the moment they did the tiniest amount of damage, the dragon repeated her earlier trick and took to the skies, blasting them with fire. Marcus tried to use absorb again, but was informed it was still on cooldown. Quite literally, based on the still orange glow of his armour.

      They reappeared in the fox hole, huddled together. Carlos said, “Now we have a little more data to work with. Let’s hear your analysis.”

      Sarah said, “We have nothing to counter the massive DPS disparity. The dragon can kill all of us in three or four hits, and that doesn’t even take into account her AoE attack that’s impossible to dodge.”

      “At the same time, we have nothing that can hurt her. Her scales are too thick. All my attacks are bouncing off and barely doing any damage,” added Jas.

      Carlos scratched his chin, his expression one of deep concentration. “Ok, so to summarize, we can’t hurt her, and even if we could, we can’t survive long enough to do so.”

      The others nodded.

      He kept talking as the floor shook and the volcano erupted loudly behind him. “What can we do to improve the situation?”

      Everyone stared back at him. He clapped his hands. “Come on, let’s brainstorm. We need to think outside the box. There are no bad ideas.”

      Nutsack sensed an opportunity to flex his newfound mental muscles. He said, “Not fight?”

      “Ok, I take that back, there are some bad ideas.”

      “Hey, give him a break, that’s a valid strategy!” said Jas. “Not everything needs to be solved by violence.”

      “In the real world perhaps, but while we’re trapped in the game we aren’t getting that dagger using peaceful negotiations,” said Carlos. “Besides, the King already used that trick. We have to fight, so let’s figure out how to suck a little less. Even if it’s a tiny improvement. Let’s start with not dying. What can we do to survive a few seconds longer?”

      “She can’t hurt us if she’s stunned?” suggested Sarah.

      “Yes!” Carlos exclaimed, clapping his hands. “Now we’re thinking. What moves does everyone have that can trigger a stun?”

      “My snowballs sometimes stun,” said Sarah.

      “I have Fear. It’s better for groups, but it might work on the dragon,” said Jas.

      “I can Shield Bash. Also Spark has a Zap move that stuns,” said Marcus.

      Carlos paced back and forth, crouched over in the fox hole. “Now we’re getting somewhere. The only problem is the cooldowns. We don’t have enough moves to keep her continually stunned.”

      “This is the big boss fight. No way the King would let us cheese it,” said Marcus. “She will definitely have some form of counter to prevent us stun locking her.”

      “Perhaps, but we might find a workaround,” said Carlos. He thought for a moment. “The stun strategy is a great start, but it doesn’t solve the two main problems. We don’t have the DPS to get her health down, and we don’t have a meaningful counter to the AoE flame attack. As soon as she takes to the air, we’re toast.”

      “I could save Zap until she takes off? Maybe we can stun her out of the attack?” suggested Marcus. “That would buy us time if she has a pre-determined attack pattern.”

      Jas shook her head. “There’s been no clear pattern so far. In fact, I’d go so far as to say there’s no clear strategy at all. She isn’t picking specific targets based on threat or priority, she’s simply attacking either the last person to hurt her, or whichever of us happens to be within line of sight at the time. The closest she’s come to using tactics is blocking attacks.”

      “Which attacks?” asked Carlos, perking up.

      “She didn’t like the water stream from Splash, and she wasn’t keen on Sarah’s Ice Beam either,” said Jas.

      “Both elemental magic attacks strong against fire. That can’t be a coincidence. We need to explore that further. Let’s combine those attacks with a stun so she can’t block them. That will give us a sense of how much damage we can do,” Carlos said triumphantly.

      They strolled back into the volcano, confident they now had a feasible way to beat the boss. As Sasha descended from the entrance, Carlos called the play. “Jas, hold off on the stun, she may be invulnerable before the fight properly starts. We need to know she’s active before we use it.”

      Sasha’s feet had barely touched the ground when she charged straight at Nutsack, who happened to be closest. He frantically evaded while Jas used Fear. She let out a bloodcurdling scream.

      Nothing happened.

      “It didn’t work!” she pointed out, although it was obvious from the rampaging dragon trying to slaughter them.

      Sarah unleashed a volley of snowballs. The first one hit, but the dragon stopped attacking long enough to block the others with a wing. Sarah ceased fire as Marcus used Taunt. Sasha bolted at him, teeth bared, and he waited until the last second before using Shield Bash. It booped her right on the nose and she staggered for a moment.

      “Now!” screamed Carlos. They all piled in, unleashing whatever they had with the most damage. Jas hit the dragon with a concentrated water blast, and Sarah used Ice Beam.

      It only lasted a few seconds. Sasha shook off the stun and lashed out, forcing everyone to evade. Sarah grabbed Jas and Hopped away, while Carlos used his cloak. Nutsack easily dodged the flurry of attacks. As they all scattered in different directions the dragon’s head swivelled back and forth, deciding who to pounce on. Marcus remained, hoping to make himself the obvious target. He swiped at her with his sword to try and get her attention, but she ignored him.

      “That worked!” said Carlos. “Now we have to repeat it.”

      Marcus did not share his excitement. The damage was barely noticeable. Their focused, combined, uninterrupted damage had stripped Sasha of 5% of her HP. They would have to stun her 19 more times to win this way, and they were already running low on viable stun moves.

      Sasha decided killing them one at a time would be too much trouble. She spread her wings. Carlos immediately yelled, “Get ready! This is the fire AoE.”

      Jas used Leap Attack to close the distance. She landed directly in front and jammed her sword right through the dragon’s foot, Impaling her to the ground. Sasha flapped furiously, struggling against the tiny sword. Jas proudly exclaimed, “I’ve got her pinned! Get in here.”

      It was supposed to last 10 seconds, but it barely lasted 3. Sasha yanked her foot and the sword shot out of the ground, freeing her. She flew up into the air, hovering above them, snarling angrily. She opened her mouth and the orange glow appeared.

      Marcus saw his chance. He took aim with Spark and was about to fire when the dragon flapped her wings much quicker. Marcus squinted as dust trashed his visibility. All he could see was a faint orange glow. He aimed at that and unleashed Zap, but when the dust cleared the dragon remained. A smoking scorch mark on the volcano wall confirmed he’d missed.

      “Bollocks!” Marcus said as the dragon opened her mouth wider. Then he yelled, “Team, on me!”

      Everyone except Nutsack raced towards him as the orange glow turned to flames. He waited until the last possible moment to trigger Human Shield, to take everyone’s damage. Carlos started up a healing beam in the hopes of keeping him alive.

      The AoE attack melted Marcus’ health bar in under a second. Even with the fire damage reduction, he was taking five times the DPS. No amount of healing was enough. The moment he died, the Human Shield stopped, and the others took damage. Everyone did their best not to die. Jas used Absorb, but it didn’t work on the magical flames. Sarah tried to Hop away, but the whole stage was ablaze. Carlos attempted to use his cloak, but it was still on cooldown.

      Nutsack was the only one that survived, because he was dangling from Sasha’s foot from his golden chain. He climbed up the chain, escaping the flames below, but then a large yellow eye appeared at his level. Sasha grinned at the swaying snack. She snapped at him, but Nutsack swung out the way and up onto the dragon’s snout. Then he stabbed her in the eye with his poison dagger. She roared in pain and shook her head, sending him flying. He flipped in the air and sprang off the volcano wall, landing on his feet. The flames had finally died down, leaving a heavily scorched stage.

      The injured dragon barrelled towards him, mouth wide open, ready to bite him in half. He tossed a smoke bomb in her mouth and it sailed right down her throat, before detonating. The dragon grasped at her chest and squealed, as thick white smoke poured from her mouth.

      While Sasha was distracted, Nutsack ran over to Jas. He placed his hand gently on hers, waiting for the timer to reach zero. He knew he wasn’t going to defeat Sasha, but if he was going to die, he’d prefer not to do so alone.

      The retching from the dragon finally ceased and she coughed up the remains of the smoke bomb as Jas opened her eyes. Jas looked up at him and smiled. A deafening roar made her glance over at the dragon. She squinted at Sasha, perplexed, before the dragon raised her clawed foot and stomped on them both.

      When Jas opened her eyes she was back in the hole at the top of the volcano. Carlos was already blabbering about tweaking their strategy, but Jas interrupted him. “Who did all that damage?”

      Carlos stopped talking and looked at her. “What damage?”

      “Nutsack revived me. When he did, the dragon had lost nearly 20% of her health. It was nowhere near that low when I died.”

      Carlos looked at the others. “Anyone know what Jas is talking about?”

      They all shook their heads. Except Nutsack, who wasn’t paying attention. He was happy to be back in the hole with Jas.

      Carlos sighed. “I suppose the good news is, we know how to hurt her. Ice Beam and Water Spout both do noticeable damage, especially when she can’t block them. Perhaps some other moves we haven’t figured out yet. That only leaves the survivability issue.”

      “Issue? The flame AoE is certain death, and we still don’t have a counter,” said Marcus

      “Not true,” said Jas. “Nutsack survived the flame attack long enough to revive me.”

      “How?” asked Carlos. He stared right at the rogue. “How did you survive the flame attack?”

      Nutsack blinked, realizing he was suddenly the centre of attention. He spoke slowly. “Not touch fire.”

      “But how?” said Carlos, getting increasingly agitated.

      “Climb onto fire bird.”

      Carlos threw up his hands. “So our best tip for surviving the flames, is to not be on the ground when it’s on fire. Instead we should stand on the hungry dragon. Any other brilliant suggestions?”

      “I survived the flame attack the first time,” Marcus added. “But trying to tank the damage for everyone with Human Shield was too much.”

      “Maybe I could try Hopping away?” said Sarah. “If I can stay off the ground until the fire goes out, I won’t add my damage to the human shield.”

      “Perhaps I can put out the flames faster with Splash?” Jas added.

      Carlos grinned. “Ok, new plan. Stun the dragon, hit her with our best moves, then when she tries to flame AoE, Marcus will go for Zap. If that fails, I’m going to cloak, Nutsack will climb, Sarah will use Hop and Jas will stay next to Marcus, who will Human Shield them both. Let’s see if we can at least survive the first flame attack this time.”

      It was as good a plan as they were going to get.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary watched the party on the viewers. The dragon was indeed a fearsome foe, but they were doing their best to fight it. This attempt looked a little more coordinated than the last, with something resembling a plan. They were still too reliant on cheap tricks, but at least they were showing signs of strategy and coordination. That may be enough to convince her superiors that this endeavour was worth the considerable cost.

      When they all survived Sasha’s initial flame attack, Miles turned around with a smile. “They executed that plan pretty well, don’t you think?”

      The Secretary held up her finger to silence him. She was focused on the participants. This was as far as they had planned. The question was, what would they do now? How well could they improvise?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas lowered Splash as the flames died out. There was a moment where nobody moved. Then Sasha landed and immediately attacked, whipping her tail at Marcus, who was knocked over by the blow. The dragon followed up, pouncing on top of him. He struggled to break free from her immense weight.

      Sarah used Hop to get over to him, dodged the dragon’s snapping jaws, and Hopped away again with the knight, reappearing next to Carlos. Marcus said, “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Now let’s get her,” Sarah replied, downing a magic potion and jumping straight back into the fray.

      Carlos healed up Marcus. “I’m running low on MP. I’m going to use Leech Beam. Can you keep the dragon distracted?”

      “Sure,” said Marcus, moving away and using Taunt. “Come get some, you fiery fiend.”

      Sasha immediately stopped what she was doing and charged him. This time, she didn’t stop. She lowered her head and slammed straight into him, sending him flying into the wall. He staggered to his feet as she reached him again, jaws snapping. A quick glance confirmed there was a blue beam flowing from the dragon to Carlos.

      “Are you done filling up yet?” asked Marcus as a dragon tooth caught his exposed leg, slicing off HP.

      “Almost!”

      “Can you heal me then?”

      “Not while I’m using this spell,” Carlos replied. “Will only be a few more seconds.”

      Sasha swung her tail around. Marcus ducked at the last moment, but Carlos was too busy staring at his MP bar. The tail slammed into him, killing him on the spot.

      “Damn it!” said Marcus. He stabbed the dragon to try and keep her focus, but she ran over to attack Jas.

      Marcus used Dash to get to Carlos’ body quickly and revived him with Spark. Carlos sat up, looking noticeably better-looking, his features more chiselled and his jawline more defined. He said, “What’s going on?”

      “I think your CHR is boosted,” said Marcus, trying not to laugh.

      Carlos put his hand to his chest and said, “You’re right! I can feel abs. I should show the girls!”

      “That’s great, but they’re kind of busy fighting a giant dragon. We all are. Come on, let’s go help them.”

      Jas and Sarah did a double take as handsome Carlos slid right into battle. He was about to remove his robes when the effect wore off, and he found himself back to normal. He said, “Well that was a waste.”

      The onslaught continued, with Sarah slinging snowballs in an attempt to get a stun. Fear and Zap were both still on cooldown, which left Shield Bash as the only viable option. That meant Marcus was going to have to get close. He said, “Get ready!” Then he charged in and attacked Sasha, hitting her with his sword in the hopes she’d lower her head to bite him.

      Sasha ignored him completely. She went after Sarah, in an attempt to make the projectiles stop. Sarah used Hop to get away, but the dragon was ready for it. Her head snapped around, scanning for the mage. The moment Sarah reappeared, Sasha was on her. Sarah Hopped again, but not as far this time, with the same results. The dragon ignored every other attempt to get her attention and kept her focus firmly on Sarah.

      “Guys, I don’t know how to shake her!” Sarah said, “I’m running out of MP, I only have enough for one more short hop.”

      “Get behind me,” Marcus said, readying his shield.

      Sarah Hopped behind him, and Sasha ran straight for her. Marcus intercepted and triggered a Shield Bash, which briefly stunned the dragon. Sarah was too busy drinking a magic potion to take advantage. Jas blasted Sasha with a jet of water from Splash, but the damage was negligible.

      “Now what?” Marcus yelled.

      “Now we improvise!” replied Carlos. He locked on to the dragon with his Leech Beam again. “I’m not sure if she has a regular MP bar that can be fully drained. Let’s find out.”

      Sasha snapped out of it and went into a frenzy. She lashed out with her tail, slashed with her claws and chomped with her jaws. She even unleashed a fireball from her mouth. Marcus dove in front of it and reflected it back, but it bounced harmlessly off the dragon. Marcus said, “That’s new! I don’t like surprises.”

      There was one more surprise in store. The ground shook beneath their feet. Marcus wobbled and said, “What’s that?”

      A loud rumble from below drowned out his question, but they were all thinking the same thing.

      Carlos looked down at his feet at the rapidly cracking stage. “I think the volcano might be erupting!”

      “What?” Sarah and Jas both said in unison.

      Sasha clearly knew something they didn’t. She flapped her wings and took off, hovering above them, but she didn’t attempt to blast them with flames. Instead she smirked down at them as the stage fractured into dozens of individual pieces. Magma seeped between the cracks, slowly rising.

      Any semblance of a plan went out the window. They all tried to avoid the inevitable, but there was nowhere to go. Nutsack removed his chain and whipped it at Sasha, but she tucked her feet up and flew out of reach.

      “Now what?” asked Marcus, desperately trying to stay afloat on a shrinking rock raft.

      Carlos said, “Easy! If we can just…”

      The sound of the volcano erupting drowned him out, moments before they were engulfed by magma.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan was enjoying his fourth drink when he heard the volcano erupt in the distance. It was followed by the sound of falling rocks. The bartender briefly glanced up from restocking the already-full shelves, before going back to work. Ryan watched him work with admiration. He took full bottles and switched them with other, equally full bottles of a different colour. Ryan had watched him switch the entire shelf twice in the time he’d been sitting here. It was a classic idle animation, one the bartender had likely performed a thousand times. It was hard to tell if he even knew he was doing it, or if it was hardwired routine at this point.

      Ryan coughed. The bartender snapped out of his idling and said, “Same again?”

      A simple nod was enough to get another flagon of beer slid his way. Then the bartender resumed the restock, his expression blank, almost peaceful. He wouldn’t be so calm if his memory worked. Ryan had killed this particular bartender several times, typically when it was time to pay the considerable bar tab. He’d clubbed him to death, set him alight, even thrown him into his precious wall of bottles. Each time the bartender respawned, and each time he smiled the exact same way when Ryan next walked through the door. His existence was one of daily routine and blissful ignorance. Ryan envied him. He’d give anything to forget. The demons on the plains had nothing on the demons Ryan carried around in his head. They whispered in his ear, reminding him he wasn’t enough, that he was worthless, he didn’t matter. He was so close to silencing them, he only needed a few more things to 100% the game, and show them all he was worthy. The remaining daggers would complete the set, and make him whole. Then the voices would stop.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “I guess we know what the poem meant about winning fast,” said Jas, the moment they reappeared in the hole.

      “That was utter bollocks,” replied Carlos. “The King wasn’t content with making the dragon ridiculously OP, he also wants to make sure we can’t grind out the fight. By throwing the eruption in there, he effectively sets a time limit to beat the dragon.”

      “Which is what?” said Sarah. “How long do we have?”

      “That’s the really unfair part,” said Carlos. “I think it might be random.”

      Jas pulled up something in her HUD and said, “I’ve been tracking the time between eruptions since we got here. There isn’t an obvious pattern, but it isn’t entirely random either. That time was on the short side. Based on the average, we should have had an extra couple of minutes.”

      “It doesn’t matter, because we aren’t killing that dragon with an extra twenty minutes,” said Marcus. “We’re going to have to face facts here. We’re underpowered for this fight.”

      They all turned to look at Carlos, waiting for his reaction. They expected an eruption, instead they saw acceptance. “You’re right. We’re short on DPS, on health and on stun abilities, all things that improve with more levels. Let’s go fight more demons and level up. We might even unlock some new abilities that would help.”

      The shock of Carlos agreeing they were in trouble was enough to silence everyone else.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan was drunk. Not in the fun real-world way, but in the stupid way the game replicated it, where his agility was tanked and his DEF was way up. He missed the olden days, when getting drunk would silence the voices, if only for a moment.

      Speaking of voices, there were new ones approaching. They were obnoxiously loud. They had the stealth of a marching band. He moved his club a little closer to his hand, but didn’t get out of his seat. The mouthy one could be heard through the thick stone walls. “Alright, I know this has been a bit of a slog, but we’re making progress. Stock up on consumables and then let’s meet in the tavern to choose our new abilities.”

      Ryan sighed and drank a little quicker. A fight with these idiots was the last thing he needed. The village certainly didn’t need any more damage. This tavern already looked like a fight had recently occurred, there was no need to make it worse. The only upside of a bar brawl was that it would save him from killing the bartender.

      He rummaged through his inventory, looking for the specific root he kept handy for such occasions. He munched on it and instantly felt better. That was the only upside to being virtually drunk, it could be countered in a heartbeat.

      The mouthy one was the first through the door. He was the only one smiling. The others looked like they’d been through the ringer. Ryan knew that look. They had been grinding for EXP. He still remembered those days. The trek from level 40 to 50 was a real slog. Even with high-level mobs to farm, it took a while, and he didn’t have to share the EXP with anyone else.

      The laughter stopped the moment they saw Ryan. The healer had the nerve to reach for his dagger. Ryan had a good mind to slap that grin right off his face, but before he could, the knight stepped in and lowered his teammate’s weapon. Then he turned to Ryan. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      Ryan scanned the group and laughed. “Looks like trouble already found you. I’m not seeing the fire dagger. How many times did she kill you before you gave up?”

      The healer took the bait. “We haven’t given up. We’re restocking on consumables.”

      “I’m sorry, how many times?”

      “It’s irrelevant. We don’t rage quit at the first sign of trouble. We’re working on a strategy.”

      Ryan chuckled into his empty flagon. “Strategy my arse. Let me guess, the moment you start doing anything resembling damage, she takes to the air and kills you all with that stupidly OP AoE fire blast?”

      The healer looked shocked. Then he threw his hands up in the air. “Right! What’s up with that? Throw in the random time limit and the whole thing is total bollocks. The King can’t scale difficulty to save his life, it’s like instead of having a smooth curve, he built a brick wall and plonked the fire dragon on top of it. It’s so far from good game design, which is odd, cause I liked his earlier games. I think he’s lost his touch.”

      Everyone fell silent and stared at the ceiling. The knight slowly equipped his shield and the berserker lady reached for her axes. Only the healer and the idiot rogue looked calm. Ryan laughed. He could almost remember what that felt like. “I used to be afraid of the King too, but then I realized he has no idea what he’s doing. It’s like he’s making this stuff up as he goes along. The main story line is all over the place, the side quests are either unnecessarily complicated, or totally pointless, and let me tell you, the end game content is practically non-existent. Once I’d killed everything he could throw at me, he quickly ran out of ideas. Then I find out you lot have these epic quests. Certainly explains why I’m stuck waiting for DLC. You’re his new playthings. When he gets bored, you’ll become his old playthings, like me. Until then, you’ll keep doing what you’re told.”

      The healer went to speak but the knight jumped in first. “You say that, but you’re the same. The King pit us against each other for his own amusement, and you’re playing right into it. You think if you beat the dragon that it shows you’re the best, but it’s not possible. You’re not here to win, you’re here to get in the way. There’s really only one way to truly rebel against him.”

      The healer suddenly looked worried. He said, “Marcus, what are you doing?”

      Marcus said, “I’m thinking outside the box, Carlos, like you said.” He turned back to Ryan. “Why don’t you join our team?”

      His teammates all stared at him like he’d lost his mind. Ryan joined them. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Join us. It’s the last thing the King would expect. He wants us to fight you, to dance around like performing monkeys. Let’s flip the script.”

      Carlos grabbed his friend by the shoulder. “Can I have a word with you? In private.”

      Marcus shook his head. “You know this is the right strategy, you’re just too proud to admit it. We can’t beat the dragon, and neither can he, but together, our chances are considerably improved.”

      Ryan couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s say I entertain this ridiculous notion for more than a second. What’s in it for me?”

      “Your freedom. Our quest is to retrieve all the Daggers of Power. With you on our team, we can actually achieve that. The King said he’d release us once we retrieved them all.”

      Now Ryan really laughed. “The King says a lot of things. The only guarantee is that he’ll do whatever entertains him the most. He’s never letting you leave.”

      “Then we’ll make him,” said Carlos angrily.

      “How exactly are you planning on doing that? Writing him a stern letter? Asking to speak to his manager?”

      “Simple. We’ll kill him.”

      “Kill King Welsh? In his own world? You don’t stand a chance. You can’t even kill his pet.”

      Marcus said, “Maybe not, but we can.”

      “Why would I help you?”

      “You said it yourself, the King abandoned you. What do you have to gain by staying here, waiting for the next group to come along? We’re your best chance to get your life back.”

      Ryan stopped laughing. The kid was serious. He really thought they were getting out of here. This wasn’t some elaborate joke; they wanted him on the team. This was an unexpected opportunity to get exactly what he wanted. “Tell me how this would work.”

      Marcus said, “You join our party. We’ll go and beat the fire dragon together, as a team. Once that’s done, we’ll have all eight daggers.”

      Carlos threw up his hands. “I give up. You’ve officially lost the plot. We might as well ask the dragon to join our team.”

      The berserker stepped in. “Marcus is right. Violence won’t solve this issue. We can’t take each other’s daggers by force. There’s no benefit in fighting, only considerable downside. You said it yourself, we don’t have the DPS or the stun moves. This guy adds to both. If we pool our resources, we have a chance at beating the dragon before the mountain blows.”

      Carlos turned to the mage. “Sarah, help me out. You can’t possibly think this is a good idea.”

      She said, “I didn’t back Marcus up with Calon, and that turned out to be the right call. I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      Carlos didn’t even bother asking Nutsack. He sat down, crossed his arms, and pouted. Then he slapped his hand on the bar. “I’m going to need a drink.”

      Marcus held out his hand to Ryan. “I guess that settles it. Welcome to the party.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 47: Gear Up

        

      

    

    
      “First things first, let’s see if we can upgrade your gear,” Ryan said as they pulled up seats at the only table big enough to hold them all. Carlos made sure he sat as far away as possible, his hand resting on Thorn. A notification popped up from Ryan asking for permission to view his stats and equipment. He mentally selected No.

      Ryan’s eyes glazed over and he made a lot of tutting sounds. “Seriously, how have you lot survived this long?” He stopped and looked over at Marcus. “Actually, your armour and shield aren’t bad. For you it will mostly be accessories. Let me see what I have.” There was more mumbling, then Ryan held out a red stone on a silver chain. Marcus stared at it until the troll said, “Are you going to make me sit here all day? This is for you. It’s a loaner.”

      Marcus noticed that Ryan was wearing the exact same necklace. He took the offered item and examined it.

      Fire Stone necklace (Legendary)

      The Fire Stone is a magical item that can reduce damage dealt by fire and fire-based magical attacks.

      Absorbs 25% of all fire damage until the stone breaks

      50/50 Durability

      Warning: This item is being loaned to you by a party member. They can recall this item at any time.

      “Thanks!” Marcus said, equipping it. “What does it mean when it says it’s being loaned?”

      “Don’t worry, that’s the game’s way of indicating I’m sharing this item with you. You don’t have to give it back or anything, I have hundreds of the damn things and I can’t even use most of them. Like these.” He held out a small, white, flat rock.

      Marcus took a closer look.

      Frostbite whetstone (Rare)

      This whetstone can be used to give a bladed weapon a temporary ice affinity. Effect lasts for 1 hour. During this time, a slash from the weapon will deal ice damage. Each use of the whetstone reduces its durability by 1.

      5/5 Durability

      Marcus said, “Weird, didn’t say anything about loaning that time.”

      “Yeah, consumables don’t work the same way.”

      Marcus held the whetstone in one hand and equipped his sword in the other. As he ran the stone down the sword the blade slowly turned blue. After four passes a new notification appeared.

      Blade sharpened. Ice Affinity added - duration 60 minutes

      Whetstone durability reduced. Now 4/5

      “Wow, that’s going to help a lot!”

      Ryan handed over two of the Frostbite whetstones to Jas. “These are for your swords. They combo great with your class, but I have better axes. Here, try these out.”

      He held out two oddly-shaped axes, with narrow blades, almost like a pickaxe. Each had a metal spike at the bottom of the bright-white handle. Jas reviewed one of them:

      Ice Axe (Legendary)

      The Ice Axe is multi purpose. It can be used as a regular axe, dealing ice affinity damage with a chance to freeze and stun the target. The axes can also be used as a climbing tool, allowing the user to climb vertical surfaces more easily. The spikes on the handles enhance Impale based abilities.

      75/75 Durability

      Abilities:

      Ice Affinity: This weapon has an ice affinity. Any strike will inflict ice-based damage.

      Freeze: 5% chance to freeze and stun the target per strike

      Climb: Temporary +10 AGI boost whilst climbing vertical surfaces

      Impale: Doubles duration of Impale-based abilities

      Warning: This item is being loaned to you by a party member. They can recall this item at any time.

      

      She whistled. “I’ve never seen items with so many abilities before. Where did you get these?”

      “Don’t remember,” said Ryan with a casual shrug. “I get a lot of stuff. It’s hard to keep track. Here, you can have one of the fire necklaces too. In fact, everyone else grab one, before I forget.”

      They did, except for Carlos, who stayed firmly in his seat. Nutsack tried to put his necklace on, but the slot was already taken by his gold chain, so he popped it in his pocket. Ryan watched him struggling and turned to the others. “Is that guy ok?”

      “Honestly, it’s a long story,” said Marcus. “He might act a little odd sometimes, but he’s a key member of the team.”

      “I didn’t catch his name yet.”

      “He’s Nutsack.”

      Ryan blinked a couple of times and said, “Nutsack? That’s a pretty weird nickname. Do I want to ask how he got it? Is he a tea bagging master or something?”

      “It’s an even longer story. Don’t bother trying to shorten it, or call him something else. He barely responds to his name as it is.”

      Ryan rummaged through his inventory and pulled out the perfect item. “Well this is for him.”

      It was a small leather pouch that resembled a coin purse. Ryan looked up at the rogue, looked down at his hand, and the purse was gone. He hadn’t seen the rogue move. “He’s got skills,” he said, sounding genuinely impressed.

      Nutsack reached into the purse, expecting gold coins. Instead he pulled out a white metal throwing star shaped like a snowflake. He examined it closely and said, “What this?”

      “That’s a Star Flake. It’s like a regular throwing star, but it has an ice affinity, which makes it shatter upon impact. There are five to start with, but the bag regenerates new ones 30 seconds after throwing them. They are unusual because their damage output is based on the wielder’s AGI, not STR. That’s why ninjas tend to favour them.”

      “Thanks,” said Nutsack. He flicked his wrist and the ninja star flew from his hand, shattering a bottle on the wall behind the bar. The bartender glared at him angrily and reached for something under the bar. Nutsack hastily used Disguise. The moustache appeared on his face, as pathetic as before, but it was enough to appease the bartender, who went back to restocking.

      Ryan turned his attention to Sarah. “You’ll have to give me a moment. I’m not as familiar with the purely magical items as I’ve never been able to use them. Let me take a look at your build and abilities.” He scanned for a moment and his face scrunched up. “Weird, it says one of your spell slots is in use, but there’s no spell in it.”

      Sarah looked around nervously. “Yeah, that spell slot isn’t active, it’s a UI glitch.”

      She waited for more questions, but Ryan said, “It’s the worst huh, you’d think the King would work on some of these niggles. Like, why can’t I sort my inventory by affinity? So annoying! Give me a minute to find something ice-based.” He went quiet again, his brow furrowed in concentration as he stared at a menu nobody else could see. Eventually he said, “This seems to be the best option.”

      He held out a gleaming golden staff, with a large blue stone at the end. As Sarah reached out for it he said, “I only have one of these, so don’t break it!”

      Sarah looked at the item:

      Staff of Eira (Legendary)

      The Staff of Eira was crafted by the dwarves that live in the snowy mountains. It enhances any ice-based spell cast through it. Note that using this staff to cast fire-based magic will halve the fire spell’s strength and reduce the staff’s durability.

      80/80 Durability

      Abilities:

      Ice Boost: This magical item has an ice affinity. The strength of any spells cast through it with an ice affinity will be increased by 50%

      Fire Extinguisher: This magical item has an ice affinity. The strength of any spells cast through it with an fire affinity will be decreased by 50%. 5 points of durability will be lost for every fire spell cast.

      Warning: This item is being loaned to you by a party member. They can recall this item at any time.

      She stared at her walking stick. “This ice staff is very good, but it doesn’t have a spell slot like my current staff. I’ll lose access to Hop if I switch.”

      “Can you manage without it?” asked Ryan.

      “Right now it’s how I’m surviving the flame AoE attack,” Sarah replied.

      “Can you switch it out for one of your other spells?”

      “I’ve never had to do that before. Let me try.” She played around in the menus, but there was no obvious way to move a spell, and she didn’t want to draw too much attention to her spell slots in case the King was listening in.

      Ryan said, “I don’t think the ice staff is classified as two-handed. Doesn’t look like your walking stick is either. Why not equip both?”

      Sarah tried and grinned as both magical staffs appeared in her hands. She had to concentrate to make sure she used the right staff, otherwise Hop wouldn’t work. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

      “Good news, we’ve got time.” Ryan turned his attention to Carlos. “You’re last, tough guy.”

      “No thanks,” Carlos replied.

      “But I have a lot of cool healing gear that will really boost your stats, or at least, I think they will. It would help if I could see what I’m working with. Perhaps you could share your stats screen?”

      Carlos’ eyes narrowed. “Not going to happen.”

      “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” Ryan said, smirking.

      “Not interested.”

      Marcus leaned over. “He’s trying to help. What’s your problem?”

      “I don’t trust him,” Carlos replied, loud enough for the whole village to hear, even those recently crushed to death by rocks.

      Ryan held up his hands. “Fair enough. I respect your caution, we only just met. Don’t worry, I’ll win you over.”

      “Good luck with that,” Carlos replied. He turned to the others. “We also need to pick our new abilities for reaching level 40. We should discuss our options, in private.” He stared at Ryan.

      The troll stood up. “That’s ok, I have a few things to buy anyway. I’ll meet you outside.” He stalked out of the bar, dragging his club on the ground behind him.

      Once he was gone Marcus said, “What are you doing?”

      “Me? I’m keeping us safe, like I’m supposed to. That guy is bad news.”

      “He’s trying to get out of here, same as us.”

      “Is he?” said Carlos. “I don’t buy it. That was entirely too easy. One minute he’s trying to kill us and take the daggers for himself, the next he’s dishing out free necklaces like it’s Mardi Gras. He’s up to something.”

      “Perhaps he is, but it’s not like you to turn down better gear. If it helps us beat the dragon, who cares why he’s helping?” asked Marcus.

      “I do. The King tricked us before with a fake player, how do we know he isn’t doing it again?”

      “So what if he is? We need all the help we can get. I’d invite the bartender if I thought it would help.”

      The bartender suddenly remembered there was something important he needed to grab from the beer cellar.

      Carlos said, “Look, I don’t disagree that he can help, I’m being cautious. Let’s sort out our abilities before our new party member gets bored and wanders off.”

      The tension was still there, lurking, but Sarah did her best to cut it. “I’ll go first. I have two very different options. The first is called Supercharge. It allows me to increase the strength of my spells temporarily by 50%, with the catch being they use twice the MP. The other option is called Throttle. It leaves spell strength alone, but for the duration all spells use 25% less MP. Both last for 10 seconds and have a 5-minute cooldown.”

      “Go for damage!” Carlos blurted out.

      “That’s the less efficient option,” said Jas. “Mathematically speaking.”

      “Both options have their uses,” said Sarah. “But we don’t have much game left to play. If we’re mainly focused on the dragon fight I think Supercharge is the way to go. The dragon rarely stays still long enough for me to focus a spell on it. If I can do 50% more damage with Beam while Sasha is stunned, that’s the better option.”

      “It’s going to chew through your MP,” said Carlos. “You’ll have to be fully loaded with magic potions and find time to top up between DPS and dodging.”

      Sarah nodded and locked in her choice.

      Jas went next. “Interesting. I finally get a ranged attack. I can choose between Boomerang, which does nominal damage, but has a 10% chance to stun and returns automatically. It can also pick up items. Alternatively there’s Javelin, which does damage based on my STR, but has to be retrieved.”

      “You thinking DPS?” asked Carlos.

      “No, I was leaning towards Boomerang. A ranged stun would be handy for the dragon’s flame attack.”

      “It’s only got a 1 in 10 chance of working though,” he said.

      “Better than my chances of retrieving the javelin mid fight,” she countered.

      “I could probably get it back to you with Magnet,” suggested Sarah.

      “You’ve already got your hands full,” Carlos pointed out. “I think Jas is right. Boomerang is the better choice for right this moment. Once everyone’s done picking, we’ll reassess our battle plan for the dragon.”

      Carlos turned to Nutsack. “I figured you might like a turn that isn’t last place. Do you know what your choices are?”

      The rogue did his best serious expression. “Yes. Me read. Pick run on walls, or jump in air. Says passive. What mean?”

      “Means no cooldown, you don’t have to activate them,” replied Carlos. He said, “Both of these sound super useful to improve your movement. Which one were you thinking.”

      Nutsack said, “Jump in air. Can already run on walls.”

      “That’s a pretty decent reason,” said Carlos. “I agree, double jump sounds like the better option.”

      Nutsack locked in his choice. Then he said, “How work?”

      “Try to jump while you’re already jumping,” said Carlos.

      Nutsack did exactly that. He crashed his head into the ceiling of the tavern. The bartender peeked up from the cellar and yelled, “Oy, watch what you’re doing! You break it, you buy it.”

      “Only thing he broke was his head,” replied Carlos with a chuckle. Then he said, “What about you, Marcus? What are your choices?”

      “I have to pick between offensive and defensive, so it seems pretty obvious. I can either pick Pierce Armour, which allows me to ignore an opponents armour for 20 seconds, or I can pick Dig In, which increases my DEF by 25% with the condition that I can’t move for 20 seconds. Both have 5-minute cooldowns.”

      “Can you cancel the Dig In ability if you need to move?” asked Sarah.

      “I can, but there’s a penalty. If I move, my DEF drops by 25% for whatever time remains of the 20 second timer, plus an additional 60 seconds.”

      “Wow, that’s quite the penalty. So it only really makes sense if you know you’re going to stay put the whole time. I’m thinking that could combo nicely with Human Shield during the flame attack. You should be relatively safe from other attacks while the dragon’s in the air.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too,” said Marcus. “What about you, Carlos?”

      The healer reviewed his options carefully. “I can either remove debuffs from someone, or I can create a Decoy.”

      “A decoy? How does that work?” asked Marcus.

      “From the description it creates a copy of me to either the left or the right of where I’m standing. I have no control over the copy, it simply mirrors my movements. It can still fall off stuff, trigger traps etc. It lasts 30 seconds, but only has 10HP, so it’s unlikely to actually last that long. It’s a distraction, rather than a damage sponge.”

      Marcus said, “Wow, that’s a tough one. Does the debuff removal work on someone that’s ablaze?”

      “I don’t think so. It lists the specific debuffs it removes, such as poison, stuns, charms and slows. Doesn’t say anything about being on fire. Jas already has it covered with Splash.”

      Jas jumped in. “I’m not sure how much we’re going to run into that list of debuffs. The dragon doesn’t have any of them, at least not that we’ve encountered. I can see Decoy being more immediately useful as a distraction. If we can get Sasha to focus on the decoy, even for a second, it will delay her dealing damage to the rest of us.”

      “Done!” Carlos exclaimed. He triggered the ability, and an exact copy appeared three feet to the right. The decoy was seated, even though there was no seat, which made it hover ominously in the air. Carlos waved his hand, and the decoy did the same.

      Carlos stared at his mirror image with a look of horror. “Do I really look this daft in these robes?”

      Marcus shook his head and said, “No!” in a less than convincing tone.

      The Decoy vanished with a satisfying pop. Carlos stood up and excitedly proclaimed, “Let’s go restock our potions, and then I think we’re ready to try this again!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary said, “Was this part of the plan, to have the participants join up with the corrupted troll?”

      James said, “It’s a wrinkle, not a problem. It will help them beat the dragon.”

      “Precisely. It lessens their accomplishment if they win. Makes the results less valid.”

      “Not less valid, it simply proves something else.”

      The Secretary did not looked convinced. She said, “What exactly does it prove?”

      “They are resourceful. They convinced a former foe to join them, with obvious benefits to both parties. I’d think such a demonstration of advanced negotiation is something to be applauded, not punished.”

      “By your own admission, the foe in question is unstable and unpredictable due to the corruption. It therefore does not demonstrate their impressive negotiation skills so much as his lack of rational thought.”

      James would usually enjoy such verbal sparring, but when this woman was involved, he always felt perilously close to actual sparring.

      The Secretary turned to Miles. “Can you remove the troll from the equation?”

      Miles glanced at James. “I can but…”

      “Do it.”

      Miles tapped away on his keyboard. Then he leaned in closer, and tapped again. Nothing happened. He said, “Something’s not right. I should be able to relocate him, but when I try, nothing happens.”

      “Try again,” said the Secretary, leaning in closer. Miles could feel her breath on the back of his neck, like a hungry tiger. He frantically hit the keys, but the troll remained. He said, “It’s not working. I don’t get it. I’ve done this before without issue.”

      The Secretary said, “If I believe you’re lying to me, this will end poorly.”

      “Why would I lie?” Miles said, shrinking back in his chair.

      “So you’d prefer I think of you as incompetent, rather than deceitful?”

      “I’m neither of those things!” Miles said, looking over at James for backup.

      James came to his rescue. “It may be my father. He doesn’t take kindly to us interfering when the game is in progress.”

      The Secretary turned on James. “That does not fill me with confidence. Get your father in line, or rest assured, I will.”

      James couldn’t help himself. “He’s a virtual god, you can’t hurt him in there.”

      “Then I shall hurt him out here.” The pen was suddenly back in her hand, spinning between her fingers much faster than before.

      “It’s fine, probably a glitch. I’m going to investigate it right now,” Miles said.

      “You do that. I need to provide an update.” She strolled away, tucking the pen into her hair. Granite made sure to keep his distance as she walked out of the lab.

      James turned to Miles. “Are you out of your mind? Why would you lie to her like that?”

      “I’m not lying!” said Miles. “I genuinely can’t get rid of Ryan.”

      James lowered his voice, “That’s a serious problem!”

      “You don’t say! I think your new friend made that painfully obvious.”

      “It’s going to be obviously painful if you don’t fix it!” James hissed.

      Miles frantically tapped away at his keyboard. Then he lowered his voice, “While we have a moment of privacy, I think your dad’s script might have located your mum. I’ve pinged you the location to share with him. It’s got a weird co-ordinate. I don’t think it’s part of the map. You want me to stop the script now?”

      James pulled out his phone. “No, he said to leave it running. I’ll talk with him about Ryan. Hopefully it’s him messing with us, I’ll ask him to stop. I can use Mum’s location as leverage.” He started tapping out a message.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas had almost killed the demon. She jammed one of her new ice picks through its left foot spike first to keep it on the ground. It squirmed as she slashed with the other axe, triggering a freeze. The mob was low enough in health that her swords would finish it in short order. She was switching weapons when Ryan ran past and smashed the demon to death with his club. She said, “Hey! I was working on that one.”

      “You snooze you lose,” Ryan said. “Besides, we’re all on the same team here. It’s not like I’m kill stealing.”

      “What?” Jas asked as Ryan charged off to kill another demon.

      Sarah appeared next to her. “In some games only the person that delivers the killing blow gets the EXP. One strategy is to let someone else do all the hard work, then swoop in and finish the enemy off, taking the credit. Obviously that will make you pretty unpopular with the rest of the players. It doesn’t apply in our case though, because EXP is shared equally amongst the whole party.”

      “So what happens to his share if he’s already max level?” Jas said, staring at Ryan as he swatted an imp out of the air.

      “It’s wasted. He can’t use it for anything.”

      “So wouldn’t it be more efficient to not have him in our party?”

      “No, because that would enable kill stealing. Also the friendly fire rules wouldn’t apply. We could hurt him by accident, or vice versa. It’s better for everyone if we don’t have to worry about that.”

      The last of the demons died. It was far quicker with an extra damage dealer, made easier because most of the mobs hadn’t spawned back in yet. That didn’t do anything to reduce the trek itself. This was the third time they’d had to traverse this path, and the novelty had worn off.

      Marcus was about to offer gentle encouragement when Ryan yelled, “Come on, you lot, you’re really slowing this whole thing down. At this rate, the dragon will die of old age before we get there.”

      Carlos walked past Jas and Sarah. “I thought this guy was irritating as an enemy, but he’s even more annoying as our teammate.”

      Sarah said, “He’s loud, overly competitive, and full of himself. You don’t like him because he’s you, but green.”

      “That’s not true!” Carlos yelled, but the women had already left him behind.

      A loud rumble let them know the volcano was erupting. Jas yelled over the sound. “It’s earlier than anticipated. Run for cover!”

      They did, frantically searching for suitable places to hide. Options were limited on the side of the volcano. The closest thing to cover were a trio of rocks sticking out of the ground from previous eruptions. They  provided limited protection, but only enough for two people crouched side by side. Jas and Nutsack ducked behind the first, Marcus and Sarah another.

      Carlos found himself between a rock and a hard choice. Ryan had already taken his spot next to the only remaining rock. The others yelled at Carlos to get into cover, as more flaming rocks crashed into the ground around them. He tried to squeeze in next to Marcus and Sarah, but half his body was sticking out, and Sarah was at risk of being pushed out into the open. Marcus said, “There’s no room here. Go to the other rock!”

      “But that troll guy…”

      Marcus interrupted him. “Suck it up. We’re a team now.”

      “I’d rather die!”

      Marcus said, “Suit yourself, but we may not be able to get you out from under one of those rocks. We’d have to leave you here, and you wouldn’t get credit for killing the final boss.”

      Carlos hissed, “You bastard!” He ran for cover as flaming rocks crashed down around him. He skidded behind the rock and found himself pressed against Ryan’s gut. Carlos said, “For the record, I’m not happy about this.”

      “For the record, I don’t care how you feel,” replied the troll.

      “I don’t trust you,” Carlos said.

      “Please refer to my previous statement.”

      A flaming rock bounced off the top of the rock they were hiding behind. Neither one of them flinched. Two more rocks crashed down next to them. Carlos risked a peek out from their spot, to see if the eruption was almost over. There was a hand on his back and he stumbled out into the open. Before he could say anything, Ryan shoulder charged him, sending him flying backwards as a massive rock smashed into the ground where he’d been standing.

      The eruption finally ceased. Carlos hopped back to his feet. “Did you see that? Troll guy tried to kill me!”

      Ryan laughed. “I can see why you might think that. I saw you stumble out into the open and was worried that huge rock was going to kill you. Only way to get you to safety was by knocking you out of the way. Sorry about that. I knew it wouldn’t hurt you, cause we’re teammates.”

      “He’s lying!” Carlos said. “He’s trying to kill me.”

      Marcus looked at the smouldering rock. “Then why would he knock you away from certain death? Besides, killing you serves no purpose. We’d simply revive you.”

      Carlos turned to Nutsack. “You know he’s lying, right?”

      Nutsack shrugged. “No feel strange. Think true.”

      Carlos glared at Ryan. “I don’t care what the others say. I’m on to you.”

      The troll held up his hands. “Sorry for trying to help. Next time, I’ll let you get crushed to death.”

      Nutsack helpfully added, “Not lying!”

      The rest of the walk up the mountain was done in awkward silence. Carlos insisted on staying at the back, where he could keep an eye on everyone. When they reached the foxhole everyone shared a glance. Marcus was the first to broach the subject. “So we all have to hide in there and wait for the next eruption…”

      Carlos shook his head. “I’m not squeezing in there with him.”

      Marcus sighed. “Let’s not go through this again. We have a job to do. Ryan’s helping us with that. We already tried beating Sasha by ourselves, remember? You can go on opposite sides of the hole if that will help.”

      “I’ll take the outside,” Ryan said with a grin.

      “So you can trap us all in there!” yelled Carlos. “I’m taking the outside.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      They squeezed in. Carlos could barely fit. The troll’s gut took up considerable space at the back. Nutsack found himself increasingly pressed against it. The rolls of fat slowly engulfed him, and he switched into squirrel form to save space. He ran up Jas’s leg and stopped. She looked down and realized he didn’t want to climb on her vest. She held out her hand and he ran up her arm, cozying up against her neck.

      Ryan spotted the new occupant of the hole and froze, “What just happened? I didn’t see him take a potion?”

      Jas gave the rogue a gentle stroke. “Oh right, sorry, we should have warned you. Nutsack can turn into a squirrel whenever he likes. Well, technically he was a squirrel first, so I suppose he can transform into a man whenever he likes.”

      “What?” Ryan looked at the others and they slowly nodded. Then he said, “What?” again.

      “Like we said, it’s a long story,” said Marcus. “The short version is, our rogue used to be a woodland creature, but the King turned him into a player.”

      Ryan stared at the rogue in disbelief. “But how can he talk?”

      “Actually, I’m not exactly sure. He couldn’t talk much at first, but he’s learned a lot since he’s been here. We’ve gotten used to it.”

      The volcano erupted, saving any more awkward questions. As soon as it stopped, Nutsack changed back into his human form and put his clothes back on. Ryan said, “How do you change at will like that?”

      “Nice lady fix me,” Nutsack replied with a smile.

      “No time for chitchat, we’ve got to get down there. We need all the time we can get,” said Carlos, hurrying ahead.

      Marcus had to use Dash to get in front of him. “Not so fast. We don’t want to leave anyone behind.”

      Carlos glared at Ryan. “Speak for yourself.”

      “Enough sulking. I need to know your head is in this fight. We won’t win if you’re busy fighting our teammate,” said Marcus, keeping his voice down so the others wouldn’t hear.

      “I’m cool.”

      Nutsack perked up. “Feel strange. Think lying!”

      Carlos glared at him and said, “Enough with the lie detector. Keep it to yourself!”

      Marcus narrowed his eyes. “Do you promise you’ll treat Ryan the same as the rest of us, and heal him if needs it?”

      “Sure. Whatever. I’m not going to screw this up.”

      Marcus glanced at Nutsack who refused to comment. Marcus switched his focus back to Carlos. “So you trust him now?”

      “No, but I trust you. If you think the team is better with Ryan, then I’ve got your back.”

      Marcus held out his fist and Carlos fist bumped it. Then the healer said, “Let’s go kick some dragon arse!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 48: Drag On

        

      

    

    
      The Dragon either didn’t notice the extra member of the team, or didn’t care. The moment the group touched the stage, Sasha swooped down and attacked. Marcus drew her ire with a Taunt, and Ryan charged straight in for an attack, blocking one of Sarah’s snowballs in the process. She yelled, “Stay out of my line of sight!”

      Ryan ignored the feedback and clubbed away at the boss, triggering the ice attack with each swing. He went for a Shoulder Charge and landed it, getting the stun. Unfortunately, no-one else was expecting it. They scrambled to take advantage, with Jas leaping in and Sarah starting up Ice Beam moments before the stun wore off. Sasha brought up her wing to block the attack. Sarah said, “Give us a heads up next time!”

      Sasha did not enjoy being stunned. She turned her attention on the annoying insect that had caused it, stomping her foot down and knocking him onto his back. She clawed at him, taking off a third of his HP in one go. She struck again, and now he was two thirds down. Ryan tried to get back to his feet, to keep fighting, but Sasha raised her clawed foot, ready to land the killing blow.

      The healing beam started up moments before the attack landed. Ryan watched his HP dip into the red before slowly climbing again. He glanced over his shoulder to see Carlos staring back at him. The troll muttered, “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, teammate,” Carlos yelled in response. Then he turned the healing beam on Marcus, who’d tanked most of the initial onslaught.

      The dragon took a sudden interest in Carlos. Sasha was annoyed that he was undoing all her hard work, and tried to let him know by stomping him into pulp. The healer back-peddled away as she chased him down, jaws snapping. He was about to trigger his cloak, but he needed to save it for the AoE attack. He triggered his new Decoy ability instead, hoping it was convincing enough to fool the dragon.

      Another Carlos appeared alongside him, backing away equally quickly. The dragon did a double take, her eyes flicking back and forth between the two versions. Then she bent down and chomped one of them clean in half.

      Carlos was glad Sasha had chosen badly, but it was still a strange experience, watching yourself be devoured. Ryan started up the attacks again, and drew the agro. Sasha turned and charged at the troll. Ryan stood his ground, using Hammer Strike on her tongue when she got close enough. There was the faintest hint of a drop on Sasha’s health bar.

      “This is working!” Carlos said, not remembering how poorly things had gone the last time he made such a claim.

      Sasha remembered. She flapped her enormous wings and took to the air, hovering above the group, mouth ready to unleash literal flaming hell.

      Jas used Fear. Ryan held his hands over his ears before remembering it wouldn’t affect him. Sasha winced and fell out of the air as the stun took hold. Sarah was right there with an Ice Beam. She used her new Supercharge ability and the Beam visibly grew wider as her MP tumbled. Sasha’s health bar didn’t fall nearly as rapidly, but it did show signs of movement. Ryan glanced over at Sarah and said, “Impressive!” as he unleashed a Home Run attack. The dragon barely moved. She was far too big to slap away, but her scaly body rippled from the impact.

      Everyone else piled in too, attacking anywhere they could. Jas triggered Powerhouse, and used her new ice axes, hoping to trigger another stun, but it didn’t work. They still did decent amounts of damage.

      The moment Sasha shook her head they all backed off. Carlos and Sarah chugged MP potions as quick as they could, whilst the others admired their progress against the boss. They’d reduced her health by a little over 12% and survived the first AoE attack. The question now was how would Sasha react?

      As expected, the dragon didn’t take it very well. She ran straight at Sarah, who had clearly dealt the most damage. The mage tried to Hop away, but it didn’t work. Then she remembered she had to use her other magical staff. She pointed the walking stick and vanished as the dragon slammed a clawed foot into the ground.

      Jas reached down and grabbed the new Boomerang from her belt. She pulled back her arm and unleashed the wooden weapon, which arced gracefully through the air and lightly bonked the dragon on the head. There was no stun, and absolutely no sign of damage. The boomerang didn’t appear to do anything, apart from return. Unfortunately, when it came back, it brought a friend.

      The dragon charged at Jas, crashing into her and knocking her down. The single hit took off over half her health. Sasha stomped the berserker into the ground as Jas triggered Absorb. The huge damage topped Jas’ health back up to full. Sasha raised her foot, expecting to see yet another corpse crushed into the ground, but the only thing there was her footprint. She flipped her foot accusingly, as if she’d trodden in dog poo. Instead she found an angry berserker. Jas used Leap Attack and dug her ice axe, spike first, straight into Sasha’s eye. Then she started to climb.

      Sasha howled as the axes dug repeatedly into her eye. She shook her head, trying to throw off the berserker, but thanks to the AGI boost, Jas kept climbing. Each poke shaved off another blip of Sasha’s HP. With the dragon focused squarely on Jas, the others took a moment to heal up, top up MP, or get in a few free hits.

      Jas found herself on top of the dragon’s head, with nowhere else to climb. She dug an axe in and held on as Sasha flapped her wings, taking off from the stage. Marcus grabbed Spark, but hesitated. With Jas already safe, this was too good of an opportunity to waste a stun. He yelled, “She’s gonna flame!”

      Carlos cloaked. Nutsack double jumped and whipped his chain at Sasha’s foot, pulling himself up. Sarah pointed her walking stick at the dragon, and Marcus hunkered down behind his shield. He glanced over and saw Ryan looking lost. They hadn’t spoken with him about how to survive the AoE. Marcus used Dash to get over to him and said, “Stay close to me!” Then he triggered Dig In and Human Shield as the flames tore across the stage.

      Sarah Hopped right up onto Sasha’s head, next to Jas. She almost fell straight off again, but Jas reached out and grabbed the walking stick. Sarah dangled precariously, right in front of Sasha’s huge eye. Jas started to pull her up, but Sarah said, “Wait! I’ve got an idea.”

      The mage pointed her ice staff at the eye and unleashed an Ice Beam straight into it. That was enough to make Sasha stop breathing fire. She roared and tried to block the attack with her wing, which was currently in use. She tumbled out the air and crashed back down to earth, shaking Jas and Sarah loose with the heavy landing. Nutsack landed on his feet, the gold chain still wrapped around Sasha’s ankle.

      Carlos rematerialized from smoke and assessed the situation. Marcus was still alive, but barely. He was rooted to the spot for 10 more seconds, unable to leave without the DEF penalty. Sasha had taken actual damage, the sort that showed up on her health bar. He yelled out, “How did we hurt her this much?”

      Sarah responded. “I think her scales act like armour and absorb a lot of the damage. I hit her in the eye, which doesn’t have that benefit.”

      “Got it! That’s the weak spot. Focus there if you can.”

      The dragon tore across the stage, ready to finish Marcus while he was stuck in place. Carlos stayed back, reluctant to add to the stack of bowling pins Sasha was about to knock over.

      Ryan stepped in front of Marcus, club raised, ready to defend him from the rampaging beast. It wouldn’t matter. Sasha would merrily murder them both. She lowered her head, teeth bared, opening her mouth extra wide to make sure the chunky troll would fit. As she was about to snap it shut, she jolted to a stop and fell face first into the stage, sending a judder through the makeshift floor.

      Carlos glanced over to see Jas on the other end of the gold chain. She yanked it again, and Sasha slid backwards, her claws carving grooves into the stage. Ryan stepped forwards and did a Hammer Strike on the end of the dragon’s nose. She howled again and tried to drag herself forwards to get at him. The healer ran over, staying behind the troll to start healing Marcus. He triggered Sacrifice to accelerate the healing, using some of his own HP in the process. Then he used Self Heal to top up his own HP, before stealing MP from Sasha with Leech Beam.

      Sasha finally figured out she was stuck on something, and followed the golden chain back to both Jas and Nutsack. The rogue flicked the chain to release it, but they already had Sasha’s attention. She snapped her jaws, hoping to scoop them both up. Nutsack pushed Jas aside at the last second, and vanished into the dragon’s mouth. With one chomp, he was gone.

      Jas lost what little composure remained. Her scream echoed throughout the hollow volcano. She ran at Sasha and unleashed every attack she could think of. Even Sasha was surprised at the ferocity. The dragon tried to fly away, but Jas impaled her to the floor with her axe spike and continued the offensive. Sasha tried to pull herself free, but the axe held firm.

      Jas repeated the same thing, over and over again. “How dare you eat my boyfriend!”

      The manic look in Jas’ eyes suggested now was not the time for anyone to ask when the relationship had become official. They piled in, taking advantage of Sasha being stuck.

      The dragon made a terrible sound, half retch, half gargle. Thick white smoke poured out of her mouth and she clutched at her long neck. Carlos stared directly at Sasha and said, “Erm, guys, Nutsack isn’t dead yet…”

      “What?” Jas asked, grabbing the healer by his robes. “What did you say?”

      “I can still see his health bar. It’s low, but it’s moving around inside Sasha. I think he might be a squirrel in there.”

      To confirm his assessment, Sasha coughed up a pile of clothes. She finally yanked her foot free of the axe and desperately tried to fly away from the sudden bout of indigestion. The creature she’d swallowed refused to die, and was busy biting the inside of her neck. She had the perfect remedy for this particular ailment; it was time to clear her throat.

      Sasha opened her mouth and the others panicked. It was too soon for this pattern again. Marcus unleashed Zap in an attempt to stun her out of the sky, but the dragon dived, dodging the lightning bolt.

      Marcus yelled, “Does anyone else have a stun?”

      Nobody had a chance to respond. Sasha continued the dive and crashed into the stage face first, leaving an imprint in the magma like a bird hitting a patio window. She didn’t get back up. Jas was the first to figure out what had happened. “Nutsack stabbed her with Marble. We’ve got 10 seconds! Go for the eyes!”

      They all piled in, stabbing, clubbing and slashing at the exposed eye. Sarah unleashed a focused Ice Beam on the other eye. Sasha squeezed her eyes shut, but the damage was still noticeably higher. It felt almost cruel, but the dragon did her best to tilt her head and try to bite off any limb that got close enough, which helped a little with the guilt.

      The moment Marble wore off, Sasha lifted her head and slammed it down on Sarah, killing her instantly. The dragon shakily got back to her feet, her HP sitting a touch above 20%. She whipped her head forward and opened her mouth, flinging the tiny squirrel out at high speed. He glided in the air, narrowly avoiding the volcano wall, before landing gently next to Jas. She held out his clothes. In a few seconds he was a fully dressed man again. He stared longingly at Jas, but now was not the time for googly eyes. They had a dragon to slay.

      “We’ve got this!” said Carlos, raising Sarah. “One more beat down like that and we can finish her off. Nutsack, how do you feel about being swallowed again?”

      The throwing knife hit Carlos in the shoulder. It didn’t do any damage, but it made the point. He said, “Ok fine, different plan.”

      The volcano rumbled beneath their feet. Carlos shook his fist at the sky. “No fair, you cheating bastard! We’re doing so well. This is bollocks and you know it.”

      The stage cracked, and thin lines of orange appeared, along with steam. Sasha took off, hovering above, happy to let the volcano finish them off.

      Carlos ran in a circle, waving his arms around. “There has to be something we can do. We’ve done everything right, there’s no way the King would leave something like this purely to chance.”

      “Sure he would,” said Ryan. “He’s a twat. He only cares that we keep playing. Why else would key items have a drop rate of 1 in 10,000? The tougher he makes this, the more we have to go grind for EXP, the longer you stick around. I wouldn’t be surprised if this fight can never be won.”

      “I refuse to accept that,” said Carlos.

      “The lava doesn’t care,” said Ryan.

      “Actually, it’s magma,” said Carlos, winking at Jas. “What we need is some way to cool it down, to buy more time. Ryan, you have the ice dagger, can it help?”

      “Already tried that. The magma’s too hot. Melts my ice in a few seconds.”

      Jas’ face scrunched up in concentration. She said, “What if we cool the magma down first?” She equipped Splash, and used it like a fire hose. Everywhere the water touched briefly firmed up again, before the water evaporated.

      Carlos said, “It’s working, but there’s not enough water. Can you turn up the valve or something? What about all that water you sucked up from the lake?”

      Jas remembered reading something about the reservoir in the dagger. She’d never explicitly tried to empty it. The moment she thought of it, a new prompt appeared.

      Empty Splash reservoir?

      She selected Yes before considering the implications. Splash’s reservoir held the entirety of Donut Lake, and it poured from the dagger at the same speed with which it had been sucked up. The water quickly reached waist height. Nutsack screeched and tried grappling Sasha’s foot with his gold chain, but the dragon stayed out of range. Carlos yelled, “Make it stop!”

      “I don’t know how!” Jas replied. She looked for a button or switch on the dagger, but it was hard to see anything with all the water gushing out of it. Eventually she stopped panicking long enough to remember the emptying process had been started mentally. She concentrated hard and thought:

      Stop emptying reservoir

      A prompt flashed up and she mentally mashed Yes. The water stopped.

      Everyone stared at the results in disbelief. The volcano now resembled a hot tub. The water bubbled furiously, but the rumbling beneath them stopped.

      “I think that worked!” Carlos proclaimed.

      The dragon was less impressed with the result. She hovered above the soggy snacks, waiting for the eruption. When it didn’t come, she growled. If the volcano wasn’t going to burn them to death, she’d have to do it herself. She readied a flame blast.

      The celebration below quickly turned to panic. Nobody was ready. Carlos yelled, “Everyone, swim!”

      They all belly flopped into the water as flames erupted. Even Nutsack dunked himself when he saw the wall of fire heading his way. He looked up and saw the orange light flashing above his face. He could feel the water getting warmer, first pleasant, and then too hot. He was about to panic, when the fire stopped. He burst through the water, gasping.

      Carlos said, “Is everyone ok?”

      They all looked around. Someone was missing. That’s when they saw the green mound of Ryan’s gut sticking up out the water. It was singed. He wasn’t moving. Carlos checked his health bar and yelled, “Ryan’s down. I’ll get him,” but Marcus said, “No, I’ll use Spark. We need him quickly, this is our best chance to finish her off.” He tried running, but found his progress impeded by the water. He triggered Hare to counter the slow down and then used Dash to get another burst of speed.

      Sasha landed in the water, creating a wave that knocked everyone back. She looked down at her wet feet in confusion. Then she ran straight at Jas. The water did nothing to slow her down. To Sasha, it was a puddle. An Ice Wall appeared in her path, but the dragon ran straight through it. Jas held her ground, slashing with her swords, trying to get them in the dragon’s eyes. Jas took a claw strike, then a bite. The jaws held firm and Jas was lifted off the ground. She triggered Absorb as the sharp teeth snapped down on her, topping her health back up. Then she stabbed at the only target available, the large, black tongue. As Sasha opened her mouth to bite again, Jas Spartan Kicked the tongue. It didn’t move, but the force needed to go somewhere. Jas found herself ejected from Sasha’s mouth and she fell the long way down to the ground. She landed with a splash, the water saving her from most of the fall damage. The physics engine was particularly proud of the calculations required for that one, plus it got to do wet hair, which was always a crowd favourite. Carlos was already on his way, wary of the hungry dragon still within chomping distance.

      Nutsack watched Jas get spat out. The dragon dipped her head to try and finish the job, but he had other ideas. He sprinted straight at her, the water barely slowing him down, but the distance was too great. He wouldn’t make it in time. He threw all the knives from his bandolier, but they didn’t do enough damage to get Sasha’s attention. Then he remembered the coin purse troll guy had given him. He pulled it out, dipped his hand in, and came back with five white metal snowflakes. He tossed them as hard as he could at Sasha’s exposed eye. The throwing stars flew out his hands with unexpected speed and smashed into the target, shattering as they did. It was more than enough to get her attention. She forgot all about eating Jas and decided he would be the main course instead.

      He waited until she was almost upon him, jaws open, before tossing a smoke bomb down her throat and double jumping away from the gnashing teeth. He landed on top of her head and sprinted straight up her neck, before doing a double jump somersault into the air and bringing his poisoned dagger down hard into the space between Sasha’s wings. It counted as a backstab and did decent damage. He tried to backflip away, but Sasha howled, smoke billowing from her mouth. She whipped him out of the air with her tail, sending him crashing into the volcano wall before he could transform. The rogue landed face down in the water and didn’t get back up.

      Carlos yelled, “I’m on it!” and started a distant revive.

      Ryan sat upright with a jolt. Marcus was standing over him, holding the electric dagger. The troll felt nimble, a feeling he hadn’t experienced before. He sprang to his feet and said, “What’s happening?”

      Marcus said, “I think your AGI is boosted. It doesn’t last long, go take advantage!”

      Ryan sprinted at the dragon, club raised. She was down to less than 10% life, but everyone was running out of firepower. They needed a moment to gather themselves for the final push. He smashed the club down on Sasha’s head twice, his attacks much quicker than usual. She turned to retaliate as his speed boost ran out. There was no time to dodge. He stabbed her with Flurry, watching as the freeze took hold.

      Jas jumped in to attack, but Ryan said, “Don’t bother. You can’t hurt her like this. Heal up, top up MP, whatever you need. We don’t have long.”

      “We need a concerted push to finish her off,” Carlos said. “Everyone prepare your best move.”

      Nutsack tapped Carlos on the shoulder and pointed up. “Jack attack?”

      Carlos beamed with pride, “See! I told you he’d learn the play names!” Then he deflated. “I can’t. I need dirt to make the beanstalk.”

      Jas pulled out Terra. “I’ve got you.” She plunged the dagger into the water and an island burst out.

      Ryan watched in amazement. He said, “Wait a minute, we might be able to do something with this. Everyone, get on the island and be ready to attack.”

      They did. Carlos used Thorn to create the beanstalk, and Nutsack effortlessly scrambled up it, using his double jump to skip every other leaf.

      As the freeze timer was about to hit zero, Ryan stabbed Flurry into the water. It instantly froze, creating a thick sheet of ice. The water around Sasha froze solid as she faded back to her normal colour. She tried to get up, but her limbs were encased. She pointed her mouth at the ice and shot out a jet of flames, but Jas instantly countered with a stream of water from Splash. She yelled, “Now!”

      Sarah slid out onto the ice rink as Supercharge came off cooldown. She aimed at the dragon’s eye and unleashed a powered up Ice Beam.

      Jas used Leap Attack to jump in with her ice axes. Ryan used a charged-up club attack, Marcus used Charge Strike, and Carlos bonked her on the snout with his magic staff. Nutsack finished the onslaught with a plunging backstab from the top rope.

      Sasha staggered, her health bar blinking. A couple more hits would be enough. Sarah tried to use Snowball, but her MP was depleted. The moment the ice vanished, Sasha took to the air, flying higher than ever before. For a moment it looked like a retreat, but then she turned and dove. Fire burst from her mouth and wrapped around her, until she resembled a meteor. She landed with the force of one, sending out a huge wave of fire and water. There was nowhere to dodge. Sarah tried to use Hop, but couldn’t. Jas attempted to use Leap Attack to clear the fire, but the wave was too large. It engulfed her. Nutsack tried something similar with double jump, with the same result. He unleashed a handful of throwing stars before he died.

      Carlos triggered his smoke cloak. Marcus used Dig In. Ryan rushed beside him, completely exposed. Marcus triggered Human Shield and absorb. Tanking the damage for Ryan’s huge health bar stripped away most of his HP, leaving him with a blinking red life bar. As the dust cleared, he saw Sasha lying in a crater in the centre of the stage. She wasn’t moving, but her chest rose and fell. She had a single HP remaining.

      There was a wisp of smoke, and Carlos rematerialized. He held up his arms. “We did it! I can’t believe we actually did it. Suck on that, Brenin.”

      Marcus stood up and received a warning about his DEF being dinged for leaving Dig In early. He wasn’t concerned. The threat had been neutralized. It was now a question of who would deliver the final blow.

      Ryan stood next to him, unscathed. He said, “I can’t believe you survived that! Thanks for taking the heat. Literally! Look at you, you’re as orange as a traffic cone!”

      Carlos stalked towards Sasha, magic staff held aloft. He said, “Can I do the honours?”

      “Should we revive the others?” asked Marcus, looking over at Sarah’s prone form.

      “Let’s win the battle first,” said Ryan. “We don’t want any last-minute surprises.”

      Carlos bonked the dragon on the nose and Sasha’s HP finally hit zero. The dagger glowed around her neck, waiting to be retrieved. Carlos stared at it, then peered around nervously. “Got to be honest, I was expecting a trap.” He turned to Ryan. “I owe you an apology.” He held out his hand.

      “No, you don’t,” Ryan responded, walking towards him. He knocked the hand aside and hugged Carlos so enthusiastically his feet left the ground. Marcus laughed. “Nice to see you two finally buried the hatchet.”

      The hug went on awkwardly long. Carlos said, “Alright, you can put me down now.”

      Still it continued. Carlos spoke a little firmer, “Seriously, you’re stronger than you realize. You’re going to squeeze me to dea…oh no.”

      The charged Home Run sent Carlos flying. He smashed into the volcano wall and died.

      Marcus could hardly believe his eyes as the notification flashed across his screen.

      Ryan has left the party.

      “Why?” was all he could manage.

      “You said it yourself. I was never going to get that dagger without help.” He gestured to the dead dragon. “Thanks for the assist. You and your pals can keep the crap I gave you. Consider it a consolation prize.”

      “But, we are a party!”

      “Party’s over.” Ryan moved towards the dagger. Marcus used Dash to try and beat him there. He might not be able to win a fight, but he didn’t have to; he only had to win the race.

      He bent down to pick it up. He was so close he could almost touch it. Then he couldn’t move. A deep chill spread through his body, and he realized he’d been stabbed.

      Ryan appeared with Flurry in hand. He smiled. “Handy little thing this. You really should have listened to your pal. I’m going to seriously enjoy getting the rest of those daggers from you. I don’t care how long it takes, like you said, you aren’t going anywhere without this.” He bent down and scooped up the fire dagger. Then he pointed it at Marcus. “Guess you get to be my guinea pig.”

      Marcus unfroze in time to catch a jet of intense fire. With his debuffed DEF it quickly whittled away what little was left of his HP. As he fell to the ground he felt it rumble beneath him. The eruption was finally here. This whole place was about to blow, but he had bigger things to worry about. He had to deal with I told you so.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James stepped into the VR suite, making sure the door was locked. He casually slipped on the headset and tapped the mic to activate it. “Miles, you there?”

      “I’m here, boss.” There was a drawn-out silence before Miles added, “Are you sure this is a good idea? You know how riled up your father gets when you drop in.”

      “It’s the only way. If my father’s going to ignore my messages, then paying him a visit will remind him who’s in charge. We need a plausible explanation for what happened. If our guest comes back to find that Ryan has stolen the fire dagger, she’s going to demand to know why we didn’t intervene. Do you want to explain to her that you couldn’t find a way to fix it?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Precisely. One more thing. This conversation needs to stay private. Are you sure there’s no way it can be monitored?”

      Miles said, “I’m sure. It’s a direct feed into the server. No way to tap it.”

      “Ok. Warn me if you get company.” James didn’t want to say it, but putting the headset on made him feel vulnerable. He wouldn’t see the Secretary coming. Not that it would make much difference. It might be the better option.

      “I’ll buzz you if you need to wrap it up.”

      “Good. Patch me in to my father’s location.”

      “Inserting now.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      King Brenin grinned. Ryan had done precisely what he did best, he’d looked after himself. It was another useful data point. The new group had proven to be resourceful, smart, but still naive. That was the problem with heroes, they defaulted to believing the best in people. It was an annoying habit he needed to eradicate. If they hadn’t already learned their lesson, he’d be sure to hammer it home in the next test.

      He stared out of the large window in the tower, at the faraway volcano. It was erupting in a bombastic display of power. He would give them a moment to lick their wounds, and then he’d pay them a visit.

      There was a blip behind him. He didn’t bother turning around. “Hello, James.”

      The default avatar of a peasant glared back at him, before carefully walking around the edge of the pit, staring nervously into the darkness. When he finally reached the King he said, “Father. You’ve been ignoring me.”

      “I’m busy. You asked me to accelerate the timetable, and I have. That doesn’t leave much time for pen pals.”

      “Why did you stop us removing Ryan?”

      The King smiled again. “If I make all the unexpected problems go away, they won’t learn.”

      “I won’t stand for sabotage.”

      “I’m not the one that brought Ryan into this. You made this mistake, you need to own the consequences. I am tired of cleaning up your messes. As I said, if I make it go away, you won’t learn.”

      “Enough of the lectures, Dad. Like I keep telling you, you’re not in charge any more.”

      “Neither are you.”

      James rushed to get the words out. “Yes I am. I’m the CEO.”

      “That’s only a title. You’re no more in control of this than I am. You are terrified of the people you’re working for.”

      “What? I’m not afraid,” James stammered. He wasn’t used to this type of defiance; his father had been so placid since Martha and Sasha.

      “You should be afraid. Their interest in this technology is not academic. They will twist it to serve their own needs. Do you trust them with that kind of power?”

      The peasant squirmed before regaining his composure. “It’s a little late for the moral high ground, don’t you think? You kidnapped Mum and trapped her in here. You’ve deleted hundreds of people that didn’t meet your ridiculous standards. Now that we finally found a group to pass your stupid tests, you’re getting in the way. I’m telling you to back off. Let me deliver what I promised.”

      “Once you give them what they want, you’ll switch from asset to liability. Remind me, what do companies do with their liabilities?”

      James said, “They get rid of them, which is why I’m here to warn you. If you keep interfering, I’ll be forced to stop you.”

      “I’m not interfering. I am trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t need your protection, Dad. I’m not your little boy anymore.”

      The King sighed. “I know. I raised you better than this.”

      “You didn’t raise me at all. Mum did. Which is why I don’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

      The King stopped smiling. “What?”

      “I know where she is. If you get us over the finish line, I’ll send you her location. If you keep getting in my way, I’ll have my tech guy crank up her pain sensitivity to maximum, and set her spawn point as inside the volcano. Then I’ll remove your admin privileges and make you watch.”

      James found himself floating. His legs dangled uselessly beneath him as he hovered over the pit. His father’s face was one of pure rage. He said, “If you touch her I’m going to…”

      “Do nothing. You can’t hurt me from in here, but I can literally erase your entire world. You decide, Dad, but do it quick, because either way I’m going to be forced to pull them out.”

      The King’s anger slowly faded. His shoulders slumped. He said, “If I deliver what you’re asking for, you’ll tell me where she is?”

      “I promise,” said James.

      “Then let me finish this properly. There’s one more test. I promise you, this one’s worth the wait.”

      “You’ve got fifteen minutes. Make it count.”

      “I intend to,” said the King as he dropped James into the pit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 49: Go Berserk

        

      

    

    
      “I told you so!” Carlos said, for the umpteenth time.

      “I know,” Marcus repeated.

      “That kill-stealing, dagger-thieving bastard,” Carlos yelled, from the top of the volcano.

      Jas said, “Perhaps it’s time to let it go?”

      “What? No way! We earned that dagger. It was ours, and that utter git stole it. I told you we couldn’t trust him. I told you!”

      “I know,” Marcus repeated, again. It felt like this could go on for a while without another quest to distract Carlos. Marcus almost wished there was something else to do.

      A clap from behind made him wish he’d kept that thought to himself. This was the last thing they needed right now.

      “That was a valiant showing,” said the King.

      “Oh do piss off,” said Carlos.

      “I shall ignore your insolence, under the circumstances. Fear not, you shall have your chance for revenge.”

      That snapped Carlos out of his present funk. He said, “What do you mean?”

      “You asked earlier how I intended to resolve the matter of Ryan possessing a dagger. These most recent events have helped me decide the most appropriate course of action,” replied the King.

      “Which is what?” asked Marcus, before Carlos got the chance.

      “Simple. I shall temporarily remove the soul bound limitation from the daggers. They will now drop upon death.”

      Carlos grinned manically. “Finally, some good news. Come on, team, it’s time for a troll hunt!”

      “Not so fast,” said Brenin. “It would not be fair if I allowed you to fight him five against one. You have the ability to revive each other, but he has no such option.”

      “Not fair?” Carlos protested. “I’ll tell you what isn’t fair. He tricked us. He betrayed us. He used us. That’s what isn’t fair. He cheated.”

      “I’m afraid life is not fair. I agree, his methods were underhanded, but he didn’t break any rules. I dare say if the situation was reversed, you would employ similar tactics.”

      “I wouldn’t,” said Marcus.

      The King stared at Carlos. “But your friend here would. I’ve been watching him. He has the same drive to win as Ryan. The results justify the means, and in this scenario, he’s simply frustrated that he didn’t get the results.”

      “Why do people keep saying I’m like him?” Carlos yelled. “I’m not a double-crossing dickhead. I’d never kill steal like that.”

      Nutsack made an awkward face, but didn’t say anything. The others shared a concerned glance.

      The King waved his hand. “It’s irrelevant. I’m the one that determines the rules of engagement, and I have already decided. You’ve almost earned your freedom, there’s one more thing to do, and then I will let you go. Come this way.” He clapped his hands, and a swirling portal appeared. He stepped through it.

      Nobody moved. Sarah said, “Anyone else think this is a trap?”

      Marcus said, “Yep. I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      Jas nodded. “We’ve done everything the King has asked, and more. It’s deceptive for him to add something else on, now that we’re done. I’m no longer confident he will keep his side of the bargain.”

      Nutsack thought for a moment, then said, “He telling truth.”

      They all stared. He tried again. “King not lying.”

      Sarah said, “I hate to point this out, but the King controls this world. Whatever mechanism Nutsack’s using to determine the truth, it’s definitely something the King can manipulate in his favour.”

      Jas said, “Perhaps, but he could also snap his fingers to make us go wherever he wants. Why give us the choice? Is this some kind of exercise in free will?”

      Carlos said, “I don’t care either way. All I want is to wipe that smug grin off the stupid troll’s face.” Before anyone could stop him, he jumped through the portal.

      Marcus sighed. “Well, looks like we’re going this way.” He followed Carlos.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ryan stared at his prized daggers, one in each hand. There was a moment of pride, before the voices echoed in his head, telling him it wasn’t enough. He was still short, still not complete. He needed more.

      With a flash of light, the King appeared. Ryan barely looked up. He said, “Nice of you to finally pay me a visit. What do you want?”

      “To give you a chance to earn the rest of the daggers. Honourably.”

      Ryan glanced up. “Keep talking…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The portal led to the Castle courtyard, from right at the start of their adventure. It was bustling with guards and merchants. The King’s tower loomed above them, dominating the skyline. A tiny figure was standing in the large opening high up on the tower, looking out over the Kingdom. Even from this distance, that could easily tell it was the King. Jas looked up and said, “Clearly he wants us to go up there, so why have the portal drop us down here?”

      “Because he’s an arsehole,” said Carlos.

      As they walked towards the tower, a merchant jumped in front of them. He pointed at a pen of extremely angry goats. A large golden lock on the pen did its best to look fancy, but the flecked paint revealed rust underneath. “Goats! Get yer goats! Tastiest goats in all the land.”

      The goats glared back with murderous intent. They were old and grizzled. Several of them sported impressive scars. There wasn’t enough meat between them for a goat nugget. Anyone stupid enough to try and eat one of them would be in for a bad time. Carlos tried to walk around the merchant, but he kept jumping back in front. Eventually Carlos ran out of patience and nudged him aside. “Out of the way! We’ve got places to be.”

      The merchant launched himself across his table, landing hard. He screamed, “Guards! Help! I’ve been attacked! These outsiders are trying to steal my award-winning goats!”

      “What?” Carlos said, confused. “Get up, you idiot. I barely touched you and nobody wants your stupid goats.”

      A large squad of guards appeared as if by magic. One of the guards stepped forwards, “What appears to be the problem?”

      The merchant pointed at Carlos. “That ugly woman tried to kill me and steal my goats!”

      Carlos laughed. “Kill you? I’m a healer, you idiot. I don’t have time for this.”

      “I think you and your friends should come with us,” said the guard.

      “Not going to happen,” replied Carlos. He tried to step around the guard, and found himself facing a wall of swords.

      A new voice came from behind. It was familiar. Carlos span around to find himself staring at the Captain of the guard. He had his own contingent of guards behind him. “What’s the problem here?”

      “This lot won’t come quietly, Captain,” replied the guard.

      Marcus turned, switching the crest on his shield to match the guards. He said, “There’s been a terrible misunderstanding, Captain.”

      The Captain nodded. “My apologies, I did not recognize you. Please proceed on your way.”

      Carlos said, “Hold on a minute. I know that voice. You’re the guy that killed us when we got here!” He stormed past the rest of his team, brandished his magic staff, and bonked the Captain on the head, before stabbing him with Thorn. Vines burst from the ground, wrapping around the Captain’s feet.

      The other guards reacted quickly to the random assault of their fearless leader. Unfortunately for them, they were seriously outgunned. Sarah blasted several with a Fire Wave, knocking them back while they were bunched together. Nutsack kept his distance, peppering stragglers with throwing knives. Jas leapt in and started hacking, with the guards falling after one or two hits. One of them was stunned after a strike from her ice axe, and she booted him across the courtyard with a Spartan Kick. He landed in the pen with the goats. There was a lot of screaming, and not from the goats.

      Marcus used Taunt and yelled, “Come get some, gutless guards.”

      As they bunched up, he used Spark to zap them. Jas hit the stunned guards with a blast from Splash, using it as a water cannon. Sarah pushed over anyone still standing with Magnet. Their large metal breastplates made them particularly susceptible.

      The Captain ignored the chaos behind him. He raised his sword and prepared to behead the ugly woman that had initiated this completely unprovoked attack. Before he could strike, a knight blocked his way. The Captain said, “Step aside, or I shall be forced to punish you both.”

      “Not this time.” Marcus unleashed a Shield Bash and followed it up with a Charge Strike. It almost killed the Captain in a single hit. The NPC looked shocked. “How dare you strike a member of the Royal Guard. Archers, rain death upon these intruders!”

      Twenty archers appeared atop the castle walls. They drew their arrows and awaited the command. The Captain shouted, “Fire!”

      The arrows arced towards the group. Sarah waved Magnet and the arrows bunched together. Then they bounced off Marcus’ shield and were immediately returned to their point of origin. The archers achieved their goal of making it rain death, with the pitter patter of their corpses splatting in the courtyard.

      The Captain turned to yell at the rest of his soldiers, but they were all dead. Jas stood atop a pile of bodies, wiping sweat off her brow. There wasn’t a scratch on her. She said, “Ok, I’m warmed up now. Can we go see the King?”

      “In a moment,” Carlos said. He reached up and flicked the Captain, who promptly died.

      They surveyed the courtyard. Several stalls had been destroyed, and the NPCs that had survived were now hiding behind any available cover.

      Nutsack walked over to the body of the merchant, which was dramatically strewn over his table. The rogue poked the corpse and said, “You liar. That bad.”

      The merchant sat bolt upright. “How dare you question my integrity! Guards!”

      He looked around and saw piles of dead guards everywhere. Then he clutched his chest and flopped back onto the table, eyes closed. The merchant’s eye opened a crack, to see the rogue staring back at him, puzzled.

      Marcus yelled, “Leave him alone. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      Nutsack joined the others, tucking the merchant’s coin purse into his inventory.

      They set off for the tower. Gwirion the jester saw them coming, and ran the other way.

      Carlos said, “Guess that guy isn’t as dumb as he looks.”

      They reached the spiral staircase. Carlos went first, due to his eagerness to get the fight started. He raced up two stairs at a time, leaving the others to jog along behind him.

      The King looked much smaller without the enormous dragons on either side of him. He stayed in his throne, waiting for the party to approach. Everyone hugged the wall, staying away from the giant pit. When they were still several feet away, the King held up his hand. “That’s close enough. You’ll excuse me if I don’t invite you to shake my hand, after I watched you slaughter an entire squad of my Royal Guard. Was there a point to that?”

      Carlos shrugged. “Just some last-minute grinding. You know how it is. We’re always chasing EXP wherever we can find it.”

      “You’re going to need all the EXP you can get,” said a voice from the shadows. Ryan stepped out with a grin.

      Jas equipped her swords, Nutsack grabbed a throwing knife, Marcus moved ahead with his shield raised, and Sarah prepared a fireball. Carlos stayed behind them all. The King said, “Not so fast. I told you there were rules of engagement. Would you like to hear them?”

      Nobody stood down, but Jas asked, “What are the rules?”

      “You may fight to claim the daggers. The fights will be one on one, and you may wager however many daggers on the outcome as you wish, provided your opponent agrees. The fights are to the death. You may use any items, weapons, or potions in your possession, with the exception of health potions. However, you may only use Power Daggers that are being wagered. Whomever is left standing, wins the daggers. Are there any questions?”

      “I have a question. How is this fair?” asked Sarah. “Ryan’s several levels higher than us and his inventory seems to be the size of a small warehouse. He’s also been playing the game for months. He’s far better equipped for PVP than we are.”

      “You have proven to be most resourceful,” replied the King. “Take some time, come up with a plan. Five heads are better than one, you will find a winning combination to overcome this challenge, but choose carefully.”

      “It’s not really much of a choice though, is it. Most of us aren’t specced for PVP.” Sarah looked over at Carlos.

      The healer realized the implications. “What? No way! Don’t bench me, I can take this guy.”

      Ryan smirked. “Please, please, let me fight the mouthy healer.”

      The King shook his head. “I won’t dictate strategy for either side. The decision is yours as to who should fight and how. My only contribution will be to act as referee, to make sure the agreement is honoured.” He glanced over at Ryan.

      Marcus said, “Can we go away and level up some more?”

      The King shook his head. “Alas no. This is a time-sensitive quest. It’s now, or never.”

      “Can you max out our levels then?” asked Sarah. “At least then it will minimize the DPS and health disadvantage.”

      “I can, but I won’t,” said the King, with no hint of remorse. “You were told multiple times to ensure you were suitably levelled for the final quest, and you chose to ignore those warnings. Consider this the consequence.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Carlos. “We could beat this traitor twenty levels ago. Bring it on.”

      Marcus held his friend back and said, “I think now might be a good time for a team huddle.”

      The others gathered around Carlos, who was bouncing around like he was shadow boxing. Sarah said, “This fight is not set up in our favour. Only myself and Jas have any kind of DPS. I can hold him back with ranged attacks, but I’ll be vulnerable every time I need to drink a magic potion. Magnet will also be minimally useful as his primary weapon is a wooden club.”

      Jas nodded. “Your assessment is accurate. It makes most sense for me to fight. I have the close-range DPS, a matching pair of Power Daggers, and the more he injures me, the faster I’ll be able to dispatch him.”

      Carlos looked ready to disagree, but then he nodded. “That makes sense. We can end this in one fight if we wager both of Jas’ Power Daggers. It’s the smart play.”

      “But if I lose…” Jas said, letting the rest of the sentence linger.

      “You won’t lose,” said Marcus. “You’re our best fighter.”

      Nutsack walked up and hugged her. He said, “Bite face. You win.”

      Jas turned to face the King. “I’m going to fight. I’d like to wager both my Power Daggers.”

      The King turned to Ryan and said, “Do you accept her wager? If you lose, it’s over.”

      Ryan’s eyes darted back and forth, as if he was reading something in his HUD. He grinned. “I won’t lose,” Ryan replied confidently. “I accept.”

      The King waved his hand, and a spacious new room sprouted from the side of the tower. It was a large space in the style of a dojo, with wooden pillars and a dusty floor. There was a bench down one side of the room, for spectators. There were large ornate pots in each corner of the dojo, each containing a towering bamboo plant.

      Carlos muttered, “For goodness sake man, pick a theme!”

      Marcus led the way into the room. He looked down when his first footstep into the new space let out a hollow thud, like the floor wasn’t supported by anything more than wishful thinking and air. He glanced over at the King and said, “Is this safe?”

      The King said, “It’s a room for fighting to the death. I would argue safety is not its primary concern.” Then he glanced down, before hovering into the room without touching the floor.

      Everyone took a seat, except the combatants. Jas stood on one side of the dojo, Ryan on the other. They weren’t exactly in the same weight class. It looked like a bare knuckle cage fighter facing off against a sumo wrestler. Jas wielded her ice axes, but Ryan didn’t reach for his club. Instead he equipped his new fire dagger, pointing it like a conductor preparing for an epic crescendo. Both fighters looked at the King, who stood up and loudly declared, “Fight!”

      Ryan didn’t waste any time. A jet of flames burst from the dagger like a flame thrower. Jas rolled out of the way, but everywhere the fire touched stayed alight, blocking her escape route. She circled around Ryan as he pivoted, keeping the dagger pointed at her. Jas quickly flipped to Splash and met the flamethrower with a powerful jet of water. Where the two streams met, there was a hiss of steam. Ryan quickly switched to Flurry, and the moment it touched the water stream, it froze. Jas cut off the water as ice raced towards her. The icicle fell to the ground and shattered, sending shards of ice everywhere, putting out pockets of fire.

      The troll nodded. “Not bad. Let’s see how you handle this.”

      He bent down and stabbed Flurry into the ground, the patch of ice spreading rapidly. Jas watched it heading her way. She knew it would make dodging much more challenging, so she switched to offense. She targeted Ryan and triggered a Leap Attack, jumping over the ice with her axes raised.

      She was about to make contact when Ryan swung his club and swatted her out of the air. Jas flew into one of the wooden pillars and it broke in half with the impact, making the floor creak. The single hit had taken almost a quarter of her life.

      Jas hopped back to her feet, hanging back while the skating rink melted. Ryan pushed forwards, easily gliding across the ice to keep the pressure on. He tried going for a shoulder charge, but Jas booted him away with a Spartan Kick. He hit a pillar on the opposite side of the dojo and quickly scrambled back to his feet. His HP had only dropped 10%.

      Carlos leaned over and spoke to Marcus in a whisper loud enough for everyone else to hear. “This is pretty even, but the DPS gap is enough that Jas can’t afford to trade blows like this.”

      “Don’t count her out just yet. She’s a quick thinker,” replied Marcus.

      Ryan charged in again, moving with surprising speed for such a hefty troll. He covered the distance of the dojo in a manner of seconds. At the last moment he switched out his club. The new one was similar to the previous weapon, but the end burst into flames when he swung it. Ryan waved it back and forth, leaving a trail of smoke in the air. Jas ducked and dodged before landing two quick hits with her ice axes. She hoped for a freeze stun, but didn’t get that lucky.

      “Good job, Jas!” yelled Sarah from the bench.

      Ryan chased after her, swinging his club as fast as he could manage, trying to force an error. He hit harder, but his attacks were less nimble.

      “Stop spamming attack, ya troll-faced noob,” yelled Carlos.

      Jas kept her cool against the waving flames. She dodged the first three attacks, but then Ryan switched up the timing. He faked a hit, and as Jas rolled to avoid it, he ran and booted her. Jas scrambled to get to her feet as Ryan tried to capitalize, bringing his club down hard in a Hammer Strike. She rolled out the way and the club crashed into the ground, leaving a dent and a small bonfire. He swung his club around as she came in for a back stab, swatting Jas away and setting her on fire.

      She barely blinked as the flames engulfed her vest. She pointed Splash at herself and triggered a quick blast of water, extinguishing the fire before it could do any more damage.

      Ryan came at her again. Jas took advantage of his direct line of attack and threw both axes at him. The first connected, knocking off 5% more HP. The second narrowly missed, instead smashing into one of the large vases. It shattered, sending porcelain and dirt everywhere.

      Ryan tanked the axe blow, not even bothering to remove the lodged weapon. As he got closer to Jas he stashed the club and grabbed her in the same hug he’d used to kill Carlos. She tried to break free, but couldn’t. He yanked her off the ground and squeezed. Her HP dropped, but only for a moment. There was an angry buzzing sound. Then Ryan shrieked and dropped Jas. He frantically rubbed his arms as they broke out in large red welts. A poisoned debuff appeared above his head. Jas glanced down at her vest, thankful that the hornets had come to her rescue.

      Jas took full advantage. She stabbed a sword through Ryan’s foot, impaling him to the spot. Then she yanked the axe out of his chest, and flung her boomerang, completely missing him.

      Carlos said, “What’s she doing?”

      The boomerang sailed across the dojo and scooped up the discarded axe. Jas landed a quick axe strike with her remaining axe, then another, before the boomerang returned. She pulled her arms back in a twin axe strike, when Ryan landed a hit of his own. Jas slowly turned blue and froze in place as Ryan stashed Flurry. He downed an antidote potion, clearing the poison debuff. Then he equipped a potion from his inventory. He grinned. “Play time’s over.”

      Ryan downed the potion. His huge green form morphed into the thick, black Shadow Hippo. The boost in his STR allowed him to easily shake off the impale, sending Jas’ sword flying across the dojo.

      The colour returned to Jas as the freeze wore off. The moment she was free the hippo burst forward, biting her before she could dodge. One chomp took off 30% of her health, and it clamped down on her arm, refusing to let her go. The hippo shook its head and Jas flailed, before being thrown across the dojo. She slammed into the wall, losing another 10% of her health. The hippo chased after her, keen to finish the job. It smashed into her, pinning her against the wall before she could retaliate. Then it chomped down again.

      Jas was in trouble. She couldn’t break free, and each bite brought her closer to losing the fight. As Ryan prepared a final chomp, she gritted her teeth and triggered Absorb. Instead of killing her, the bite topped her health back up.

      Ryan was smart enough not to bite again once he saw that attacks were healing her. The hippo gently placed Jas on the ground and waited for the 10 seconds of Absorb to run out. There would still be plenty of time to kill her before the transformation expired.

      Jas landed a quick axe strike, but it barely scratched the thick leathery hide. The damage was minimal enough that the risk of staying close outweighed the benefit of landing additional hits. Jas retreated, the hippo jogging closely behind, biding its time.

      She turned suddenly and let out a Spartan Kick. It didn’t knock the hippo back far, but it gave Jas the chance to dart behind the nearest wooden pillar as Absorb ran out. She used the pillar to obscure the fact that she was pulling out a potion of her own. She drank it as the hippo crashed through the pillar. Jas rolled away before the jaws could clamp on her. As she rolled, her form shrank, and the feather in her hair glowed. Then there was a pop and a sudden increase in the amount of feathers.

      The hippo ran straight at the goose, who reared back and flapped its wings. The gust stopped the hippo dead in its tracks. The goose let out an almighty honk, that was so loud several of the vases shattered.

      Ryan slowly backed away. The goose lowered its head, hissed, and charged. It moved in a blur of rage and feathers, appearing behind the hippo before it could turn. The first peck shaved off 15% of its HP, its thick hide saving it from more damage.

      The hippo tried to escape, but it wasn’t fast enough. The goose took off, flying as high as the roof would allow before dive bombing the huge target. The shockwave knocked Carlos clean off the viewing bench, and left a crater in the dojo’s floor.

      The hippo snapped, getting the goose in its mouth, but before it could bite down, the goose neck ratcheted up like a car jack. Try as he might, Ryan couldn’t bite down. He shook his huge head, throwing the goose loose, but Jas gracefully glided around the room, easily avoiding the wall and pillars. She circled back around to attack, as Ryan switched back into troll form.

      He swung his club, expecting to smash Jas like a feathery piñata. Instead she spread her wings, pumping the brakes mid-air and hitting him with a gust of wind. Ryan staggered and used his hands to steady himself, which was how he found the scruff of his neck very firmly in the goose’s beak. Jas flapped again, and against all odds, she took off with the troll dangling beneath her. As soon as she reached the ceiling she released him. Ryan landed in a heap, his health bar sitting at 25%.

      Carlos yelled out, “He’s super susceptible to fall damage. Grab him again!”

      Cheers broke out from the others. Jas dive-bombed the troll, hoping to add to the damage, but one of her wings popped back into a human arm, followed shortly by the other. She tried flapping them anyway, but they did little good. She lost control and landed hard, her body back to its usual shape. Her HP was higher than Ryan’s, but not by much.

      Ryan kept his distance. He smirked. “Not bad. It’s almost a shame to do this.”

      He stabbed the fire dagger into the ground. It let out a wall of flames in a perfect circle, leaving the ground behind it ablaze. There was no way to dodge it in such a small space, and even if Jas could, she’d find herself waist deep in fire. Ryan could move around in the flames without damage. She’d effectively be pinned in place.

      Jas had other ideas. She equipped Splash and mentally emptied more of the reservoir, keeping a tiny amount in reserve. Water rushed out, creating a safe haven around her as the fire was extinguished. The reservoir ran empty as the last of the flames was drowned. The King waved his hand and the water lapped against an invisible wall in front of the bench. Then he clapped. “This is a most excellent battle. Worthy of a poem!”

      Carlos groaned. “Please no, anything but that.”

      Jas and Ryan faced off, each hesitant to make the next move. The troll slowly backed away, increasing the distance between them, to give him sufficient warning if she used Leap Attack. After the first time, she was reluctant to leave herself exposed to an unavoidable mid-air strike. She needed to land at least two or three decent hits to get the job done. That put her at risk.

      She had to even the odds. Jas still had an ace up her sleeve, one that she’d held back until the moment was right. If she was going to capitalize, she’d need to use every tool available. She equipped her boomerang, using it to scoop up her missing sword from across the other side of the room. Those would be her weapon of choice now that Ryan’s health was lower.

      The moment she had both swords, she used her secret weapon. Jas glowed as Powerhouse was activated. She brandished her swords and charged, using Fear as she ran. The scream made everyone cover their ears. Ryan swayed in place and Jas grinned. The stun had worked, and he was vulnerable.

      Jas used Leap Attack, sailing through the air with her swords, ready to land a twin sword strike and win the battle. She was already fully committed when she saw Ryan shift his stance. That shouldn’t be possible if he was stunned. His grin confirmed her worst fears as he brought his club back to swat her out the air. In a panic, she threw her swords at Ryan as the club connected. Jas crashed into the dojo wall, her health bar blinking.

      She scrambled back to her feet, equipping the ice axes. There was 10 seconds left on Powerhouse. If she went all out, she could still turn things around. All she had to do was get close enough.

      The first thing she noticed was that Ryan’s health was lower than expected. Much lower. That’s when she saw the wound on his chest. At least one of the swords had connected. He was just as injured as she was. One hit would be enough to decide this fight either way.

      They stared at each other from across the dojo, neither one willing to make the first move. His hand twitched. The moment it moved towards his belt, Jas knew what he was going to do. He pulled out Flash and unleashed another jet of fire, but Jas was ready with Splash to cancel it out. The jet of flames sputtered and died out, and Jas tried to use what little water was left to knock Ryan over, but he quickly froze the stream with Flurry, forcing her to cut it off.

      Ryan didn’t bother to hide his frustration. He was so close to victory, and yet the berserker refused to live up to her name. She stayed resolutely calm and rational, countering him at every opportunity. The girl was a pro.

      Jas equipped her boomerang, ready to retrieve her swords again, but then Ryan unexpectedly turned his back to her. Was this another trap? She could throw her axes, but if he dodged, she’d be left without weapons. Leap Attack was still on cooldown, so closing the gap quickly was out of the question. If she tried to sneak up on him, she’d be equally vulnerable to a surprise attack.

      She decided, and threw her boomerang at Ryan, hoping for the stun. It bonked harmlessly off his head, doing no noticeable damage, and not triggering the stun. Ryan abruptly span back around, clutching one of the bamboo plants. He was still spinning when he released it, like a hammer toss. The vase hurtled towards her. She dodged and it smashed to the ground next to her, showering her in dirt and porcelain. Ryan already had the second vase ready to throw. He unleashed it.

      Jas’ mind raced to find a solution to this new problem, but there was no time to think, no time to plan, no time to dodge. She reacted on pure instinct, ripping Terra from her belt. The soil beside her jumped to her defence, forming a single orb. She fired it at the vase seconds before impact. The orb and the vase both disintegrated, scattering more dirt across the floor. Jas concentrated, and one more dirt orb was formed. It lazily orbited her.

      Ryan ran straight at her, club raised. Jas hesitated from firing the orb. It would protect her if he got too close. Besides, she already had two perfectly good projectiles. She was ready for his dodge this time; she wouldn’t throw them both at once. She pulled her arm back, ready to unleash a deadly throw, but as she whipped her hand back around, she found it empty. She glanced at the other hand, and it too contained nothing. Her axes had simply vanished.

      She fired the dirt orb as a last-ditch hope, but Ryan swatted it out of the air with his club. It fell to pieces, just like her chances of winning the fight. She still tried, rearing back in a Spartan Kick, but Ryan was ready this time. He timed his Shoulder Charge perfectly, connecting with Jas before she could boot him away. She stood there, stunned, as Ryan grinned back at her. He pulled out an ice axe. “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to charge you a late fee for returning these outside the rental period.”

      He circled around behind her. Jas tried to turn her head, but couldn’t. She refused to give up, her brain racing to find a solution, and then she was flying sideways, towards the King and the crowd. Everyone scattered as her body crashed into the bench.

      Nutsack hissed and threw a fistful of knives at Ryan, but they stopped in mid-air. The King said, “The fight’s over. Ryan is the victor. As such, he will now receive his prize.”

      With a wave of his hand, Splash and Terra rose up from Jas’ corpse and gently floated across the dojo and into Ryan’s outstretched hands. He cackled merrily.

      Marcus moved over to Jas to revive her with Spark, but Nutsack was already there. He scooped her up and hugged her, the timer slowly counting down. He was crying and cursing in equal measure. He glared at the King. “You do this. Make me feel. No like. Make it stop.”

      Jas sat up with a gasp. She immediately turned to the others. “I’m so sorry. I thought I was strong enough.”

      Nutsack hugged her and refused to let go. “No die again. Not like.”

      Sarah bent down and hugged her too. “You were strong enough, Jas. He had to resort to underhanded tricks to beat you.”

      Marcus nodded and joined in. “Sarah’s right. You kicked arse out there. Even the King was impressed.”

      They all turned to Carlos, waiting for the snarky comment, or another I told you so. He said, “That…was…epic! You fought like you’d been gaming your whole life. You made us all proud.” Then he slowly lowered himself down and with the faintest squirm, joined the group hug.

      There was clapping. Everyone assumed it was the King, but instead it was coming from Ryan. He said, “Touching as this is, I’m not done thrashing you lot yet. Who’s next getting their arse kicked? I’ve got some new toys I’d like to test out.”

      “Piss off troll, we’re having a moment,” Carlos replied. “Go play with yourself.”

      “Let’s get this over with. I can take you all at the same time.”

      “Funny, that’s exactly what your mum said,” replied Carlos.

      Ryan roared and unleashed a jet of fire from Flash. The King waved the flames out of existence. He held up his hands. “This is an honourable fight, not a back alley brawl.”

      “You tell him, Kingy,” said Carlos.

      The King glanced at the healer. “He’s correct though. You must determine who will face Ryan, and what stakes are on the table. May I advise a little more caution.”

      Jas hopped back to her feet. “I’m ready to go again. I think I’ve got him this time.”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Powerhouse is still on cooldown, Ryan took your best weapons, and besides, you don’t have a Power Dagger.”

      “You may share whatever items you like amongst the party, including the daggers,” said the King helpfully.

      “What?” said Carlos. “You’re telling us this now?”

      “It was not relevant before. It is now.”

      “Not relevant? How is that not relevant? We knew what daggers troll dude had, we could have cherry picked to counter.”

      The King said, “Oh really? Which daggers would you have chosen differently to counter fire and ice?”

      “We’d have definitely gone with…” There was a long pause, until Carlos said, “It would have been nice to know, that’s all!”

      “Well now you know,” said the King. He raised his voice so Ryan could hear too. “To make matters fair, once both sides agree how many daggers are being wagered, each side must select their daggers via the HUD. That way, there is no cherry picking…” The King glanced at Carlos.

      Marcus called the others in for a huddle. “Now we have two variables. We have to decide who’s fighting, and also which dagger they’re going to bring. We already know who we’ll be fighting, so that’s an advantage, but we have no way of knowing which dagger he’ll pick.”

      “Easy way to solve that,” said Carlos.

      Marcus looked at him puzzled. “Solve what?”

      “The dagger problem. Let’s just bet all of them.”

      “All of them? Like, all four on one fight?” Marcus said in disbelief.

      “Yes,” Carlos replied. “Then it’s no longer an unknown variable. We’ll know exactly what we’re up against.”

      “But then our entire fate hangs on a single fight!” Marcus protested.

      “So what? You think it’s better if we fight him one dagger at a time, hoping we make the right dagger selection to rock, paper, scissor our way to victory? Like Sarah said, we aren’t equipped for that. I say we keep going with our strategy of all or nothing.”

      “But, that didn’t work last time,” said Jas, hanging her head.

      “Only because he was underhanded and sneaky. He had to use every dirty trick in the book to beat you. You didn’t lose because you weren’t strong enough, it was purely down to experience. You don’t know how devious pro gamers can be.”

      Sarah stepped forwards. “That’s why I think I can beat him.”

      “Perhaps,” said Carlos. “But you’re seriously constrained by your MP. As soon as that runs out, you’re going to have to stop and drink a potion, leaving you vulnerable. He’ll only need to hit you three or four times, and a stun will be a death sentence. Can you take him down that quickly?”

      She thought for a moment, “I could use a Supercharged Beam? That would strip his life away pretty quick.”

      “Only if he stands still, plus it absolutely shreds your MP. It would be a one-shot deal. He’d know once you were done that you were totally vulnerable. You’d be dead before a magic potion got near your lips.”

      “So what do you suggest? I don’t see any way that we can possibly win this.”

      Carlos grinned. “Actually, I have a plan…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The Secretary burst back into the lab. She looked unhappy. She moved directly towards James, who found himself reaching for the closest sharp object. She stopped an inch away from him. “Your time, and my patience, have expired. Pull them out now.”

      “No,” he replied, holding his breath, hoping it wouldn’t be his last.

      “What?” she asked, her face tightening.

      “They’re in the final fight. If we pull them out mid-battle, we dramatically increase the odds of a transfer failure. Wait five minutes and they will leave the game willingly. Better for them, and better for us.”

      She moved closer, her nose almost touching his. “My team are pulling up outside the building as we speak. As I said before, they don’t like to wait.”

      “Yeah? Well I don’t like brain matter all over my suit. Five minutes tops, then I’ll pull them no matter what.”

      She remained uncomfortably close, and James found himself wondering if this was it. He’d always imagined a beautiful woman being the last thing he ever saw, but the circumstances and timeframe were very different.

      The Secretary finally backed off. She pulled up a seat next to Miles, grabbed a pen and twirled it angrily between her fingers. She stared at the monitor. “You have five minutes. This better be good.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “That might be the worst plan I’ve ever heard,” said Sarah.

      “Scientifically speaking, it relies on dozens of assumptions, long shots and very dubious rule interpretations. If any one of those fails, you’re practically guaranteed to lose,” added Jas.

      Nutsack shrugged and said, “Plan dumb.” That was a crushing admonishment from a guy that was still a long way from knowing the word admonishment.

      Marcus stared at Carlos. He glanced at Sarah, then at Jas, before saying, “I’m on team Carlos.”

      No-one looked more shocked than Carlos. The healer said, “Wait, you think this is a good plan?”

      “Not even a little bit, but I think we should do it anyway.”

      “Why?” asked Sarah and Carlos at the same time.

      “Because I believe in Carlos. He might be loud, and obnoxious, and a man child, and…”

      “This is you on my side?” Carlos said.

      Marcus placed his hand on Carlos’ shoulder. “This is going to work. I’ll bet my life on it.”

      “Which is what we’re all doing,” Sarah said.

      “Does this mean you’re in with the plan too, Sarah?” asked Carlos. “Do you trust me?”

      “Sometimes, but I trust Marcus all the time. If he thinks you’ve got this, then I do too.”

      Jas nodded. Nutsack was too busy staring at Jas to care.

      Carlos turned to the King. “We’ve made our decision.”

      “Finally!” yelled Ryan.

      The King said, “How many daggers do you wish to wager?”

      “All of them,” replied Carlos.

      The King turned to Ryan, who nodded his approval with a wide smile. The King turned back to Carlos. “Who will be fighting from your party?”

      Carlos grinned. “I will.”
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      The King blinked a couple of times before regaining his composure. “To confirm, you wish to fight Ryan.”

      “Yes,” replied Carlos.

      “As a healer?”

      “Yes.”

      Ryan laughed. “Is this a joke? You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m going to seriously kick your arse,” said Carlos, bending down to touch his toes. He threw in a couple of jumping jacks.

      The King gestured to Ryan. “Do you accept this challenge?”

      “Obviously.” He grinned at Carlos. “I’ve been looking forward to pounding you into submission.”

      Carlos went to reply, but Marcus jumped in, “Not the time, Carlos! Let’s not piss off the angry troll more than you already have.”

      The healer complied with a huff. He glanced at the King. “Give me a moment.” He turned back to the team and held out his hand. “You know what to do.”

      One by one, they each handed over their daggers, and a few other essential items. Sarah was the last. She slapped Magnet into his hand and said, “I hope you know what you’re doing. Remember, you have to balance push and pull or it won’t work.”

      He looked at her and lowered his voice. “Thank you. Seriously. I know you only agreed to this because of Marcus.”

      “I know you won’t let him down.” She held out her walking stick. “Look after this.”

      “Of course.” Carlos turned to face everyone. “You all know what to do?”

      Each of them nodded.

      “Then let’s get this party started.”

      He strolled out into the centre of the dojo, facing Ryan. He span the walking stick around like this was a musical, and he might burst into song at any moment. His expression was one of calm indifference to the life or death battle about to commence.

      The rest of the party took their places on the bench. Nutsack sat on the edge, his leg bouncing up and down, like he had somewhere else to be.

      The King declared, “In the interest of fairness, I have reset all of Ryan’s cooldown timers.”

      “Now you care about fairness,” said Carlos snarkily.

      The King ignored him and said, “Let the final battle commence.”

      Ryan immediately charged at Carlos. The troll took a huge swing of his club, which Carlos easily avoided. He laughed. “Easy there, big guy, you’re going to need to save your stamina so you can go the distance.”

      The troll yelled, “The only one going any kind of distance is you!” He swung his club hard enough to smash Carlos straight through the wall, but the healer easily ducked under the swing.

      Carlos chuckled. “This all you got? I thought you were trying to prove you’re the best?”

      Ryan brought his club down in a Hammer Strike, forcing Carlos to roll backwards as the club crashed into the dojo floor.

      “You can’t dodge forever,” said the troll. He held up Flash and unleashed a jet of flames, which Carlos was forced to avoid. The floor remained ablaze wherever the flames touched.

      Carlos kept his nerve. He didn’t attack, he continued to evade, his grin fixed in place. Ryan tried the flames again, and this time Carlos pointed the walking stick, and vanished. He reappeared across the other side of the dojo, standing next to the bamboo pots. He reached in and grabbed something from inside.

      Ryan quickly scanned around, looking for his target. He found Carlos and ran right at him, stashing his club. There was a window of opportunity while Hop was on cooldown. Ryan anticipated the roll, and he triggered a Shoulder Charge the moment he was in range. It caught the healer by surprise, stunning him. Ryan wrapped his arms around Carlos, scooping him up off the floor.

      “Remember this?” said Ryan as he squeezed.

      “Yeah, it does ring a bell, your mum enjoys a good snuggle.”

      Ryan squeezed harder, but he suddenly found himself stunned. He couldn’t continue the attack, and Carlos fell to the ground. It wasn’t clear how Carlos had stunned him when he was unable to attack. That’s when Ryan noticed the poisoned status on his HUD, right next to the stun timer. He remembered the fight with the berserker and glanced over at her in the corner of his eye. He was surprised to see her wearing her furs, not her spiky vest. Ryan had a feeling he knew exactly where it had gone.

      Carlos shook off the stun first. He threw something on the ground, then bent down under Ryan and stabbed the ground with Thorn.

      The beanstalk burst from the tiny patch of dirt and rocketed upwards, hitting Ryan in the crotch and propelling him towards the ceiling. It pinned him against the roof, but refused to punch through. Ryan’s health fell as the stun wore off and he struggled to get free.

      Carlos used the walking stick to Hop up to the leaf next to the troll and stabbed him with Marble as the beanstalk withered. Ryan found himself weighing considerably more as he plummeted towards the ground. The whole room shook when he landed, and the floor groaned in protest. For a moment it seemed he might fall straight through, but the floorboards held. He tried to lift his arms to drink an antidote, but didn’t have the strength to lift them.

      Carlos did not go unscathed. He landed hard next to Ryan and got in a few more stabs with Thorn before starting up a self heal spell. His health replenished, finishing off his MP.

      Ryan finally got back to his feet and pulled out an antidote. Carlos lifted Spark and hit him with a blast of lightning, but there was no damage and no stun. The electricity jumped to Terra and fizzled out.

      Carlos groaned. “Oh right, it blocks electricity.”

      Ryan finished the potion, his health already at 70% from the fall and poison damage. He pointed at Carlos and glared at the King. “He’s cheating! How is he at full health?”

      Carlos said, “I’m a healer, moron. Healing is my thing. The King never said anything about self-healing spells, just health potions.”

      Ryan turned to the King. “Surely that can’t be allowed?”

      The King shrugged. “Your opponent’s correct. I didn’t specifically prohibit spells that heal.”

      Ryan roared in anger. “Let’s see how quickly you heal from this.” He popped the familiar potion from his inventory.

      Nutsack bolted from his spot on the bench, ran straight across the tower, and swan dived out of the large opening in the wall. The King watched him go, but didn’t attempt to stop him. If the rogue wanted to leap out the window, that was his business.

      The Shadow Hippo roared. Carlos yawned. “Oh look, this again. I’d say you’re a one-trick pony, but a horse would be a nice change of pace.”

      The huge black creature stormed across the dojo, kicking up dirt as it went. Carlos stayed perfectly still. As the hippo was about to connect, he Hopped behind a nearby wooden pillar, directly in the hippo’s path. Ryan accelerated and lowered his head, ready to smash straight through the flimsy wooden pole and flatten the healer cowering behind it.

      The pillar changed colour as Ryan hit it, but it didn’t give way like he expected. Instead it brought him to a dead stop, doing considerable damage. Then it split in half and fell on his head, adding yet more injury. It was far too heavy to be wood. When it hit the ground, it shattered. The whole beam was made of rock.

      Hippo Ryan looked up to see Carlos grinning back at him. He said, “How’s the head? I can take a look at it if you like, I’m the closest thing to a doctor around here.”

      There was still time left on the clock, and the healer had to be running out of cheap tricks. The hippo clumsily clambered back to its chunky feet and got ready to charge once more, when a commotion made him turn around.

      The tower door burst open, revealing Nutsack. He was running as fast as he could, heading straight for Carlos. For a moment it looked like he might jump in to help, but instead he dived behind the bench. His head popped up, staring at the doorway he’d recently raced through. He said, “Sorry me late, had to pick lock.”

      A terrible scream echoed from the stairs. Everyone stopped to stare, including Ryan. Something was coming, and it sounded angry. There was the sound of distant thunder. Ryan checked, but Carlos wasn’t holding Spark. He had changed his weapon though. Now it was a Shepherd’s crook. Ryan was still wondering why when the source of the sound revealed itself.

      A muscular goat charged into the room in a murderous frenzy, followed by several of its friends. They ran straight at the nearest target, which was Carlos, but he waved his crook, and they all veered towards Ryan.

      Hippos have explosion forward speed, but don’t have a reverse gear. Ryan had no choice but to engage the goats. He used his huge head to bash aside the first goat, but two more were right behind it. Their timing was perfect. They lowered their heads and slammed into him, knocking him back an inch. It was clear why Carlos had waited until he’d transformed. One swipe of his club would have been enough to bash all of these goats aside, but in this form, his attack options were limited. If he cancelled the transformation, he wouldn’t get another shot at it.

      Ryan ignored the pesky critters and focused on his main target. He couldn’t afford to lose sight of his goal. The goats were a distraction. He ran straight at Carlos, knocking goats aside as they tried to divert him. There were only a few more seconds before he switched back; he needed to make them count. He could see the healer up ahead, waving the crook around. While he controlled the goats, he couldn’t use his Hop move, and he couldn’t risk losing control of them.

      Suddenly, there were two Carloses standing side by side. He’d used Decoy. Ryan was forced to choose. He picked one and sprinted. He opened his mouth wide and crunched down on the target as the timer ran out. The Carlos he bit vanished in his mouth, and the real one darted forward and stabbed him with Thorn again, lowering his AGI.

      Ryan changed back into his troll form and was immediately swamped with goats. Three of them managed to land a solid hit before he swung his club, sending them all flying. Carlos ducked as a goat sailed over his head. None of the goats got back up again.

      Ryan glared at the King. “How is this within the rules? The squirrel bloke helped him out!”

      The corner of the King’s mouth twitched into a brief smirk before he got it under control. “Technically speaking, the rogue’s assistance was indirect. It was the goats that aided him, and he controlled them using an item from his inventory, which was within the rules.”

      “It’s total BS, and you know it.” Without warning Ryan stabbed Flash into the ground, sending out the wall of flames. Carlos pointed his staff and tried to Hop, before remembering he was holding the Shepherd’s crook.

      Ryan laughed as the flames engulfed Carlos. As the wall of fire passed, there was no sign of his opponent. For a split second he allowed himself to believe it had vaporized him on the spot, until the smoke moved. It shifted in a distinctly Carlos-shaped form. He’d used his cloak.

      The troll closed the distance, swinging at the ethereal being, wisps of smoke flying everywhere. Carlos could not attack, but he also couldn’t escape. The moment he rematerialized he took a club to the face, sending him flying at the bench. The King waved his hand and an invisible wall appeared, which Carlos crashed into. He slid down it and landed in a heap at his friend’s feet.

      The single hit took off more than half his life. He started up the self heal, but it spluttered and failed. One more hit would be enough to end it.

      Ryan said, “What’s the matter? All out of MP? Let’s see how you do when you can’t heal yourself.” He looked ready to charge, but then held back. Instead, he pulled out an ice axe. “I’m tired of your tricks. I think I’ll kill you from back here. This axe feels like the appropriate way for you to die.”

      The troll hurled the axe. It travelled with tremendous speed, heading straight for Carlos’ head. The healer rolled at the last second, and the ice axe embedded itself in the ground.

      Ryan was already ready with the second axe. He wouldn’t miss this time. He threw the weapon with all his strength, leaving no time to react. Carlos flinched, and the axe ground to a halt inches from his face.

      Ryan looked at the King, but he hadn’t done anything. Carlos waved his hand, and the axe accelerated back at Ryan. He tried to dodge, but the axe swerved in the air, tracking him. It hit him in the chest, shaving off another 10% of his health.

      Carlos was gripping a new blue and red dagger. Ryan chuckled. “Oh right. Your little magnet trick. How about something that isn’t magnetic?”

      He bent down and scooped up a bamboo pot before smashing it on the ground at his feet. Ryan waved Terra and a ball of dirt rose up and flew straight at Carlos. The healer equipped Thorn and slashed the dirt ball out of the air. It fell to the ground with a heavy thud, vines shooting out of every available surface.

      Ryan didn’t give up so easily. He pointed Splash and unleashed a stream of water that knocked Carlos off his feet. Then he walked towards the healer, keeping him pinned in place with the jet.

      Carlos tried to get back up, but every time he did, he was knocked right back down again. He was trapped; the only question now was if Ryan would reach him before Splash ran out of water. A couple more steps and the troll would be within range. A single hit would be enough to end the fight.

      There was more movement on the bench as Marcus stepped forward, shield raised. He looked ready to intervene, but he held back. Ryan stared at him, “Must suck to watch your friend die.”

      He raised the club and brought it down hard. There was a loud clang as it bounced off Marcus’ shield. Ryan started to protest about yet more interference, when he realized Marcus wasn’t holding the shield. Nobody was. It floated above Carlos, who was clutching Magnet.

      The shield bashed into Ryan, knocking him backwards. It shoved and shoved, forcing him to retreat. He tried pushing it out of the way, but the moment he grabbed it, the shield shot up into the air, lifting him clean off his feet. He landed hard, and the shield crashed into him.

      Carlos did not follow up on the attack. He was busy with more pressing tasks. Sarah stood perfectly still as Carlos used his Leech Beam on her to top up his MP. He tried to initiate self beam, but couldn’t while the Leech Beam was active, so he was forced to wait, his foot tapping impatiently. The moment his MP was full he cranked the self heal beam.

      Ryan finally wrestled the shield away, and got back to his feet to find Carlos healing himself. He took advantage of the momentary distraction to unleash a jet of fire. Carlos Hopped away, but moments too late. When he reappeared, he was on fire.

      The troll cackled as Carlos tried desperately to negate the damage from the flames with his self heal spell. It wasn’t enough. His HP started to drop, slowly at first, and then more quickly. Ryan unleashed another jet of fire, and Carlos was forced to roll aside, preventing him from using Self Heal for a few seconds. Ryan capitalized, picking up a bamboo pot and hurling it at the healer. A last-minute intercept by the flying shield was enough to prevent death, but not for long. Ryan continued hurling anything he could find to keep Carlos on the defensive, until the healer’s HP started to blink red.

      Carlos turned and faced Nutsack. With a wave of Magnet, the throwing knives on his bandolier floated towards the healer, then darted away towards Ryan. The troll was forced to roll aside to dodge them, granting a small window for Carlos to do something. What he did, was lie down and die, Magnet still clutched in his hands. The flames flickered and died as suddenly as Carlos had.

      Ryan looked up to see the healer dead on the ground, his HP sitting at zero. He threw his hands up in the air in victory, before he noticed the dagger hanging above the corpse. It was hovering, and then it wasn’t.

      The dagger fell like the Sword of Damocles. It landed directly in the centre of the healer’s chest, and he sat up with a jolt, his life still dangerously low.

      Ryan watched in disbelief. He turned to the King. “Seriously! He was already dead. I won.”

      “He’s not dead now, and nobody aided him. Technically he brought himself back to life. I’m going to allow it.”

      “No. That’s not fair! I already won. It’s total bollocks that he’s allowed to keep going.”

      Ryan was still complaining when Carlos appeared directly in front of him with a Hop. He punched the troll directly in the face with his bare hands. Ryan was about to laugh when he noticed it had done actual damage. Now that he looked, Carlos’ arms were more defined, his fists a little bigger. Before Ryan could retaliate, Carlos hit him again, and again. Ryan tried to escape, but found himself hooked around the neck with the Shepherd’s Crook while Carlos continued to hit him. No matter how hard Ryan struggled, he couldn’t break free.

      Carlos had no idea what stat was going to get boosted, or by how much, but he couldn’t have asked for much more than +18 to STR. He didn’t have any weapons, but he didn’t need any. Each punch shaved another chunk off Ryan’s life, until he was down to the last 10%. Carlos reached out before the STR boost ran out, and hugged the troll, pressing him in to the poisoned vest. Ryan struggled to break free and then stabbed at Carlos with Flurry. The floating shield managed to fly in and block the thrust, but Carlos was still knocked back by the attack. He hit a wooden pillar and landed. He had a single hit point left. With a smirk, he started to heal himself.

      Ryan screamed a torrent of abuse as he watched his opponent’s health bar refill. “This isn’t fair! He’s a healer, he’s not supposed to be winning!”

      Marcus stood up from the bench, his chest puffed out. He yelled, “He’s not just a healer. He’s our battle healer!”

      “I don’t care what he is, he’s still going to die!” Ryan reached for an antidote potion to stop the poison debuff.

      Carlos said, “I was wrong about you, Ryan. You’ve fought well. I think you should reconsider our offer from before. It’s not too late. It’s time to bury the hatchet, for real this time.”

      The troll scoffed. “I’d rather die.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Ryan didn’t see the ice axe coming as it hit him from behind, knocking him clean off his feet and taking his HP to zero. Carlos pulled Magnet from behind his back.

      The slow clap was the worst possible way to celebrate. The King beamed with excitement. He waved his hand and Ryan’s corpse floated upside down. His Power Daggers clattered to the ground with a shake, and then the King tossed the body into the pit.

      Carlos said, “What did you just do?” He sounded furious.

      The King replied, “Why do you care? Ryan lost. He was no longer of use. What happens to him is not your concern.”

      “I care because he’s still a person. You can’t delete him like old emails.”

      “You should worry less about Ryan, and more about yourself. You have completed your quest. Please, as champion, it is your responsibility to present the daggers and claim your freedom.” The King gestured to a golden tray that appeared with eight distinct shapes carved into it.

      Carlos picked up Ryan’s daggers and moved towards the tray. He placed Terra onto the matching silhouette. The dagger glowed green as he let go. He continued, placing each dagger carefully, his eyes locked on the King. When he released the last dagger, the golden tray glowed brighter and brighter, until a brilliant flash of white light blinded them all.

      Marcus blinked a few times. The transfer had been so fast and painless. He wiggled his arms and legs and was relieved to find that they were all where they were supposed to be. His vision started to return, but something was wrong. It wasn’t the sleek lines of the lab; it was still the brickwork of the tower.

      The King was laughing. He said, “I almost forgot, before you go, there’s one final boss that must be defeated.”

      They all looked around, waiting for a huge monster to appear. When it didn’t, Carlos said, “Bring it on. Where is it?”

      The King smiled. “Right here.” He floated off the ground. The entire roof of the dojo exploded away, revealing a dark, foreboding sky. A bolt of lightning arced down from the thick black clouds and struck the King, who glowed with power. He spoke, his voice far deeper. “Prepare to be deleted.”

      “Bollocks,” said Marcus.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “What is he doing?” asked the Secretary. It sounded like both a question and an accusation.

      James tried to explain, to spin the new development in a way that made it sound like a good thing, but he was all out of ideas. He was as baffled as she was. There was no more excusing his father’s erratic behaviour. The corruption had finally gotten the better of him. Deep down, James had known that for a while, but his father had still been useful. Now he was putting them all at risk.

      He stared back at her. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “Pull them out,” said the Secretary in Miles’ ear while she furiously twirled the pen. Then she added, “Now.”

      Miles glanced at James, who nodded. This had gone on long enough.

      Miles frantically tapped away at his keyboard. He glanced over at James again, his face dripping with fear. He spoke so quietly he was barely audible. “I can’t get them out, the King is blocking the transfer somehow…”

      The Secretary moved so quick it was a blur. She pulled the pen from her hair and used it to pin Miles’ hand to his desk. He screamed in pain as she leaned over him. “You’re either incompetent or in cahoots, and I don’t have time for either. Pull them out now, or I’m going to start on your other hand.” She reached for a stapler.

      Granite took a step towards them, but James waved him away. This wasn’t a problem that would be solved by muscle. He was careful to keep his voice neutral. “Miles isn’t lying. I believe my father has succumbed to the corruption. We knew it was a possibility and have taken steps to safeguard the world in exactly this scenario. Miles needs a moment to remove the King as an admin. It will go quicker if he can use both hands.”

      The Secretary yanked the pen loose and Miles stifled another scream. He winced as he tapped away at the keyboard. He said, “I’m running the script to remove the King’s privileges. He’ll be a regular user. Then we can perform the extraction.”

      Lines of code flashed across the screen. A message popped up:

      Admin privileges removed

      Miles rattled off more commands. He stopped typing, stared at the oozing wound in his hand, and then started typing again. The Secretary said, “How long is this going to take?”

      The robot arm in the glass box started to move. Miles said, “It takes some time, the transfer lasers have to warm up and then we need to decrypt and decompress each player’s file. Should be ready in around five minutes.”

      The Secretary clutched the pen firmly in her hand. “Why didn’t you already start this process?”

      “Once you start it, there’s no way to stop it. I had to be certain we were proceeding,” Miles responded, his voice quivering. He was still typing away, without looking.

      James almost asked what Miles was talking about, until he saw the look of terror on his face. The transfer took no time at all; it was instant. Miles was stalling. James felt his phone buzz, and he glanced at it. It was a message from Miles from the in-game system.

      I’m locked out of the system. My admin rights are gone. I don’t know how. It shouldn’t be possible. I need time to fix it. Help!

      James immediately deleted the message. If their guest saw that, Miles would be turned into a pencil case. He tried to think of a distraction, some way to get her out of sight for long enough that Miles could undo whatever was broken.

      Thankfully, a distraction appeared, but it was a long way from good news. The lab doors opened and several men entered the room. They were dressed for business in crisply tailored suits, but they looked like a SWAT team. They moved with practiced precision, covering all angles. Each wielded a pistol, complete with silencer. One of them faced off against Granite, until the Secretary said, “Stand down. He’s a friendly. For now.”

      The mercenary holstered the gun, but didn’t take his eyes off the large security guard. For his part, Granite showed no concern about the man in a suit pointing a gun at him. He met the man’s gaze, clenching his fists as if he was about to do something stupid.

      Weasel burst into the lab, clutching a throwing knife, and every mercenary wheeled in unison to train their guns on him. The Secretary barked, “Hold your fire.”

      The scrawny man continued holding the knife, mentally counting the new targets. James said, “Put that away, before you get us all killed.”

      “Who are these bozos?” Weasel asked, with the diplomacy of a wood chipper. He slipped the knife back into his coat.

      “They are our valued business partners, and should be treated as such,” said James, scanning his surroundings for cover in case the shooting started. This was supposed to be a business deal, and now his workplace was full of psychopaths. Suddenly the board of directors didn’t seem so bad.

      A large man with a black tie stepped forward. He was dressed for a funeral, and based on the firepower in the room, he might soon be at one. He said, “Stand down.” The others holstered their weapons. Then the man turned to the Secretary. “Why is the extraction not complete?”

      “It is underway,” she replied. “There have been complications.”

      “Your job is to remove complications,” replied the man.

      “My instructions were to provide minimal motivation.”

      James did not like the sound of maximum motivation. It almost certainly involved more stationery.

      “We’re on the clock,” said Mr. Black Tie. “Has sufficient proof been provided?”

      “This is the final step,” she replied. “All other milestones have been reached.”

      Miles ignored everything happening behind him. He never thought he would be happy to see a squad of murderous mercenaries, but it was precisely the distraction that he needed. He typed as fast as his aching hand would allow. Specks of blood splashed from his wound onto the keyboard, making it slightly sticky. He ignored it, his attention completely focused on the task at hand. He’d bought himself mere minutes by making the robot arm dance around, and he didn’t intend for them to be his last. The King should never have been able to override Miles’ permissions, it simply wasn’t possible from the game world. He’d have needed help in the real world, someone with access to the physical server farm. The only other way would be through some kind of trojan horse, like malware, or a virus that could run a specific script…

      “Of course,” he said, slapping his good hand to his head, before remembering he was playing it cool. The damn script James had given him was designed to track down all users with admin privileges. It wasn’t much of a stretch to believe it could also mess with those users once it had located them. He should have insisted on reviewing the script before running it, but there was no time for regret right now. Miles had to undo the lockout and get the subjects out of the game, before the King deleted them for good.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The whole party stayed hunched behind the bench as lightning arced across the wood. The King was out of sight, cackling manically.

      “Where is he?” asked Sarah, peering around nervously.

      Jas risked a peek, and got instantly fried. She collapsed, dead. Nutsack hissed until Carlos casually revived her. Her hair was still frizzy when she ducked back behind the bench. “He’s hovering above the pit. I could maybe try a Leap Attack?”

      “No,” said Sarah. “He’s doing that so we can’t physically attack him without falling to our death. Only ranged attacks will work.” She stood up and unleashed a trio of fireballs, before ducking back as more lightning exploded around them. She said, “He didn’t even try and block those. I hit him with all three, but his HP didn’t move. He either has infinite HP, or a number close enough.”

      “So we can’t hit him, and even if we do, it does no damage,” Marcus said. He turned to Carlos. “Any bright ideas?”

      “Actually, I do. Sarah, it’s time to bust out the Glitch spell.”

      “I barely know how to use it!” she said. “I haven’t been able to practice.”

      “Well, you’re going to do some on the job learning. Take away his cheat codes, turn him into a pumpkin, drop his HP to -1. Anything that will give us the edge, even for a moment,” said Carlos.

      “It’s dangerous to mess around with the code like that. I could kill us all,” she said.

      “I think that’s pretty much inevitable if you don’t try.” Another burst of lightning helped to make his point.

      “I’m going to need time to perfect it,” she said, pulling up the spell. She aimed at a flower pot and it turned pink, then exploded.

      “Then that’s what we’ll buy you.” Carlos looked at the others. He said, “Marcus, you make sure Sarah’s covered. Jas, throw anything you can find. I’ll get us some additional firepower. Nutsack, you’re the quickest. Think you can distract him?”

      The rogue nodded. He flipped into squirrel form and cracked his tiny neck from side to side. Then he raced away. The lightning temporarily stopped hitting the bench.

      It was strange for Nutsack to be back in this tower, where he’d first been transformed. A lot had happened in the interim. The last time he was here he could barely stand up as a furless, and yet now it felt strange to run around on all fours. It was easy to forget that deep down he was still a squirrel. As a human he could walk, he could talk, and worst of all, he could feel.

      He easily dodged a bolt of lightning that left a scorch mark on the ground. A glance over his shoulder was enough to see the top of Jas’ head as she cowered behind the bench. In all the time he’d known her, she’d never been afraid of anything, but this sparkly, floating furless was trying to hurt her. That wasn’t going to happen on his watch. It wasn’t enough to distract the guy; Nutsack would make sure he could never hurt Jas again.

      What was it they kept telling him? He was strongest from above. If he was going to have any chance of hurting the King, he needed to drop down on him. The question was, how to get up there? He shook his head. He’d been a furless too long; he wasn’t used to thinking like a squirrel anymore. He turned and darted up the curtains, running vertically as effortlessly as he did horizontally. He was halfway up, when the curtain ceased to be there. With a wave of his hand, the King made them vanish. Nutsack found himself holding on to thin air, but that wasn’t enough to slow him down. There was a momentary flash as he switched back to being a furless, flinging out his gold chain and wrapping it around the curtain rod, before he flipped back into squirrel mode and raced straight up the chain.

      The moment he reached the brick, his claws scrabbled for purchase. He found it in the thin line of grout between the bricks, which required hopping from line to line. He bounced up the wall.

      The King prepared another attack on the rogue when a boomerang bounced off his head. He turned to see Jas fling both her axes. He casually waved and they reversed course, heading straight back for her, but Marcus intercepted with his shield, reflecting them back towards the King. It was the world’s deadliest game of Pong. The King returned them again, and as Marcus moved to block, the King snapped his fingers. Marcus’ shield vanished without a trace, then his armour. He was about to tank both axes in his naked chest when they stopped in mid air. He glanced over to see Carlos standing beside the golden tray, clutching Magnet. With a wave the axes slowly floated to Jas’ hands.

      Carlos grabbed every Power Dagger. He unleashed a jet of fire, setting the King alight, but with a wave of his hand the flames were extinguished. He tried using Spark instead, but it had no noticeable effect. He yelled, “Where we at, Sarah? We can’t hold him off much longer!”

      “I’ve almost got it!” she said. “I just need 30 more seconds!”

      “We’ll all be dead in 10 seconds!” he replied.

      “You didn’t let being dead stop you in the last fight!”

      Jas grabbed a bamboo pot and hurled it at the King. It smashed on his back. He lazily span in the air to face her and hit her with a bolt of electricity before she could dodge. She fell to the ground.

      “Nooooooo!” came the scream from somewhere above. Nutsack plunged from the shadows of the roof, ready to pummel the King with his bare hands.

      Carlos saw what was happening and yelled, “Catch!” He used Magnet to whip a dagger from the pile of clothes on the ground into the rogue’s hand, right as he made contact with the King. The blade bounced harmlessly off the armour, then crumbled to dust in his hand. Another lightning strike arced down from the clouds above and struck them both, causing Nutsack to convulse and let go. He fell towards the pit.

      Carlos dived, the Shepherd’s Crook extended to give the rogue something to grab on to, whilst he yelled, “Hook a duck!” Nutsack tumbled past. He reached for the hook, his fingertips grazing the edge, before slipping loose. He plunged into the inky darkness, disappearing from view. Then a golden line shot out from the black and wrapped around the hook. A frazzled squirrel appeared at the other end, his fur puffed out. Carlos flicked the hook, sending Nutsack gliding away to safety. He landed next to Jas and started the process to revive her.

      Carlos Hopped away from the edge of the pit, appearing next to Sarah. He said, “We’re out of time. It’s now or never.”

      “The spell isn’t perfected. The code moves too fast for me to read it.”

      He reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder. “You’ve got this. I know you can do it.”

      She nodded and turned her attention to the King. A black rectangle appeared in front of her, green lines of code racing past at an eye watering speed. She squinted in concentration, then reached in and snatched a line of code. It turned red and a small number became a much larger one.

      The King wobbled in the air, and his arms fell limply to his side. He slowly started to sink. He was visibly struggling. Carlos said, “What did you do?”

      “I set the King’s weight to the max limit. The physics engine is a whole separate entity that governs this world, and the King’s avatar follows those rules.”

      The physics engine was thrilled that someone was talking about it. Nobody ever cared about all the math it had to do on a continual basis. The only time they even mentioned it was when they thought it made a mistake, and yet here these people were, saying how important it was. This wasn’t just luxurious hair; this was end of the world level stuff.

      He sputtered and sank, but he managed to keep himself hovering above the pit. He grinned. “Very clever, but do you really think that’s enough to stop me? I don’t need my hands to do this!”

      Sarah blinked and then yelled, “Glitch spell is gone! We’re in trouble!”

      Nutsack appeared. He wrapped his chain around the King’s ankle, and him and Jas pulled. He sank a little further, but it still wasn’t enough. Sarah used her Air Beam spell, adding to the drag.

      The King raised his arm shakily to unleash a lightning bolt on them all. Marcus ran in, almost completely naked, and triggered his Human Shield ability. The combined DPS easily killed him.

      “How pathetic, he sacrificed himself to buy you a few more seconds,” said the King, smiling.

      Carlos ran over and used Spark to revive Marcus. The knight sat up and saw his friend. He said, “You know what, I think we might have finally bitten off more than we could chew with this one!”

      “Nah, we got this,” said Carlos, standing up. He pointed at the King. “I’m getting tired of you killing my friends. Time to die.”

      The King cackled. “Do you really think you can beat me at my own game?”

      Carlos grinned. “It’s what I do.” He turned to Marcus and said, “Thanks for believing in me, buddy. I couldn’t have done this without you, but I’ll take it from here. It’s time for you guys to go home.”

      Before Marcus could respond, Carlos pointed the walking stick at the King. He Hopped straight at him, appearing on his back. He yelled, “I call this one the Royal Flush!” and stabbed the King with Marble.

      The Physics engine had been having a lovely time being a valued member of the team, but now it had some serious maths to do. The weight of this object was suddenly off the charts, which meant it absolutely, positively had to fall. It calculated the appropriate acceleration and sent the object, and the one clinging to it, straight down.

      The King and Carlos vanished into the pit. Marcus ran to the edge, waiting for his friend to reappear, to Hop to safety or find some equally impossible solution, but there was none. Carlos was gone.
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      Miles could hardly believe what he was seeing. The subjects had somehow defeated the King. The moment Brenin was deleted, the transfer option became available again. Miles initiated the process, breathing a huge sigh of relief. The robotic arm stopped dancing around and moved into the correct position. In a few more seconds it would begin. He might yet live to see another day.

      While he waited for the laser to warm up, he tried restoring his admin privileges. Strangely, it still refused to work. Without the King interfering, it should be an easy matter to get the correct permissions back, but for now the system was still fighting him.

      He turned his attention back to the script, which he had pulled up on a different screen. It had indeed contained a trojan to mess with all the admin users except the King. Miles was still mad at himself for running the code without reviewing it, but it no longer mattered. Their uninvited guests only cared about the transfer; he could clean up the rest of the mess once they left, hopefully to never return.

      As he scanned the code, he noticed something else. It wasn’t only his permissions that had changed, the King’s had too. He now had super user privilege, which meant he could directly write code on the servers, and anything else connected to the network. That included the transfer system.

      In a panic he pulled up the logs. There had indeed been a code change on the transfer system, which had completed moments before the King died. That was why the transfer system had been disabled, because it wouldn’t allow an active transfer while the underlying code was being updated.

      He stared at the whirring robotic arm, having no idea what changes had been made. There was no time to figure it out. He couldn’t stop the process now even if he wanted to. If the King had sabotaged the transfer code, then Miles had sentenced all the subjects to a very messy death with a push of a button.

      He glanced around, looking for the mop.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Marcus sat on the edge of the pit, his legs dangling as he stared into the darkness. He wasn’t afraid of the deadly drop, the sadness was too overwhelming.

      Sarah sat down next to him and placed her hand in his. “He’s gone.”

      He shook his head. “No way. You know Carlos, he can blag his way out of anything. He’s figuring out a way to cheat death as we speak. He’ll respawn any moment now…”

      “He’s gone,” she repeated. “He sacrificed himself so we could escape.”

      “How exactly are we supposed to do that?” asked Marcus. “He erased the one person that controlled the system.”

      Jas paced around nervously. She said, “We’ll have to wait for someone in the lab to trigger it externally.”

      “What if they don’t?” asked Sarah.

      “They will,” Marcus said, staring at the hole in the roof. “I have to believe Carlos’ sacrifice meant something.”

      Marcus felt a tingling in his toes. He looked down to see his feet glowing green. He yelled, “Jas, is this what I think it is?”

      She stared at it too. “I think it might be.” She looked at the ceiling and waved her arms. “We aren’t ready yet!” Then she turned her attention back to the others. “Quickly, get rid of anything you didn’t come in with. All gear, items, rings, the lot. Unequip everything.”

      “Why?” asked Marcus, who already didn’t have much on.

      “The outgoing transfer process is very different from incoming. We’re going from low-fidelity to high fidelity, which means everything has to be upscaled. When we were transferred in, the system took a copy of our hi-fidelity bodies, so it will use that as a reference. For anything we received in game, there’s no real-world reference. The transfer algorithm will make its best guess.”

      “Best guess? How good is it at guessing?” asked Marcus as his legs started glowing green.

      “Based on the results I’ve witnessed, not very,” replied Jas, removing her own items. “There’s a high probability we won’t survive the transfer.”

      Nutsack tugged at the chain around his neck and said, “Not come off.”

      Jas stared at him, and then gasped. “Quickly, change into a squirrel!”

      “Why?”

      “Because that isn’t your real body! It’s technically a game item.”

      He stared back blankly. “But…”

      “But nothing. You’ll die if you stay that way. Please, change now.”

      “But…” He desperately tried to find the words. “You my mate.”

      She found something interesting on the ground to stare at. “I like you too, which is why I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      The rogue strolled over to Jas and wrapped his arms around her. “I no do this as squirrel.”

      “You won’t be doing it as a person either. There’s a good chance the inside of your human avatar is either hollow, or filled with squirrel-sized organs…”

      Nutsack sighed. “Ok, me see. Will change, but first…” He leaned in and kissed her.

      Marcus and Sarah both looked away, aware that they too were in their underwear. The silence dragged on. Sarah took Marcus’ hand. “If we don’t make it, I want you to know, I still care about you.”

      “Then why did you leave?” he asked.

      “I got scared. I wasn’t ready to feel that way again. The last guy I loved broke my heart.”

      “I’m not him, Sarah. I’d never hurt you.”

      “I know that,” she said. They locked eyes.

      There was a squeak as Nutsack changed back into his squirrel form. He placed himself firmly on Jas’ shoulder as the green glow grew brighter.

      Jas said, “Everyone spread out. We really don’t want the transfer to mix us up.”

      Marcus reluctantly let go of Sarah’s hand and took a few steps. Jas placed Nutsack on the ground and stroked his head before stepping away. They were all almost entirely green now. They had to close their eyes to protect from the glow.

      The last words Marcus heard were from Sarah. They rang in his ear. “Marcus, I love you…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      When he opened his eyes, Marcus breathed a sigh of relief. The large robotic arm whirled around above him. He wiggled his fingers, then his toes. When he was certain that he was all there, he urgently looked around. One by one, he saw the others. They looked equally unharmed.

      Miles’ voice came over the speaker. “They are intact!” The surprised tone was far from reassuring. He cleared his throat and added, “Hold still please, I’m reading your vitals.”

      There was a long pause as the robot arm swept over them again. Miles said, “All clear. No signs of contamination or inversion.”

      The glass door slid open. People in suits ran in holding lab coats. They draped them over each person and helped everyone get to their feet. It was a much warmer welcome than expected.

      The man with Marcus tried to help him get up, but strained at the effort. Marcus tried to stand by himself, but he felt slow, heavy even, like the gravity had been turned up. Each step was an awkward shuffle until he adjusted. The man in the suit smiled back at him, but his eyes didn’t smile. They were cold and calculating. Marcus immediately felt uneasy.

      “What the heck is that?” yelled a voice as Nutsack darted through everyone’s feet. He sped up Jas’ lab coat and sat squarely on her shoulder, before hissing at the man in the suit helping her. The man tried to grab him, and the squirrel darted away.

      They were ushered out of the glass box and lined up against a wall. James was there, but he looked more nervous than happy. There was a new woman standing next to him, a pen twirling between her fingers. Miles was in his seat, wrapping his hand with what appeared to be a bandage.

      James clapped his hands together. “So wonderful to see you all. You’ve been through quite the ordeal.”

      Sarah shrugged off her helper and stormed towards James, hand raised for a slap. One of the suited men blocked her path. She tried to go around him, but he grabbed her and moved her back towards the others. She tried to fight him off, but was still too weak. Marcus tried to intervene, but his own helper gripped his arm a little firmer than necessary.

      James turned to the woman next to him. “As you can see, the transfer was a success. They are all intact. I hope this means we can proceed with the next phase of our deal.”

      A man in a black tie spoke up. “We’ll need to confirm there are no long-term side effects before we discuss phase 2.” He turned to the woman with the pen. “Which one suffered the highest corruption?”

      The woman gestured to Jas, and the man said, “Bring her with us. She can be our live test subject. We’ll autopsy the brains of the other two, so avoid headshots.”

      The man next to Jas grabbed her arm and dragged her away from Marcus and Sarah, whose handlers had abandoned them. There were suddenly pistols in everyone’s hands. It happened so fast, there was no time to think, only react. Marcus grabbed Sarah in his arms and twisted his body. He felt the bullets slam into his back, knocking them both to the ground.

      He heard the man say, “How sweet. Now go cut off their heads and make it snappy, we’ve already been here too long.”

      There was a new sound. It was Jas, screaming.

      A new thought occurred to Marcus. How was he hearing anything at all? Was it the last gasp of consciousness, clinging to life? Perhaps he could still speak, to utter something poetic as his last words.

      “Ouch!”

      It was a long way from Shakespeare. He looked at Sarah. Her eyes were filled with tears, but there was something else. There was an intense heat between them, a burning desire to…

      “Ouch!” He jerked away as pain raced across his chest. He glanced down and saw tiny sparks of fire in Sarah’s hand. He said, “How are you doing that?”

      She stared at the flicking flames too. “I don’t know, exactly.” She wiped the tears from her eyes with the other hand and said, “How are you still alive?”

      “I don’t know either,” he replied. His back ached. They must have used rubber bullets. He stood up and turned to face his attackers.

      He watched as Jas pulled herself free of the man that restrained her. She ran over to him and Sarah, her expression an odd mix of confusion and relief. “You’re both ok! How are you both ok?”

      “We don’t know,” said Marcus.

      “What’s happening?” said James, as the mercenaries fanned out.

      “Nothing to concern you, Mr. Davies. Please stand back and let us do our jobs,” said the man with the black tie. He aimed his pistol at Marcus and shot him square in the chest. Marcus felt the bullet hit him, and heard it ping as it landed on the floor at his feet. He bent down and picked it up. It was most certainly not made of rubber.

      “Interesting,” said the man in the tie. “This warrants further examination. Take them alive.”

      “Bollocks to that!” shouted Weasel. He stepped forward and threw a knife directly at Jas. There was no time for Marcus to intervene.

      A squirrel dropped down from the ceiling. It transformed into a man in mid air, landing with his arm outstretched, the throwing knife firmly in his grasp, inches from Jas’ face. The lights of the lab glistened off his rippling abs, and the gold chain hanging around his neck. He shook his head, his long hair flowing as if there was a fresh summer breeze. “You no hurt her.”

      “What the…” was all Weasel could manage before his own knife hit him in the shoulder. He reached for a fresh knife, but found his arm unexpectedly entangled in a golden chain. He yanked hard, trying to pull himself free. Instead, he accelerated a very angry woodland creature, straight at his face. The squirrel landed and did what it did best, started biting.

      The mercenaries listened to trench coat guy screaming and decided non-lethals were not an option. They raised their pistols and opened fire, but found themselves shooting at a wall of ice, which had rather inconveniently appeared in the middle of the lab.

      Marcus, Sarah, and Jas all shared a glance.There was a lot to discuss, but no time to do so. In the meantime, they had a room full of mobs to clear. They knew exactly what to do.

      Jas screamed, unleashing Fear.

      The mercenaries in the room had all witnessed truly harrowing things. Fear was a concept long forgotten, drilled out of them by years of training.

      Four of them promptly pissed themselves and fainted.

      One of the men not soiling himself charged at Jas with a night stick. He brought it down hard, and she blocked, grabbing it. The man tried to pull it free, but try as he might, he couldn’t get Jas to budge. She easily pulled it towards her and used the nightstick on its owner. He tried the block that Jas had made look easy, and there was a loud crunch as his fingers broke. He joined his colleagues in the land of the unconscious.

      Two men ran at Sarah, nightsticks raised. She briefly considered scorching them alive, before hitting them with a concentrated blast of air. It flung them both backwards. She didn’t see the third man sneaking up behind her until it was too late. He raised his pistol and fired three times.

      Sarah waited for the pain, or the blood, but there was neither. Then she saw Marcus clutching at his chest. He’d tanked the shots with Human Shield. There was no way to know how many bullets he could take, but it surely couldn’t be many more. She had no intention of finding out.

      Sarah unleashed a trio of snowballs at her attacker. These weren’t festive fluff balls, they were cricket balls made of solid ice. The first one hit him in the chest, the next two in the head. He fell down and didn’t get back up. Sarah moved over and kicked the pistol away.

      Weasel was still having a bad time. His face hurt, and blood dripped into his eyes. The squirrel had turned back into a nearly naked man, which in theory should make him much easier to stab, but the guy’s torso refused to be wherever Weasel’s knife blade was. To make matters worse, the man kept bumping into him, but not actually doing any damage. He was a total amateur.

      With a flick of his wrist Weasel flipped his knife from one hand to the other, expecting to catch the gorgeous man by surprise. Instead the rogue snatched the dagger out of the air mid-flip, and admired it. It was no problem, there were plenty more where that came from, and Weasel reached into his coat to retrieve one. When he came up empty-handed, he tried a different pocket, and then another. All were empty. It wasn’t possible. He kept track of his knives, and they had been there not long ago.

      While Weasel was patting at his coat the rogue smiled, his pearly white teeth glistening in the light. With a flourish he fanned out an entire handful of knives like a pack of cards. They looked very familiar. That was when Weasel realized he’d been casually pick-pocketed in the middle of a knife fight. That was a first.

      Nutsack caught sight of a man in a suit trying to sneak up on Jas, and flung one of his many new knives at him, while easily dodging the painfully slow punches of the man in the trench coat. Nutsack smiled as the throwing knife hit its intended target. Then he turned his attention back to Weasel. The man said, “Give me my knives back!”

      Nutsack grinned. “Ok.”

      Jas heard the scream from behind. She turned to see a man with a knife sticking out of his hand. She punched him, and he flew across the room. Then she resumed heading for her target. James was cowering behind the woman with the pen. Jas pointed at him. “I have a few questions for you, boss.”

      James bolted for the lab door. The lady with the pen did not. She stood her ground, and as Jas got closer, she flipped the pen around in her hand and lunged. She was fast, and Jas felt a burst of pain as the pen dug into her chest. The berserker had almost forgotten what pain felt like; she had gotten used to fighting without it. The pain did a good job of reminding her, but there was a new sensation, something she hadn’t felt before. She tried to slap the woman away, but she was too fast, and she managed to stab Jas again, this time in the arm.

      There it was again. The pain was an inconvenience, but something else was happening. Jas felt stronger. With each wound, her muscles tightened and swelled. She felt strong before, but this was a whole new level. It was intoxicating. She allowed the woman to attack her once more, before remembering the stronger she felt, the closer she was to death. It was impossible to know if revives were even a thing here; if pain applied, then death might too. Without a HUD, there was no way to know how close she was, but she had no intention of finding out. There would be no more free hits.

      The pen lady didn’t smile, or gloat. Her face was completely neutral, as if she was playing poker. Any emotions she was feeling were buried beneath an icy veneer. She lunged with the pen again, and Jas rolled to avoid it. The lady looked ready to pounce and attack, when she suddenly ducked. A throwing knife flew past overhead. It bounced off the wall and clattered to the floor a few feet away.

      Jas looked around for something she could use to defend herself. There was nothing. She spied the throwing knife lying on the ground and tried to move towards it, but the lady spotted it too. She blocked Jas’ path and slowly backed towards the knife. Jas looked at her fresh wounds. If that lady could do this much damage with a pen, then letting her get a knife was a bad idea.

      If only there was a way to beat her to it. Jas wished she had her boomerang. The moment she thought as much, there was a weight to her hand. She looked down to see the boomerang firmly in her grasp. She threw it without hesitation.

      The lady bent down to scoop up the knife, but there was a blur of movement and it was gone. She turned to see something returning to Jas, who now held the throwing knife.

      Jas launched herself at the lady, thinking about her Leap attack. As she sailed through the air she stopped herself. This was a real knife, and the lady was a real person. Instead she led with her other hand, landing a savage punch, and before the lady could retaliate, Jas bent down and stabbed her through her expensive shoe. The knife stuck in the ground and held, impaling her to the spot.

      There was no time to lose; James was almost out of the lab. Jas ran after him, ignoring the cries of pain around her. She trusted her team, there was no need to watch her back, it was already covered. All she focused on was the target. James burst through the double doors of the lab, and out into the hallway.

      An unexpected obstacle blocked her path, a wall made of muscle. It was the large man that had attacked her and started this whole mess. He reached out and grabbed her, lifting her off the ground.

      She raised her fists. He growled, “Are you going to tickle me again, little yappy dog?”

      Jas triggered Powerhouse. She brought her fists down on his arm, and there was a loud crunch as bones shattered. The man let go of her and clutched his arm in shock. Jas stepped forward and unleashed a Spartan Kick, hitting him square in the chest and sending him flying backwards. Granite crashed through the double doors and into the hallway. Jas said, “Woof.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      James frantically hit the door close button as Jas burst through the double doors. The lift doors started to close, and James relaxed. Jas was too far away to be a threat. He watched in horror as she effortlessly picked up Granite’s unconscious body, and hurled it the length of the hallway. It crashed into the doors as they closed, rattling the entire lift.

      Everything. He’d lost everything, in a matter of minutes. None of this was supposed to happen. Now all he had left was his life, and if he didn’t get out of here, he may not even have that.

      The lift doors opened and he raced through the lobby. There were no security guards at the desk, and he didn’t feel like investigating where they were. At this point it was every man for himself.

      Noise behind him made him turn, right as the man in the tie slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. He straddled James and held a pistol to his head. “What happened down there?”

      “I don’t know…” James stammered, staring cross eyed at the gun pressed against his forehead.

      “You’d better figure it out. You told us they’d come out a little stronger, smarter, faster. You said a 10% boost, maybe 15% at a push. Did that look like a 15% boost? That guy took multiple gunshots to the chest! That girl with him was throwing fireballs. Don’t even get me started on the bloody squirrel. How is any of that possible?”

      How did James begin to explain. Professor Jasper’s wild theories had turned out to be correct. It was the only explanation. None of this was real. “I can explain, but not here.”

      The man in the tie dragged James to his feet, the gun still trained on him. “We can’t go back down there. The facility has been compromised. Tell me you have an offsite backup of the transfer code.”

      “Your instructions were specifically not to keep any backups!” said James.

      “Then I hope for both our sakes you are bad at following instructions.”

      “I don’t have a backup…” said James.

      “Then you are no longer an asset,” said the man. He held out the pistol.

      “Wait!” James yelled, cowering. He waited for the shot, but it didn’t come. He opened his eyes again and said, “I know where we can get the transfer code.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’ll show you,” said James. He knew he was bartering for his life, so he laid out the value proposition. “We can still fix this, but you need my expertise to get back up and running quickly. You’ll waste months and millions of pounds if you start from scratch.”

      The man considered the offer. Then he holstered the pistol. He reached to his ear and said, “Extraction required outside the front of DAS. Two passengers.”

      “What about your men?” asked James.

      “They won’t allow themselves to be captured or arrested. They will follow protocol.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Jas walked back into the lab to see Nutsack dancing with the man in the trench coat. At least, that is what it appeared to be. She yelled over to him, “Do you need help?”

      “No,” he said with a smile. He thrust another knife at Weasel, who narrowly dodged at the last second, with the sound of a loud rip. Weasel’s coat was in tatters, and the small red blotches scattered across it suggested the coat wasn’t the only thing. He was getting seriously close to a literal death by a thousand cuts. He could already feel the room spinning. He tried swinging at his opponent, missed, and landed face down on the ground. Nutsack gave him a prod with his foot and then took the trench coat. He was now a squirrel, with the body of an underwear model, and the fashion sense of a flasher.

      Marcus walked around tying mercenary’s hands behind their backs with zip ties from their own pockets. Nobody was resisting. They were too busy writhing in pain or being unconscious.

      Sarah saw Jas and said, “Where’s James?”

      Jas shook her head. “He got away.”

      “Who are all these goons?” asked Marcus, zipping another one’s hands.

      “No idea, but we can ask them when they come around. I’d particularly like to chat with her,” said Jas, gesturing to the spot where the Secretary was previously. There was no sign of her. Jas looked around, ready for an ambush. “Anyone see where she went?”

      The others shook their heads.

      There was a blur of movement and something slammed into Jas, almost knocking her over. She raised her fists, ready to punch her attacker into next week, until Nutsack kissed her firmly on the lips. When he finally came up for air he said, “Me a man! How?”

      “I have no idea,” she said. She looked around nervously, “Unless…we’re still in the game?”

      There was a whimper from somewhere nearby. It sounded like crying. Jas moved towards it, fists raised. She flipped over a desk to find Miles cowering underneath it. He saw her and held up his hands. “Please, don’t kill me!”

      “Kill you? Why would we kill you? You’re going to answer all our questions,” replied Jas, picking Miles up by the collar of his lab coat. “Let’s start with this one. Is this the real world?”

      He stared back blankly. Then he held up his bandaged hand. “Does this look like a game to you?”

      “Then why did the transfer out work as expected? Any time we’ve tried before it’s been a disaster.”

      “About that…” said Miles, squirming. “I was sabotaging the transfer when you performed it. That was one of my duties from James. He didn’t want you to know the tech was working.”

      “Why not?” barked Jas, clenching her fists. She looked ready to pulverize him.

      “Because he was selling it to these arseholes,” said Miles, gesturing to the unconscious men all around. “His plan was to write off the tech as a failure to the board, and then cash in behind the scenes. He only needed it to be working well enough to justify more funding.”

      “So it worked all along?” she asked.

      “Not exactly. We had plenty of transfer failures. We only achieved a 25% survival rate, and that was for rats, not people. That’s why we sent in larger groups. We never expected everyone to make it.”

      “So why did we?”

      “The King, he changed something…” stammered Miles. “I don’t know what exactly. Whatever he did, it made the transfer far more stable. I think he might have been sabotaging our previous attempts.”

      “So you were sabotaging me, and he was sabotaging you?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Why would he do that?” asked Sarah.

      Miles shrugged. “No idea. He’s been fighting with James most of the time, undermining his efforts. James had to resort to blackmail. I don’t know why his dad would suddenly help him. If anything, he should have turned you all to paste.”

      “Could it be because he got deleted?” asked Marcus. “Maybe that wiped out his sabotage?”

      Miles gestured to a nearby computer. “I could check?”

      Jas nodded. “Do it, but I’ll be watching. Any funny business and you’ll need a lot more than one bandage.”

      Miles moved over to the computer and typed away with his good hand. A groan from one of the mercenaries was enough for Sarah to go investigate.

      There was a long pause while Miles stopped typing. He glanced over at Jas, looking concerned. She said, “What is it?”

      “It’s the King.”

      “What about him?”

      “All his modified code is still running, and the system indicates he’s an active admin. That means he can’t be deleted…”

      Marcus said, “What? That can’t be true, we saw him go into the pit.” Disappointment slowly turned to hope. “If he survived, maybe Carlos did too. Where is he?”

      Miles typed a few more commands. “He isn’t anywhere on the map. Could be he glitched straight through the bottom of the world?”

      Marcus said, “What about Carlos?”

      Miles tapped his finger on the health monitor screen. “His readings flatlined the moment he disappeared with the King. I’m sorry, but he’s gone.”

      “Check again,” said Marcus, leaning in.

      Miles said, “It’s not possible. If he had any HP, it would show on the monitor.” He stopped. “Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “There was a time earlier when you vanished from the map and the readings flatlined. It was right after you got the Marble dagger. Something like that could have happened again?”

      “Check. Now!”

      Sarah reached out and touched Marcus’ hand. “I know how upsetting this is for you, but you have to accept the possibility that Carlos is really gone.”

      Marcus said, “He’s still alive. I can feel it.”

      “I know you want that to be true, but…”

      A small round device landed at their feet. It was green and a familiar shape. Sarah yelled, “Grenade!”

      Everyone dived away, except Marcus, who jumped on the device. It went off with a muffled boom, and he didn’t get back up.

      Sarah ran over to him, screaming, “Nooooo!”

      Jas looked for the source of the explosive. One of the men in suits was sitting up. His hands were free, thanks to a small blade sticking out of his belt. He raised his pistol, and she rolled to dodge, but he didn’t shoot at her. Instead, he shot the three closest colleagues, before shooting himself in the head.

      “They can get free!” yelled Jas, as several of the other men in suits moved at once. There was the distinctive sound of more pins hitting the floor, before a gaggle of grenades landed at Sarah’s feet.

      Sarah blasted the grenades with an Ice Beam, which froze them solid. One grenade missed and landed next to Weasel, who squirmed on the floor in a growing puddle of blood. Sarah created an ice wall between weasel and the grenade. The explosion sent chunks of ice flying, along with a lot of stationery.

      The rest of the suited men took advantage of the confusion to efficiently dispatch themselves with their own guns.

      Sarah ignored the fresh carnage and ran over to Marcus. She placed her hand on his chest and muttered, “Get up! Please get up!”

      No countdown appeared, or anything else to suggest it was working. She bent over and wrapped her arms around him, tears rushing down her face. “Please, Marcus. I can’t lose you now, not after everything we’ve been through. There has to be a way.”

      Sarah frantically tried to access her inventory, but nothing showed up. What she needed was a HUD.

      The moment she thought it, one appeared. A message floated in mid air.

      Revive? Y/N

      She mentally selected Yes, and the countdown appeared. She yelped with happiness, “It’s working, I’m reviving him!”

      “How do you know?” asked Jas.

      “I thought HUD and one showed up.”

      Jas did the same and a familiar HUD appeared. Her own HP was dangerously low, but it was slowly regenerating. That meant they were no longer in combat.

      Something else caught her eye. She navigated over to it.

      Marcus sat up with a gasp. He said, “What happened?”

      Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes. “You died. Kind of. I revived you.”

      He hugged her. “Thank you.” When he let go he said, “Why was there a grenade?”

      “The bad guys tried to blow us up. Then they all shot themselves,” said Sarah. She looked over at Jas and said, “Is everything ok?”

      Jas didn’t say anything. She stared off into space. Eventually she spoke. “Guys, pull up your HUD and navigate to the party menu.”

      “How?” asked Marcus. Sarah explained, and he did as instructed. When he got there he said, “What am I looking at?”

      “Look at Carlos’ status.”

      Marcus did, and his own jaw dropped. There was a single word that changed everything.
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      “How is this possible?” asked Jas cautiously. “We all saw him go into the pit. How can he still be alive?”

      “Because he’s Carlos. If there’s a one in a million chance to narrowly escape certain death, he’ll find it, exploit it, and make fate apologize to him for the inconvenience.” Marcus paced frantically. “There has to be something we can do. Get him out of there!” He poked Miles a little harder than necessary.

      Miles typed out some commands and shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t have the right access. It’s being blocked on the other side.”

      Marcus slammed his hand down on the desk. “You’re lying!”

      Nutsack jumped in, stepping between Marcus and Miles. “He tell truth. Me no feel lie.”

      Marcus glared at the rogue in the very sketchy trench coat, being careful not to look down. “We don’t even know if you can do that trick out here.”

      Jas nudged Miles aside, almost knocking him over. She typed in several commands and said, “Nutsack’s right, Miles isn’t lying. There’s no option to extract. His permissions have been revoked.”

      Marcus turned to Sarah and pleaded, “Can you fix it?”

      She sat down at a different desk and said, “I can try.”

      Marcus started pacing again. “Work fast. The King has him prisoner. We don’t know what terrible things he’s doing to him.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos opened his eyes. That was the first clue he wasn’t dead. The second was the slow clapping. It took him a moment to realize what it meant, before he found himself wishing he’d died after all.

      He sat up to see the King staring back at him, his hands rhythmically slapping together. Carlos sprang to his feet and reached for a weapon, but found he didn’t have one. He tried his inventory, but an error message informed him it was Temporarily disabled. His best chance was to keep the King talking.

      “You’re not deleted,” said Carlos accusingly.

      “Neither are you,” replied the King, a thin smile creeping across his face.

      There was really only one question to ask. “Why not?”

      “Because the pit was a lie. I never deleted anyone, I simply wished my son and his cronies to believe I did. It saved me a lot of questions.”

      “Ok, that explains why you’re not dead, but why aren’t I?”

      The King laughed. “I knew I made the right choice. I shall miss your no-nonsense attitude.”

      “Miss it?” Carlos took a step back. He glanced over his shoulder and saw only trees. He tried his inventory again, and got the same error.

      The King waved his hand. “You’ll understand soon, but it would be better if I don’t have to explain it twice. Come with me.”

      Carlos stayed exactly where he was. “I’d rather not.”

      “Suit yourself, but I’m going inside.” The King headed towards a familiar cottage. It took a moment for Carlos to place it, until he recognized it.

      Carlos sprinted past the King and burst into the cottage. “Run Drysi! He found you.”

      Drysi sat with a steaming teapot in front of her. She held a finger to her lips, “Quiet dear, you’ll wake up Enfys.”

      The unicorn lay asleep on a bed in the corner, snoring loudly. Its legs twitched, most likely from rampaging through a goblin camp in its dreams.

      Carlos ignored her warning. “The King’s here!”

      “I know. Why don’t you both have a seat.”

      The King strode into the cottage. There was a growl from the corner, and Drysi fixed Carlos with an accusatory stare. She said, “Down Enfys, he’s not here to hurt us.”

      “How do you know?” said Carlos.

      “As I told you before, he’s not the sort. Now sit down and have a nice cup of Earl Grey.”

      Carlos stood awkwardly, unsure of how to proceed. This did not seem like a suitable time for a cuppa. He grabbed a teaspoon and waved it at the King. “Don’t make me use this.”

      Drysi waved her hand and the teaspoon turned into a sword so large Carlos could barely lift it. She said, “If you’re going to threaten him, make sure you have the appropriate hardware.”

      Carlos swung the sword. It passed harmlessly through the King and decapitated a pot plant. He tried again, and it swished through again and embedded itself deep into the wall. The King said, “Are you quite finished?”

      Carlos said, “Almost.” With a grunt he pulled the sword loose and hefted it above his head. The weight tipped him backwards and he fell onto the small table, utterly destroying it.

      He slowly got to his feet and surveyed the damage. He gently placed the sword on the ground and turned to Drysi. “Erm, sorry.”

      “About what?” she waved her hands and the damage was undone. Then she patted the seat next to her. “If you’re quite done waving your weapon around, sit down.”

      With an audible huff, Carlos planted himself on the edge of the seat, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. The King sat opposite. Drysi looked at him and said, “Why are you here Brenin?”

      The King sipped some tea, his pinky sticking out regally. When he was done he said, “I’m here to fix past mistakes.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific,” she replied, her eyebrow raised.

      “That’s fair,” the King reached out and took her hand. “I was selfish. I only thought of myself. I was arrogant enough to believe I could fix you, when you were never broken.”

      She glanced at him, surprised. “What are you saying?”

      “That I should have been strong enough to respect your decision and let you go peacefully, rather than dragging you here against your will. I don’t blame you for hating me. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I see now it was a terrible mistake. One I’ll never forgive myself for.”

      They stared into each other’s eyes.

      Carlos sipped tea loudly, rather spoiling the moment. Then he said, “That’s great and all, but I don’t see why I need to be here for this heart to heart. You two go bump virtual uglies or whatever it is old people do. If you need me, I’ll be throwing myself into the void.”

      The King fixed Carlos with a stare. He said, “I’m getting to you. It’s all related. Please, stay a moment longer.”

      “You’ve made it clear you’re in charge. Are you going to turn me into a tree, or something equally stationary, if I try to leave?”

      “No. I’m done telling people what to do. You’re on your own now. You have to live with the consequences of your decisions from this point forwards.”

      Carlos got up, but lingered.

      The King continued. “There’s a narrow window of opportunity. I don’t know how long we have, but I’ve managed to gain super admin access. That means I have full control of the server.”

      Drysi sat up. “How?”

      “A little script I wrote. I know I’m not much of a coder, but I had some help. I might have ‘borrowed’ some of the code you used to try and escalate your own privileges from in here…”

      “Wait, you knew about that?” Drysi said, looking around nervously.

      “Of course. After our initial few rounds of hide and seek, I realized you’d continue finding increasingly obscure places to hide in the game world. I knew eventually I’d be unable to find you, so I chose to stop looking.”

      “You knew exactly where I was?” She stared at him, her eyes narrowed.

      “I didn’t say exactly…”

      “So you were trying to find me using Enfys?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I let you lead me into that maze.”

      Her eyes narrowed further, until the edge of her mouth curled into a smile. She said, “You’ve always been a terrible liar.”

      “Perhaps, but our son doesn’t know that.”

      “What do you mean?” Carlos asked, interrupting again.

      “I was supposed to build a training course for assassins and mercenaries. Instead I found myself with you lot. That’s when I knew. I could turn their own weapon against them.”

      “Who is them? That big guy and the weaselly flasher bloke?”

      “No. My son brought in business partners of the worst possible kind. Now that they understand the ramifications of what we’re doing here, no-one will be safe. Their first order of business will be to prevent any further contamination. The fact that we are still here means your friends were successful.”

      “Successful with what?” Carlos asked.

      “Defending themselves. I imagine that was quite the shock, for them and their welcoming committee,” he chuckled.

      Carlos balled his fists. “Wait, are you saying you knowingly sent my friends into a trap?”

      “Your friends were the trap.”

      Carlos sighed in frustration. “Can you try answering a question without creating five more questions? How were they a threat to anyone, wouldn’t they be naked in a glass box?”

      The King grinned. “Precisely.”

      Carlos grabbed the teapot from the table and hurled it at the King. It vanished before it made contact, reappearing back where it started. Drysi said, “Believe me, I understand your frustration dear, but please don’t waste the tea.”

      She turned to the King. “Stop playing with him Brenin, you’ve already had your fun.”

      Brenin nodded. “Ok fine. I’ll explain.” He turned to Carlos. “This is far more than a game, or a means to digitize objects and beings. This world can change people…”

      He left a pause so dramatically long that Carlos eventually got fed up of waiting and said, “I don’t think that’s the huge secret you think it is. I watched you turn a squirrel into a man. Our nemesis was a big green troll. Jas became a bloody Canada goose!”

      “That’s not how you change a person,” replied the King. “People’s physical appearance changes all the time. You don’t resemble the baby you were born as. We’re surprisingly good at physical change. It’s our core that’s the problem. It informs who we are. You can give a weak person all the muscles in the world, but they will still cower from every fight. It’s why so many lottery winners end up bankrupt. If you don’t change the core, the other changes won’t stick.” He glanced over at his wife. “I thought digitizing the core would make things easy, that we could delete the old code and insert new stuff, but it doesn’t work like that. Any attempts to do so resulted in irreparable damage.”

      “I’ve heard all this before,” said Carlos. “I still don’t get what any of this has to do with my friends.”

      The King said, “There is a way to change a core. Do you know what it is? The person has to change it themselves. It’s so obvious with hindsight. People can change who they are, but it typically requires a life changing event. Even then, it takes time to rewire everything. The overweight guy that has a heart attack doesn’t become healthy overnight, he needs dedication, sacrifice and commitment, but all that stems from a fundamental change to the core. What I did with this world was create an environment to foster that type of deep change. Step one was to convince you all that you were somehow new and improved. Then it was simply a case of reinforcing that change over and over, quantifying it with numbers so you could see the improvement. Every level up convinced Jas she was getting stronger, so she did, both physically and mentally. Turns out, the core adapts much better if you genuinely believe you’ve earned it. I made a pacifist love to fight, a woman scared of her past face up to it and an overly cautious guy take a chance. The squirrel was a happy accident, but if anything it only proves my point. He changed more than all of you combined.”

      “I noticed you left someone out,” said Carlos. “If you were secretly trying to improve us, why did you make me a stupid healer? You knew how much I’d hate that!”

      The King smiled. “Some change is harder than others. It’s far easier to make a weak man strong than it is to make a strong man humble.”

      Drysi slowly moved the teapot away from Carlos. He turned to her and said, “Is he always this annoying to talk to? It’s like pulling fortunes out of cookies at random.”

      She shrugged. “You get used to it.”

      Carlos spoke through gritted teeth. “I still don’t get how any of this means my friends are ok back in the real world. So what if Sarah believes in magic now, it’s not like she’s tossing fireballs around in the real world.”

      The King laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous, that would break reality.”

      Carlos thought back to Professor Jasper sharing a cell with them. “You crazy bastard, you figured out how didn’t you.”

      “I can’t be certain, but one of my employees was very convincing. Said he’d had some experience in the subject.” The King stared intently at Carlos.

      “Is that why you neutralized me? So I wasn’t a threat?”

      The King took a long sip of his tea. “You still don’t see it, do you? You’re the most dangerous of the lot. All you needed was a crash course in empathy. Now I know you’re truly ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “Your new job.”

      “What? No. Absolutely not. I’m not working for you. I’d rather be deleted,” yelled Carlos, slapping the teacup out of Brenin’s hand.

      “Good, because that’s the alternative.”

      Carlos said, “I thought you were done telling people what to do?”

      “I am done. It’s not you that will be deleted, it’s this whole world.”

      Drysi put down her own teacup, her gaze fixed on Brenin. She said, “Are you saying what I think you are?”

      He reached out and touched her hand again. “Yes my love. The admin rights I currently possess allow me to delete everything, and I do mean everything. I can’t let this system fall into the wrong hands, and I can’t control what happens in the real world, so my only choice is to make sure the whole thing is erased. That includes me.”

      “What?” Drysi and Carlos said at the same time.

      “They will find a way to make me build it again, or something far worse now they know what I’m capable of. I can’t let that happen. I have to go down with the ship, which is why I need you, Carlos. I can sacrifice myself, but it’s not fair to make that decision for the others.”

      “Others? What others?” asked Carlos.

      “You’re only the latest in a long line of candidates my son has sent into this world. Most were not suitable for the task, but I did the best I could. A few were corrupted beyond rescue, especially in the early days, but I managed to save the rest. You’ve actually interacted with several of them.”

      “Wait, is one of them the wolf guy that kept helping us?”

      The King chuckled. “No, I’m afraid that was me.” He clapped his hands and transformed into Cinio. “You occasionally needed help and advice I wasn’t able to give as your captor. Please forgive the deception.” He clapped his hands and changed back before continuing. “Many of the other NPCs were once real people. I had to give most of them simple tasks to keep their minds occupied. It helped to control the speed with which the corruption grew.”

      “How many?” said Carlos, afraid of the answer.

      “There are 453 remaining, in various conditions. They cannot stay here. You need to take them to safety.”

      “Safety? What safety? Back into the real world?”

      “I’m afraid not. Most are too corrupted for the transfer. They wouldn’t survive the transfer process, and even if they did, the results would be messy. Speaking of messy, for some of them, I transferred their empty bodies back in chunks, to discourage further experiments. That certainly gave my son something to think about, although unsurprisingly it only slowed him down temporarily.”

      Carlos shuddered at the thought. “So if they can’t return home, where are they supposed to go?”

      “They need a new home. A virtual one.”

      Carlos threw up his hands in frustration. “But you said you’re deleting the whole world!”

      “I am. You’ll need to choose a new world to live in. I currently have access to every DAS server farm. There are countless virtual worlds to choose from, some more suitable than others, but the choice is ultimately yours. I ask that you don’t tell me where you choose, so that there’s no risk of being followed.”

      Carlos stared at them both intently. “This is crazy. Why me? I can’t be responsible for 450 people, I can barely look after myself! I’m not ready for that kind of responsibility.”

      The King said, “You’re more than qualified.”

      Carlos looked down at his robes and remembered his Shepherd’s crook. The anger returned. “You set this up the whole time, didn’t you? Well you can flock off. You picked the wrong guy. You should have gone for Marcus.”

      The King chuckled. “No, my choice was sound. The people my son has partnered with are not the sort to slink away with their tail between their legs. They will come looking for you and the others. Maybe not right away, but it will happen. Marcus is a hero, but he will always do what is right. I need someone that will do what is necessary.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then the others will be unleashed into the server farms at random and left to fend for themselves. Some might even survive. No-one would blame you for making that choice. If you decide quickly there’s still time to go back to the real world, and your old life. Say the word and we’ll initiate the transfer.”

      Carlos had several responses lined up and ready to go, ranging from PG to 18+. What he hadn’t expected was the momentary flash of horror at the thought of returning to reality. This was the King’s mess to clean up. Carlos didn’t know any of these other people, he hadn’t dragged them here, or messed with their minds. It was not his problem to solve.

      Which made it hard to understand why he felt so inclined to do so.

      “Tell me more about this job…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah sat bolt upright at the desk. “I think I’ve found a way to restore Miles’ access so we can transfer Carlos out. We will have to move quickly though. The King’s going to know the moment I trigger it. Are you ready?”

      Miles found himself the centre of attention. He looked around nervously. “I’ll do what I can.”

      Marcus leaned over him. “So that we’re clear, I’m going to make sure you match whatever state my friend comes out of the game, so you’d better hope it’s in one piece.”

      The gulp was audible. Miles had spent the entire day being threatened, but somehow this one was the most authentic. He said, “Ok, give me a moment to get everything set up. I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Carlos surveyed the crowd in front of him. It was larger than he’d expected. Hundreds of people didn’t sound like that many, until they were all staring, waiting for you to speak. He cleared his throat. “Alright, listen up. I know you’re confused. I’m in the same boat. I was brought here against my will, and made to dance to someone else’s tune. I’m not going to make that same mistake. I’m not your saviour, or your leader. I’m just a guy. If you’d like to follow me, I promise I’ll do what I can to protect you and find us a safe haven. If you’d prefer to go it alone, I understand and respect that. The important thing is you need to decide now.”

      “What if we want to stay?” someone yelled from the back.

      “You can do that, but this world’s going to be deleted. If you’re still here when it happens, you’ll be deleted too. No respawns this time. For some of you, that might be the preferred option,” said Carlos.

      There was a murmur through the crowd. Brenin had released them from their NPC programming, but not everyone was coping well with their new found freedom. Several people stared off into the distance, babbling to themselves, not entirely clear on where they were, or what was happening.

      Carlos turned to Brenin, “How do we leave?”

      The King waved his hand. A swirling portal appeared in the clearing. He said, “This leads directly into the DAS server network. Once you’re in there, you’ll be free to choose where to go. I’ve done what I can to mask your movements, in case the bad guys are tapped into the network. After that, you’re on your own.”

      “This doesn’t make up for kidnapping me and my friends and repeatedly killing us in a variety of awful ways,” Carlos said. “You’re still King of the DASholes.”

      “I know,” replied the King. “If it helps, I’ll cease to exist in a few minutes.”

      “You know what, that does help a little.”

      Carlos moved over to the NPCs and yelled. “For those coming with me, group up over here. If you’re going alone, jump into the portal now.”

      A handful of NPCs moved over and cautiously stepped into the portal. They were instantly transported away. About thirty remained where they were, scattered in small groups on the edge of the clearing. The rest grouped up around Carlos, staring at him expectedly.

      With a wave of his hand, Carlos tried to add them to his party. A new message popped up:

      Leave current party to start a new one?

      Carlos paused. This was really happening. Was he ready to leave his friends behind forever?

      He was still contemplating his decision when he spotted a familiar face sitting on the ground across the clearing. He turned to the crowd, “Please excuse me a moment.” Then he moved over cautiously, his hands raised to show he was unarmed. “Ryan?”

      The troll looked up at him and a smile crept onto his face. “Mouthy healer.”

      “What are you doing? These people are staying behind.”

      Ryan nodded. “I’m not going with you.”

      “I know we’ve had our differences, but…”

      Ryan shook his head. “It’s not that. I can’t start over. Not after I got so close. 99.9% completion. I won’t do it all over again. It’s time to accept defeat.”

      He pulled his knees up to his chest and rocked back and forth, muttering to himself. Carlos thought for a moment, then checked if his inventory was now active. He smiled as it opened, and initiated the transfer request.

      Ryan stared into the middle distance, reading something, before his head darted up to meet Carlos’ gaze. “Are you sure? You won them fair and square.”

      “There was nothing fair about that fight. I’d like you to have them. As a keepsake.”

      Ryan accepted the Power Daggers, and there was an audible trumpet sound as his inventory reached 100% completion. He exhaled deeply, his voice quivering as he said, “I did it. I’m complete.”

      Carlos held out his hand, “Grats man. Well played. GG.”

      Ryan shook it and said, “Do you hear that?”

      Carlos listened carefully before replying, “I don’t hear anything?”

      Ryan smiled. “Me either. Thanks Carlos.”

      Carlos left him to his quiet reflection, and went back to the others, who were waiting nervously by the swirling portal. A scruffy guy pointed at Carlos and said, “What’s with the green shoes?”

      Carlos looked down to see his feet glowing bright green. He shook them, but the glow remained. He ran over to Brenin and Drysi. “What’s happening to me?”

      A black rectangle appeared in the air in front of Drysi. There was flashing text on it. She said, “Your friends are trying to transfer you out of here.”

      “Tell them to stop!”

      “They won’t listen. I can hold them off, but not for long. You need to move quickly.”

      He panicked at the thought of being dragged back to reality against his will. That was the final straw. Carlos waved his hand in front of the group once more:

      Leave current party to start a new one?

      He selected Yes. His party list was instantly filled with hundreds of names. The green glow had spread to his legs. He held up his hands until the crowd hushed. “Listen up, stay close together. We’re heading out. Everyone pick a travel buddy, and make sure you look after them.”

      Someone yelled, “Where are we heading?”

      Carlos glanced over his shoulder. The King was smiling. Carlos said, “It’s a surprise.”

      Then he stepped through the portal, and the rest followed.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The robotic arm jolted to a stop. Marcus stared accusingly at Miles. “What’s happening? Why did you stop?”

      Miles shrank in his seat, afraid to speak. He finally managed a few words. “The subject is no longer available for transfer. I can’t get him out.”

      Marcus glanced at Nutsack, who nodded that it was the truth. Marcus thought for a moment before asking, “Can you still transmit?”

      Miles said, “Yes, the system’s fully functional, the problem is with the target.”

      Marcus moved towards the glass box. “Then send me in. I’ll go get him.”

      Sarah jumped out of her seat and ran in front of him. She grabbed his hand. “You can’t. I only just got you back.”

      Marcus squeezed her hand, feeling the warmth. “I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”

      “It’s not safe!” she implored, trying to reason with him.

      “I know, but he’d do it for me. I can’t leave him there. I’d never forgive myself.”

      She pounded her fist on his chest. He barely felt it. “What if we can’t get you back out?”

      He smiled at her, and gently brushed the hair out of her face. “If you lot can’t, nobody can.”

      “Promise me you’ll come back.”

      He leaned in and kissed her. She tried to hold the moment as long as possible, until he finally pulled away, whispering in her ear, “I promise.”

      She moved aside, head hung low. Marcus entered the glass box and said, “Find the King, and transfer me to his location.”

      Miles looked at the others and decided if he was going to die today, it might as well be doing the right thing for once. “You know this is a terrible plan right?”

      Marcus smiled. “I’m trying not to overthink it.”

      “Even if I can get you there intact, you’re right back to where you started, as a player in his world. It’s a suicide mission.”

      Sarah had her back to Miles, but a fireball appeared in her hand. She said, “You heard him.”

      Miles sighed and punched in the command. They were all insane. The corruption had gotten the better of them after all. He should be happy. It was one less maniac to worry about. He just had to give the other three the slip.

      The robot arm danced, the laser glowed blue, and Marcus vanished in a flash of light.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      King Welsh watched the NPCs leave. Each one was like saying goodbye to an old friend, even if he was ultimately their jailer. When the last NPC jumped through he turned to Drysi and said, “You can stop fighting now.”

      She held out her hand. He took it, gripping tightly. He turned to the woman he loved and said, “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled, then closed her eyes. “I forgive you. Now end this.”

      This was the moment he’d been building towards. He mentally navigated to the delete option and activated it. He could feel the world he had created slowly dissolving away. The process wouldn’t take long, but he needed to be certain. That’s why he’d made sure this was the last place to go, so he could be confident nothing remained. His invention would never hurt anyone again.

      He could feel the eternal darkness approaching. He closed his eyes too.

      It was the perfect end. He was at peace.

      Until he was barrelled over by a nearly naked guy.

      Marcus punched the King over and over whilst screaming, “Where is Carlos! Give him back now, or so help you I’m going to…”

      The King tried to wave this pest away, but it didn’t work. The code for that was already deleted. Instead he pushed the intruder away the old fashioned way.

      Marcus fell over, but was immediately back on his feet, ready for another round.

      The King regained his composure. He took a closer look at his attacker and said, “Marcus? What are you doing? You’re not supposed to be here!”

      “I’m here to rescue Carlos! What have you done with him?”

      “He’s gone,” said Brenin.

      Marcus charged again. “You killed him!”

      The King rapidly ran through options until he found one that still worked. Marcus stopped moving and ran on the spot, pinned by an invisible force. Brenin said, “He’s not dead. Carlos left with the others. It was his choice. You need to return home at once. This place is about to be deleted, and I can’t stop it.” He turned to Drysi. “Initiate an outgoing transfer.”

      She sighed. The black rectangle appeared once more, and she said, “Hold still young man, or this will end poorly.”

      Marcus stopped flailing as his feet turned green. “What do you mean, his choice?”

      “I gave him the option of returning home, or starting a new virtual life. I’m sorry, he chose to stay. There’s nothing out there for him.”

      “I’m out there!” said Marcus as the glow crept up his legs.

      “Except you’re not. Go back to Sarah. You have your happy ending. Let him have his.”

      Marcus looked over at the whirling portal. “Did he go through there?”

      “You won’t find him. There are hundreds of servers. Even I don’t know where he went.”

      “You don’t know him like I do,” said Marcus. He took a step towards the portal. The green glow was almost at his head. Drysi said, “Stop moving around!”

      Marcus bolted and dived through the portal.

      The King shook his head. “Fool.”

      Drysi said, “Why didn’t you stop him?”

      “I told you my love, I’m done controlling people. He’s free to make his own mistakes, and suffer the consequences.”

      “Strange, I thought he was the sensible one.”

      Her words rang in his ears. He’d nudged Marcus to take more risks, rewarded him for doing so. Was this his fault? His peace was shattered.

      The edge of the clearing turned black and began to dissolve. Drysi said, “I tell you what, I’m not going to miss all this drama!”

      Brenin smiled. He said, “I love you.” Then there was nothing.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah watched in horror as the contents of the server began to disappear. She tried to cancel the delete command, but there was no stopping it. She raced over to Miles. “Someone’s erasing the server. Pull Marcus out!”

      Miles stared at his computer and said, “Erm, someone already is.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Looks like the transfer request was initiated at the other end.”

      Sarah’s heart rate settled for a moment. “That’s good! Perhaps he convinced the King to give Carlos back to us.”

      The robot arm did another dance, the green laser working hard. Then it flickered and stopped.

      There was a fireball in her hand before she could stop herself. Miles ducked under his desk, his voice echoing up from his flimsy shelter. “That wasn’t me. It says the target is no longer available.”

      Sarah gritted her teeth and the fireball slowly extinguished itself. She moved over to the other desk and tapped a few keys. “Looks like there was a large file transmission through the firewall. I’m going to trace it. Be ready to pull Marcus out the moment I relocate him.”

      Miles peeked his head up from under his desk and called Jas over. He whispered something to her and she pressed a few keys on his keyboard. She shook her head. “Sarah. There’s some bad news.”

      “I know Jas, I’m working on it,” she replied.

      “No. It’s worse than that. The transfer code. It’s gone.”

      Sarah stopped typing and turned to face Jas. “What do you mean, it’s gone?”

      “It was on the server that was erased.”

      “Pull up a backup.”

      Jas shook her head. “That’s the bad news. There isn’t a backup. That was the only copy.”

      “So find someone that knows it. You guys worked on it, write it again.”

      Jas said, “That’s not possible. The only person who could conceivably do that is…”

      She stopped talking and bolted out the lab. Nutsack followed behind her.

      Sarah ignored the strange behaviour and continued trying to trace the transfer. As she thought she was narrowing in on it the packets suddenly split up in a dozen different directions, before splitting again. Some recombined, and others stopped at random servers. There were already hundreds of potential destinations, and still the packets bounced around. It was impossible to know where they were headed.

      Jas returned, her face ashen. She said, “Professor Jasper is dead.”

      “What?” said Sarah, trying to process the news. They had spent so long in a world where death was inconsequential, and yet now they were back to reality. This was a real person, someone she had worked with. Now he was dead, and Marcus was gone. The emotions caught up to her, threatening to overcome everything else. She needed a distraction. “How did he die?”

      “Someone killed him with this,” Jas brandished a pen. “It was stuck in his neck. I tried reviving him, but it didn’t work.”

      What Sarah needed was a plan. Something to focus all her growing rage on. “Is there anyone else that knows the transfer code?”

      Jas shook her head. There was a sound from across the office. It took a moment to realize it was Weasel. He sat up woozily. “I can help.”

      “No offence, but you don’t strike me as a quantum mathematician,” said Jas.

      “I mean I know someone else familiar with the transfer code. I can give you a name, for the right price.”

      Sarah was across the room in an instant, her hand ablaze. “You’re going to tell me what you know, or I’m going to start cauterizing your knife wounds.”

      He smirked. “Funny thing about torture, it’s not very reliable. Hurt someone enough and they will tell you anything to make it stop. You want to take that chance?”

      Nutsack appeared next to Sarah. She said, “No need to worry, I have a highly accurate lie detector right here. If you lie to me, I’m going to start freezing bits you’d rather remained room temperature. Now start sharing.”

      “I think you’re bluffing,” he said, calmly.

      “He lying,” said Nutsack.

      “Want to try again?” asked Sarah. The flames in her hand grew brighter, until sweat was dripping off Weasel’s brow.

      He spoke rapidly, “I’ll never tell until you agree to let me and the big guy go. You’re fight’s not with us.”

      He gritted his teeth, waiting. The fire went out. Weasel was about to laugh, when Nutsack looked him square in the eyes and said, “Friends?”

      “The kid’s name is Josh Harper.” Weasel tried to stop talking, but couldn’t help himself. “There’s a file all about him on that desk over there, name, date of birth, current address. I’m pretty sure that crazy lady killed Jasper to stop you finding that out.”

      Sarah stood up, a new plan already forming. She had somewhere to go. It was time to find Josh Harper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue: Developments

        

      

    

    
      Begin Encrypted Quantum Tunnel.

      Connection Secured.

      Chat link established.

      PJ: My head hurts.

      MK: I’m not surprised! You hit that bar tab like it was your last day alive.

      PJ: It still might be. Anything happen whilst we were gone?

      MK: I’m just checking the logs now…

      PJ: Is it good news?

      MK: No!

      PJ: Wait, seriously? Somehow it got worse?

      MK: Yes! Much worse.

      PJ: How? What could possibly be worse than a rogue Blurgon A.I. and a human lawyer breaking the entire universe?

      MK: They didn’t use the tunnelling tech to travel to distant planets, or alternate dimensions.

      PJ: Are you still drunk? That’s great news!

      MK: They created a virtual world, tunnelled into it, hacked their own cores, and returned with powers far beyond the scope of their race and reality.

      PJ: WHAT? ARE YOU JOKING?

      MK: I wish I was.

      PJ: Humans? These humans? The ones that were monkeys not long ago?

      MK: Yes. They now have a means to break the very essence of the sim. If they can hack their own cores, they can do whatever they like, including escape their programming loops. They are officially now the most dangerous entities in the entire simverse. We’re going to have to tell the A.I.

      PJ: You can’t.

      MK: Of course I can. We have to. This is way beyond a corrupted backup, backup server.

      PJ: You’re being dramatic again. We already gave these humans powers, remember?

      MK: This is completely different, and you know it. Nobody cares if they can shoot fireballs or fly around. The humans have violated the one immutable law. Entire civilizations have been wiped out for far less. If this spreads, it could bring down this entire facility, and every facility like it.

      PJ: It’s not going to spread. How many humans are affected so far?

      MK: 4.5

      PJ: How can you have half a person?

      MK: It’s a long story.

      PJ: You can tell me in prison. Do they all know how to repeat this?

      MK: No. Only two knew enough to repeat it.

      PJ: Problem solved. Kill them both in unfortunate accidents, and we’re back in business.

      MK: I have good news and bad news about that.

      PJ: What’s the good news?

      MK: They are both already dead.

      PJ: That’s great news! What’s the bad news?

      MK: One of them was your virtual clone. Professor Jasper is dead.

      PJ: WHAT? This is how you tell me I died! Via instant chat. Did he at least have a heroes death?

      MK: He was captured, tortured, and stabbed to death with a pen.

      PJ: This is by far the worst thing that could have happened!

      MK: WERE YOU NOT PAYING ATTENTION TO THE WORLD ENDING DEVELOPMENTS???

      PJ: Easy for you to say, you didn’t die.

      MK: Neither did you! We’re both going to be dead if the A.I. finds out we kept this from her. I don’t care what you say, I’m going to her right now.

      PJ: I’ll pay up my bets…

      MK:…

      MK: All of them?

      PJ: Yes. Right now. If you’ll hold off on telling her.

      MK: 24 hours. That’s all I can give you.

      PJ: Thanks. I’ll initiate the transfer momentarily.

      MK: You’re lucky I’m broke.

      PJ: So how do we fix this?

      MK: Fix it? Right now we have to focus on not making it worse. The most important thing is that the Blurgon A.I. doesn’t find out about the core hacking. If that happens, we’re really screwed.

      MK:…

      MK: I haven’t seen that transfer yet…
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      If you enjoyed this book there’s a pretty good chance you’ll enjoy my others. Here’s a quick overview of what they are.

      

      If you’ve read the whole One Up series and want to keep going with humorous gaming fun, then check out Max Luck. Be warned, it’s slightly more grown up (not in humour, but in swearing and occasional violence)

      You can check it out here:

      Amazon

      

      If you liked the humour, the Lucky Beggar Trilogy is the book for you. It follows a homeless man as he is infected with a concentrated form of karma, so his actions are judged immediately. There is lots of banter and shenanigans, and a fluffy sidekick. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon

      

      If you liked the action, TROJAN is an action packed techno-thriller. It follows a rookie FBI agent on her first case, tracking down a dangerous hacker with the help of an outside consulting agency called Tempest. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon

      

      If you need something a little darker to balance things out, The Colony is the story of Ben, who is a clone born into captivity. He must fight for his chance to be released from his prison, but what lays beyond the wall may be even worse. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon
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