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Author's note

 

Included at the end of this volume are two extra works.  The first is a science-fiction short story that was included in an anthology this year.  Following that is an excerpt from a forthcoming novel I'm working on.  It is also science-fiction, and neither are LitRPG.  I hope you enjoy them, but understand if they're not what you're looking for from a LitRPG book.

 

I point out their inclusion mainly so that I can let you know that this novel, The Marches of Edonis, ends at approximately 90% on my kindle. Without those extras, this novel is approximately 400 words - a couple of pages - shorter than The Kings of Edonis. 

Name: 	Wulfgar

Level:	03

STR:	10

INT:	05

AGI:	11

PRS:	02+01

FRT:	01

 

HP:	22 (ST+AGI + (LVL/3))

AC:	03 (Leather, Full)

STA:	14 (AGI+LVL)

MNA:	05 (INT+ (Magic Level x 2))

 

ALI:	Neutral Good

REP:	Dangerous (+1 PRS)

	Dwarves: Friendly

	Faerie: Respect

	Rats: Awe

 

Skills (Level):

 

Blade Wind (1):  Targets most vulnerable facing part of the opponent.  Activating causes player to spin and gives a +10 to hit attack on the opponent.  Player cannot be hit during the spin.  Cool-down 30 seconds minus 1 second per Blade Wind level to a minimum of 10 seconds.  Active. Skill automatically granted at level 3 Small Blade.

Climbing (2): Increases ability to successfully climb what would otherwise be an impossible vertical barrier! Each level adds .5% success chance per skill check, each point of AGI adds 1%. Active. 100 - Difficulty% + (Skill Level bonus + AGI bonus) = Success %

Cure Poison (1): Allows the creation of poison curing potions. Higher levels can cure more deadly poison. Active. Skill automatically granted at level 3 Herb Lore.

Healing Poultices (2): Allows the creation and application of healing poultices.  Amount healed is dependent upon skill level. Active. Skill automatically granted at level 2 Herb Lore..

Herb Lore (3): Adds ability to detect and use valuable plants. Each level increases the amount of harvest as well as the detection range for the player by 1%. Passive

Hidden Stab (2): Increases damage done using a Small Blade while in Stealth. Passive. (STR+AGI) x .5 + (Small Blade Level + Hidden Stab Level) = Additional Damage. Removes player from Stealth.

Small Blade (3): Gives to-hit and damage bonuses when using a knife or short sword. Passive.

Stealth (2+12): Lowers the detection likelihood and radius of the player. Each level removes 1.5% of radius, multiplied by player's AGI. Separate checks are made for visual and aural radii, each based on several environmental variables. Each level allows for 10 seconds of stealthy movement. Cool-down 10 minutes. Active. 

 

Abilities:

 

Highlander: +1 AGI. +1 Climbing. +10 PRS with other Highlanders.

 

Items:

 

Clandestine Gauntlets: Provides wearer level 7 Stealth.  Does not stack with skill levels, but will stack with other Clandestine items.  A full suit of Clandestine gear provides a +4 Stealth bonus in addition to the stacking effects. Rare.  Item 2 of 4 for suit.

Clandestine Slippers: Provides wearer level 7 Stealth.  Does not stack with skill levels, but will stack with other Clandestine items.  A full suit of Clandestine gear provides a +4 Stealth bonus in addition to the stacking effects. Rare.  Item 3 of 4 for suit.

Baen Si's Cloak:  Provides wearer +10% magic resistance.  Once per day, has 25% chance of completely negating one (1) magical attack.  Uncommon.

Cowl of the Wolf: Provides visual camouflage in similarly colored environments, as well as infra-red cover in all environments.  Reduces species aggression from Canis Arcturus to neutral. Unique. Bound.

Shepherd's Bite:  Provides upon successful attack a 50% chance of inflicting poison damage for 1d4 damage per (1d6 + Small Blade level) seconds.  All poison damage is applied to attacker as healing at 1:1.

Prolog

 

Duncan Sheriden rolled gently out of bed, moving quietly so as not to wake the sleeping woman next to him.  As he stood, he looked down at her.  She sighed a little and pulled the blanket close, under her chin.  He smiled and, turning, pushed his way out of her bedroom and into the blacksmith shop to which it was connected.

He'd come a long way, he reflected, in the past week.

He laughed quietly to himself.

He'd come a long way in the past year.

Ever since he'd first purchased the virtual reality helmet that allowed him to log into the Omegaverse.  That single purchase, instigated by his friends Matt, Vince, Clancey and, especially, Shannon, had introduced him to an entirely new world. A world - a universe - that showed him things he never dreamed possible.

The Omegaverse was a massively - truly massive - multi-player game in which tens of millions of players around the world competed with and against each in a dizzying variety of activities.  He'd participated in first person shooters where he and thousands of other players had simultaneously attacked an alien stronghold.  He had participated in space battles between titanic combat ships.  He had established interstellar trade routes and founded colonies.  He had terraformed a planet and fought in a huge battle for the control of it.

He had also made friendships and fortunes.

He had an incredible string of luck, then he had learned that it wasn't luck at all.  He'd been selected for an alien study of humans, a study that was trying to determine the best method for the aliens to initiate first contact with Earth.

He shook his head.  It was a lot to take in.

Reaching down, he scratched the neck of the Bernese Mountain dog - named Bear - that slept next to the blacksmith's forge, wallowing in the residual warmth.  The dog had been the byproduct of his relationship with his friend and business partner, Phani Mutha, an Indian who'd been instrumental in Duncan's success.

He laughed a little.

Had Phani been instrumental in Duncan's success or had Duncan merely been instrumental in Phani's?  True, the man's business had been immeasurably helped by the pair's use of the moon sized space station that Duncan had found - been led to, he corrected himself.  One of the many partnerships that they'd developed was to create virtual pets - dogs, cats and lambs - for players within the Omegaverse.  They'd been wildly popular, and profitable, and Bear had been one of their 'products'.  Duncan had brought the dog through with him - along with the Cowl of the Wolf artifact - when he'd disconnected from his physical life and entered into the Omegaverse permanently; entered into a fantasy  based realm where RPG archetypes ruled the existence of all inhabitants.

He had entered the realm because, when he had first been introduced to the concept that he could separate his consciousness from his physical body - forever - by the alien Clive who he had believed was his in-game AI assistant, he had, without thinking, resurrected his friend Shannon who had died six months earlier.

She had died, suddenly, of an aneurysm shortly after he had received a beta version of a new virtual reality helmet.  The helmet, he was to learn, not only gave the wearer an enhanced experience within the Omegaverse, it recorded the consciousness of the player - to the point that they could be recreated digitally.  She had worn the helmet enough for her personality and memories to be recreated, but not, Clive insisted, enough to be sure that she was complete.

Their reunion seemed to corroborate Clive's fears. When she'd come back - confused, scared, and agitated - the first thing she'd done was pick up a rock and knock Duncan out.  Then she'd disappeared into the fantasy realm.  Clive had convinced Duncan that it had been his fault, and that he needed to enter the world to find and help her.  The only way to do that was to disconnect his consciousness from his physical body; the world he was now a part of operated at a much higher speed or frequency than his organic brain could handle.  So he had.  Duncan's body now rested, without whatever it was that defined his consciousness, in the outer universe.  A vegetable.  Waiting to die.

 

Duncan looked back toward the bedroom he'd just left. Since he had entered this world a week before, he had gone on several adventures - quests - that had served not only to introduce him to the world and its rules, but had introduced him to several people who had rapidly become friends.

Foremost was Lauren - or Laur'En.  He had immediately hit it off with the lithe, athletic blond blacksmith.  Through her Duncan - or Wulfgar as he was known within this world - had met Snorri, a huge fighter.  The three of them, along with Rydra, a professional thief, had embarked on a quest that had taken them over the sea, to the east, to liberate the home of a banshee from a lich.  After they'd killed the lich, and reaped the rewards, they had returned.  After they'd arrived, just the evening before, they had been approached while they celebrated within a tavern.  Approached by Clive's - King Clive in this world - chamberlain and given a new quest.

Wulfgar put his hands on his hips, reflecting.  That was his past year, he mused, in a nutshell.  He shook his head - it hadn't even been a full year, maybe nine or ten months.  

He could have, would have, never been able to predict the route his life had taken in that time.  He wondered if the next period of his life would be similarly exciting.

Wulfgar walked back to the bedroom, to wake Lauren and find out.

Chapter 1

 

Wulfgar and Lauren, with Bear pushing his snout between them, left Lauren's blacksmith shop and merged into the crowd moving back and forth in the streets abutting the northwest gate of the city of Edonis. The early morning light, shadowed by the mountain range into which the city was built, threw long, stark shadows to the west. This western side of the city would not be fully illuminated until the sun broke over the peaks sometime around noon. By that time, Wulfgar hoped, he and his party would be heading out of the gate they now passed and on their way to completing the quest that they'd been given by King Clive's Chamberlain the evening before.

But, first, there were several errands he needed to accomplish.

The most important was binding at a local church or holy site. Since entering this world, he hadn't - and he had no idea where he would resurrect if he happened to get killed. Conceivably, it would be at the point he first entered the world, high on a mountain top to the south. That would be a problem. The first thing he'd had to do in this new life was to climb down the side of a sheer mountain and he was afraid of heights. It would have been much easier, he'd since reflected, if he had chosen to begin in this world as one of the several human groups that originated from the city or its environs instead of as a derided Highlander.

He'd been lucky that he hadn't been killed in the quest chain that had taken him to sea, to the east of the city, to an island housing a low level, but nonetheless deadly, lich. Lucky, but it had been close. He and his friends - Lauren, Snorri and Rydra - had been battered and torn by the lich and barely survived to emerge and return to the city to lick their wounds.

That return had been the day before. Today they were preparing to begin their second journey together.

Wulfgar, Lauren, and Bear moved into the long open square - really a rectangle - between the northwest city gate and the gate into Clive's keep. The crowds thinned out a bit, allowing them to move faster. Wulfgar felt a slightly uncomfortable silence between himself and Lauren. Neither of them had spoken of how they'd ended the night before, or that they'd fallen asleep in each other's arms. He wasn't sure if she didn't want to mention it, wanted to forget all about it, or was waiting for him to bring it up. Bear, as always, was silent on the matter.

Wulfgar decided to follow Bear's lead. At least for the moment.

He turned to follow Lauren as she made her way up the rounded front steps to a small, ornate, church.

"This will do for binding you for now," she said, looking back as she held the door open for them. "And we'll be binding to the churches in the various villages we pass through on the way to the frontier," she smiled, "just in case."

"Does it seem a bit odd to you," he asked her, "that we're still using things like religion in this new life?"

"How so?"

"Well," he shrugged, "it just seems weird that since we're all basically going to live forever now, we're still using concepts that usually revolve around an afterlife."

"I never really thought of it that way. To me, it's just a kind of buff. A character boost. I'm a blacksmith, so my religion is just a way that I can get a bonus that helps my profession."

She smiled up at him, "It's just another kind of magic, really. There aren't any metaphysical meanings associated with it. At least, not to me."

He nodded, then held the door open as Lauren and Bear entered the small church. He followed.

As his eyes adjusted to the low light, he scanned the room. The small building wouldn't have been out of place in any European town. It looked like any number of churches - high, arched ceilings; fluted stone columns; an array of carved monstrosities lining the heights - all that seemed missing were the rows of pews. Instead, the central area of the room was taken up by a round, elevated stone about knee high. As he looked at it, a bright light appeared in the center and an adventurer, naked but for a linen loincloth, appeared. He dashed by them, toward the door.

"Watch out for bandits," he muttered. "South of town." Then he was out the door and on his way to retrieve his belongings from his fresh corpse.

Wulfgar looked to Lauren.

"Now what? How do I bind?"

"Will it."

He looked back to the altar and told himself that he wanted to bind at this point. A calming green glow enveloped the stone. He returned his gaze to Lauren.

"That's it?"

She smiled and nodded, then turned toward the church door. She pulled one of the heavy pair of doors inward, allowing him and the dog through. As he passed he looked down at her.

"What religion is this? This church, I mean."

"Don't know," she pulled the door closed as they reentered the square. "Doesn't matter. At least for binding purposes. You can bind at any holy site. There are no bonuses if it happens to be for your religion."

"What?" she asked as she saw a smile work across his face.

"I was just thinking about what a friend of mine used to say. She liked to say, 'In the universe where I'm god, when you die you're placed upside down in a barrel. All of the alcohol you've ever wasted in your life is poured into the barrel. If you drown, you go to hell'. She called it Valhalcohol."

"Sounds like my kind of girl.  I'm sorry I never got to meet her," Lauren continued. "You mentioned that story last night. She meant a lot to you, didn't she?"  He just nodded.

Wulfgar nodded, "I think the two of you would have been great friends."

He smiled grimly.

And maybe you will be great friends, he thought, assuming I can ever find her in this world.

"Now let's get you to the Magic User's Guild," she said happily, changing the subject.

The three of them approached the guild building through the crowd in the square. Wulfgar was suddenly forced to stop as a large warhorse carrying a black knight plowed its way through the milling people. The knight, looking every bit the evil warrior out of a nightmare, pulled off his demon horned helmet and looked down at them. His long blond hair spilled out over his armored shoulders and his square, handsome jaw split into a grin as he saw the three of them.

"Howdy," he laughed in a deep southern drawl, "can y'all direct me to Clive's keep?"

Lauren smiled up at him, then pointed to the eastern side of the square.

"Thanks!" he said, tucking his helmet under his right arm and spurring his black stallion forward toward the keep.

 

Wulfgar, Lauren, and Bear all walked through the ornate, heavy double doors into the sanctum of the guild hall. The room was vaulted, with the four corners of the room each stretching upward with what looked like buttresses that emerged from the ground and expanded as they rose until they met at the center of the roof. From the center, where the buttresses met, a large shimmering black sphere hung on a heavy wrought chain. Directly beneath the sphere a red wooden chair sat throne-like in the center of the room. Surrounding the chair a compass rose was inlaid into the dark marble of the floor. Instead of the cardinal point references, however, the three furthest points displayed three different symbols.

To the left was a leaf.

To the right a star

The furthest was a human skull.

Wulfgar stepped up to the closest point on the compass, which displayed no symbol, and looked up at the chair and the girl who sat upon it. She was lovely. Long raven hair swirled around her shoulders and draped into her lap. She sat forward, looking earnestly into Wulfgar's eyes - the purple of her irises seeming to look directly into his soul.

"You want to follow a path," she stated flatly. Her voice was high but soft.

He nodded.

"And the others," she continued, "are just here for moral support."

He nodded again.

She flicked her right wrist, then dropped her hand back into her lap.

Wulfgar looked behind him. Lauren and Bear were gone. He looked back to the girl, warily.

"You sent them," he began, "back outside?"

She smiled and nodded.

"And they're fine."

She nodded again.

Wulfgar didn't know how he knew, but he did. His companions were just outside of the door that they'd just come through, waiting for him. He looked around the room. The three walls each had a door centered upon which was carved a motif matching the symbol on the floor in front of them. The door to the left showed a forest scene arrayed around a large central leaf. Two lines of trees stretched into the distance toward a vanishing point, creating an idyllic lane.

To the right, the door held a central starburst surrounded by what looked like nebulae and swirling galaxies. Unlike the leaf door, the pattern left no sense of reason, but was a swirl of everything without purpose, but without need of a purpose. It spoke to Wulfgar of totality without direction. Endless possibility.

The furthest door, the skull door, was the least decorated. In the center a bas-relief skull stared out at him. That was all that the door showed. It was otherwise undecorated. The skull sat alone.

Wulfgar looked back to the girl.

"Those are your choices."

He frowned.

"I need to know more."

She shrugged.

"You can always ask," she began, then raised her hand to silence him as he began to speak. "You can always ask others," she continued, "but they'll be unlikely to provide information that you don't already instinctively know." She dropped her hand softly back into her lap, but said nothing else. She simply watched him, waiting for him to decide one way or another.

He considered leaving. Exiting the guild to do some further research.

He shook that thought away.

This world had been pretty good about providing him information, as long as he knew how to ask. He had learned that sometimes wanting to know was enough. He sighed and looked to his left.

Wulfgar focused on the leaf and thought, concentrated, on the door. As he looked, the leaf seemed to come alive. The furrows dug into the wood of the door sharpened as the leaf took on a greater fidelity. The veins became more distinct and the blade of the leaf seemed to move slightly, as though a small breeze was blowing down the arboreal lane. The scene as a whole became more lifelike and the almost imperceptible swaying of the branches threw iridescent yet monochromatic shadows through the glade.

This was the path of morning. The magic of the gaeans, the druids, and the shamans. The path of nature, for lack of a better term. The archetype of the mother. This was the magic of animals, of plants, of fire earth water and wind.

Wulfgar looked to his right.

As he focused on the star, it too began to move. To pulsate. It seemed to grow and shrink. The galaxies arrayed around it began to slowly rotate and the gasses of the nebulae to become more and then less opaque. He was overwhelmed with the vastness of the possibilities that the path provided. Unlike the structure of the first path, this one felt ready to accept whatever definition that the taker wished to follow. The boundlessness of the path, however, was tempered by the focus it required. It seemed he could go further in any given direction, but the path was more limited. The path promised great power with limited utility. This was the path of the night.

He looked to the skull.

The carving didn't animate as the others had done, but the eyes seemed to grow in his mind, to fill his consciousness.

The path of evening.

The path of life.

And death.

The path was limited, like the path of night, but it was less powerful than either morning or night. The focus was on the soul, on the manipulation of the creatures of the world. 

Wulfgar knew this was his path. He looked to the girl. She again nodded.

"But," he began, "I know nothing of the paths of morning and night. Or even," he admitted, "the path of evening."

"You know enough," she said, "to know which path you must take."

He looked back to the skull. He knew that this path provided him the most power over the other players - sentient and NPC - of the world. He knew that his knowledge of Shannon's true name would be of the most use in this path. He also knew that it provided him the most opportunity to do wrong.

The girl began to speak. As though reading his thoughts she said softly, "There is no path that is more or less evil than any other. Evil cannot be thrust upon you, you take it with you. It's a part of you, along with goodness. Your evil and goodness are dormant until your choices give them life."

"Anyway," she continued, "you have already had experience with personal death, have you not?" She looked at him, then focused more intently, "Or will soon, at any rate." She sat back, "So the idea of death should hold no great fear for you any longer."

He wondered what she meant - that he would soon experience personal death. What the hell did that mean? He looked into her eyes, thinking to ask, but thought against it. She was unlikely to expand on the point - obfuscating his decision as much as possible seemed to be her role in life. 

And besides, he thought, I'm here to make what should be a simple choice. 

He knew what he had to do.

Wulfgar nodded, accepting his instincts. He knew this was the most difficult path - nowhere near as defined as the path of morning, nowhere near as powerful as the path of night. This was also the path of most temptation. The path that provided the most opportunity for whatever evil was within him to grow.

But, he knew, it was the path to Shannon.

There was no other reason he had for taking any path in this world. The choice was no choice but to follow that call.

He looked back to the girl, and waited.

"Now that you have chosen the path," she answered his unasked question, "the path will find you."

He nodded and she raised her hand and, once again, flicked her wrist.

 

Wulfgar appeared on the steps of the guild hall behind Lauren and Bear. She turned to look at him in surprise.

"What the hell was that?" Then she softened and smiled, "That was kind of rude."

"She just didn't want anyone who wasn't looking to join the guild to be in the room, that's all. Sorry she just bumped you out without a word, but she really was pretty friendly."

Lauren looked at him confused. Then she shook her head.

"What are you talking about?"

"The girl. She was a part of the guild. She helped me choose which magical path I'm supposed to take."

Lauren shook her head again. 

"What? We all three just walked in there and all three of us just got booted out."

Now it was Wulfgar's turn to look confused.

"What are you talking about? I've been in there for five minutes. At least."

Lauren just turned and pointed into the square. The black knight, the one who'd asked for directions to Clive's Keep, was still spurring his horse through the crowd. He was making good progress and wasn't more than thirty seconds beyond where he'd been when they entered the guild.

Wulfgar looked back at Lauren, now really confused.

"But," he said softly, trying to work through his thoughts, "I've been in there," he cocked his head backward toward the guild door, "for a while."

Lauren just shrugged.

"Did you get a guild quest?" she asked.

Wulfgar shook his head, "Nope. She, the girl, said that the path will find me."

She pondered for a moment, "My business tends to keep me in contact with the warrior types, so I don't have a lot of experience around magic users, but most of the guild quests I've heard about are more straightforward than that."

"How?"

She thought for a moment, "You go into the guild, state your intention to join, and whoever you're talking to gives you a nice little profession oriented quest. That's the way it was for the Blacksmith's guild." She thought again, "And that's the way it was when I joined my religion as well. It's not like they want to make it hard to join." She looked back up at him, "At least, not typically." Then she smiled, turned and walked down the front stairs of the magic guild hall.

"C'mon," she called over her shoulder as Wulfgar and Bear joined her, "Snorri's waiting for us at the Pumpkin', and I imagine that Rydra is already there as well."

The three of them once again blended into and through the crowd.

"It wouldn't do," Lauren continued, waiving her left arm in the general direction of the keep, "to make his royal majesty wait any longer than necessary for his valiant questers to learn what has befallen his beleaguered outpost!"

 

The trio walked into the smoky interior of the Gilded Pumpkin and, as Lauren predicted, Rydra was waiting with Snorri, the two of them seated across from each other at a small table near the rear. Near the beer, as Snorri would say. The two of them looked up, all smiles, as the rest joined and sat or, in the case of Bear, curled up on the floor, his tail wagging out a constant beat on the floor.

"All set?" asked Snorri, his mustaches foamy with beer head. He dragged one massive hand across his lips, wiping them.

Wulfgar nodded, "You?"

"Oh yeah. Mounts and pack horses in the stable. Packs filled, horses fed and watered. We," he nodded toward Rydra, "were just waiting for your sorry butts to get here!"

Rydra stood, "I, however, need to make my own way out of town. I'll meet up with you guys on the road." He smiled, then answered his friend's questioning looks, "I took advantage last night of the boon I received from the rat folk for helping them with their quest." He'd been given the reward that, once per week, the rats would lead him through their underground passages into any building within Edonis.

He shrugged, then smiled broadly, "So I figured, why not start off with the biggest and the best?"

"You didn't!" laughed Lauren.

"What?" asked Wulfgar.

Snorri bellowed, "He entered the palace and looted the King's treasury!"

Rydra waved them down, "Not so loud, you oaf! But, yep, I made my way through Clive's keep last night. Not," he scowled down at Snorri, "the treasury. Just the palace."

"Legendary loot?" asked Wulfgar, laughing along with the rest.

"Just baubles. Decorations and such. Solid gold candlesticks and the like. Enough to live like a king for a year. Pun intended," he chuckled. "But nothing that we can use on our grand adventure. No weapons or magical items. Those are all in heavily guarded rooms. Those," he winked and pointed down at Wulfgar, "will probably be a two man job."

He straightened, "In any case, I was spotted. I need to lay low for a while." The NPC guards in Edonis had notoriously bad long term memory - if you hadn't been apprehended within a week or so, they forgot that they were looking for you. "So while you guys take the horses out through the gate, I'm going to have to sneak over the wall. I'll meet you on the road a few miles out of town."

Rydra turned and began walking toward the door, "Just give me an hour or two head start, OK?" He waved as he left the inn.

 

After filling their bellies with beer and bread, Snorri led the rest to the stables behind the inn. The smell of hay hit them as they pulled the double-doors open. This world was new enough to Wulfgar that he still marveled at the way all of the senses were triggered. The smells and sounds of the city mingled along with the view. The food was as good as any he'd tasted, and the water pure and clean. He ran his right hand down the neck of the sorrel in the first stall, enjoying the feel of the short chestnut hair and white mane. Taking the bridle in his left hand, he led the mare out of the barn and into the alleyway next to the inn. His friends, leading their own mounts, followed with the lone pack horse behind. Bear trailed the group at a respectful and wary distance from the larger animals.

They soon reached the square and Wulfgar took advantage of the extra room after leaving the cramped lanes to move in beside the horse. He looked at it for a moment, then back at his friends.

"Mounting a horse is one of those things I guess most folks just assume they'd know how to do. But I have no idea."

Lauren laughed, "Right? It's not exactly the kind of activity that's instinctual." She handed her reins to Snorri, now holding onto three horses - his, Lauren's and Rydra's - and walked to Wulfgar. She pointed down at his left foot, then the stirrup hanging off of the saddle. 

"Put your left foot in there, then swing your right leg up and over the saddle." She watched as he did, then handed the reins up to him. "Just give a little kick with your heels to get him to go. Pull back on both reins to stop, or the left and right one to have him turn left or right. Easy peasy!" She started walking back to her mount.

"How long did it take you," Wulfgar asked, "to get used to riding here?"

She called back over her shoulder, "Farm girl! Been riding since I was little. These things are a lot easier to manage than real horses." 

Wulfgar watched as she hopped into her saddle, then moved her mount up next to his. Snorri, leading Rydra's mount and with the pack horse tethered to his, pulled in to his right. Bear moved ahead of them, looking back at Wulfgar with a sullen snort. He was obviously unhappy sharing his human with this weird looking animal. Wulfgar lightly kicked his heels and the horse began walking forward through the crowd toward the city gate.

As they approached the guard post, the crowd made space for them. Wulfgar was startled to see that the two guards were the same who had been manning the southwestern gate the night he had first sneaked into the city a week before. He wondered if there was going to be a problem and was just looking over to Snorri to indicate that the warrior should take the lead when the larger of the two guards - who both outweighed Wulfgar's not inconsiderable bulk - approached him. The last time Wulfgar had run into these two, five or six days earlier, they had dragged him effortlessly into the magicstrate's office on the mere suspicion that he had been up to no good. The fact that Wulfgar had - had in fact stolen from these very guards - and the magicstrate would be able to cast a truth spell over him and force him to confess his crimes, compounded his unease.

The guard reached up and patted his horse's neck.

"Off on an adventure, are we?"

Wulfgar nodded silently, waiting for the guard to impose his malevolent will.

"Right," the man smiled up at him. "Have a good one, sir!" He turned and moved into the gate, shooing the foot traffic to either side as he waved the riders through. The second guard, smiling as well, nodded to Wulfgar as he passed underneath the portcullis and onto the raised causeway that led to the northwest.

I guess they're friendly enough to Highlanders who are leaving the city, he thought.

Flooded with relief, he kicked his heels again and the horse jumped forward into a little trot. He looked back over his shoulder and smiled at his friends as Lauren spurred hers faster as well. Snorri just shook his head and led his two charges along at a sedate pace.

"Faster!" yelled Lauren as she urged her horse into a gallop, speeding by Wulfgar who mimicked her and rose into a crouch in the stirrups and, as though reading his mind, his sorrel matched her faster pace. Lauren's smile broke into a full face, toothy yell of delight as the two of them tore down the dirt road, clay dust rising in their wake as the occasional pedestrian moved into the grass to let them through.

As they reached a long, straight, stretch, Lauren rose in the stirrups until she was standing, her arms thrust out straight to her sides and her blond hair trailing in the breeze. She twisted her torso until she could see Wulfgar.

"See? Easy!"

He just nodded. As easy as it felt to control this massive beast, he wasn't sure enough, yet, of himself to stand. She turned and dropped back into the saddle as they approached a small copse, then reigned her horse into a trot, then a complete stop. She turned the horse until it was perpendicular to the road as Wulfgar joined her. She nodded back up the road.

"I figure we shouldn't be complete dicks." She smiled, "We should probably wait for Snorri, since he has a lot to take care of."

Wulfgar looked back up the lane as his horse moved in beside hers. He was surprised at how far they'd come in a short time. It would probably take Snorri and Bear several minutes to regain them. Wulfgar leaned back in the saddle, gazing up into the branches that stretched over the roadway. As he looked, one of the larger branches began to move, to droop, as though being pressed by an ever increasing weight.

He was just about to say something to Lauren when the branch snapped back up and a small cloud of dust suddenly rose next to his horse. Wulfgar reached behind his back to draw his short sword when Rydra appeared in the midst of the dust cloud. Wulfgar relaxed - his friend had been in stealth mode as he waited then dropped in on them.

"Always practicing, eh?" Wulfgar asked the little man with a smile.

"Only way to level up!" Rydra laughed up at them.

Wulfgar leaned forward in his saddle, "So, tell me about these fabulous treasure rooms we're going to plunder after we get back to the city."

Rydra began stroking Wulfgar's horse. "Well, I haven't actually been able to see inside one of them yet, but I assume they've got something worth checking out."

"Why?"

Rydra shrugged, "They were guarded. I figure it'll take two of us because when I screwed up and made some noise, the guards left their posts. Post haste." He smiled, "So I figure if we both go in, you can make some noise elsewhere to distract them, then go into stealth and draw them away."

"While you go into the room and loot it." Wulfgar grinned.

"Yup. After all," he bowed, "I'm the one with the lockpicking and stealing skills." He straightened back up and winked, "So, got any plans a week from last night?"

Wulfgar shook his head, "Not as far as I know. I'll pencil you in."

He looked up as Snorri brought the trailing horses into the group.

"Your mount," the big man said with a flourish, handing a set of reins down to Rydra. The little thief, with unsurprising agility, leapt into the saddle and settled the horse, patting it along the neck. Lauren turned her horse and began leading the little group further into the small stand of trees. Wulfgar dropped his hands onto his saddle's pommel as he spurred his horse forward into a slow walk.

"Any updates on the quest?" asked Rydra.

Wulfgar shook his head, "Nope. Just what we learned last night. There's an outpost in the western frontier area of Clive's realm that hasn't sent a report into the city for a while. The last report received spoke of impending doom and what-not. We're to investigate."

"But," he continued, "I've been wondering something. If we're only a few days ride to the frontier, just how big is this world we're in?"

"Pretty massive," said Snorri, "Clive's kingdom ..."

"Called Heim," added Rydra.

Snorri nodded, " ... is just a small part of the world. It's kind of central for humans. For player characters. But there's a lot of the world left to explore. In all directions."

"It's odd," added Lauren, "but it seems that most of the players, so far, seem content to live and adventure in the rough vicinity of Heim. Most folks don't really go in for the exploration bit. I guess that's a main difference between playing a game and living in it."

"Some do," countered Rydra, "but some are a bit more adventurous. You just don't really hear about or from them as much since they're off exploring the world. Mainly ranger types."

He sat back in his saddle, "Are y'all familiar with Richard Bartle?" The rest shook their heads. "Well, he was an early pioneer in online gaming. Really early. Like in the seventies. He helped developed the MUDs, the Multi-User Dungeons, that were text based online dungeon crawl games that played on the mainframes and terminals way back when.  They were the great-grandaddy of all of this," he waved his arms, encompassing the world around them.

Rydra paused in thought.

"I bet he's using that perfect recall memory thing again," laughed Snorri.  During their last quest together, Rydra had pointed out to the rest that one of the side benefits of being reincarnated as purely digital beings meant that the memories that made up their consciousness were now also digital - and capable of perfect recall.

"Damn right I am. You'd be smart to use it too, and to let your elders speak!   Anyway, Bartle came up with four basic categories that most players fall in to."  He began counting off on his fingers.

"The Achiever.  The Socializer.  The Killer.  And the Explorer."

"The Achiever wants to beat the system.  They're the min-max players.  The ones who like to collect achievement baubles and recognition.  They live to see their names at the top of leaderboards or to become famous within the game community.  They want to reach the highest level, obtain the rarest items."

"The Socializer collects other players, in a way.  They're the networkers.  The guild, clan and kinship players. They like the drama of player interaction.  They tend to be the helpers, the healers."

"The Killers, well," he chuckled, "they like to kill.  But they're not interested in competing with NPCs and the like.  They want to combat other players.  They get off on people thinking they're bad ass."

"PK's," growled Snorri.

"Some are.  But some will hunt player killers.  The PK and the bounty hunter are two side of the same coin.  In fact, I'd say that most of the Killers aren't gankers or griefers."  He shrugged, "Maybe."

"Then there are the Explorers.  They're the ones that'll seek out new lands and new people.  They want to go where nobody else has been and see what nobody else has seen.  The ranger types," Rydra said, bringing the conversation back to his point.

"They're the ones who head out at level one and move in a single direction.  Away."

"Interesting theories," said Wulfgar.  He knew at his heart, he was an explorer.

"There's a lot more to it than that, of course.  There are sub-categories and hybrids.  The Socializer-Achiever, for example.  And most folks will have a little bit of each category.  They might match up to one hundred percent of the Killer description, sixty percent of the Achiever and twenty percent Explorer, for example.  It's just a quick and dirty way of understanding player motivations."

"Anyway, while us Achiever, Socializers and Killers are all squabbling our way around Heim, the pure Explorers are off into the rest of the world.  They're off finding new places and peoples, learning everything they can.  I expect that maybe we'll meet one or two in our travels.  They're good folks to make friends with, if you want to learn the lay of the land and score a map or two."

Wulfgar had to admit, that sounded like fun.  Once he'd found Shannon, he'd have a long time yet to live in this world.  He could see spending a good amount of his future simply getting to know it.  He looked over t0 Lauren.

"What do you think you are?"

She pondered for a moment, "I'm probably a combination of the Socializer and the Achiever.  Mostly Socializer.  I got into my trade to meet lots of other players.  I'm just a people person," she laughed.  "How about you?"

"Explorer," he responded instantly, "with maybe a little Socializer thrown in."  He thought, "Yeah, almost exclusively a pure Explorer."

"I suppose," interjected Snorri, "that'd make me a half and half.  Killer and Achiever."

"Our lovely tank!" laughed Lauren.

"Let me guess," asked Wulfgar over his shoulder to Rydra.  "You're an Achiever."

The thief nodded, "Within the context of the game world, yeah.  Mainly that's so I can finance my retirement," he grinned. "I'm all about leveling my skills as quickly as possible to I can steal everything that's not nailed down.  And a few that are."  He laughed loudly, "Once I'm rich and have a nice mansion on the hill with a bunch of pool boys, I think I'll be content to just be for a while."

 

In the early evening, the group made camp beside the roadway.  Lauren built a fire while Snorri tended the horses and Rydra gathered the ingredients for dinner.  Bear was curled up near Lauren and Wulfgar decided to explore the area.  They were in a small hollow, about a kilometer long, that nestled in between two low ridges in the larger valley.  They had passed the first village a few hours earlier but decided, given the weather, to continue their journey and sleep under the stars.

The day of riding had been pleasant, Wulfgar thought.  The group, still little more than strangers, continued expanding their new friendship.  They talked more of their past as well as their future plans within the world.  Of the group, only Rydra had formulated a long term vision - and that was just to relax and enjoy himself in relative wealth and comfort.  Lauren and Snorri, like Wulfgar, seemed content for the moment to allow themselves to be more or less carried by fate to whatever adventures came their way.

Wulfgar crossed the dirt road, looking up and down it as he did.  Once they'd left the environs of Edonis proper, the traffic had thinned considerably.  Most of the crowds moving through the city gates seemed to have been local farmers in the city to sell their crops, and as they approached the village the farms grew less common.  Since they'd come through the village they had only seen one or two homesteads in the distance.  There was, Wulfgar reflected, a lot of space in this world.

As he looked up and down the road, first to the northwest then the southeast, the overarching view was of mountains in the distance.  Snorri had told them that the range to the west, which paralleled the eastern, ocean-hugging, chain was much taller.  It had a much higher average elevation.  Given that the days ride had brought them about a third the way through the valley toward the larger chain, the mountains looked, from this point, to be of similar height.  The sun was dropping below the western range, leaving it purpling in shadow.  The eastern range shone in the last of the day's light, and he could still, just, make out the tallest of the spires in Edonis.  Clive's tower.  The first place he'd stood in this world.

"That was, what, a week or so ago?" he mumbled to himself.  Before he'd decided to leave the outer world behind - forever - and live within the Omegaverse.  A week at this timescale, he thought.  But this world, this inner Omegaverse, operated at a time scale far different than the outer game world and its mirror - real life.  Much faster.  A day here was like a minute or so on the outside.  The time he'd spent in this world wasn't even an hour in his real life.

That thought startled him.

He suddenly realized what the girl in the magic guild had meant.  At least, he thought he knew.

When she said that he was soon going to experience personal death, she had known that he was still alive.

Unlike everyone else in this world, his physical body wasn't already dead when he'd entered this world.  The others had all died - from whatever cause that was usually unknown to them.  He, however, had been given the option.  He'd been given a device that he had used to sever his consciousness from his body.  Once he pressed that button, he'd been told, his body would go to bed and die.

That had been a week ago - on this time scale.

That had been less than an hour ago on the outside timescale.

His body was probably still alive.  It would probably still be alive for a few days.  He didn't know, hadn't been told, how it would die.  He assumed that it would simply starve to death.  If anyone found it and took it to the hospital, it would just be a hulk.  A vegetable.  No brain activity at all.

If it was still alive, and would still be alive days from now - how long was that in terms of this world?  Months?  Years?

Would he be able to go back into his body before it died?

Assuming he ever got to see the now reclusive Clive, Wulfgar had an ever growing list of questions to ask.

Wulfgar looked down into the ditch by the opposite side of the road from their camp.

"Hey you guys!" he shouted, "Come check this out!"

Chapter 2

 

Wulfgar dropped into the ditch, bending to look more closely at the little bush he'd seen.  He grabbed a few branches in his left hand and moved it to the side, further exposing the small cave behind it. Looking back momentarily, he saw Rydra, Snorri and Bear jogging across the road toward him, then he bent forward further and moved into the cave.  The opening was small, he had to crouch and duck-walk his way into the small space, stabilizing himself with his right hand on the ceiling.  It was dank.  Wet.  A little slimy.

He moved through the hole and into a larger chamber.  Straightening, he looked around.  The room was dimly lit by a few sputtering torches hanging in sconces along the walls.  Squared, the space looked to be about ten meters on a side, with two rows of plain stone columns - seemingly carved out of the rock like the rest of the room - running down the middle.  The polished stone of the floor and walls reflected the fire light and gave the room an eerie feeling.  It looked like it was moving, with shadows playing around the entire area.

He turned his head and began speaking over his right shoulder, "Hey, you guys should ..." and then fell silent.  The hole he'd just used was gone.  The wall behind was as smooth and blank as the ones to his left and right.  He turned fully and knelt, running his hands over the wall, trying to find an opening, a doorway.  There was nothing.  No way back out.

He stood, ran his hand through his hair in thought.

"Well, shit," he muttered, unsure of what to do and confused.  He shrugged off the feeling.

"This is a magic world," he reassured himself, "and you have to expect to run into some weird shit every now and then."  The sound of his own voice calmed him.  A little.  He decided to explore the room.  It was here for a reason, and that reason wouldn't discover itself.  He grinned.

Moving as quietly as he could, he walked up the middle of the room in between the rows of columns.  The walls gave no further clues.  They were uniformly unadorned but for the torches.  The columns likewise seemed plain.  The shadows continued to flicker around the room.

Then he noticed a new shadow.

Past one of the columns on what had been the far side of the room.

Wulfgar choked in fear as a boot, then the leg it was attached to, stepped out from the other side of the furthest column.  Wulfgar froze, panic rising along with the bile in his throat.  As the shadow's torso moved into the central space, Wulfgar remembered his skill set.

Breathing deeply, he activated Stealth and reached his hand behind his back to grasp the hilt of his short sword.

The shadow, revealed to be a tall man with long dark hair that hung braided down his back, moved into the light.  The man, dressed in a tight yet flowing red robe, turned his head and looked up the room, directly at Wulfgar.  A small smile broke over his face as he reached into a pocket and pulled out a black cloth.

"Stealth?" he said conversationally. "All right.  I'll play along."  He raised the cloth to his eyes and tied it around his head until he had blindfolded himself.

"There," he said more loudly, "I can't see you."  His smile grew wider.

He turned and began walking away, still in between the rows of columns.  Wulfgar followed, relaxing his grip on the sword pommel.  Mentally shrugging, he let go of the sword, still in its sheath, and exited out of stealth mode.

"You can take off the blindfold," he said to the stranger's back.

The cloth disappeared from around the man's head.

"What blindfold?" the man asked without turning or pausing.  He continued to the end of the room and stopped in front of an ornately carved wooden door.

Wulfgar caught up to the man and looked to the carving on the portal.

It was a skull.  Bas relief.

Wulfgar nodded.

His guild quest had found him.

 

The man turned to Wulfgar, smiling.  He patted the door in a friendly manner.

"It's time you made a choice," he began.  "And it's a life altering choice.  You can only make it once, but you don't have to make it now.  If you choose to go through this door, you choose to dedicate yourself to a profession.  You choose to become a Magus of Evening."

He turned to face Wulfgar fully and put his hands behind his back.  His smile lessened, but remained open and welcoming.

"I am Jeremiah, Magus of Evening."

Jeremiah?  Really? thought Wulfgar.

"Yes, Jeremiah," laughed the man.  Wulfgar blushed.

"I'm in the guild.  I'm a player, just like you.  If you choose to join us, you may be called upon in the future to help others who wish to join us."

He brought forward his hands and held them up, "But by help, I really mean introduce, I guess.  I'm just here to explain what's going on and to answer any questions that I can.  Any that I'm allowed."  He cocked his head toward the door momentarily, "But once you go through there, you're on your own."

"I don't have to do it now?"

"Nope.  You can decide not to and I'll open up the way back out.  But why?"

"You recommend this path?"

Jeremiah smiled, "Oh yeah.  Maybe I'm biased, but Evening rocks.  Morning is all right, I guess.  That's where all the hippy types seem to wind up," he chuckled, "you know, blessing flowers and healing kittens."

He shook his head, "And Night?  Those guys are pretty weird, usually.  They're the kind of stereotypical sort who spend all of their time neck deep in ancient tomes under candle-light at the top of some lonely stone tower.   I think those guys usually have delusions about ruling the world or some nonsense like that."  He shrugged, "Those guys have access to some pretty powerful juju, but they're limited in what they can do."

"No," he said shaking his head, "Evening is where it's at if you're going to be a Magus."  Then he raised one eyebrow, "But like I said, I'm probably biased."

"This is to choose my profession, right?"

Jeremiah nodded, "Yeah.  What that basically means is that you get locked into this path for the rest of your career here, but it means that you get access to a dedicated skill tree as well as the guild stuff.  You know, secret handshake and the like," he laughed.  "What class are you?"

"Rogue, I guess.  Stealth, backstabbing and the like."

"That's a good combination.  You'll like it."

"You?"

"Ranger Magus."

Wulfgar thought about that for a moment.  The idea of roaming across this vast, new world appealed to him.  He wanted to look into that more in the future.

"That sounds pretty sweet."

"It is.  This world is an amazing place, and I've only seen a very tiny portion of it.  I think I was born too late for my true calling.  The stories that really spoke to me when I was a kid were the mountain men.  That's why I chose this name.  Jeremiah Johnson."

"Wasn't he a cannibal?"

Jeremiah licked his lips and his eyes shone.  Then he laughed, "That's the rumor," he shrugged, "but it's just as likely he spread that tale about himself to make folks fear him."

Wulfgar joined the laughter then cocked his head, "Where are you at now?  I mean, I assume that you're not actually beneath the northwest road a day out of Edonis."

Jeremiah laughed, "No, I'm not.  Hold on a second," his eyes became focused and distant for a moment, "Sorry, I checked.  That's not information I'm allowed to give you.  Today is about you," he pointed a finger toward Wulfgar's chest, "not me."

"OK.  How do class and profession combine?"

"It's really different for everyone.  There are no restrictions on the combinations you can use.  There are Thief Magi, Warrior Magi," he poked Wulfgar again, "Rogue Magi.  Anyway, class is kind of nebulous in this world.  It's more down to what you do, what skills you learn, that define what class you are.  Unlike profession which is a predefined, dedicated choice, your class is what you make of it.  You can mix and match whatever skill set you like."

"So I could learn some Ranger skills?"

Jeremiah nodded, "Sure.  If that's what you wanted.  Just remember, as you start getting higher in level, your choices lessen.  Your access to new skills go way down.  After a while your choices sort of level out.  There are spells you can use to cancel out a skill and open a slot, but it's very expensive and you have to start over the new skill from scratch."

"So if at some point I decide my Herb Lore is no longer a value to me?"

Jeremiah nodded, "You can spend a shit-ton of gold, wipe the skill, and open up that slot for a new choice."  Jeremiah chuckled, "But don't.  Herb Lore is pretty much a basic requirement unless you're a city dweller."

Wulfgar nodded.

"So," continued Jeremiah, "it's more of a way of backing out of a dead-end than a way to plan out your future.  I wouldn't make any choices about your skill choices based on being able to reset them in that way.  What you want to do is try to determine now what kind of life you want to live and plan out your choices accordingly."

Wulfgar nodded again.  That was exactly the approach he'd been taking.

That was exactly why he knew this path was for him.

 

"So," concluded Jeremiah, "I assume that after all of this you still want to go through."

Wulfgar nodded, looking to the skull carved doorway.  He nodded again.

Jeremiah patted him on the back.  "You'll do fine. Don't worry."

"Any advice?"

"Have you bound to a holy site recently?"

Wulfgar nodded.

"Then don't worry about it," Jeremiah chuckled.

Wulfgar looked back at him and raised an eyebrow.

"Just kidding," smiled Jeremiah, "you're not going to die in there."  He paused, "Probably."

Wulfgar steeled himself, then looked forward and pushed on the door.  It creaked open quietly, opening away from him into a dark space.  The torches in the current room threw no light or shadows into the void.  He took a deep breath and stepped through.

"Good luck," said Jeremiah.

 The door closed behind Wulfgar with an authoritative clunk plunging him into total darkness.  He heard a latch and knew that the way back was closed to him.

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level in Sorcery!"

"Your profession is now Magus!  You are now a member of the Magic User's Guild!"

"You have learned a spell! Illumination!"

"You have gained in Intelligence!  +2!"

Wulfgar paused, taking in the information.  He looked around but saw nothing.  He knew that no matter how long he waited, his eyes would not adjust to this Stygian nothingness.

"How," he said softly, "do I use this nifty new illumination spell?"

A voice inside of his head replied.  To Wulfgar it sounded very much like the voice of the young girl in the guild hall in Edonis.

"Sit," she said.

Wulfgar dropped and crossed his legs, waiting for further instructions.

"Reach your hand out and onto the floor in front of you."

He did and felt leather.  A book.  About the size of hardcover dictionary.  He picked it up and opened the cover.  A small, soft light emanated from the flyleaf.  He looked down to it and focused and as he did words began to scroll across the page, as though being written in green light.

Spell Book of Wulfgar, Magus of Evening.

"Whoah," said Wulfgar, smiling down.  He looked back up and around, but the little light that shone off the page did nothing to illuminate his surroundings.  He looked back down and turned the flyleaf.

In similar writing, the first page listed his first spell.

Illumination (1).   Lights the area around the caster until the spell is canceled.  Area is a sphere centered on the caster   whose maximum size is determined by the spell level (3 meter radius plus .5 meter per level to a maximum of 20 meters).  Caster can set maximum size upon casting.  05 Mana per cast.  No cool-down.  

"Yeah," he muttered, "but how the hell do I cast it?"

As he looked at the page, the words, now seemingly burned into the page, began to lessen.  To cool.  Soon he was once again enveloped in nothingness.

"How do I cast a spell?" he wondered again.  He thought about it for a moment, then shrugged.

The description didn't say that there were any requirements apart from mana.  There was nothing about any words that needed to be spoken, nothing about any ingredients.

So he just willed himself to cast the spell.

As soon as he did, he was shocked into sight by a radiant light that blinked into existence around him.

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level in Meditation!"

He focused on the skill and knew the description.

Meditation (1). Increases the natural regeneration rate of Mana.  The user must be completely still and silent to use the skill and the skill is disrupted if the user moves, speaks or receives damage (physical or magical). ((2 + (Meditation Level x .1)) x Base Regeneration Rate = Regeneration Rate. Cool-down 10 minutes minus 10 seconds per level.  Active.

Wulfgar smiled.  He was getting the hang of this world.  He did the math in his head.  Cool-down of ten minutes minus ten seconds per level meant that by the time he reached level sixty, there'd be no cool down.  That would also give him eight times the base mana regeneration rate - whatever that was.  He'd be able to machine-gun spells at that point. That seemed to be a long way away, though.

He focused on his mana and felt it begin to regenerate.  Within a matter of seconds he felt a small surge in - something - he couldn't quite describe it.  He shrugged; what it felt like was his mana regenerating.  After a short time, the feeling went away and he knew that his mana pool was now full.

Wulfgar stood and looked into the light surrounding him.

 

Stone pavers, gray, lay in all direction as far as he could see, which was about three meters in every direction.  The feeling of being inside of a ball of light in the middle of total darkness was like being a well-lit target for whatever nightmare was just out of his sight.  He began to walk forward.  After a few seconds he began to see a stone wall begin to take shape in the distance.  As he approached it he realized that the light that was surrounding him didn't, thankfully, end at the edge of the magical sphere.  Rather than drop to nothing, it seemed that the light merely dropped off precipitously while still radiating outward.  Once the far wall, however, came within the light sphere, the resolution rose dramatically.

The wall was rough cut stone and in the center stood an arched wooden doorway.  Unlit torches hung in sconces on either side of the portal. 

Wulfgar frowned and pulled one of the torches off of the wall.  He wanted to try something. An experiment.  He cast illumination while focusing on the torch.  Nothing.

"I guess that'll take some sort of fire spell," he muttered.  He felt his mana begin to climb once again and assumed that his cast had merely set the light sphere around him, redundantly.  The mana rise felt glacial compared to the increase he'd felt while meditating, but it still filled while he waited.

He replaced the torch and looked at the door.  It was plain but for a large cast iron ring hanging from the center.  He pondered it for a moment - was it a grip to pull the door open or some kind of knocker.  He reached for it and pulled on the heavy iron until it was perpendicular to the wood of the door, then he pulled harder.  The door slowly opened, inward toward Wulfgar, on silent hinges.  He continued pulling until the door was open enough for him to slip through, then slowly and silently returned the pull to its original position.

Wulfgar looked through the opening into the new space.  Diffused light danced within, as though from flickering torches.  He willed his light sphere off and he was doused in darkness.  He waited for his eyes to adjust to the new, lower, levels of light while he peered through into the room.

For some reason, he recalled the words of the girl in the guild hall.

"There is no path that is more or less evil than any other. Evil cannot be thrust upon you, you take it with you. It's a part of you, along with goodness. Your evil and goodness are dormant until your choices give them life," she had said.

He nodded, then stepped forward into the dimly lit room.

 

The space was small.  It was only a few meters across by about the same width.  On the right and left walls hung the sputtering torches that gave the room its sallow light.  Along the further wall were three doors spread evenly.  They matched the door he'd just come through - tight wood slats that held an iron ring in the middle.  Across the top of that wall was carved an inscription in the stone.

Choose only one.  Your choice will close the other passageways to you forever.

Wulfgar looked back to the doors.  There was nothing to choose between them.  They were alike, triplets. Three thirds of a monotonous triptych. He walked to each in turn, examining them closely.  There was nothing visually to separate them, nothing to give him an indication of which he should pick.

He pulled back the iron work handle on the first door, the door on the left, then let it go to strike the door.  It boomed hollowly.  He tried the same with the other doors.  They all sounded the same.

He dropped to his knees and looked underneath the first door, into the darkness beyond the centimeter high space between the wood and the floor. He could discern nothing.  The other doors likewise refused to show what lay beyond.  He rolled back from the third door and sat, contemplating what to do.

Wulfgar stood and strode to one of the wall sconces and pulled a torch from the wall and returned to the first door.  He dropped to his knees and pressed the flame to the bottom of the door while putting his head onto the stone surface and looking again underneath the doorway.

Nothing.

The other two doors presented the same.  Frustrated, he again stood and dropped the torch back into its holder.  He turned to again face the doors, fists on hips, frowning and thinking.

Then he laughed.

"I'm an idiot!"

He leapt to the first door, again dropping to his knees.  

Wulfgar activated his illumination spell.

As the increasingly familiar feeling of his mana slowly regenerating began, he looked once again underneath the door.  Now that he was surrounded by a sphere a light, he could see beneath and into the next area.  All he could make out, however, were more tiles like the ones on which he crouched.

That wasn't much to go on.

Crestfallen, he moved to the second door.  The one in the middle.  Putting his head down, he looked beneath this one as well.  Nothing but darkness.  He did the same at the third door and got the same result as the second.  Nothing.

He stood.

"Well," he said to himself, "barring any other information, seems like the first door is the only choice."

Wulfgar walked back to the leftmost door and, taking a deep breath, pulled on the handle.  The door opened slowly, creaking a little.  The light surrounding Wulfgar flooded through illuminating a narrow walkway that stretched forward over complete nothingness.

He stepped forward onto the bridge.  It was barely as wide as the doorway and ended after a few meters at another doorway in another wall.  He looked to his right.  The other two doors hung over empty space.

Wulfgar retreated to the room and pulled both torches from the wall before returning to the bridge.  Looking into the abyss, he dropped one torch and watched it disappear into nothingness until the light became an ever diminishing pinprick.  Its passage gave no sense of what lay below other than an infinity of emptiness.

He looked back up to the other two doors.  If he'd chosen the middle one he might, might, have been able to jump to the bridge across the chasm.

If he'd chosen the far right passage, he'd have been trapped.  There was no way from that opening to where he was now.  The wall that the doors shared was, on this side, perfectly smooth.  Impossible to climb.

"Wherever I am," he muttered turning toward the door on the far side of the bridge, "there are correct and incorrect answers." He shuddered to think what would have happened if he'd chosen the far door.  He'd have probably had to jump for it and wait for the bottom of the abyss to provide him with a return to the small church in Edonis.

 

Wulfgar walked across the bridge to the door and pulled it open with his right hand and thrust with his left, pushing the remaining torch into the space beyond.  As he stepped through, he saw that he was in a small chamber.  The room was rectangular, a couple of meters across was yet another closed door.  The room was empty but for a small table.  On the table was a rolled scroll and three small bowls with what looked like three different kinds of plant matter.  Above the table rested an empty sconce.

He put the torch into the sconce and picked up the scroll.  After he untied the ribbon that held it closed, he unrolled it to reveal the writing on the dry parchment.

Fire Shot level 2.  Sends a directed ball of flame up to three meters from the caster.  Maximum size of the ball is determined by the skill level of the caster. The fire can only ignite and damage flammable objects.  Maximum size = ((Spell Level + Magic Level)) x .1 meter).  Damage depends on flammability of object.  Damage continues until flame is extinguished.  09 Mana per cast.  No cool-down.  Ingredients required: (1) Goat's Rue, (1) Motherwort, (1) Mountain Mint.

As he finished reading the scroll it disintegrated in his hands.  Shocked, he wiped the paper dust off of his hands and looked back to the table.  Within each of the bowls he assumed were goat's rue, motherwort, and mountain mint.  Each bowl contained three of the herbs.

Enough for three fire shot spells.

He pulled his spell book out of his pack and flipped to the third page.  As he expected, it now listed the fire shot spell.  Nodding, he put the book back into his pack and emptied the small bowls of their ingredients into the herb bag that hung from his belt.  The fire agents joined the little clutch of plants he'd accrued for healing and other potions.

Wulfgar walked to the next door and pulled it open.  He began to step through then stopped as his foot began to drop into nothingness.  He gripped the door jamb and steadied himself.   

Through the door was nothing but another way down into the abyss.

Wulfgar pulled himself back upright and fully into the room before peering forward.  At the edge of his vision he could just make out a wooden drawbridge.  It was held up by a rope that tied into a knot around a circular metal ring on the front edge of the bridge.

He smiled.  

After the last test, this one was kind of easy.

Wulfgar opened his herb sack and pulled out one of each of goat's rue, motherwort, and mountain mint.  He held them in his hand outstretched and focused on the rope across the divide, then activated his new fire spell.

The ingredients in his hand sputtered and disappeared.

"Spell failed!"

"What the hell?" muttered Wulfgar.  "Spell failed?"

"Yes," answered the girl's voice within his head.  "If your spell level is higher than your magic level, you can fail."

"Why?"

"Spells can be learned through scrolls, as you have seen.  Spells are imbued within the scroll with the level of the magician creating the scroll.  Any sorcerer can read that scroll to learn the spell, but if they are not the equal or greater in power to the creator of the scroll, they will always have a chance to fail.  Until, of course, they achieve a mastery equivalent to the level of the spell."

Wulfgar nodded then closed his eyes and meditated.  He felt his mana regenerating at an increased rate.  As he felt his mana fill, he opened his eyes.

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level in Meditation!"

Wulfgar grimaced then pulled another handful of herbs.  Again he concentrated on the knot and activated the fire spell.

This time, the ingredients seemed to leap from his hand and become a ball of flame that raced across the open space and exploded against the rope, which began to burn vigorously.

As he watched, the flame worked away at the rope.  He closed his eyes momentarily, attempting to meditate, but realized that the cool-down period hadn't passed since his last meditation, so he reopened his eyes in time to see the last strand of rope fail and the drawbridge fall to pound into the stones just in front of Wulfgar's toes.

 

Wulfgar crossed the bridge and reached the door at the end.  As his hand found the iron ring hanging from the portal he again heard a voice within his head.

"You have accepted the initiation quest Passing the Torch from the Magic User's Guild."

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level in Sorcery!"

He pulled up short.  He felt his mana begin to raise to the new level provided by his increase in his magical proficiency.

"Wait," he said, "all of this wasn't my initiation?"

He received no answer.

Frowning, he pulled up the quest description and read it.

"At some point in the future, you will be called upon to shepherd another new initiate through the beginning of the training process.  That's it.  Pretty easy.  Until then, you're probationary, which means that you can cancel the quest and opt out of the guild.  No penalties (apart from losing your nifty new Magus abilities).  If you still want in, just do nothing and wait until we call on you.  I hope I see you around sometime!"

It was signed 'Jeremiah'.

"OK," mumbled Wulfgar as he pulled open the door, "I guess I'm a wizard now.  A sorcerer," he corrected himself, "whatever the distinction is."

He looked through the door and saw a small cave that narrowed down until it was no higher than his thighs.  He crouched and made his way into the hole.  He fought his way through a bramble, then found himself outside, duck-walking into the light and grass next to the northwest road out of Edonis.

"What?" asked Snorri breathlessly as he crossed the road flanked by Rydra and Bear.

Wulfgar pulled up short.  The trio was running across the road, just as they had been when he first entered the cave.  He stood, turning to fully face his friends as they joined him on the lip of the road's ditch.

"I found a little cave," he began slowly.    He held up his hands to stop his friends, "But there's nothing worth seeing.  Never mind."  He smiled sheepishly, "Sorry."  He flicked his eyes back to the cave entrance.  Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, only a small warren suitable for a small animal, he climbed back onto the road and led his friends back to the camp where Lauren was still piling wood into a small fire-pit she'd lined with stones.

She smiled as they joined her, "What was all of the excitement about?"

"I just got my profession quest," he answered as the group sat around the pit.

Wulfgar looked up into the confused faces of his friends.  He shrugged, then smiled, pulling open his herb pouch.

"Step back," he motioned toward Lauren.  When she did he held forth his right hand, full of plant matter, then activated the fire shot spell.  A fireball formed from the goat's rue, motherwort, and mountain mint in his hand and leapt into the stack of wood.  The small woodpile burst into flame as the ball poured its energy into the kindling.

"Nice!" said Rydra, "I assume we're now in the presence of a mighty sorcerer!"  He laughed.

"Damn," chuckled Lauren, "I'd never have spent my gold on that Light spell scroll if I'd known one of my buddies was going to be able to do it like that," she snapped her fingers.

"Buddies?", thought Wulfgar, "is that where we're at?"  Neither had mentioned the previous night's coupling during the day's ride.  Wulfgar groaned inwardly; he'd always hated the ambiguities that seemed endemic in sexual politics.  He'd never known why people couldn't just say what they felt.  Then he laughed at himself - he was as guilty as anyone.

"But how?" asked Snorri.

Wulfgar shrugged again, "I assume you mean how in reference to the amount of time it should take me to go into a small cave, get my fancy new profession and learn a few choice skills?"

Snorri nodded.

"I don't know what to say.  It looks like what took me about half an hour happened in the blink of an eye for you guys."  He looked around at his friend's faces, "I mean, we all know that this world operates on a different timescale than the outer world.  Much faster.  I guess that there are places within this world that operate at even higher frequencies."  He shrugged again, "I don't know, but that's all I can come up with."

"Like in the guild hall," added Lauren.

Wulfgar nodded, "Yeah," then to the other two. "When I first went into the magic user's guild hall, they booted Lauren and Bear," he scratched to dog's ears, "back out into the city before beginning my introduction.  That must have taken five or ten minutes, but when it was over, I rejoined these two and it was as if no time had passed for them."

"Interesting," said Rydra, "but it seems odd that I haven't heard anything of this sort before."

Lauren shrugged, "Me neither.  Maybe it's new.  Maybe it's a high-level spell that the guild master has only recently learned."

"Or maybe," laughed Snorri, "it's top secret info that this dork wasn't supposed to tell us about."  He handed a sharpened stick with a cut of meat skewered to Lauren, then began preparing another.  She dropped the meaty end into the flame, which began to sizzle as fat almost immediately began to melt into the fire.

Wulfgar laughed, "In that case, it's their fault for not swearing me to secrecy."  He accepted the second stick from Snorri and thrust his dinner into the fire next to Lauren's.  

Bear growled.

"Sorry," laughed Snorri tossing a raw steak in front of the dog's snout.  Bear began chewing happily.

Wulfgar stared into the flames, thinking.  He suddenly realized that he'd probably made a huge mistake in showing off his new ability.  He was now out of the agents required for the fire shot spell.

"Do you need anything to use the Light spell?" he asked Lauren.

She shook her head, pulling her now nicely charred meat out of the direct flame to finish cooking.  She began rotating the meat slowly.

"Nope, you just need to have the spell and enough mana."  She pulled the meat into her face, eying it then then pressing on the steak with her free thumb before putting it back near the fire, "But you can only really spark a flame with it.  It never really gets more powerful or anything," she smiled, "and it's not like I can launch it over distance.  It's really just a fancy match.  A Zippo. There are a few little spells like that anyone can use.  No magic level is required, you just need to read the scroll and have the minimum intelligence required."

Wulfgar nodded thoughtfully.

Lauren then laughed loudly, "If you guys are judging me by how long you want to cook your meat, I hope you like it well done, cuz that's how I eat it."

Wulfgar pulled his steak out of the fire, "How do you tell if it's medium rare?"

Lauren waved his steak toward herself, he held it to her.  She reached out and pressed her thumb into it.

"You're almost there.  Make a circle with your middle finger and thumb, then press into the ball of the thumb.  When the steak feels like that, when you get the same sort of pressure on the meat, that's about mid rare."

Wulfgar held his left hand up to his right, which was holding the stick, and pushed into the area between his thumb and index finger.  It was kind of squishy, but pushed back.  He then pressed into his steak.  They felt similar.  He nodded.

"OK," she said, "now pull your meat away from the fire and let it rest.  Five minutes.  And don't pull it off the stick yet or all the juices will run out."

He did as she told him, "Farm girl knowledge?" 

She shook her head, "Fine dining girl knowledge.  I was working my way through school waiting tables and running food," she shrugged and smiled.  "You pick up a lot."

"How about medium?" asked Snorri.

"Same thing, just use your ring finger and thumb instead of the middle finger.  Pinky for well done, or index finger for rare."

"Learn something new everyday," muttered Snorri while digging into his pack.  He pulled out a large bottle and uncorked it between his teeth.  He passed it to Lauren.

She sniffed it then took a happy draw.

"Mmmm, that's wonderful."

"What is it?" asked Wulfgar.

She just handed him the bottle.

He held the opening to his nose.  Wine.  Red.  Pungent.  He tilted it into his mouth. It was, without question, some of the best wine he'd ever had.

"Wow."  He passed the bottle to Rydra as Snorri pulled a quartet of baguettes from his pack.

Wulfgar took the bread and bit into it.  The crust was perfect - it almost bit back.  The interior was light yet substantive.  Like the wine, it was as good as, if not better, than any he'd ever had.  He pulled the steak to his mouth and took a bite, directly off of the cooking stick.

His mouth seemed to flood in flavor as the tender meat surrendered to his teeth.  He could make out thyme and other herbs.

"Holy crap," he muttered in between chews, then followed the steak with another bite of bread.  He greedily accepted the bottle back from Rydra and washed it all down with what tasted like the best Rhone vintage.  He handed the bottle back to Lauren before looking at Snorri appreciatively.

"You?" he asked.

The big man laughed and shook his head, "Nope.  Got it from my favorite purveyor."

"A player?"

"Yeah.  This guy is a genius.  He puts every skill point into his cooking.  And it shows.  Guy's making a fortune.  I mean, anyone can cook and it'll be pretty good, but what this guy can do is magic.  Probably literally.  He's got this wonderland store with a giant walk-in for dry aging his beef.  A bakery that's out of this world and the best cellar in the city."

"It's expensive as hell," Snorri continued, "but worth it.  It's like the food goes right into your brain and activates the pleasure center."  The others nodded, too busy eating to respond.

"Anyway, this meal's my treat.  We ain't gonna be eating this good for the whole trip."

Wulfgar burped his gratitude, took another swig of wine and passed the bottle to Snorri, then leaned back on his outstretched arms and looked into the darkening sky.  High, thin clouds scuttled across a purpling,  emerging star field.  They had another two days travel until they reached the mountains where their quest lay.  He was happy about that.  Happy to be traveling lightly and enjoying the perfect weather and better company.  He looked west, to the mountain range that was their destination.  The sky seemed to flash green, for just a second, before the last of the sun left the day behind and night settled upon them.

He smiled.  No TV to watch.  Nothing to do but sleep, to be up before the dawn, readying for the next day's travel.

"If I stay here much longer, I'm going to turn into a morning person," he muttered, leaning back against Bear's already sleeping bulk.

"What?" asked Lauren as she joined him and curled up in the crook of his arm.

"Nothing," he whispered as he kissed the top of her head and looked back into the fire.  He watched the flames until he fell asleep, perfectly comfortable within and without.

 

Wulfgar dreamed.  He relived space battles.  Starships flared and burst.  He was just about to unleash hell from a Grizzly class cruiser onto a hapless destroyer named the HMS Westy when the scene shifted, changed.

 He was in a large chamber. The room was dimly lit by a few sputtering torches hanging in sconces along the walls.  Squared, the space looked to be about ten meters on a side, with two rows of plain stone columns - seemingly carved out of the rock like the rest of the room - running down the middle.  The polished stone of the floor and walls reflected the fire light and gave the room an eerie feeling.  It looked like it was moving, with shadows playing around the entire area.  He was standing in front of a door.  The door had a bas relief skull carved into it.

He was in the same room in which he'd begun his profession quest.  Standing near the first door he'd gone through, the door that led into the dark space where he'd first found his spell book. 

Wulfgar heard movement behind him and turned.  He saw, walking forcefully down the area between the two rows of pillars, a medium height human, male.  His hair, long and dark, hung over his shoulders.  A group of uniformly silver hairs hung in a rope from his right temple over his collarbone.  He looked up at Wulfgar sardonically.

"You made yourself pretty tall.  Trying to make up for some limitation in your real life?"

Wulfgar smiled as the man reached him.

"It's time you made a choice," he began recalling what Jeremiah had said to him.  "And it's a life altering choice.  You can only make it once, but you don't have to make it now.  If you choose to go through this door, you choose to dedicate yourself to a profession.  You choose to become a Magus of Evening."

"I am Wulfgar, Magus of Evening."

The man shook his head in exasperation, "Whatever.  Just get on with the quest thing, OK?"  He snapped his fingers.  Wulfgar was overcome by an instant dislike of the guy.

Nobody ever said that I'd only be dealing with wonderful people, he thought.

The man snapped his fingers again, "Hey, dumb-ass.  Can you snap to it?  I'm not really interested in playing out whatever bullshit Dungeons and Dragons fantasy arr-pee-gee crap that gets you off.  I live here.  This is my life.  I'm not playing a game, and I really don't have time for you morons who don't seem to get that."

Wulfgar raised his hands in supplication, "Fair enough."  He raised one hand further, pointing his thumb over his shoulder, "Through that door is where the quest begins."

"Good.  What's involved?"

Wulfgar shrugged.  "You get your spell-book.  Learn a couple of spells, solve a couple of puzzles.  Then they let you know that your quest won't actually be finished until you get roped back here, like me, to help some other newbie through the process."

"Jesus, was that so hard?  Why the Elrond imitation?"

What a dick!

Wulfgar said, "In any case, welcome to the profession.  I hope to run into you someday," he turned and began walking away.  He didn't know where he'd go in the small room, he just wanted to get away from the guy.

"Any tips?  On the quest."

"Yeah," called Wulfgar over his shoulder, "in the room with the three doors, pick the door on the far right."

 

"That was mean," laughed the dark haired girl.

After Wulfgar had walked a few paces, he heard a door close behind him and the scene again shifted.  He was once again standing in front of the raised throne in the guild-hall.  The girl, her long dark hair pulled into a lengthy pony-tail, was sitting cross-legged looking down at him.

"Did I fail the quest?" he asked.

"Nope.  There's really no way you can fail the quest.  Even if there were," she shrugged and smiled softly, "he was kind of a dick."

She hopped down from the throne and walked to him.  She was breathtakingly beautiful.  Her eyes, almost purple, looked up at him, smiling.

"Is there a message you want to leave for him?"

"Did he pick the right hand door?"

She nodded.

"Did he make it?  Make the jump to the bridge?"

She shook her head, giggled.

He took the scroll and quill she was holding out to him and began writing.

Did I say the door on the right?  Oops.  My bad.  I meant the door on the left.

He handed her the scroll.

"That was mean," she repeated lightly.

"What happens to him?" he asked, "I mean, does he fail the quest?"

She shook her head again, "No, not really.  He still gets all the spells and skills.  He still gets called on to help, or not help," she glanced back up at Wulfgar, "a new initiate."

"Then what was the point?  Of the whole thing."

"Two-fold, really.  First, it was designed to give initiates training in their new skills.  To give safe, well, safe-ish, places to learn your new spells and skills."

"Second," she continued while climbing back onto the throne.  She dropped onto the padded seat and turned, her legs folded beneath her long, black dress. "Is so that we can get a look at you.  To see, a little, what kind of person you are."

"Some professions are pretty lackadaisical about their membership.  It's nothing more than a title and a specialized skill-set.  As a Magus, however, you may be held to somewhat higher standards.  If we decide that you are, for lack of a better word, worthy, you can rise in guild leadership.  That can open many very interesting paths that aren't available to outsiders."

"And if I'm not worthy, I assume those paths are closed to me as well."

She nodded.

"What about that guy?" he asked, "Where would you rate his worthiness?"

"We really don't decide based solely on the initiation quest."  She smiled, "Maybe he was having a bad day.  Woke up on the wrong side of the bed."  She shrugged, "We'll keep watching him."

"So you can watch us?  I assume from afar."

She smiled broadly, pointed two fingers on her right hand toward her own eyes, then swiveled her hand until those fingers were pointing at his eyes.

"Hey," he said suddenly remembering, "How do you do the whole time scale thing?  How do you make it so that time passes normally for me, seemingly, but no time passes for my friends?"

"Wait," he continued before she could respond, "I'm dreaming, right?  I'm currently asleep.  How the hell can I be asleep next to the road yet here talking to you?"

She twisted an imaginary key in front of her lips, then threw it away.

It's magic, she mouthed silently.

Chapter 3

 

Wulfgar sat up suddenly, startling both Lauren and Bear awake. The sun was just beginning to lighten the east. The flood of his dream rushed into his head. He remembered, with perfect clarity, the events that seemed to have taken place while he was asleep. It felt almost like a dream within a dream; a game within a game within a game.

"Congratulations! You have completed the initiation quest Passing the Torch from the Magic User's Guild."

"Congratulations! You have gained the professional skill Familiar!"

"Congratulations! You have gained a level! You are now level 4! You have 2 Attribute points to spend!"

"Whoah," muttered Wulfgar, shaking the sleep from his head. He felt a little overwhelmed with the sudden influx of information. Dazed. 

"I need some caffeine."

"And here we are in the only spot in the known universe that's not spitting distance from a Starbucks," yawned Lauren sitting up. She looked up into his face, "What's up?"

He looked into the fire, reflecting that it seemed that either wood burned a lot longer in this world or his friends had been tending the flame through the night. He shook his head.

"Weird night. Dreams that weren't dreams." He looked down at Lauren, who was rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Bear rolled onto his back and continued to snore. Snorri and Rydra were still curled into themselves on the other sides of the fire-pit. Smoke rose lazily into the early morning.

"I completed my professional quest. In my sleep." He raised one eyebrow, "Weird, right?"

"Very," she whispered, yawning again. She stretched her arms out then began to rub Bear's belly. "Tell me about it."

He shrugged, "There's not much to tell. I was basically just shepherding another initiate into his own professional quest. Once I'd done that, I was in front of the girl in the guild hall. She put the rubber stamp on me, telling me I was in. A made member of the magical mafia."

"Are you sure it wasn't just a dream."

He nodded, "Mmmhmm. When I woke up just now I got flooded with the congrats messages. Also," he grinned, "it was enough to push me over the edge. You went to sleep with a lowly level three rogue and woke up with a mighty level four sorcerer in good standing with the Guild of the Magi!"

"I'm humbled to be in your presence."

"Frankly, I think you ought to be," he rumbled in mock severity. "In fact, I think it's time I found a new sleeping partner. One that befits my exalted status." He looked her up and down, eying her appraisingly.

"It was too good to last," she whimpered, nodding.

"Maybe the girl in the guild hall? What do you think?"

"Totally out of your league." She gave one last rub to Bear and sat back up fully, looking Wulfgar in the eye.

"I know what you're about to ask and where you're about to go," she said, smiling softly. "The answer is, I don't know where we are, you and I, or where we're going." She shrugged, "I like you, you like me. We've known each other a week."

She pulled her knees into her chest and looked into the fire, "I mean, you're great. I have no reason to believe that you're hiding any great personality flaws. I enjoy your company. You're smart. You're funny. You're good looking, but, then, who isn't in this world?"

"I get all of that," he said, "I do. I feel the same about you."

"So, friends first? We'll let the rest fall in where it may?"

He nodded, "It's not like there's any hurry. We have all of the time in the universe."

"But," he said standing, "we're burning time up for this particular day." He walked around the fire, gently kicking the others awake.

 

Wulfgar swallowed the last of his breakfast sausage and washed it down with a drink from his water skin. Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, he stood from in front of the fire and stretched. The other three humans did likewise, then they all began kicking dirt onto the lessening flame until it smoldered and smoked.

He began to think about his new level. Level four gave him two attribute points to spend. His first reaction, as a new sorcerer, was to dump them both into Intelligence, to boost his Mana.

"But I'm still a rogue as well," he muttered while packing his gear in preparation for the day's ride. "I need to increase my Agility." He brought up his character sheet and looked it over while he fastened the straps on his pack.

 

HP:	22 (ST+AGI + (LVL/3))

AC:	03 (Leather, Full)

STA:	14 (AGI+LVL)

MNA:	11 (INT+ (Magic Level x 2))

 

Agility played a big role not only in his hit percentages, but in his Stamina as well. And his Climbing skill. Hidden Stab's bonus factored in both Strength and Agility - so did Hit Points.

No, he decided, he couldn't focus on his shiny, new magical ability at the cost of his other abilities. He scanned down the list of attributes.

 

STR:	10

INT:	07

AGI:	11

PRS:	02+01

FRT:	01

 

Personality he wasn't that worried about. Maybe, if he was a crafter like Lauren or a merchant who both needed to be able to get the best prices out of NPC's, he might worry more about that. 

"What role does Personality play? The attribute," he asked the group as they mounted.

"NPC prices," said Lauren.

Wulfgar nodded.

"Intimidation as well," added Snorri. "I've also heard that it can also effect the quests you get."

"But only from your own race," interrupted Rydra.

"How's that?"

"Your Personality only effects NPC's of your own race. Humans. You start off with a blank slate with each other race that you meet."

"A tabula rasa?" asked Wulfgar.

Rydra chuckled, "Yeah. If you had a high personality and wandered into an NPC human town, they'd treat you like a long lost son."

Or like cow-shit they just stepped in if you're a Highlander, thought Wulfgar.

"But," continued Rydra, "if you were to walk into an Elf or Dwarf town, for example, and hadn't built up any reputation with those races, they'd neither love nor hate you, because they're neutral with humans."

"So," countered Wulfgar, "I assume that, say, an Orc village would feel an inherent animosity, regardless of my Personality, because of their ingrained hatred of humans."

Rydra nodded, "You got it. Personality is for others of your same race, Reputation is for other races - though you can have a Reputation that acts as a modifier to your Personality."

"Interesting," mused Wulfgar, "thanks." He looked back to his character sheet.

 

REP:	Dangerous (+1 PRS)

	Dwarves: Friendly

	Faerie: Respect

	Rats: Awe

 

Wulfgar nodded. That made a lot more sense now. He looked back up to his attributes.

Fortune hadn't, as far as he knew, played any significant role in his career as yet - at least it hadn't once he'd gotten it out of zero and the seemingly constant, literal rain of shit had stopped falling on him. He'd research on the benefits of that particular attribute another day.

Wulfgar decided that he would alternate. Each time he gained a point to spend, he would spend it in Intelligence half the time, and Strength or Agility the other half. Since at level four, and six for that matter, he had two points to spend, he would add one to INT and one to STR. At level six he'd add one to INT and one to AGI. He made his selection.

As he did, he felt his Hit Points and Mana rise. He smiled inwardly. He felt it odd that he could feel what his hit points and mana were - like knowing how hungry and thirsty you were.

Wulfgar looked through his notifications again. He had gained the spell Familiar. He began reading its description.

"Hmm," he mumbled. First of all, Familiar wasn't a spell as he'd thought. It was a professional skill.

Once in the career of a Magus of Evening, they may enact a coupling with a creature of the world. That creature will then become bound to the Magus while retaining its inherent skills, and those skills will progress as naturally over time and usage. The Magus will be able to control the creature through a series of sub-skills that the Magus can learn. In addition, those skills inherent within the creature will be accessible to the Magus through the action of the creature.

He wasn't sure what that last bit meant. He assumed that if a creature was able to attack with its claws, that meant that the Magus could control the attacks; to force, by will, the creature to attack who the Magus wanted.

Inherent in the Familiar skill is the ability of the Magus to see what the familiar sees and hear what they hear as they experience it.

So, he would be able to put himself into the creature, to see and hear through them in real-time.

"Very cool," he muttered. He looked down at Bear. He briefly considered making the dog his familiar, "Nah, how often to I need to be able to see the inside of your eyelids and hear you snoring from within? I get enough of that noise as it is."

No, he thought, I think I'd like something else. Maybe an eagle or a hawk. Something I can use to get a different perspective on the world. 

He thought he would look pretty damn cool with a bird of prey perched on his shoulder. He smiled.Wulfgar continued reading.

In order to enact the coupling, the creature must be below ten percent of maximum health.

"That definitely leaves you out old buddy," he muttered looking down at the dog loping alongside his horse, "I'm not sure I could bring myself to hurt you." He smiled, "And I'm pretty sure you could kick my ass."

As he said that, he realized the reason for the health restriction. There was no mention of a level limitation on the creature, nor was there mention of a failure possibility. Without the maximum health percentage requirement, he'd be able to walk up to some hundred-some-odd level dragon and make it his familiar.

As it was, he'd still be able to do that, he'd just have to beat it down first. The odds of him being able to bring down a creature much higher than he was, even with his friend's help, were low. He could see, though, where groups of players would seek out a high-level creature in order gain a powerful familiar for one of their sorcerers.

"Pretty cool," said Wulfgar to the air as the group rode through the wakening day. He looked around. To the north and south, rolling verdant hills stretched as far as he could see. To the west, the mountain range they were approaching, high-lit by the morning sun, reflected white from the upper peaks.

He cast Illumination. For practice. The light, if any, that now surrounded him was washed out by the light of the sun. Wulfgar closed his eyes and activated Meditation.

Wulfgar heard a slight fizzling sound. The skill failed. He nodded, half expecting the result. To meditate, he had to remain still. Apparently, riding a horse broke that rule; however statue-like he perched on the moving beast he was still being jostled enough to prevent the skill from working. Filing that bit of info away for future reference, he paused in his thoughts to take a look around himself.

His friends were riding all around him, speaking softly among themselves of nothing of importance - simply passing the time on a pleasant ride to adventure. He looked to the west, down the road, and saw the first signs of the last village before the mountainous frontier as the tops of several buildings peeked over the low ridge-line the group was approaching. They had already decided to stop for the day once they reached the village even though it was only early afternoon. It would be their last chance, likely, to sleep in beds until they'd attempted the quest in question and returned to this little village on their way back to Edonis.

Wulfgar smiled, looking at Lauren. He wondered if they'd share a bed again that night. He hoped so, but wasn't going to suggest it. It seemed that whatever else had changed between his real life and this virtual one, he'd lost any sense of desperation, for lack of a better term, toward the opposite sex and their charms. There was no biological imperative to breed; no social pressure to be a part of a couple; and no hormonal pressure that needed a release valve. On top of that, he really felt a sense that there was all the time in the universe - he had, he assumed, thousands of years ahead of himself in which to experience all of the joys that had, needfully, been shoved into a mere few decades in his previous life. That left him curiously at ease within himself. He wondered if that would translate to all of the aspects of his life - even the gaming ones. What need was there to power-level or grind his experience and skills when he had all of the time in the world. 

He smiled again. When playing Dungeons and Dragons, he'd always found the first ten or so levels much more interesting to play than the higher levels. There was always, he'd felt, something more satisfying about taking on a small horde of bloodthirsty low level goblins using his meager skill-set than there was once he'd become a puissant "Lord of wherever" that tangled with demons and hordes of the abyss. It was just more fun. He wondered if, in the coming years of his time in this world, he'd look fondly back on this period as his favorite. 

 

Wulfgar led the group as they crested the hill that sheltered the little village on the fringes of Clive's budding empire. He pulled up the reins and rested his arms across his saddle pommel as he looked down into the small town. There were several building that seemed sheltered up to and around a larger structure in the middle.

"That's the holy site," said Lauren, reading his thoughts, "in the center. It's pretty standard for small villages to grow up around that building. The other, larger building is the inn."

"That's where they keep the beer!" shouted Snorri happily.

"Dibs!" shouted Rydra as he spurred his horse forward. It leapt down the hill, kicking up small clouds of dirts as its hooves dug through the soft soil of the roadway.

"No fair!" laughed Lauren as she joined the little thief in a headlong rush into the village.

"Dibs on beer? Can you believe the nerve?" chuckled Snorri as he clucked his horse, and the trailing pack mount, into a gentle walk down the road.

"Heathens," nodded Wulfgar in fake solemnity moving alongside Snorri, "I've been meaning to ask, you know, someone of your ancient time in this world, about what religion I should pick."

Snorri shrugged, then nodded, "It can be an important choice, but I wouldn't fret over it too damn much. Fundamentally, what you're looking for are the ones with benefits to your gaming style. I mean, I didn't pick Odinism just because I'm a big, blond Viking dude. I picked it because it gave me benefits that help big, blond Viking dudes. There are probably ones that benefit neurotic wussies like you."

"Asshole," laughed Wulfgar, "and thanks."

"There's something I've been meaning to ask you," countered Snorri, "about Lauren. What's up with you guys?"

Wulfgar frowned in thought, "We're playing it by ear. Friends, maybe more later. Maybe not."

Snorri nodded, "OK. I just wanted you to know, that, as her friend, if you hurt her, I hurt you. Or what's left of you after she pummels you."

"Deal," said Wulfgar holding out his hand and shaking Snorri's, "and I promise to hurt whoever else hurts her. You know, after she's done pummeling them. So, between us, we've got her back."

"Good. Not that she needs us, but, you know, a little chivalry feels good on occasion. As long as she doesn't hear about it."

Wulfgar chuckled, "Yeah, she'd kick our asses." He laughed loudly, "I wonder how different the Arthurian stories would have been if Guinevere had been able to beat the shit out of Lancelot and Arthur."

"Hell, she probably would have found the holy grail on her own and told the Lady in the Lake to shove Excalibur up her watery ass and then founded a dynasty that ruled England to this day."

Wulfgar laughed, then reined in as his horse entered the small village square and saw Lauren and Rydra, dismounted, with their hands on their weapon hilts, standing in front of a group that blocked their access to the holy site.

His jaw fell slack as Wulfgar saw the sneering face that countered his friends. It was a face that he'd seen very recently. 

In his dreams.

 

Wulfgar lifted his left leg over his horse's neck and dropped into the dirt behind Lauren and Rydra, staring down a large group of humans. He scanned them. Most of them were heavily armed and armored, except for the one that Wulfgar assumed, from his stance, was the leader.

The man from his dream.

"You!" said the man, stepping forward, snarling.

Wulfgar smirked, pretending more confidence than he felt. If the groups were at anything alike in parity in skills and levels his was in trouble; he and his friends were outnumbered. He counted quickly. Two to one. Not good.

The man walked forward, fury building in his face as his eyes flared.

"You," he repeated, pointing his finger at Wulfgar.

"What?" shrugged Wulfgar. He paused, "Oh, crap. Did I say the door on the right? I meant the door on the left."

"Yeah. I got your note." The man inched forward, leaning in toward Wulfgar.

Oh shit. This is going down. It's going to get bad.

Time seemed to slow for Wulfgar. Everyone, on both sides, drew the same conclusion that he had at the same time he'd come to it. This was going to resolve in blood. He walked his eyes over the other group, more slowly this time; taking them in individually.

This was going to be a battle of behemoths. Tank versus tank. Five of the eight of them were heavies. Full plate armor. Big, spine crushing weaponry. Heavy-weights trading jaw cracking punches. It was going to be like the battle of Kursk - only one side had neglected to bring their heavy armor.

He had Snorri, who was just dropping into the square beside Wulfgar. The big man needed no prod, he pulled a heavy double-bladed axe from its home hanging on the side of his horse. Wrapping the cord that dangled from the handle around his right wrist, he gripped the axe in his muscular hand and began tapping the haft into his left palm. The armored battalion flanking the other wizard seemed unimpressed.

Wulfgar held up his hands, "Wait." He smiled, "I don't even know your name. Let's not let this get out of hand."

"I've got it well in hand, thanks," smirked his opponent, "and the name's Tim."

Snorri snorted, "Tim? Tim the Enchanter?"

"Anyone got a holy hand-grenade?" whispered Rydra.

"Yeah. Tim. That's my name. The name I was given at birth. You know," he sneered, "like in real life. Not this fantasy make believe bullshit, Wulfgar," he framed the derision dripping from his voice with fingered air-quotes as he said Wulfgar's name.

"OK, Tim," said Wulfgar turning to his friends, trying to placate them, "that's cool."

"Like I give a shit what you think is cool or not. What are you doing in my town."

"Your town?" asked Snorri.

"Yeah, my town. It's got my troops all over it," he said thumbing over his shoulder toward his phalanx of heavies, "that makes it mine."

He sneered.

"Unless you think you can take it from me."

"No need," said Wulfgar, "we'll be moving on."

"No," countered Tim shaking his head, "No, you won't. You've still got a debt to pay. To me. I figure that rolls over onto your friends as well. You know, the interest on the debt."

Tim shook his head again, "No. You owe me a life. You owe me an awakening in a temple."

Lauren nodded, pulling her sword from the sheath on her back. She smiled up at Tim, "Do you mind if we bind first? We haven't bound at a holy site since Edonis."

"Yes I do mind," he smiled, "and that's your problem. Not mine. I suppose your next question is if I'll let you all pull out your armor and equip it. No. It won't make a difference in the outcome and I don't feel like wasting any more time with you than necessary. We're going to kill the lot of you, loot your corpses and await your return in a couple of days after your res in Edonis. Then we'll likely do it all over again."

"Frankly," laughed Tim over his shoulder, "we'd really appreciate it if you guys could just drop to your knees and let us go ahead and take your heads. Our beer is getting warm, and those hot little barmaids aren't going to fuck themselves."

"Rosy might," laughed one of the tanks behind Tim.

Tim howled, "Yeah, she just might. She's a lot of fun," he winked at Lauren.

 Wulfgar reached behind his back and unsheathed Shepherd's Bite.

 

Wulfgar ducked, reflexively, as an arrow whistled by his ear, tickling his earlobe. He glanced up, past Tim's shoulder, and saw a man in an upper window of the tavern that centered the little village. As Wulfgar watched, the man reached into a quiver on his back and pulled and nocked another arrow.

Wulfgar dropped into a crouch, putting Tim's torso between himself and the tavern window, then launched himself forward. His forehead crunched into Tim's solar plexus and the two of them fell into the dust. The two sorcerers rolled in the dirt, struggling to gain an advantage.

A sudden fury took control of Wulfgar and he once again thrust his forehead into Tim, this time pounding into his opponent's nose. A satisfying yet sickening crunch sounded out amid the clamor of clashing blades as the rest of the combatants filled the village square with grunts and metal-on-metal clangs.

"1 point of damage!"

"Your opponent is stunned!"

Wulfgar took advantage of the momentary distraction that he had given Tim via the man's nasal cartilage, and rolled in top of him. He thrust forward and down, exulting as his blade entered the wizard's left shoulder.

"6 points of damage!"

"Congratulations! You have gained a level in Small Blade!"

"Dammit," grunted Wulfgar; not at the message he'd received, but at the message he hadn't - Shepherd's Bite gave him a coin-toss chance to inflict an ongoing poisoning effect whenever he struck with it. Apparently, this particular coin toss had come up tails.

Wulfgar rose, seating himself on Tim's chest, and raised Shepherd's Bite above his head. He held down and pressed his weight upon Tim's neck, shifting his grip on his blade until it was poised for a deadly stab downward.

"Let's see if we can toss heads this time," he muttered, gripping the blade's handle until his knuckles turned white. He smiled down at his still dazed opponent as his arm began to fall, aiming the small blade toward Tim's left eye.

Wulfgar's chest exploded in the most intense pain he'd yet felt within this world.

"You have taken 7 points of damage!"

He fell backwards, thrown off of Tim's body by the force of the arrow that punched through his upper chest. Rolling backwards into the dirt, he frantically pulled at the shaft that had suddenly emerged from his right pectoral. The arrow seemed lodged into muscle and bone and didn't yield to his struggles. The pain was doubled as another arrow thumped into his hip.

"You have taken 6 points of damage!"

Wulfgar's vision flashed yellow. He'd just dropped to below fifty percent health.

Grimacing, he rolled to his left - as much to make himself a moving target for the archer as to try to regain his feet. He looked over his right shoulder as he gained his knees and saw Tim, now standing, a few feet away - his nose still streaming blood and his body covered in dirt.

Tim was smiling, holding his hands forward, toward Wulfgar, his palms upraised and his fingers curled into something like a sphere.

The fireball hit Wulfgar just as he'd gotten, shakily, to his feet. The explosion knocked him back down, and the enveloping fire seared him with a new level of pain.

"You have taken 8 points of damage!"

Wulfgar's vision flashed red. He now saw the world as though through a crimson haze.

His health was below ten percent.

That was when the cavalry arrived.

 

Hooves thundered around the square as Wulfgar struggled back to his feet. He looked around to his friends; they were all as seemingly battered, bruised and bloody as himself. The fight had gone the way he'd expected. The only way that it could have been expected.

Tim's cohort moved in behind the grinning wizard as the newly arrived horsemen completed their encirclement of the town square. As a man, their lances - held high and streaming pennons as they'd ridden into the village - dropped and pointed toward the humans forming sides within the equine ring.

Tim turned to the rider with the tallest plume on his gleaming helmet. The helmet covered the face, giving no indication of the visage within. The horse snorted and stamped, but the point of the lance didn't waver.

"Can I help you?" asked Tim sweetly.

Wulfgar grimaced as he sheathed his blade. The pair of arrows sticking out of his body made every movement painful. The red blaze that covered his vision reminded him of how close he was to being spirited back to Edonis for an ignominious resurrection.

"We are tasked with keeping the King's peace," echoed a voice from the rider's helmet.

"There's no problem here," grinned Tim. "We were just training. Improving our skills."

"You are not in a training arena. Death is possible here."

"Wait," grunted Wulfgar, "we aren't training. They were trying to kill us. They're preventing us from using this town."

"My only concern is keeping the King's peace."

Tim grinned back over his shoulder toward Wulfgar, his eyes narrowing.

"We have no desire to break the King's peace. None at all. Would you and your men care to join us for a drink?"

The horsemen raised their lances skyward, couching the unsharpened end into a short stirrup that hung from each saddle. The horses circled the group, following the leader as he rode out of the town. Within a minute the squadron formed into a phalanx on top of the hill that Wulfgar and his friends had ridden down. They turned and, sitting silently, watched the players.

"I think," said Tim, "that you got very lucky. I also think that you need to leave this town. Now. Before I decide that whatever they'll do to us is worth killing you for." He waved up to the unmoving horsemen on the knoll.

Tim walked in close to Wulfgar, putting their faces inches apart.

"You still owe me a life," he whispered. "And that's a debt I'll collect on one day."

He tilted his head, smiling broadly.

"In fact, now that I think of it," he stepped back and raised one hand to Wulfgar's chest. Wulfgar felt himself freeze, unable to move. It was as though he was suddenly mired in molasses. Nothing he could do would allow him to move.

"Now that I think of it," repeated Tim, "I still have one new found professional skill that I can use."

Wulfgar's skin ran cold. He knew what Tim's new professional skill was.

"And since you're handily below ten percent health, I wonder," he hummed, "if I can make you my familiar. How would you like that? How would you like to be my slave for all eternity? I wonder if that's even possible."

"Hmm," Tim continued, "all I have between owning you forever or not seems to be one little dialog box. 'Are you sure?' it says," he chuckled. "Am I sure?" He looked up into Wulfgar's eyes.

"How about it, sport, feel like serving me for eternity? I wonder how that would work. It seems to indicate that I could control you. Would that make you some sort of zombie I could control? Would your consciousness remain as it is, trapped within a body you no longer have any say over?"

As Wulfgar watched, a blade appeared at Tim's throat, attached to the revealed arm of Rydra as he emerged from stealth behind the wizard. Tim's soldiers, milling around looking nervously at the horsemen on the hill, leapt to action, drawing their blades and advancing on Rydra.

"Now, now," said the little thief to the crowding tanks, "it wouldn't do to make me nervous. My hand might start to shake. If my hand were to shake, my Cull skill might activate and Tim's head would come off of his body before anyone knows what's happening."

"Oh no!" chuckled Tim in mock fear, "You mean I might wind up resurrecting in that little church just behind us. Oh no," he repeated, "please oh please don't cut off my head."

Tim waved his hands. Wulfgar, released from the hold, fell to his knees.

Tim looked down at him, "Why in the hell would I want a lumbering twit like you as my familiar? You're nothing."

The wizard turned, shrugging off Rydra's embrace, and swirled his hands around himself beckoning his crew to form up around him as they returned to the tavern. He turned and shouted over his shoulder.

"Get out. Now. Don't heal. Don't bind. Just get the hell out of my town before I decide that I don't care if I have to sacrifice myself just to kill you."

 

Wulfgar dropped out of the saddle and onto the ground. His knees buckled as new waves of pain enveloped him, but he managed to stay upright. Leaning forward, steadying himself with his outstretched left arm on the withers of his mount, he move under the horse's neck toward an oak that shaded the top of the hill the group had scrambled to after making their escape from Tim's village.

He turned and leaned back against the bark, sighing. He continued standing, not wanting to disturb the arrows poking out of his body. He closed his eyes for a moment. Every move he'd made since leaving the town had been done as gingerly as possible.

"I've only got two hit points left," he gurgled, looking up as his friends joined him beneath the tree, "if a butterfly farts on me I'll need a res."

Lauren grinned up at him then grimaced, her hand moving to her split upper lip. 

"Don't make me smile, jerk," she said lightly. "It hurts."

She reached down and grabbed the haft of the arrow that was lodged in his hip. Before he could say or do anything to stop her, she yanked it out. It was surprisingly painless. She did the same for the arrow in his chest.

"What the hell?" he muttered. "When I tried to get them out in the village, it was like they were lodged in stone."

Rydra nodded, "We were in combat mode then. It's easier to heal and repair once you're away from that."

Wulfgar nodded. That made sense. You wouldn't want people to be able to yank hostile weaponry out of themselves during a fight, but the designers didn't want to make it too much of a pain in the ass. Once they were away from combat, there was no reason to prevent easy recuperation.

The removal of the arrows lessened Wulfgar's pain, but did nothing to increase his hit points.

Lauren leaned forward and kissed his chest over the wound.

"All better?" she grinned, then grimaced through her bruised face.

"Almost," he said gently, then retreated to his mount and began pulling poultices from the saddle bags. He passed them around to the group and they began to heal in earnest. Each of them applied the unguents to their damaged areas - Bear sufficed by licking his own wounds.

Wulfgar's feeling and mood improved rapidly as the healing messages flashed through his subconscious. He sat, sighing in relief, leaning against the oak as his hit points once again maximized.

"What the living hell?" he asked, his voice again full and healthy.

"What?" asked Lauren sitting next to him.

"We're, what, no more than a couple of days ride from Edonis and this Tim asshole has simply taken over the village?"

He shook his head.

"What kind of a king allows that? I mean, Clive has squadrons of cavalry out to," Wulfgar held up air quotes, "keep the peace, but he allows a jerk like Tim to setup a de-facto dictatorship within his realm?  That doesn't seem right."

"No," said Snorri, "it doesn't.  But what are we going to do about it?  If the cavalry hadn't come when it did, at least, we'd all be corpses running around Edonis in loin cloths."

"What are we going to do about it?" Wulfgar asked the wind.

He went within himself and thought.  He began going through his options.  They couldn't fight Tim's group, at least not yet.  Sneaking into the village might allow them to bind, but that was really only an option for himself and Rydra - Snorri and Lauren had no Stealth skill.  

Maybe he could loan the two of them his Clandestine Gauntlets and Slippers.  That would allow them to each make runs into the village in turn, to bind at the church.

That seemed a bit cumbersome.  It was a solution, but not a good one.  If they died before they could find a place to bind elsewhere, they'd resurrect - naked and helpless - within Tim's village.  That seemed, if anything, a worse solution than resurrecting back in Edonis.

Wulfgar began rooting through the world information - the game rules - in the back of his mind.  He had an idea.  Binding seemed tied to religion.  He as of yet had chosen no religion.  Was there one that could address this problem?

After a few minutes he found one.

Druidism.

It gave the ability to set a binding point almost anywhere, by creating a natural holy site.

Within the shade of a sacred tree, he read, the Druid can create a temporary holy site to which adventurers can bind their soul.  Those sacred trees - Oak, Ash, Apple, Hazel, Alder, Elder, and Yew - require nothing more than the will of the supplicant to enshrine the site.  That site will allow any Druid and their party to bind, but the site will only last until the end of the next lunar cycle - bindings will revert to the previous binding upon the passing of the moon.  The supplicant may create new sacred binding sites within the same lunar cycle, but any and all previously created extant sites will no longer accept binding at that point - only the latest created site within the lunar cycle can be used.

Holy sites can be created outside of the shade of a sacred tree using each the following consumables; Acorn,  Ash seedpod, Apple, Hazel nut, Alder twig, Elder berry, and Yew needle.  Placing those items in a pile will allow the Druid to enshrine a holy site just as they would in the shade of a sacred tree.  All of the items must be present for the site to become sacred.  The same rules apply otherwise.

There is no quest required to accept this religion.

Becoming a follower will also grant you +2 REP with the Faerie.

Wulfgar thought.  That seemed like a damn fine perk - especially as he was planning on eventually wandering the world.  It would come in handy to be able to bind in the woods, for example, before entering a strange city or dungeon.  Even in this supposedly civilized part of the world, he'd had trouble finding holy sites.

He paused.  This was a big decision but it felt right.  It seemed that many of the concerns he and his friends had worried about over the past several days revolved around finding holy sites to bind to.  He remembered the fear he, and he presumed his friends, had felt when beaten down in Tim's village.  The fear of death in this world seemed to center on how long and far away you'd previously bound.

He remembered Tim's sneer when Rydra's blade had appeared at his throat.

You mean I might wind up resurrecting in that little church just behind us. Oh no!

That settled it for Wulfgar.

He became a Druid.

"You are now a follower of Druidism!"

"You can now create Druid holy sites!"

"You have gained in Reputation with the Faerie!  They now hold you in High Esteem!"

He willed the tree to become a holy site.  It now glowed, to him, a faint sheen of green.

Wulfgar looked up to his friends, "We can bind here.  I just became a Druid."  He smiled at their astonished looks, then explained the choice he'd made.  Each of them bound to the site.

"Pretty cool," said Lauren, "is there anything else we need to do?"

"Yeah," laughed Wulfgar, reaching into the turf around the base of the tree, "grab as many acorns as you can find."

Chapter 4

 

Wulfgar rolled away from Bear's belly, restful after the night's dreamless sleep. After the day they'd had, he had needed it. The group had continued riding well into evening, putting as much space between themselves and Tim's town as they could before finally, wearily, dropping off of their mounts and setting up camp.

They had spent the ride discussing the fight, noting that a rogue and a thief were of less use in a straight-forward, stand-up fight. The tanks had been in their element, and simple damage-per-second calculations had overwhelmed Wulfgar and his friends.

He made note of the lessons and resolved to learn from them. There would be no more riding blindly into towns - discretion would play a greater role in their travels. Even with his newfound ability to set their bind point, he still felt called to caution. His skill-set revolved around stealth and sneaking, and he would never again forget the edge that gave him.

Wulfgar sat, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, as Snorri rooted through his pack of goodies and started tossing breakfast to the group. He greedily munched on the crusty loaf, washing it down with clear cold water from the skin that was passed around. Refreshed, he stood and began to gather together his bed-roll and prepare for the day's ride. After strapping the roll behind his saddle, he turned and looked back into the camp. In the freshening daylight, he saw that they'd camped in the lee of a small hedgerow. Several were white, flowered trees.

He smiled.

Elder trees.

He moved into the grove and began pulling berries from them, stuffing them into his herb pack.

"Congratulations! You have gained a level in Herb Lore!"

"Sweet," he muttered, finishing up the harvest and returning to the group.

"Whatchoo doin'?" asked Lauren as he approached.

"Nuttin'. Whatchoo doin'?"

"Nuttin'."

It had become a ritual greeting between them. He recognized that it was puerile, but it still warmed him. His affection for Lauren continued to grow and he hoped she felt likewise.

She smiled, her teeth flashing in the morning light, then she mounted her horse, settling into the saddle comfortably. Wulfgar tried to emulate her movement but felt considerably less graceful as he plopped behind the pommel and spent several seconds adjusting in the seat until he was comfortable.

"Bear!" he called as they began to walk their mounts westward. The dog had remained asleep throughout their preparations. He now rolled off of his back, snorted, and rose before trotting along behind the group.

Wulfgar sat back in the saddle. He looked around to the rest of the group, "We should be getting to the frontier this evening. Tomorrow morning at the latest." He paused in thought, "I think we'll need to work out some little plan of attack on how we're going to approach this little village."

"I think," he continued, "that it's pretty obvious that we're not built for the bull-headed approach."

"Speak for yourself," laughed Snorri.

Wulfgar grinned, "OK. I think that it's pretty obvious that Rydra and myself," the little thief bowed in the saddle, "are not built for the bull-headed approach. When we near the outpost, I propose that he and I go on a little scouting mission. To see what's what. I'd also suggest that when we stop for lunch, Snorri and Lauren don their armor. We won't know exactly when we'll run into trouble from now on."

"Seems reasonable," said Lauren.

"Sounds like a plan," added Snorri.

"You know what they say about plans," snorted Rydra.

"Gang aft agley," grinned Wulfgar.

"What?" asked Snorri.

"Goes often awry," interjected Rydra. "It seems that Wulfgar is not above quoting Robert Burns in the original Scots." He spoke again, this time his voice projecting and booming, "But little mouse, you are not alone, in proving foresight may be vain: The best laid schemes of mice and men go often awry, and leave us nothing but grief and pain!"

"Chicks dig poetry," said Wulfgar.

Lauren rolled her eyes, "Oh yeah. Totally."

"There once was a man from Nantucket," began Snorri.

Lauren tossed the remainder of her breakfast crust at him. It bounced off the back of his head and fell into the road. Bear approached the bread, sniffed it, then continued on with the rest of the group as they followed the road snaking to the west, their shadows thrown long in front of them by the early morning sun.

Rydra's voice, smaller this time, trailed from the rear of the group.

"The best laid schemes o' mice an men gang aft agley, an' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain."

 

Wulfgar pulled up on the reins. His horse snorted and pawed the ground, stopping. Wulfgar shaded his eyes from the late afternoon sun. The group had just crested a small rise and saw that the road they were traveling on - little more than a game trail this close to the frontier - was bisected by a deep looking, roaring river. As he looked at the little gorge from the north to the south, he saw that it was not very wide and not very deep, but the water roiled over stones and white water rushed past them. They might be able to cross the river without losing a pack horse or supplies, but he doubted it.

Thankfully, they didn't have to.

A beautifully built stone bridge crossed the gap where the trail met the edge. The trail continued, snaking its way up the rapidly rising ridge line on the other side of the river. Sparse trees - evergreens by the look of them - began to dot the steepening landscape as it thrust upward into the mountain range that fronted the river. Their journey would soon take on a climb.

He looked back to the bridge. It seemed made of stone, expertly quarried and fit together. He could see no sign of any external structure - it was entirely self-supporting. The work of an artisan.

Wulfgar heeled his horse forward and approached the bridge. He was just nearing the threshold when a hand appeared over the side, reaching up from underneath.

It was huge. Larger than his head. Maybe as big as the horse's head. 

He didn't have time to measure it against the equine noggin as the arm pulled up and around. It pulled onto the bridge a being that looked like a cross between the comic book character The Thing and a stone Buddha. It stood in the middle of the bridge, its gaze sweeping among the party. It tilted its head - which, though standing, was on a level with the horse's heads - and addressed Wulfgar.

"You want cross bridge. You pay. One gold each."

"Really?" whispered Rydra, "A troll? Under a bridge?"

The troll looked to Rydra.

"You want cross bridge. You pay. One gold each."

Wulfgar smiled, "Four gold seems like a lot of cash to pay for simply crossing a bridge."

The troll shook his head and began pointing and counting, "One, two, fee, four," he said pointing at the humans, "fi', and ..." he said as his heavy finger passed over Bear, "and more, more, more," he added as he counted off the horses.

"Well, at least we know he can count to five," chuckled Rydra quietly.

The troll held up his humanoid hands with the thick sausage-like fingers.

"Dis many gold," it said, pushing the ten fingers forward.

Wulfgar looked to the north and then the south. As far as he could see in either direction, the river seemed the same - dangerous. Impassable. He shrugged and frowned, looking back to the troll.

"That's too much. Can we negotiate?"

The troll looked implacable. Stony. 

"You want cross bridge. You pay. One gold each."

Wulfgar sighed.

He heard Rydra's voice behind him, whispering softly, "Keep him distracted. I'll be back in a minute." Wulfgar saw in his peripheral vision the little man slide off his mount and disappear into the brush that framed the trail as it rose to the bridge in a little causeway. He knew just how to keep the troll busy.

"Too much," he repeated. "One gold."

"Each," nodded the troll.

"No," countered Wulfgar softly, friendly. "One gold for all."

"You want cross bridge. You pay. One gold each."

Wulfgar sighed again.

"Why should we pay at all? What gives you the right to charge us a fee to cross this bridge anyway?"

"Me make bridge."

Wulfgar nodded, "Oh," he glanced back to his friends, "I guess he's got a point, then." Rydra still hadn't returned. He looked back to the troll.

"Fair enough," he said, "but it's still too expensive. What if we only have five gold?"

"You cross bridge," said the troll.

Aha! though Wulfgar, at least I've finally got him negotiating!

"You cross bridge," repeated the troll, "an' you leave horses."

Wulfgar nodded, bemused.

"Should have seen that one coming," laughed Snorri. 

Wulfgar crossed his arms across the pommel and leaned forward.

"How did you make this bridge? It's beautifully done."

"Cut stone. Stack stone," said the troll simply. "You want cross bridge. You pay."

"One gold each," interrupted Wulfgar, "Yeah, I gathered as much. You know, from before."

"One gold each," finished the troll, ignoring Wulfgar.

"If we have to pay, we have to pay," came Rydra's resigned voice over Wulfgar's shoulder. He looked back and the little thief winked at him, hefting a small bag that tinkled metallically. Rydra tossed the bag to Wulfgar, who unraveled the rawhide strip that wound around the top.

Wulfgar looked into the sack. It was filled with gold coins. Wulfgar guessed around twenty. A small fortune. He counted out ten and gave the handful over to the troll's outstretched paw.

The troll looked at them suspiciously, then grinned - at least, Wulfgar took the eruption of rock like protrusions that showed between the troll's lips as a smile. As the troll slowly counted out the coins, Wulfgar looked over his shoulder at Rydra and raised one eyebrow.

Rydra shrugged and whispered, "There's a cave underneath the bridge. In the cave was the bag." The little thief smiled.

Wulfgar smiled back and turned again to face the troll.

The troll looked back up at Wulfgar and nodded, "You cross bridge," it said as it raised one of the coins to its mouth. He clomped down with one of his stone-like incisors into the coin as Wulfgar's horse began to pass. The troll then held up the coin to examine the troll-tooth mark that would ensure the gold's malleability and purity.

The troll seemed satisfied for a moment with the impression his tooth had made into the gold.

Then he noticed that there were two such bites.

Wulfgar never saw the fist coming.

 

"You have taken 19 points of damage!"

"You are no longer stunned!"

Holy shit!

Wulfgar rolled away from the stone bridge wall, and tried to focus his eyes. One second he'd been sitting on his horse, the next he was regaining consciousness on the bridge. Only, from the sounds of it, much more than a second had passed. He rose to his hands and knees and shook his head.

Big mistake.

His vision swirled and he felt a wave of nausea. He closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath. The sounds of battle enveloped him. He opened his eyes and, slowly, turned his head to look. His friends were fighting the troll. Fighting and losing, from the look of it. 

Snorri and Lauren - fully armored thankfully - were trading heavy hits with the bridge keeper. As Wulfgar watched, the troll rained a huge blow down upon Snorri. The fighter had raised his battle axe and held it, cross-wise in both hands, in an attempt to shield himself. The axe haft held, but Snorri collapsed to his knees under the downward force of the hit.

Lauren spun, activating some longsword skill, and connected with the trolls head, sending sparks splaying outward. The troll took it as though it was nothing. He backhanded her and she fell, sprawling onto her back before rolling away from the troll to get to her feet.

Bear was growling and nibbling at the troll's flanks, but his teeth were of no concern to the troll who left the dog alone for the moment.

Rydra was nowhere to be seen.

Wulfgar grunted and forced himself to his shaky feet. As he watched, the troll finally took notice of Bear and reached behind itself, grabbed the dog by the scruff and tossed the nearly one-hundred kilo dog into the river. 

Wulfgar reached behind his back and drew Shepherd's Sting. Crouching, he moved forward toward the troll's back. After a step, he remembered to enter Stealth.

"Congratulations! You have gained a level in Stealth!"

Great, he thought grimly, but he realized that wouldn't increase his overall ability in Stealth - not for a long time. The Clandestine Gauntlets and Slippers he wore gave him a total of +14 to his Stealth, but they didn't stack with his skill. While he was happy that he'd just gone from level two to level three, it wouldn't make a difference, yet. He still only operated at level 14, the same as before.

That flashed through his mind as he closed in on the troll's back. As he got to within an arm's reach, he pulled his right arm completely back and thrust it forward with all of this strength, aiming at the center of the troll.

"10 points of damage!"

"17 points of damage, Hidden Stab!"

"You have poisoned your target!"

Wulfgar leapt backward, narrowly avoiding the fist of the spinning troll. He felt his health begin to rise as, every second, the troll shuddered at the poison's effect. His blade, Shepherd's Bite, had inflicted the creature with a recurring jolt of damage - Wulfgar recalled the specifics as he scrambled away - 1d4 damage per second for (1d6 + Small Blade Level) seconds. That poison damage subtracted from the troll was applied to Wulfgar as healing. He could tell, from his own health increase, that he'd been awarded near the maximum; three or four points per second.

Snorri and Lauren took advantage of Wulfgar's distraction and jumped at the troll, each of them landing heavy blows onto the stone back. The troll staggered, then turned and began once again fighting off the tanks.

After about six seconds, the healing effect wore off. The troll was no longer poisoned, but Wulfgar had regained eighteen points of health. He was now almost back to full hit points.

Grinning, he once again advanced on the troll as it was gaining the upper hand on his friends. Without thinking, he once again tried to enter Stealth, but the fizzling sound of failure reminded him that the cool-down period hadn't elapsed. As he reached the troll, the creature and Snorri landed simultaneous blows. Snorri's axe rang off of the stone skull, stunning the troll. The troll's fist, however, had connected solidly in the center of the Viking's chest, sending him sprawling in the dirt at the verge of the bridge.

Wulfgar activated Blade Wind.

His right arm shot out from the centrifugal force of his body whirling in place. The skill gave Wulfgar a +10 to hit chance and made him invulnerable during the attack while targeting the most vulnerable facing part of his opponent. The higher to-hit percentage increased the odds of him landing a critical hit and the auto-targeting took that need away from Wulfgar.

"12 points of damage!"

"Critical Hit!"

"Your target is enraged!"

Uh oh.

Wulfgar forgot to move until it was too late. The invulnerability that Blade Wind provided him ended once the attack had completed. He watched, in slow motion, as the troll's right elbow came hurtling back and felt a wave of fear and nausea even before it connected with his nose.

"You have taken 15 points of damage!"

"You are slightly stunned!"

Wulfgar fell back onto his ass, the world flashing yellow as he once again dropped to well below fifty percent health. He was slightly stunned. He could still move, but slowly. He rolled away from the fight and rose unsteadily again to his feet. He stumbled away a few steps to get some distance between himself and the troll.

He looked back to the fight. The troll now had a glimmer of yellow about him. After all of this time, Wulfgar reflected grimly, they had only brought it down to less than half strength. Snorri, likewise awash in deep yellow, was still trying to right himself. The same color surrounded Lauren, who was the sole focus of the troll's attention at the moment.

Wulfgar wobbled back toward the troll. After a few steps he began to feel a bit better.

"You are no longer slightly stunned!"

He reached the troll again. Blade Wind was still in cool-down, so he just stabbed straight forward, aiming for the center of the hulking stone beast.

"11 points of damage!"

"You have poisoned your target!"

The troll spun yet again, but his aim was high. Wulfgar managed to just duck underneath the blow and lightly step back. He could feel his health increasing, but nowhere near the rate it had before. He continued to juke from side to side, evading a rapid rain of blows from the furious troll. After eight seconds, the poisoning - and healing - had stopped. Only eight points of health had been transferred between the foes, but that was enough to bring Wulfgar out of the yellow.

After a final heavy swing that Wulfgar skipped away from, he jumped forward and activated the newly refreshed Blade Wind. He spun again and his blade connected heavily with the side of the troll.

"9 points of damage!"

"You have poisoned your target!"

"Congratulations! You have gained a level in Blade Wind!"

Wulfgar exulted as he sprang backward, away from the troll's arms. He was too slow. He felt the air rush out of his lungs as the arms of the beast enveloped him, pulling him into the troll's chest, crushing him against the heavy stone torso. He felt the healing transfer from the sword's poisoning effect drain away as fast as it was applied.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

Wulfgar bellowed in pain and frustration.

"Your target is no longer enraged!"

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

He looked frantically around the scene. Snorri still crawled in the dirt, seemingly barely able to move. Lauren lay not far away from Snorri, on her back, dead to the world. If not actually dead.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

The troll was squeezing the life out of him. The only thing that kept him alive was the constant influx of health from the poisoned troll. Wulfgar grunted, unable to laugh, at the thought that he hadn't known that you could poison stone. He grunted again, struggling to free himself from the crushing embrace.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

He felt the flow of health stop. The troll was in deep yellow, but not yet red. He still had more than ten percent health. If it weren't for the health transferring properties of Shepherd's Sting, the troll would have killed Wulfgar many times over. Snorri had collapsed next to Lauren. Neither moved.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

That one really hurt. He dropped into the yellow. He was unable to move. Unable to breath. Unable to scream. The only thing he seemed fit for was to die, crushed against the chest of the stone troll.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

He dropped into the red. He would die in the next second and there was nothing he could do about it.

Rydra's arm appeared around the troll's throat and the little thief screamed as he pulled the blade across it. Sparks flew as a line traced underneath the troll's chin. A grimace appeared from behind the troll's head as Rydra pulled himself inward, grappling. Blood flowed from the left side of Rydra's bruised and swollen face. The troll dropped Wulfgar, who sprawled backward onto the bridge, as it reached behind its head with both arms, grabbing Rydra and flinging him, with no more effort than if the man was a straw-stuffed doll, past Wulfgar onto the crest of the arched bridge.

The world continued flashing in a dangerous red hue. Wulfgar was down to one or two hit points. He pushed himself away from the troll with his legs as the creature turned to face him. Rydra's attack had been mighty - the troll was now deeply red - but it hadn't slowed the troll. It looked down at Wulfgar and advanced, reaching out and down toward him.

Wulfgar was out of ideas. Out of health. He didn't even have Shepherd's Bite anymore; at some point during the squeezing, he'd dropped it. His friends were all incapacitated and he was about to be finished off. His mind seemed to be removed from his brain. He still thought, still planned, still moved, but he was apathetic. He'd become a spectator at his own execution. He was losing consciousness. The hazy red was rapidly turning to black. His vision narrowed.

The last thing he remembered seeing was a dialog box.

"Are you sure?"

Yes.

 

Wulfgar groaned and rolled onto his belly. His vision still wavered red, but he was stable. Regaining consciousness. He pushed off of the ground - off of the bridge - and rose to his knees. He looked groggily toward the site of the fight. The troll just stood there, looking back at Wulfgar incuriously. It stood, hands at its sides. Waiting. Wulfgar looked back up the bridge. Rydra was similarly pulling himself upright. He looked no better than Wulfgar felt.

Wulfgar twisted around on his butt and leaned back against the wall of the bridge. He tried to gather himself. His healing poultices were all on his mount, happily munching away at the grass on the verge of the bridge. The troll stood between them.

Rydra crawled forward and fell in a heap, leaning against Wulfgar's side.

"What's happening?"

Wulfgar shook his head lightly, grunting.

"Not sure."

"Not sure," he repeated after a moment, "but I think that the troll is now my familiar."

"Your magic user thing?" asked the thief. His words slurred from swollen bloody lips.

"I think so."

Wulfgar looked up to the troll. It still looked back at him.

"Hey, Trolly McTrollface," he grunted, "carry me over to my horse."

Panic rose in Wulfgar as the troll advanced on him, but the creature did as it was bid. He gathered Wulfgar up into its arms and walked back to the grass. He set Wulfgar gently onto his feet next to the mount. Wulfgar began rummaging through the saddlebags, pulling healing materials out. He heard a snuffling behind him and looked over his shoulder to see Bear, dripping wet, rejoin the group. As Wulfgar watched, Bear began to shake, flinging water in all directions, spraying the prone bodies of Snorri and Lauren in the process.

Snorri snorted, wiped the water away from his face and rose slowly onto one elbow. A look of fear took over his face as he saw the troll standing behind Wulfgar, but Wulfgar waved it away.

"It's OK. He's on our side. Now."

Too tired and wounded to question, Snorri just rolled over toward Lauren and nudged her.

"I'll be there in a second," called Wulfgar, closing up the saddle bags.

"Too late," said Snorri softly. "She's dead."

Wulfgar froze, then ran, dropping to his knees next to her.

"What?" He looked down at her oddly peaceful yet heavily bruised face. One of her arms was twisted in an unnatural fashion.

Wulfgar was overwhelmed. Panicked. He shook his head, unbelieving. 

"What can we do?"

"Calm down," Snorri sighed, patting Wulfgar on the shoulder. "Heal me up and I'll take a couple of horses and go back for her."

Wulfgar sighed in relief, remembering. Dead was not dead. Not here, not anymore. Lauren was probably already trotting along the road they'd already traveled, on her way back to the bridge. He turned and began healing Snorri.

Rydra joined them, he looked down at Lauren's corpse, "Good thing you managed to get us a binding point."

Wulfgar smiled, "We should only lose half a day, instead of three."

"Less," corrected Snorri. "I can take the two horses at a gallop there and back. I should be back in an hour. Two tops."

Wulfgar nodded. They had been riding leisurely during the trip. Having horses that they didn't have to worry about riding to death, he assumed, meant that a full run was possible for long periods of time. Uncomfortable, but quick. He finished with Snorri and began healing Rydra.

"Back in a jiffy," said Snorri in farewell as he mounted, then spurred his horse. Lauren's mount ran behind. Wulfgar watched the horses retreat back up the road, leaving small clouds of red clay dust in their wake.

Rydra groaned and stretched, now fully healed. Wulfgar began working on himself while the little thief walked to the troll and looked him over closely. Bear too was warily walking around the creature, sniffing at the massive, wide stone legs. The troll stood impassively, looking to Wulfgar.

"So, let me get this straight," said Rydra looking back to Wulfgar, a grin spreading over his face. "You are granted a wondrous boon, the ability to meld yourself with any of the creatures of the world, and you pick a stone troll?"

"Well," countered Wulfgar, "I didn't really pick him. Not consciously." He shrugged, "I don't even remember thinking about the option. My brain just sort of did it on its own."

"On its own?"

"Yeah, I panicked. OK? I'm still not used to the whole idea of death being no big deal. I guess I'm still trying to avoid it." He began to laugh with Rydra. "Besides, what's wrong with a stone troll?" He looked up to the creature, who towered over him looking down blankly at his new ally.

"What's your name?" asked Wulfgar.

The troll looked back impassively.

"No name, eh?" Wulfgar scrunched his face in thought. "Can't have that." He looked over to Rydra, "What do you think, would Tim work as a good name to give a big dumb oaf," he glanced back to the troll, "no offense."

"It would certainly continue the trip's theme," agreed the thief.

Wulfgar nodded. "OK. From now on, your name is Tim."

"Thim," said the troll plainly. "Me Thim."

"Thure thing Thim," grinned Wulfgar patting the massive beast on the elbow - which hung at around Wulfgar's shoulder level. He began to root through his pack and pulled out a healing poultice. He looked over Tim trying to determine the best place to apply the healing. Giving up, he just slapped it onto Tim's chest. It stuck to the massive pectorals with a slimy thwapping sound.

Wulfgar shook his head, looked back to Rydra, "It doesn't seem to be working. The healing. I have no idea how to fix my stone beast." He looked up to Tim, "Do you have any clue about how I can heal you?"

Tim shook his head, "Me hungry."

"What do you eat?"

In response, the troll wandered to the shore in the creek bed and began shoveling handfuls of water smoothed rocks into its gaping maw. Wulfgar walked to him and squatted beside Bear, who was still following the troll, confused. He reached out and began scratching the dog's ears as they watched the troll, crouched in the shallows of the river. As it ate, its health began to regenerate, slowly. It fed with a sense of determination, dropping rock-fulls from his left and right hands in succession.

Wulfgar nodded, "OK, you eat rocks. It heals you. Why not?"

"I guess it makes a weird kind of sense," said Rydra, joining them from behind. "He's made of stone, so I guess he's replenishing himself. Somehow." The little thief dropped a huge pack onto the ground in front of Tim. "I went through his little abode and put everything that belonged to him, which wasn't much, into his pack."

"We go?" asked Tim walking out of the water. After eating his fill, his health bar was slowly, very slowly, increasing. At this rate, Wulfgar mused, it would be a day before it filled. He wondered if Tim would have to eat again before it completed.

Wulfgar nodded, "Yeah, we go soon. As soon as our friends get back." He pointed to the sack hanging from Rydra's belt and beckoned toward himself. Sighing, Rydra removed it and gave it to Wulfgar, who handed it to Tim.

"Sorry we took your gold."

Tim looked into the sack suspiciously, then began adding the bridge fare that Wulfgar had given him back into his stash. He looked like he was slowly counting the total.

"You're weird," chuckled Rydra.

"What? It's his."

Rydra shrugged, "And he's yours."

"He's not my slave," said Wulfgar shaking his head. "I'm going to think of him as an ally." He looked up at the grin spreading across Rydra's face, "What? I mean, he can speak," he looked back to Tim, "sort of. So anyway, I'm not sure I'm feeling comfortable with owning someone. So the gold is his."

"You're weird," repeated Rydra, laughing loudly this time.

Wulfgar just shrugged and grinned, but he was thinking about the horror of being under control by the other Tim, in the village.  He worried that the troll felt something of that.  He tried to convince himself that it was highly unlikely that the AI troll was in any way sentient, but his definitions on what it meant to be sentient had blurred recently.  

"Hey, I just remembered something. When we were fighting, I got a critical hit and it said that Tim was enraged. He started swinging his fists and jumping around like a rat on crack. What's up with that? Doesn't seem like much of a benefit for me to get a crit like that."

"Not sure," answered Rydra, "We'll probably need to ask our warrior when he returns." Rydra pointed back up the road, "Which looks to be in a few seconds." 

Snorri and Lauren came pounding over a little hillock overlooking the bridge, causing a cloud of dust to rise around the group as they reined in. Wulfgar walked up to the horses, waving the dust away from his face.

"That was quick!" he said, a bit too happily. He looked up at Lauren, beaming.

She dropped off the mount and gave him a quick hug before trotting back to her corpse. Wulfgar watched as she, clad in only a linen bikini, began pulling her gear off her old body. It felt, Wulfgar thought, extremely weird to watch someone strip their old, inert body. Thankfully, she didn't have to undo the straps to her armor and gear - she just pulled on them and they seemed to come away, piece-by-piece, into her hands.

"What does the enrage critical hit do?" asked Rydra as Snorri walked up to him, "Wulfgar got that hit on him," he jutted his chin toward the troll, "during our fight and neither of us know what it means."

Snorri nodded, "It's kind of like sending them a bit out of control with anger. They get a speed boost on their attacks, but they also get a big to-hit penalty. It also sucks down their Stamina like crazy."

"What happens when your Stamina runs out?" asked Wulfgar

"You get slow. Like, real slow."

Snorri thought for a moment.

"It's like you're just completely out of energy. Beat. Tired. You can barely hold onto your weapon," he paused again. "You really have to watch your stamina in a fight.  At least we do," he nodded toward Lauren. "The tanks do.  You sneaky little bastards probably don't get in stand-up fights long enough to worry about it.   Your hit-points would run out long before your Stamina."  He grinned.

"Now," continued Snorri, "can we address the elephant in the room?"  He nodded toward the troll.

"Tim," chuckled Rydra. "We're calling him Tim."

"Thim," agreed Tim.

 

"I don't know exactly how it will work.  Yet."  Wulfgar shrugged.  "Tim and I have entered into some sort of symbiotic relationship."  He opened up the page describing the Familiar skill and began scrolling down it, his eyes flickering back and forth as he scanned the information.  Included was Tim's character sheet.

"Crap," laughed Wulfgar. "Tim is a level 2 troll.  A baby."  He looked through the rest of the troll's stats.

 

Level 2:

STR: 75

INT: 01

AGI: 13

 

HP: 88

AC: 8 (Stone)

STA: 13

 

"He's one tough, baby, though," he continued.  "Eighty-eight hit points.  Seventy-five strength." Wulfgar rubbed his jaw, remembering the skull shattering, brain bruising hit the troll had given him.  He looked up at the walking cairn with new respect.

"He can also quarry and build with stone!" Wulfgar said excitedly.

Snorri raised one eyebrow, "And?  Not sure exactly how that's going to help us, unless you're planning on going into the toll-bridge business."

"Me neither," grinned Wulfgar, "I just think it's pretty cool."

"Not to rain on your parade," said Rydra, "but your resume is filled with all kind of sneaky, quiet, unobtrusive kinds of activities.  Activities that he," he pointed up at Tim, "seems unlikely to contribute to."

Rydra cocked his head, "I mean, even a rat would've been a better match for you.  You could at least send one of those in to quietly check out rooms you're trying to sneak into.  Assuming you can see what they're seeing."

"You can," agreed Wulfgar, "and you're right."  He shook his head, "You're right," he repeated, "I have no idea how Tim and I will work together."

He shrugged again, "It's water under the bridge now.  I can't undo the decision.  I can't ever, as far as I know, choose another Familiar, so," he raised his eyebrows, "I'll just have to make the best of it, won't I?"  He looked up at Tim, "Won't we, I mean."

"You seem kind of cheerful about it, though," interjected Lauren.

"I was just thinking about what kind of difference our Tim would have made in our fight with asshole Tim."

 

Wulfgar leaned forward into the saddle, trying to maintain his balance as the group left the valley and began climbing into the mountains.  As tall as the eastern range was, the western seemed even higher, but not as steep.  The foothills rose into the peaks more gently, and their going was much easier than it would have been had they been scaling the other range.

Tim had been quiet during the day's trek, keeping alongside Wulfgar's mount.  He seemed to have no trouble maintaining the horse's walking pace.  He never seemed to tire and Wulfgar rapidly acclimated to seeing the troll's head, on a level with his own, bobbing along at the rightmost periphery of his vision.  Bear seemed to accept the new group member, but still followed along a pace or two behind.

As the day waned, the group drew close to a large escarpment.  It seemed to funnel the lower, easier, approach into the mountains through a small, steep pass.  Two high peaks flanked either side of the opening.  There was enough room for an army on the lower slopes, but the way through the pass, up a short, steep, climb, looked to be no more than fifty to a hundred meters wide. 

It was a naturally placed defensive position. 

Anyone could see that.

Which is probably why, near the center of the pass, at the point where the ground seemed to once again return to a gentle slope, a small keep had been built.  It was no more than a story or two high, but it was placed to contest any advance into the pass.

As the light of the day faded into darkness, they could just make out light coming from a pair of windows arched into the stone building.  They could also make out a wisp of smoke rising from the top of the battlement.

Wulfgar turned to Rydra and raised an eyebrow.  Rydra nodded.

"We should make camp," he looked back over his shoulder, "back a bit, out of sight of the tower."  He turned his horse and the rest followed as he led them back down into a small hollow.

"We'll make camp," he repeated, "and get fed and watered.  Then once it gets fully dark, Rydra and I will go up there and see what's manning that fort."

And I hope, he thought,  that it's men who are manning that fort.

Chapter 5

 

"Should we take Tim?" whispered Wulfgar, grinning.  He and Rydra were sitting on opposite sides of the campfire.  Wulfgar looked up from the mortar and pestle he was using to grind the ingredients for the climbing potions he was making for himself and the thief.  Rydra tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.

"Maybe.  We can leave him back a little ways and call him if we need him to pull our ass out of a fire."

Wulfgar considered it, "Good point.  I just assumed that we'd go check out what's going on in the tower, come back here and decide on a course of action."  He finished grinding the herbs and spread them evenly into two bottles, filled them with water, then stoppered them with corks.  He shook them vigorously, then handed one to Rydra.  The little man put the vial in his pack, then stood and began pulling the straps over his shoulder.   It was a small leather backpack, black, that he pulled in tight against his lower spine.  Wulfgar had a similar pack, which he put on.  It fit snugly into the small of his back just above the scabbard containing Shepherd's Bite.

Wulfgar stretched then turned to Tim.

"Follow us," he said smiling.  

The troll, standing sentinel as he'd been since making camp, didn't respond, but began walking after Wulfgar and Rydra as they made their way up the small hillock that sheltered them and their fire from the tower.

"Holler if you need us," whispered Lauren, muffled from deep within her bedroll.   The night was just chilly enough to want a full covering, but not so cold that they'd suffer without it.  Perfect sleeping weather.

"Nrrrgh," grunted Snorri in agreement from his similar cocoon.

The trio passed through the horses, untrammeled but standing contented as they waited to be commanded.  They were, as Lauren often said, much easier to deal with than real horses had been.  You didn't need to feed or water them, they could travel all day without tiring - though the distance they could be galloped at any given time was limited - you didn't need to restrain them at night.  They were, literally, care-free.

They crested the hill and the lights from the tower came into view in the distance.  They'd camped a couple of kilometers away to ensure that they wouldn't be discovered by whoever - or whatever - inhabited the keep.  Wulfgar and Rydra had looked it over from a distance before the sun set, and had seen that it was a fairly nondescript rounded tower.  Maybe ten meters high.  It looked like there were only a few windows near the top - they hadn't seen any sign of a doorway, but that would probably be on the other side of the tower.

"Odd," said Wulfgar softly, "that there's no door on this side of the tower.  That would seem to indicate, to me, that it was built to defend from this direction.  To defend the mountain pass from the valley."

"Interesting," said Rydra, "what would that suggest to you?"

"That though this quest is taking us to the frontier of Clive's kingdom, to the frontier of Heim, that this fortification might not have been built by Clive.  It might have been built by whatever society Heim butts up against.  Do you know anything about that?"

"Not really, no," admitted Rydra, "I really only focused on the city.  The kingdom as a whole never really held any interest for me.  I'm in the dark, literally and figuratively."

Wulfgar smiled, "I wonder if we're walking into a border skirmish.  It might be wise to not assume that whoever is in that tower," he jutted his chin toward the stone edifice a few hundred meters away, "is hostile."

"It just might."

"But I also don't think," Wulfgar added, "that walking up to whatever door we find and knocking is the best approach either."

He stopped and Rydra and Tim did likewise.  They were about a hundred and fifty meters from the keep.  He looked it over for a few seconds.  Two lit arched windows, little more than large arrow slits, showed dancing firelight within the tower.  Wisps of smoke rose from the crenelated  top, highlighted against the brilliant star-field splayed above the peaks of the mountain range behind.  The tower centered a narrow pass between two of those peaks.  A natural choke point.  Wulfgar looked to the left and right.  The pass was fairly flat, and opened up into a much larger valley beyond.

"The three hundred Spartans could have held that pass for days," he muttered.

"With support," whispered Rydra.

"Huh?"

"The Spartans who held Thermopylae weren't the only ones defending the pass.  There were also between five and seven thousand other Greeks there as well.  Corinthians.  Phocians. Thebans.  Thespians.  Don't get me wrong, the Spartans were the tip of the spear, and the entire Greek force was outnumbered by at least ten-to-one.  But don't believe the hype.  The Spartans had a lot of help."

"Interesting.  But I'm more worried about how we're going to take this pass."  He paused, beckoned Tim to join them.  "How about this plan?"

 

Wulfgar looked up at the tower above him.  He and Rydra had closed - quietly but not stealthy - on the stone edifice.  He looked to his right, to Rydra, and nodded.  They would part and encircle the structure, meeting at the rear.  He turned left and began working his way through the shadows at the base of the keep.  He ran his right hand along the cold, night-dew wet stone as he made his way along the base.   Apart from the normal high-valley night noises - the occasional call of a distant bird, the low quiet hush of breeze - the area was silent.  He looked back toward their camp, but could make  out no sign of either their campfire in the low valley or of Tim, waiting their return or call a hundred meters away.

As he finished his half-lap around the base, he saw that the rear of the tower had a lone stone staircase that hugged the wall as it ascended.  The lowest part was on his side of the keep, and he saw Rydra emerge from around the other side.  The little thief shook his head once - he'd seen nothing.  Wulfgar looked up the stairway.  At the top, about five meters off the ground, was a lone wooden doorway.  It was open to the night and a low, flickering light shone out of it.

Wulfgar smiled grimly and began to climb the stairs.  As he did, he looked upward.  As on the other side, the keep only had two narrow windows near the top, just below the crenelations.  They were little more than arrow slits.  He thought he might be able to sneak through them, but they'd be a tight fit.

He reached the top of the stairs and peaked around the corner, into the tower's interior.  There was a rounded room that matched the size of the tower.  In the middle was a lone, small fire.  It flickered smokeless, giving light to the room.  It showed nothing of interest except another wall-hugging stairway that climbed the interior wall and ended in a trap-door in the room's low ceiling.  The room was otherwise empty.

Wulfgar looked back to Rydra and nodded.  They both pulled out their stoppered flasks and pulled the cork.

Rydra smiled and mouthed, "Cheers," before raising the glass to his lips.  The two of them quaffed the potions.

Wulfgar looked back up the tower and activated his climbing skill.  Two orange lines appeared to snake their way up to the roof.  Wulfgar smiled again - it would be a difficult climb, but not impossible.  They'd have to take their time.

Choosing the left hand route, Wulfgar reached high and dug his fingers into the cracks between the stacked stones of the keep.  He pulled himself up and began to claw his way up the wall.  He paused, as did Rydra, as they reached the windows, and they looked in. 

Another room, identical to the one below, held another fire.  Around this fire, however, slept three large hideous humanoids.  Their pig-ugly faces, resting in repose, still showed horrendous fangs that poked outside of their closed mouths - two pairs each, one lower and one upper.   Teeth that were made for rending.  Weapons that were strewn haphazardly around the floor, however, implied that their teeth were not the creature's primary weaponry.

Wulfgar looked to his right, to Rydra hanging off the tower wall.

"Orcs," mouthed Rydra silently.  He smiled.  They had determined that if they saw anything in the tower that they didn't think they could handle - or at least run from - they would return for the rest.  Wulfgar hadn't encountered orcs yet and didn't know which side of the scale they fell upon.

His unasked question was answered, however, as Rydra continued his climb.

Matching his friend's movements, Wulfgar reached the top of the tower and pulled himself between two merlons and dropped quietly onto the roof.  

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level in Climbing!"

Wulfgar's excitement was short lived as his breath caught when he saw an orc standing on the opposite side of the tower, looking out over the valley they'd approached through. He looked to Rydra and raised his eyebrows in question.

Rydra shrugged - neither of them knew how they'd been able to walk underneath the creature's eyes without being spotted.  In all of the literature he'd read, orcs had always been able to see in the dark.  Perhaps the orc had just taken position - maybe he hadn't been in place when they arrived.

It didn't matter.  They hadn't been spotted.  Wulfgar grinned and cocked his head toward the orc, waved one hand toward it.

Accepting the offer of the kill, Rydra moved forward at a crouch.  Halfway across the space Rydra's form disappeared into a shimmer as the thief entered Stealth.  Wulfgar rapidly lost the shimmer from view as Rydra moved toward the orc's back a few meters away.

Wulfgar stood fully and took a step toward the opened trap-door in the floor of the tower's roof.  As he stepped down, he froze as his weight caused the board he'd stepped on to creak.  His blood ran cold as he saw the orc start and jerked its head in Wulfgar's direction.  A cold sweat broke as the orc's face erupted in a fierce smile when it saw him.  It took one step when a second smile appeared beneath the first and Rydra apparated behind it.

The second smile spewed blood across the wooden floor as the cut stretched from ear to ear.

Wulfgar leapt forward to the orc and grabbed the torso just as the head separated from the body and the knees began to buckle.  He took the weight on his shoulders and moved the corpse toward the nearest crenelation.  

Rydra grinned as he tossed the severed head over the side of the tower.

"Little help?" whispered Wulfgar as the bulk of the brute's dead weight threatened to overwhelm him.  The orc was smaller than Wulfgar, but limp.  Hard to manage.  The spray of blood fountaining up from the neck didn't make matters any easier.  He tried to position the body to prevent the blood stream from soaking him.  He was successful.  Mostly.

With Rydra's help, he managed to push the Orc through and over the tower's edge.  He looked to the thief and nodded his thanks as the body thudded into the ground below.

"I got a level in my Cull skill," whispered Rydra happily.

"And I gained in Climbing," added Wulfgar. He paused and looked over the edge to the darkness below. "Shit, we forgot to loot the corpse."

"He'll still be there after we finish downstairs."

The two of them then turned and looked to the opened trap door and the lit stairway that led down.

 

Wulfgar looked down into the room they'd spied earlier.  The sleeping orcs hadn't been roused by the dispatching of their comrade.  The light from the fire flickered and the faint smell of burning oak permeated the air.  Oak and something else Wulfgar couldn't quite place.  He looked to Rydra and silently sniffed into the air.

Rydra just shook his head lightly, then whispered, "Pork?"

Wulfgar nodded.  That was it.

He thought for a moment.

"I hope it was pig," he whispered back, "and not long-pork."

Rydra's eyes narrowed and he smiled back at Wulfgar.  He understood the reference.  Human cannibals in the Pacific rim had historically referred to their human victims as long-pig or long-pork, citing the flavor similarities between swine and Homo sapiens. 

Wulfgar took the top step and began moving down into the chamber.  He breathed a little more easily once he'd fully moved onto the stairs - they were made of stone; less chance for the odd creak to wake the orcs.

The plan had called for Wulfgar and Rydra to take out the tower occupants if it seemed easy.  Two or three sleeping foes had made the "easy" list, so Wulfgar reached behind himself as he descended and drew Shepherd's Bite.  Had the defense been more dangerous, or if they were discovered in their reconnaissance, they were to return to the group and fortify for a bigger fight.

Worst case scenario - if they were chased out of the tower, they'd run to Tim and let him keep the defenders off of the human's while they prepared for the larger fight.

Wulfgar smiled as he reached the bottom of the stairway.  The scene that presented itself was one of the best case scenarios.  Sleeping tower occupants, and only three of them.  Two of them were on the left side of the fire, near the windows.  The other was alone on the other side of the room.

Wulfgar pointed to the nearer of the sleeping pair and looked to Rydra, who nodded.  Wulfgar made his way around the left of the fire and, stepping over the first of the sleeping orcs, settled in above his partner and waited for Rydra to get into place.

He looked down at his victim.  Sleeping on his side, the orc presented his back to the human.  Wulfgar felt a rise of happiness spread throughout himself as he poised over the orc - these things were truly evil, and the system was going to reward him with a great feeling of self-satisfaction for attacking them.  He crouched and drew back his arm.  Without looking back to Rydra, he nodded his head.  He was ready whenever the thief was.

Wulfgar activated Stealth.

He heard the meaty, wet crunch as Rydra struck.

Thrusting forward and down, Shepherd's Bite entered the top rear of the orc, between two ribs.

"Critical hit!"

"11 points of damage!"

"17 points of damage, Hidden Stab!"

"You have poisoned your target!"

"Your target is stunned!"

"Congratulations! You have gained a level in Hidden Stab!"

Wulfgar pulled his blade out of the orc.  The wound gurgled as the sword left the body, and a stream of blood fell from it into the fire, which hissed loudly.  He turned and stood, facing the further foe and felt Rydra join his side.

Blankets flew off of the last orc and it sat, eyes blazing fury and red.  It stood and pulled a huge sword.  As it turned to face them, Wulfgar saw that this orc was larger, much larger, than any of the others.

The monster looked into Wulfgar's eyes and the human's blood chilled.  He felt an overwhelming wave of nausea.  This orc was not only a giant, its level was much higher than its brethren had been.

Time seemed to slow as the orc captain took one step toward him.  It rose to full height and raised its arm in attack.  The tip of its sword dragged along the ceiling above as it plowed through the fire, scattering burning logs throughout the room.

Without thought or acknowledgment, the two humans turned and fled.  They had each come to the same conclusion at the same time.  They were over-matched.  Wulfgar saw the blur of Rydra as the two of them leapt through the two windows into the darkness of the night.

As the pair fell, they both screamed at the same time.

"TIIIIIMMM!"

 

Wulfgar yelled in pain as his leg collapsed beneath him.  He'd fallen faster than he thought he would.  He imagined that jumping from a window would somehow, as in the movies, be in slow motion - he'd have time to prepare himself, to tuck into a roll and gracefully leap up and continue running.

Almost before he realized that he was through the window, however, he was rolling on the ground.  His left leg had hit first and his right leg, almost petulantly, decided to move in a different direction.  He heard a sickening snap as his left leg crumpled.

"You have taken 5 points of damage!"

Almost instantly, however, he felt refreshed.  Healed. The Orc that he'd attacked in the tower was apparently still bleeding out.  Still dying. 

Wulfgar smiled - the boon of transferred health that his sword provided had saved him yet again.  He chuckled a bit as he rose to his feet.  Then he looked to Rydra.

The little man, not having the magical healing provided by Wulfgar's blade, lay crumpled.  A ten meter fall in the dark left little room for error and less time to prepare.  He looked up at Wulfgar and grimaced.

"My leg."

Wulfgar nodded and bent to pick up the thief.  As he rose, with Rydra in his arms, he fell backward against the wall of the tower, knocked back by the sudden arrival of the orc captain.

The orc, having taken the time to prepare himself for the jump, landed solidly on his two feet just in front of Wulfgar.

Wulfgar stumbled and lost his balance.  He fell backward onto his butt and sat there, helpless with Rydra on his lap and in his arms.  

The orc turned and raised his longsword above the pair of humans.  Its red eyes glittered happily in the darkness and a low rumbled growl rose into a shriek of fury and delight.  It stepped forward and began bringing his arm - and the sword - forward and down.  Straight toward Wulfgar's head.

Then the arm froze.

Wulfgar saw that it had been grasped by a large stony hand.  

Thinking quickly, Wulfgar activated his Illumination spell.  The tableau in front of him leapt into light.  Tim appeared out of the darkness, holding the orc captain's arm immobile.  The sudden light seemed to blind the orc, who raised his free arm to cover his eyes.  Tim seemed unfazed.   He lifted the orc's arm higher and the captain rose onto his toes.

The orc dropped his left arm and reached behind it to pull out a long, evil looking knife.  It growled at it tried to stab backward, but it could find no purchase to turn itself and Tim's bulk was out of range.

"Hold him just like that!" yelled Wulfgar.

He set Rydra down and stood up, then turned to face the orc.  It was huge.  As tall as Wulfgar and twice as wide, it rippled in muscles.  The other orcs had been much smaller, of a size with Rydra - about chin-high to Wulfgar and thin.

Wulfgar walked forward until he was just out of the range of the knife in the orc's left hand.  He looked up into its eyes, which glared back at him with undisguised hatred.  The sword in the orc's immobilized hand quivered as the creature struggled, but the troll's grip was implacable.

"Do you understand me?" Wulfgar asked.

The orc didn't reply, but fury blazed in its face and its fangs bared.  Wulfgar took that for a yes.

"I could kill you," he began.  And probably gain a lot of experience, he thought. 

"Only now," hissed the orc, "only with help."

Wulfgar nodded at the truth of it.

"But the fact remains that I do have help," he shook his head, "but I don't want to kill you.  Not unless I have to."

He put his hands on his hips, "Do I?  Have to kill you?"

The orc stared back.  It didn't reply, but he re-sheathed the knife in its left hand.

Wulfgar shook his head.

The orc pulled the knife again and dropped it onto the ground.

Wulfgar smiled.

The orc opened his right hand and the sword joined the knife.

"Tim.  Lower him, but don't let go."  Wulfgar stepped forward as orc was dropped back fully onto its feet.  He knew that he was now within range of the creature's left arm, but the orc didn't attack.

Wulfgar nodded, satisfied for the moment. He turned and, pulling a healing poultice from a pocket, dropped it to Rydra, who nodded his thanks and began applying it.

"How about you loot this place while I deal with our prisoner?"

 

"Are you thinking of opening a zoo?"  Snorri shook the sleep out of his eyes as he looked warily toward the orc captain sitting on the opposite side of the campfire.  Wulfgar had the orc sit in place before waking his friends.  Tim stood just out of the firelight behind their captive, watching in case the orc decided to end the truce that had developed.  Once ready, he woke Snorri and Lauren and began talking to them as if there was nothing out of the ordinary about having a giant orc sitting with them at the campfire.

"Seriously," said Snorri suddenly awake and serious.  "There is a huge orc as well as your pet troll sitting over there."  He whispered, "double-you tee eff?"

"We are negotiating a peace," said Wulfgar levelly as Lauren sat up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.  She just looked at him and raised one eyebrow.

"A peace," she stated, not a question but with a hint of incredulity.

"With an orc," whispered Snorri to add accent to the thought that Lauren left hanging.  

Wulfgar looked up to the orc, but its face was still a mask.  Whatever he thought the likelihood of a group of humans seeking to entreat with him was left unspoken.  He simply shifted his seat slightly and looked back into Wulfgar's eyes.

"There's no reason," began Wulfgar as much to his friends as to the orc, "that we can't come to some beneficial arrangement that addresses our mutual interests, right?"  He took that lack of response on everyone's part as tacit agreement.  "All we have to do," he spread his hands to encompass the group, "is to identify what our mutual interests are."

"To that end," he continued, sitting up, "what are our reasons for being here?  Ours," nodded Wulfgar, "are to determine what happened to this outpost.  There is nothing in our mission that addresses any further course of action, right?"  He looked to his friends, who nodded.

"So," he said turning back to the orc, "if you can tell us why you are here, we can not only complete our quest, we can in turn help you acquire whatever it is you want."

For the first time, emotion crossed the orc's face.

He looked at Wulfgar as though he thought the human utterly stupid.

"To hunt."

Wulfgar nodded, smiling.

"What are you hunting?"

"Humans."

Wulfgar nodded again, smiling even more broadly.

"Well, you found them.  Or, rather, they found you."

The orc snorted.

"Younglings.  You found younglings.  Had you found a true war party, the outcome would have been different."

Wulfgar nodded, understanding, "So you were leading a group of younglings in a hunting party.  To train them?  To teach them?"

The orc nodded once.  

"To make warriors of them."

Wulfgar frowned.  He didn't know how, on the surface, to find a way to identify what it was that he had to offer the orc.  It had brought a group of young orcs to transition them to manhood - or orc-hood - and complete whatever rituals were required to make them warriors in the clan.  But they were all dead, killed by Wulfgar and Rydra.  What more could the humans offer?  All they had was the orc's freedom.  Wulfgar looked up again at the orc.  He didn't get the feeling that merely letting it go, alive, was much of a win.

He needed to identify something that he had that the orc wanted, and he also needed to identify something that the orc had that he wanted.  If there was nothing, he was wasting time - they should just kill the orc and have done with it - but that wouldn't gain them much either.

The group heard a rustle in the darkness and looked up as Rydra rejoined the group.  The little man smiled happily as he took a seat on the opposite side of the fire, next to Lauren.

"My dear," he began as he settled onto the dirt, "we seem to have come into possession of a rather nice piece of hardware and I was wondering if I could bother you to help me identify it."  He laid an ornate longsword across her crossed knees.

Wulfgar saw, in the corner of his eyes, the orc stiffen.

Lauren ran her hands down the blade, her practiced eye appraising it.  She whistled softly.

"It's named," she said almost reverently.  She looked back up, her eyes moving over the orc, "I won't try to pronounce the name."

The orc said something under his breath, it sounded to Wulfgar like "Grishthnact".

"Is that good?" asked Wulfgar, "Named like Shepherd's Bite?"

She nodded, "Player made weapons that can be named are usually of at least uncommon quality.  Named weapons found as loot," she continued smiling, "are at least rare."

"So this is a rare sword?"  asked Snorri.

She shook her head, and looked back to the warrior.

"Epic?"

She smiled, but waved down Snorri's increasing excitement.

"That's the good news," she said.  "The bad news, however," she frowned as she ran a finger down to beautiful blade, "are the attributes."  She raised one eyebrow, "Plus ten to-hit, double damage, Alacrity," she looked up at Wulfgar, "which greatly reduces the Stamina cost per swing,"

Snorri whistled, "Those are awesome.  Either Alacrity or double damage would make it a rare."

"It's a human slayer," concluded Lauren.

"Shit," grunted Snorri.

"What?" asked Wulfgar.

"Slayer weapons double the damage against type, but that type can't use them.  For us," Lauren shrugged, "it's just a generic longsword.  No bonus.  For him," she nodded toward the orc, "it's a human killing machine."

Wulfgar nodded, realizing the deadliness of the weapon. Not only did it have a built in double damage - for any wielder that wasn't human - it doubled that damage again against humans.  Quad damage.

"How much could we sell it for?" asked Rydra.  Wulfgar heard a low growl from the orc.

"To a human collector?" shrugged Lauren, "it might be worth a bit."  She shrugged again, "Assuming we could find one."

Wulfgar turned to the orc.

"What's it worth to you?"

The orc shrugged.

"Well," continued Wulfgar, "if it's not worth anything to you, we can take it off the table.  Remove it from the negotiations.  We'll just have to find something else you want."

"You can't seriously be thinking of giving this sword back to him," protested Snorri.  "He could single hit kill us with that thing."

Wulfgar shot the Viking a look, to silence the man, but he was glad that he'd brought up not only the possibility that the orc could get the blade back, but voiced his disagreement to the idea.  Both would give Wulfgar leverage in the coming talk.

"What we want," said Wulfgar interrupting any further protest, "is for your people to stop raiding humans."

The orc nodded, understanding where Wulfgar was going.

"You give back sword," it growled, having difficulty forming the human words, "and my clan no raid humans for one year."

Wulfgar shook his head.

"We keep the sword, and if you don't raid any villages for five years, you come back and we'll give you the sword."

The orc waved off the human's opening bid.

"You give back sword, we no raid for two years."

"We keep sword, and no raids for four years."

"You give sword, no raid for four years."

"We give sword, no raid for eight years."

"Six years."

"Seven."

The orc nodded.

"You have gained in reputation with the Orc.  They now respect you."

"Alignment changed.   You are now True Neutral."

Wulfgar sat back and looked over his friend's faces. They looked incredulous.  He turned his head back as the orc stood.  Tim took a step forward but Wulfgar waved him back.  The orc looked down at Lauren who stood and presented the sword hilt-first.  The orc nodded once and took the sword from the blacksmith.  He stretched his arm back over his head and sheathed the blade, nodded again and stepped into the darkness, walking into the night.

"I have the feeling," said Rydra lightly, "that in seven years and one day, that orc is going to come looking for you Wulfgar."

Wulfgar smiled and leaned back on his hands.  He looked up into the stars.

"That's not what worries me," he said.

"You're worried that you're trusting a fucking orc to keep its word," said Snorri.

Wulfgar shook his head.

"Not even that.  I really don't care if he keeps his word or not.  This was just a test.  A test of the system.  We'd been given really vague victory conditions for this quest."

He looked back through his friends faces.  Lauren nodded.  She smiled, encouraging him to continue.  He looked back up into the stars.

"We were told to investigate why this outpost had gone silent.  We did.  We cleared out the orcs and we have our answer."

He thought for a moment, "According to the description, all we really had to do was peek into the windows, learn about the orcs and understand that they were the reason."

"OK, so?" asked Snorri.  "We did that.  Quest complete!  Hurray!  What's the problem?"  He yawned.

"The problem," responded Wulfgar, "and what's worrying me, is if we've completed the quest, which I agree that we have," he looked back down to his friends.

"Why haven't we received the quest completion message?"

 

"Maybe just scoping out the tower wasn't enough," said Snorri stretching in the morning light.  The humans were all at the top of the tower, looking eastward into the morning sun that rose over the line of mountains that shaded, invisible in the distance, Edonis and their quest source.  They'd climbed the tower after breaking camp in order to scope out a higher perch and gain a better understanding of their surroundings.

"Maybe this wasn't the right tower?" suggested Lauren.

Wulfgar shook his head.  He knew, felt to his bones, that the quest had been completed.  The only part that felt missing was the message - the final completion notice.  Closure.

"Maybe the orcs weren't the original reason that the outpost stopped communicating," said Rydra, "maybe they were just some kind of wandering monsters that happened to be in the tower once we got here."

Wulfgar didn't think that was the case, but he couldn't articulate why, so he just nodded.

"Maybe," he said  "Maybe.  If so, what do we do now?"

"Keep looking," said Snorri simply.  He turned and walked to the westward side of the tower.  His friends followed him.  They looked, for the first time, deeply into and through the mountain pass the little tower centered.

To the west, the slope leveled and once through the steep towers of rock that created the pass, the land drifted into a lazy, beautiful alpine valley; a bowl that lay placidly in a circle of high mountain and stretched into the far distance.  Kilometers away, hazy in the freshening light, they could just make out another tower, this one surrounded by smaller buildings.

Wulfgar looked down and saw Tim standing like a stone surrounded by their horses, waiting for them to return.

"We might as well keep looking," he said, "unless anyone else can think of a reason why not.  And we might as well start looking there," he pointed to the village in the distance.  He looked back to his friends, "Unless anyone can think of a reason why not," he repeated.  He looked back into the distance, not expecting a response.  After a moment of silence, he nodded and pushed away from the wall and began climbing down the tower's stone stairs.  

As he passed through the middle floor, he glanced over the corpses of the orcs that he and Rydra had killed the night before.  The pair had been rifled in Rydra's search for loot, but otherwise looked undisturbed.  There was nothing special about them, nothing any gamer hadn't seen a million times before.

Nothing about them implied anything about what they had been doing here, but Wulfgar was sure - as sure as he knew whether or not he was hungry or thirsty - that they were the reason that he'd been sent to this tower and that the quest had been completed.

Chapter 6

 

"Why didn't Tim the Enchanter kill us when he had the chance?" whispered Rydra as he and Wulfgar approached the edge of the village.  It wasn't late, but darkness had fallen and the townsfolk were either shutting in for the night or making their way to the inn.  The pair of adventurers had left their friends a few hundred meters back in a small hollow in order to scout out any possible dangers. They had walked, not especially warily, through the last part of the valley before reaching a small gurgling stream that bordered the eastern verges.  They could just make out the shape and wood grinding sound of a small watermill just to the north on the other side of the burbling water.

"What?" asked Wulfgar.

"When we were in his village, when I had my blade to his throat, he didn't seem all that concerned with death.  He would just res in the church behind him."

"Yeah?"

"So why didn't he kill us when he had the chance?  All that seemed to prevent him were the guards.  And all they threatened him with was death."

"Hmmm, I see your point.  It would have been much worse for us to have to res back in Edonis than for them to res in the village.  Sacrificing themselves to kill us should have been a pretty fair trade."

The pair began to move through the water, side by side, and up the other bank of the stream, behind what smelled like a leatherworker's hut.  They walked forward until they were fully within the shadow of the building and looked at each other.

"If I ever run into the dickhead again," smiled Wulfgar, "I'll be sure to ask him."

Rydra smiled, "Which way now?  To the inn?"

Wulfgar nodded and followed the little man around the side of the tanner's hut, happy to leave the uric smell behind.  They looked left and right as they rounded into the little square that centered the village.  It was peaceful, idyllic.  There's was nothing that told, outwardly, of any danger that awaited them, but by mutual understanding they weren't going to take their safety for granted.

Centered within the square was a small fountain that likely provided drinking water for the town.  A pair of grizzled looking men walked past it on the other side, but neither seemed to notice the pair of players still hidden in the shadows.  The old men silently made their way into and through the heavy wooden door of the inn, the sibilant sounds of conversation from within was cut off by the heavy slam of the door.  A gentle increase in the rumble from within the tavern momentarily gave indication to the greeting that the newcomers received.

Wulfgar took a moment to scan around the rest of the square.  The inn was by far the largest of the buildings - which all seemed to be Tudor-like in their beamed and whitewashed exteriors - except for the tower that anchored the eastern end.  It was of a type with the one that they'd raided in the pass, but larger.  It looked to be four rather than three storeys, and the base was squared and larger than the keep that rose from it.  No lights shone from the windows.

Most of the rest of the buildings around the square gave little indication of their purpose except for a little stone church that balanced the keep on the other side of the group of wooden structures.  

Wulfgar followed as Rydra moved toward the inn.  They walked into the shadow of a stable the butted near the tavern and entered into a small alleyway that separated the two.  A window into the inn was a few meters down the alley, near a stone chimney that jutted out from the tavern wall.  The pair took up either side of the open window and peeked within.

The smell of smoke and unwashed bodies greeted the spies as they looked through the crowd.  There was nothing out of the ordinary to note - it seemed like any pub crowd in any small town in rural England.  Small groups of people huddled and spoke, drinking frothy beers and smoking pipes.  Occasional bursts of laughter punctuated the low hum of continual conversation.

Rydra attracted Wulfgar's attention and pointedly looked into the space cut off from Wulfgar's view.  He moved to join the thief on the other side of the window and saw, seated around a larger table near the door, three humans.  They were young, good looking and wearing clothes that looked of much higher quality than the rest.  They also wore weapons.

Players.

Their conversation seemed much more intense and focused than the rest.  They were obviously upset about something, but were not arguing.  Whatever was bothering them didn't seem to be an immediate threat.  None wore armor and all weapons were sheathed, but they weren't happy about something.

Rydra whispered in his ear, "There doesn't seem to be any danger in this town."

Wulfgar shrugged.  The place just didn't have an evil vibe.  He looked down to his friend.

"We might as well go get the others and see how the beer here is."

 

Conversation within the inn stopped as Wulfgar entered.  They hadn't encountered any guards as the entire group of players had brought their horses down a dusty trail and over a small wooden bridge that crossed the stream.  Nothing new had given them any impression that they hadn't already acquired on their reconnaissance - the town was sleepy and harmless to all outward appearance.

As he made his way into the room, he heard a low grumble and an angry mutter.

"Highlander."

Aw, shit, not this again.  

He assumed that, in this mountain village, his race would be less of an issue, but apparently that wasn't the case.  He stopped next to the table that the other group of players had claimed.

"Can I have your attention, please?" he said loudly.  The crowd's rumbles lowered and conversations dropped all over the room.

"Thanks!", he said brightly, "I just wanted to introduce myself and my friends." He grinned into the deepening frowns of the locals.  One or two drank from their mugs defiantly, as though not wanting to listen to anything that the Highlander had to say.  There were several sneers directed in Wulfgar's direction.

"I'm Wulfgar and this is Snorri, Rydra and," he pointed past the thief to the blacksmith, who curtsied, "Lauren.   Tim is with us."

"Who's Tim?" asked one of the other players helpfully, smiling up at the newcomers.

A hush fell as Tim ducked his way through the door and stood behind the players.  It was impossible for Wulfgar to tell whether there was any room between the top of the troll's head and the ceiling of the tavern.  The silence of the room deepened.  The wave of hostility vanished, replaced by cold fear.

"He's with us," Wulfgar repeated, "and he's harmless."

"Unless you piss us off," laughed Snorri loudly.  Lauren elbowed him.  "Just kidding," he added.

"But not really," chuckled one of the players sitting at Lauren's elbow, then, to the group, "Why don't you guys join us?"  He and his friends moved into seats further away from the door, opening up four spots, two on either side of the table which Wulfgar and his friends filled.

 "Are you a tamer?" asked the player who was the designated speaker, or at least the most out-going of the group.  He was looking at Lauren, but addressing the group.

"What he meant to say was, hello Lauren, my name is Corwin," chuckled the player sitting to his left. The player's face was hidden within a cloak whose hood thrust forward, covering their face.  The voice from within the hood was female, "And I'm Catcher."  A black-gloved hand thrust over the table toward the third member of the group, "and this is Connor."  Wulfgar looked to his left, to the still silent member of the trio. He had long auburn hair, square jawed and clad in dark green.  He and Wulfgar exchanged smiles before Wulfgar looked back to Corwin.  Corwin had dark hair and piercing green eyes.  He wore black clothes with a silver sash that sported a shining silver rose.

"Corwin, Catcher and Connor," smiled Wulfgar. "Quite the alliterative band you have here."

"What?" asked Corwin.

"He means all of our names begin with the letter C," laughed Catcher. "And only three fourths of us are in that group.  Our friend Galad ruins the perfection of our naming convention."

"And where's Galad?" asked Rydra.

The trio exchanged looks.  Catcher pulled the hood off and dropped it onto her shoulders. She frowned.

"That is a very good question.  A very good one."

"When was the last time any of you resurrected?" asked Connor.

Lauren spoke, "Me.  Yesterday morning."

The three looked at each other.

"We lost Galad last night.  On a quest," said Corwin.  "We three popped back up at the church," he thrust his thumb toward the front door and the square beyond, "but Galad was nowhere to be found."

"Maybe he didn't croak," suggested Snorri.

"Possible.  But if he lived, he would have been back by now."

"Where was the quest?" asked Lauren.

"Below the keep.  Next door," answered Catcher.  "And for that matter, I'm pretty sure that Galad died before I did.  Or at least, he was mortally wounded before I was killed.  He got a face full of poison."

"Why would the three of you rez, but Galad didn't?" asked Rydra.

"As I said," reiterated Catcher, "that's a very good question."

"Did he bind?" asked Wulfgar, "I mean, here in this village."

"I think so," frowned Connor, "I mean, that was the first thing we did when we got here.  We all went to the church together.  I suppose it's conceivable that he didn't bind, but I can't imagine why not."

"Where was the last place you bound before here?" asked Wulfgar.

"The last village before the frontier."

Wulfgar and his friends exchanged weighted looks.

"Tim's village," said Wulfgar flatly.

Corwin looked back to the troll, "No, he was not there.  I think I'd have remembered."

Wulfgar laughed, "Not that Tim.  His namesake.  Another player.  He's taken over that village."

"When?"

"Probably within the last couple of days," shrugged Wulfgar.  "When did you guys go through?"

"A week or so," said Catcher, "and we've been here since."

"What about the bridge?" asked Wulfgar.

"Bridge?  What about it?" frowned Corwin.

"Didn't he," Wulfgar nodded toward Tim, still standing in the corner, "demand payment to cross it?"

"Nope," shrugged Corwin, "this is the first time I've ever seen him."

"Maybe he was quarrying stone at the time," suggested Rydra.

"Could be," acknowledged Wulfgar, "could be.  In any case, if your friend rezzed back at that village, he's likely in a spot of trouble.  The other Tim is kind of a dick-head.  He damn near killed us, and wouldn't let us bind at his village."

"Well, if he's not back in a few days, we'll have to go back and check out this Tim," said Corwin.  He waved down an NPC barmaid, "Hey! Our friends don't have any beer!  Get your ass moving and bring them some."

A few days?  Wulfgar wondered why Galad's friends weren't more concerned.  He mentally shrugged.  They knew their friend, if they weren't bothered, he shouldn't be, he thought.

"About fucking time," growled Corwin as the barmaid put four mugs in front of Wulfgar and his friends, "be quicker about it next time."

"No need to be nasty," laughed Wulfgar, "we're fine."

Corwin looked at Wulfgar with undisguised disdain.

"They're NPC's, dude.  What the fuck does it matter?"

"Common courtesy?"

Corwin laughed, "Fine.  Be nice to the computer program. I'm sure it gives a damn."  He shrugged, shook his head ruefully and went back to his beer.

Wulfgar decided to change the subject.

"No.  To answer your question.  Lauren is not a tamer.  Tim is my familiar."

"What?" squeaked Catcher.  "Your familiar?" 

Wulfgar smiled at her.  He nodded, "Yeah.  Unique, isn't he?"

"As far as I know.  I can't imagine anyone else picking a stone troll as their familiar."  She smiled, "How is he? As one?"

Wulfgar shrugged, "I have no idea.  None.  We just teamed up yesterday." He laughed, "He does work pretty well as a bodyguard, though."

"I can imagine," said Connor, "But what, exactly, is a familiar?"

Wulfgar shrugged and Catcher spoke, "It's a creature that forms a symbiotic relationship with a magic user.  The familiar allows the wizard to control, much like an animal tamer, the familiar's inherent abilities.  It also gives them a bonus in some spells, both in power as well as in the experience points earned.  They can also see what the familiar sees, in real time, no matter the distance between them."

"Do you have one?" asked Wulfgar.

Catcher shook her head, "Nope. Not yet.  I'm a Magus of Night.  I've already decided that I'm going to try to get an imp," she held up crossed fingers, "I hope.  Their plane travel ability, well, if I could get control over that ...", she just smiled and spread her hands.

Wulfgar smiled.  He had no idea what plane travel was, but it sounded pretty good.

"I'm Wulfgar, Magus of Evening."  He bowed with a flourish while remaining seated.

"I'm Soulcatcher, Magus of Night."

"Soulcatcher?" laughed Snorri.  "That sounds ominous."

Catcher laughed.  "I got it from a favorite book.  I picked it as my name, since that's what I usually went by in games.  I didn't, however, think through what it would be like to actually go by the name permanently."  She smiled, "It just gets to be a bit weird having everyone call you Soulcatcher all the time, so I just go by Catcher.  It's much less creepy."

"I just assumed that you had played baseball," said Lauren, who took a sip from the beer in front of her.

"Softball, actually, but first base," Catcher grinned.

"So here we are," said Wulfgar spreading his hands to include his friends, "in this little village, with our troll companion.  We got a quest in Edonis to see what was going on at the outpost.  We did," he looked up. "It was orcs.  We cleaned them out, but we didn't get a quest completion message."

The trio exchanged glances.

"The quest we attempted last night?  We failed.  We didn't get a completion message, either," said Corwin, "We were just talking about that a little while ago.  We didn't know if that meant that we still had the chance to finish it," he looked to his friends then back to Wulfgar, "but your news paints that in a new light.  Usually, when you fail a quest, that's it.  You're done.  Maybe you lose some rep, but the quest gets removed from your list."

"That," interjected Catcher, "plus the fact that Galad hasn't come back..." she let the thought hang.

"Something weird is afoot," said Rydra softly.

 

"So, what was your quest?" asked Wulfgar.  He smiled up as the barmaid brought them another round.  The smile turned to a frown as Corwin smacked her on the ass.

"About time, honey," he said, then looked up and saw Wulfgar's glare. "Oh jeez, get over it already.  They're not real.  They don't have any feelings."

"As far as you know."

Corwin rolled his eyes.

"The quest," interrupted Catcher, "was to take control of this town."  She continued speaking in response to Wulfgar's raised eyebrow.  "Since this town, Marchstone, is in the frontier, it isn't pledged to any kingdom. Thus, if you complete the quest, you can take actual control.  You get access to the, uhm," she shrugged, "town settings, for lack of a better word."

Connor nodded, "Yeah, you can set pretty much everything about the town.  Taxes.  You can set whether you want the town to pledge to a kingdom. You can set alliances."

"You can do pretty much whatever you want," said Corwin.  "I was going to say that you'd become the mayor, but, really, you become the dictator."

"And that's what you four were trying to do last night?" said Lauren.

The three nodded.

"And the access to the control is beneath the keep?" asked Rydra.

"Kind of.  The quest is actually to retrieve a jewel.  You then use the jewel to access the town control."

"That's it?" laughed Snorri.

"Finding the jewel isn't the hard part," sneered Corwin.

"What's guarding it?" asked Wulfgar.

Catcher nodded and Connor spoke, "A snake."

"A big fucking snake," added Corwin.

"How big?"

"Picture a Volkswagen.  A beetle," growled Corwin. "That's about how big its head is.  Extrapolate from there and you'll have a good idea of how long it is."

"Pretty big," agreed Wulfgar.

"Not only huge," said Catcher, "it's venomous.  And it's a spitter.  Doesn't even have to bite you.  It can spray you from across the room."

"That's how it got Galad," said Connor softly. The other two nodded.

"It didn't sound like he enjoyed it, either," said Corwin.  He frowned at the thought of his friend's pain.

"So a giant snake that spits venom," said Wulfgar. "Anything else?"

"Isn't that enough?" asked Corwin.

"It's fast," said Catcher, "Very, very fast.  It struck the three of us faster that we could react.  It's like a freakin' coiled spring.  It was red as hell.  I damn near puked all over the place when we first saw it.  We didn't have a chance.   We got into the room and before we knew it, it blasted Galad and then one-hit killed the three of us before we could even begin to think about how to attack it."

Rydra looked to Wulfgar.  They had the same thought.  So did Corwin.

"Forget it," said Corwin.  "I know what you're thinking.  I was stealthed.  It didn't fool the thing for a second."

"Makes sense," said Lauren, "snakes sense heat.  You probably looked no different to the snake than the rest  of your group did."

Wulfgar paused in thought.  He looked around the tavern for the first time.  As his eyes scanned the room, he noticed that most of the locals - the NPCs - looked away or down as his gaze cast over them.  A fire roared hotly in a very large fireplace centered on one wall; within a large spit roasted a variety of fowl.  Next to it was the window that he and Rydra had spied through earlier.

He was concerned.  This news about someone not resurrecting bothered him.  He felt, somehow, that this was tied to the lack of quest notification. He didn't know why he felt that, but he did, and it painted the world in a new, deadlier light.  How would it change this world, knowing that, at best, there was a delay on coming back to life?  And, at worst, that there was some sort of perma-death now.  It added a weight to each decision that wasn't there before.

He smiled softly.  It seemed that his decision to co-opt the Druid religion had been premature.  What use was it to be able to create bind points if you couldn't rez?

A cold wave swept over him.

What if that decision, his decision, was the reason for the change.  Clive had shown no reluctance to manipulate him to further the alien's own studies.  Was this a test?  Was the world being manipulated in order to see how he would react?

He shuddered, then shrugged off the thought.  I didn't make any sense, that he could see, for an entire world to have a fundamental change inflicted upon it just to see how one lone human would react.  

You're being paranoid.

He was brought back to the present by a low rumble beneath his chair.  Bear was growling.  The dog, resting beneath Wulfgar since the group sat, stood, its haunches bristling. He took a low step toward the door of the tavern, which opened.  A night breeze blew into the room.

Bear's growl intensified as a cat came through.  A cat as tall as the Bernese Mountain dog, and twice as long.  A jet black tiger; its stripes barely discernible, only a little darker than the rest of the feline's fur.

Wulfgar's hand dropped to Bear's shoulder, steadying him.  The tiger came fully into the room, glanced up at Tim, then sat, curling its long ebony tail around its legs.  It began cleaning itself while looking around the room unconcerned. 

Wulfgar looked up as the door closed.  It had been closed by the tiger's companion.  She looked tall and lean.  She wore heavy traveling clothes, wrapped in a forest green cloak.  Long auburn hair swirled out of a hood that draped to her shoulders.  Her beautifully familiar face scanned the crowd, passing over Wulfgar without pause, as she shrugged the cloak off of her shoulders, allowing it to gather over her back.

Wulfgar's jaw dropped.

All previous thoughts and concerns left him as he looked at the new arrival.

It was Shannon.

Chapter 7

 

The more he watched her, the more surely that Wulfgar knew that the new arrival was Shannon.  It was more than just the fact that she looked exactly the same, only taller.  The way she carried herself.  The way she spoke.  Everything about her convinced him that she was Shannon.

She introduced herself as RaNay.  She had just arrived in Marchstone, having traveled from the southern mountains.  She had spent much of the past few months training her taming skill in the jungles to the south.  Training until she could, finally, successfully tame the tiger purring at her feet.  Bear, still unsure about this new creature, returned to Wulfgar's back and continued to stare down the cat, which made a point of ignoring the dog.  The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the barmaid, who pointedly kept away from Corwin.

"Champagne?" asked RaNay.

The waitress just returned a blank look.

"This world sucks ass," snorted RaNay quietly, then, "Just give me whatever white wine you might have."

The server backed away, bowing, before turning and trotting into the back.

"See?" said Corwin, "You just need to kick a little ass and they'll be sure to hop on it."

The rest of the table ignored him, returning their focus to RaNay.  She smiled up as the harried girl returned with a flagon of wine.

"Thanks, sweetie."  She took the glass and drank deeply, then sighed in satisfaction.  "Viognier, unless I'm mistaken," she smiled.  "And a good one, too."  She smacked her lips and looked back up at the group.

"So, I was finally able to tame Schwartz after leveling up enough," she spoke as an aside, "and dying countless times!"

Wulfgar checked her sheet.

Holy crap!  She's level fifteen.  How the fuck long has she been in this world?

She shrugged, "Then I headed back into town and just happened to check out a quest board.  At the top, one that tasked me with coming here, or at least to an outpost near here, because it had suddenly stopped sending in reports." She shrugged again.

Lauren spoke, "Western Marches I.  The quest directly from King Clive."

RaNay raised an eyebrow, "Yeah, how did you know?  In any case, I normally would have ignored a quest that had me travel so far for such a meaningless task, but the reward was, well, insane.  I had to take it.  So, here I am."

"We knew," said Wulfgar, "because we had the same quest.  And we completed it last night."  He looked deeply into RaNay's eyes.  She showed no signs of recognizing him.  That wasn't a surprise.  Wulfgar looked nothing like Duncan Sheriden, and she had never met him once he had changed his avatar shortly before entering the game permanently - she had been dead for months by that point and already resurrected within the Omegaverse before he'd changed.

"What? Completed it?"  RaNay paused for a moment.  "But the quest still shows in my list."

"Ours too."

"But, if you completed it ..." RaNay raised one eyebrow.

"Yeah, well, we're ninety-nine percent sure we completed it," responded Wulfgar.  He felt lame.  Suddenly, he wasn't at all sure that they had completed the quest. He looked to his friends.

"Well," he began again, "maybe we have to report to Edonis before the quest is completed."  His friends shrugged.

RaNay groaned.  "You mean I just got here, but now I have to go all the way back to that boring ass city?"

"Not necessarily."  Wulfgar paused, brought up his controls and added RaNay to their group.  He smiled as she accepted the message.  "Now, when we get back, you should get credit.  I mean, if that's really all that's preventing us from completion ."

"Every other quest I've had, though," said RaNay, "only required a turn-in if the quest specifically asked for it.  This one only said to investigate, not report back.  That's usually been part of the first of a chain-quest."  She looked around the group, "You guys didn't get a follow up quest?"

Wulfgar and his friends shook their heads.

"And it's not like that's the only weird thing," interjected Catcher.

RaNay looked up to the wizard questioningly.

"Our friend died on a quest last night and didn't rez," she said, "and we didn't get a quest failure message from that either."

RaNay frowned.  "That is odd.  Different."  She shrugged, "I haven't experienced anything like that.  At all."

"When was the last time you rezzed," asked Corwin.

"Not since I got Schwartzie.  Maybe a month."

Corwin frowned.

"Wait," said Wulfgar, "You left on this quest just after you got the tiger.  Are you saying that it took you a month to walk here."

RaNay nodded and smiled, "Yah.  It's a big world.  But," she snorted, "to be fair, it was through the mountains.  It wasn't easy going."  She took a long drink of her wine.  "Honestly, I probably wouldn't have made it without Schwartz.  There's some nasty shit up in those mountains."

She pushed her chair back, stood and beckoned the inn-keep. "It's been a long day," she told the group, then looked up as the tavern owner arrived, "and I think I need a room to get some sleep."

 

Wulfgar dropped the latch on the door to the small, tidy room he'd taken for the night.    The party had split up shortly after RaNay left.  Each had taken a room for themselves; there had been no discussion between himself and Lauren as to whether to share a room.  They had simply acquired separate ones.

Bear followed him into the room and curled into a ball at the foot of the bed.  Tim was still in the tavern public room below, standing silent near the door he'd been next to all evening long.  He seemed, Wulfgar mused, to be happy standing still and silent as the stone from which he was made.  The locals had even seemed to warily accept the troll; the men tipping their hats to him as they left for the evening.

As he wrapped himself in the soft, warm blankets and settled into the surprisingly comfortable bed, he thought back on the evening.  About how shocked he'd been when Shannon had walked into the smoky inn.

He was unsure of himself.  Unsure of what his next step should be.  Should he reveal himself immediately?  Should he try to get to know her first?  He couldn't believe that her arriving here, almost simultaneously with himself, was a mere coincidence.  Not after everything he'd been through; not after everything he'd been told.

Wulfgar stared up, into the wood beamed ceiling, watching the flickering shadows thrown by the low fire crackling in the fireplace.  He sighed and closed his eyes.

Almost immediately, he fell asleep.

Almost immediately, he began to dream.

He approached a worn, boarded, antebellum colonial; faded, chipped and forgotten amid the over growing acreage in the dusky hollow of an ancient-beyond-time nook of the Blue Ridge mountains.  As he approached, drawn against his will, down what remained of the broken, muddy lane that led to the ruin, he passed in between a pair of brick stanchions that marked the boundary of the fold, long since given up its enclosing fence.

As he passed through the gateway, a murder of crows settled on the tops of either brick post.  Silently.  They eyed him, daring, as he made his way between them, up the yard to the gaping maw where the front door once stood.

He didn't know why he was here.  Why he entered.  Why he didn't just turn around and leave.  Such logic has no place in nightmares.  As he crossed the threshold, the silence was rent with the thud of a brass knocker pounding the door that no longer existed, as a warning.  He wasn't sure whether the warning was for himself or for whatever might lurk within.

After the knock faded, he turned to see, overgrowing with weeds, a rain and dirt stained cairn in the yard in front of the manse.  He knew, knew, that what lay underneath the stone pile was the secret, the reason that he was here and was the answer to the decrepitude that lay on this small valley like a shroud.

Entering deeper into the house, he walked through the dusty foyer, barren of furniture.  Plaster, fallen from the ceiling two storeys above, crunched underneath his feet as he mounted the curving staircase that creaked beneath him.  His hand reached to the faded balustrade, then recoiled as his simple touch revealed rotten wood incapable of providing support.  

Halfway up the staircase, he stopped, frozen by the faintest of sounds coming from above. He wasn't sure what it was, or even if he heard anything at all, but he felt that someone, or something, was up there and it was both aware of his approach and preternaturally unhappy about it.

Wulfgar then began to run, even though his terror stricken mind was screaming against it, up the stairs.  Toward the sound.  His legs propelled him while his conscious thought pleaded to leave, to wake - anything except what he was doing.  He was drawn in, forward, against every fiber of his will; compelled to confront the unnameable horror that awaited him.

He careened, out of control, down an interminable hallway; swinging his arms through eons worth of spider webs that tried to bar his path.  As he neared the end of the hall, his feet finally gave out and he fell to his knees in front of a closed doorway.  Panting, he looked down to the floor in front of the door and saw Shannon.  She was splayed, on her back, maggots crawling from a hole in the side of her head.

As he looked, in horror, her eyes opened, staring directly into his.

He woke, shaking.  Covered in sweat.

Morning light shone through the shuttered windows.

 

Wulfgar looked around the town square.  Though near a peak directly to the east, the valley they were in was high enough that the morning sun shone around it and into the village.  To the north of the tavern, a row of buildings stretched on a line from east to west.  A tailor was just opening his store for the morning, before the blacksmith next to it.  A little church butted up against the shops - on the opposite end of the square from the tavern - and Wulfgar made mental note to bind at it before doing anything else.  Just in case.

To the southwest, beyond the tavern's stable, stood the mill; its waterwheel creaking louder than the early morning birds.  Wulfgar stretched, then felt Bear nudge up against him, moving around him until he was between the dog and the tavern.  Wulfgar looked back to the inn.

RaNay and Schwartz were coming out of the front door.  She smiled as she saw Wulfgar.

"Good morning," she said while scratching the tiger behind one of its ears.  The cat projected an aloofness that Wulfgar could feel Bear trying to emulate; but Wulfgar could tell that the tiger had the dog's full attention.

Wulfgar nodded and smiled in return.

"It was nice to meet you, and thanks for adding me to your group, uh ..." 

"Wulfgar."

She smiled again, "Wulfgar.  Again, thanks and it was nice to meet you." She began walking into the square.

"Wait!  You're leaving?"

"Sure.  Why not?"

Wulfgar wracked his brain, trying to think of a reason to keep her in the village.  His major concern - one that Clive had pounded into him when Duncan had first brought Shannon permanently into the Omegaverse - was that she wasn't complete.  The recording that Duncan's helmet had made of Shannon's consciousness hadn't been enough, Clive had claimed, to ensure that Shannon wouldn't have a complete psychotic break when she'd been recreated.

He thought back to when he had pressed the button on the device that had brought her back.  He'd been in a world that had been formed to mirror a nightmare that Clive had implanted in Duncan's dreams.  The eerie, haunted antebellum mansion in a lonely Virginia hollow he'd dreamt of yet again the night before.  When he'd brought back Shannon, that was her first view, her earliest memory of her new existence.  And the first thing she'd done was to grab a rock and plant it upside his skull, knocking him out as she made her frantic escape into this realm.  He had no idea of what a nightmare that must have been.

He recalled and replayed the conversation between himself and Clive in the outer Omegaverse, perfectly remembered in his now photographic memory.

"What in the hell were you thinking?" Clive said.

"I don't know," Duncan was nonplussed. "I just ... missed her."

Clive seemed to soften, but only a little.

"Do you have any idea what you've done?"

"No."  Duncan thought that answer was obvious.

"That's obvious. You couldn't." Clive walked to the window wall, looking out into space.  He continued speaking as Duncan followed, folding himself into the couch.  Bear curled into a ball of fur on the floor behind him, the floor that was on a level with the top of the sunken couch.  He seemed to sense the magnitude of the discussion and rested his snout on Duncan's shoulder.

"You brought a consciousness back to life under just about the worst possible conditions.  We have thousands of years experience, and that's in your glacial timescale, bringing entities back.  We have a process.  It has to be done just right."

He turned to look at Duncan.

"And even then it's a shock to the system.  When you realized that you could bring her back, why didn't you call me?"

Duncan just shrugged.  He honestly hadn't thought of that option until just then.

"I know, I fucked up," said Duncan pitifully.

"Yes, you did.  The question now is, what are you going to do to fix it?"

"Fix it?"

"That's right.  How are you going to save your friend?"

"I don't understand."

"I know that.  Again, you couldn't.  Shannon was thrown into a alien, to her, world.  Left to fend entirely for herself."

"What happened to her?"

"I don't know."

"How is that possible," Duncan asked, shocked.  "You're in charge of that world."

"I am, and while I have a great deal of power there, I'm not omniscient.  I study the world and its inhabitants, but my observations can only happen at the macro level.  Individuals, well, I have less power to know about any specific individual in that kingdom than I do here," Clive waved his arms to encompass the Omegaverse.

"The studies I read are just numbers.  Just trends.  I know what humans are doing in the kingdom, but I don't know what any specific individual human is doing."

Clive's voice softened.

"Duncan, I know you care for your friend.  She might be doing fine, but I doubt it.  I wouldn't have approved of her being brought back based on the recording you had.  There wasn't enough information."

"What will that do?"

"Any number of things," Clive shrugged.  "She might be fine, as I said, or the shock might have sent her over the edge.  Her psyche is just as liable to be shocked into madness in this place as when she was alive."

"Tell me, when she hit you, was that normal?  Normal behavior for her?"

"Shannon wouldn't hurt a fly.  Literally.  If she'd found a bug in her apartment, she'd have found a way to get it outside," said Duncan, "she adopted every single stray animal she could find.  Hell, once she stopped her car on a busy highway just to grab a turtle that had wandered into traffic.  No, that was not a normal reaction."

"Unfortunately, that might have been a very normal reaction for the portion of Shannon that you brought back."

Duncan looked to Clive, worried.  He reached behind and scratched Bear's massive head.  He could hear the thump on the mahogany floor as his tail began to wag.

"What do I do?" he asked plaintively.

"Find her and if she needs it, help her."

"That means disconnecting.  Going into the Omegaverse permanently."

Clive just continued to look at him.

"There are some things I need to take care of first."

Clive nodded, "I understand.  But you need to understand that every day here for you is a much longer time for Shannon, and she's now in a world that rewards effort with greater and greater power."

He stood, looking down at Duncan.

"And next time, she might have something much, much more powerful to hit you with than a rock."

And now, here she was, a good ten levels above him in skill and in control of a tiger that looked like it could not only make quick work of Wulfgar and Bear, but could probably go back into the inn and take out Tim the troll, who still stood where Wulfgar had left him when they'd arrived.

I mean, she seems fine.  But how close to going off the deep end could she be?  Especially once she finds out who I am?

She smiled up at him, a questioning look planted on her face. She waited for him to provide her with a reason to stay.

He couldn't think of anything.

Except the truth.

He swallowed.  Gulped.

"RaNay," he began, "It's me.  Duncan." He whispered, "Shannon, it's me.  Duncan Sheriden."

Her mouth dropped.  She didn't say anything, just stared at him.

"It's me," he repeated.  He looked at her imploringly. "It really is."

A wave of confusion washed over her face.

"Dunc?"

He nodded, smiled softly.

"What the living fuck are you doing here?"

"I came to find you.  To help you."

"What?  Why?"

"Look," he began, "We have a lot to talk about.  A lot to catch up on."  He smiled at her, "Please don't leave.  Not yet," he pleaded.

 

Wulfgar leaned back onto his arms, stretched behind him as he sat on the peak of a small hillock overlooking Marchstone.  RaNay sat near him, her legs curled beneath and to the side.  Schwartz sat a little down the hill, pointedly ignoring them.  Bear sat near Wulfgar, downwind from the tiger and pretending to ignore the cat.  Wulfgar chuckled as a light breeze brought the tiger's smell on the wind and Bear snorted a little, taking in the scent.

He looked back over the village below and to the pass beyond.  The tower where they'd found the orcs thrust upward lonely between the two mountain ranges that otherwise encircled the valley they were in.  The long, broad valley that made up most of Clive's kingdom of Heim lay beyond, hazy in the distance.  Wulfgar pondered momentarily how perfectly situated this little hamlet was, high in an easily defended alpine pass.

RaNay brought him back to the present.

"So, really, what the hell are you doing here?"  She frowned at him.  

Wulfgar looked deeply into her eyes.  He couldn't detect anything of an imbalance within them.  As far as he could tell, she was the same old Shannon.  Happy.  Caring.  She betrayed nothing of the worries he'd had, the concerns voiced by Clive, about her rebirth.

"Well," he began, "the last time I saw you was," he paused, looking for the right word, "worrying.  To say the least."

"I know.  And I'm sorry.  It was a bit disconcerting.  You know the last thing I wanted to do was to hurt you."  She smiled.  He nodded.

"I know, and it was stupid of me to have brought you back like I did."

She shook her head.

"Not at all.  I mean, really, was there a better way that you could have?  Maybe.  But it turned out for the best."  She smiled, "Once I got into Clive's office, he explained everything.  Calmed me down."

"Wait.  What?" Wulfgar's jaw dropped.

"Yeah, after I knocked you out and ran into that house, I found myself in King Clive's palace.  He explained to me what had happened, how you had brought me back, where I was.  Everything."  She smiled, "I mean, how many of us got a personal introduction into this world  from the King?"

Wulfgar's mind raced.  Clive had told him nothing of this.  Given the time dilation between the worlds, her introduction would have happened - would have been completed - entirely within the time that he'd lain unconscious.  Why, then, had Clive not only neglected to reassure him that Shannon was fine, but to actively push him to enter - permanently - into this world to find her.  Why had he?

Things started to fall into place. Questions started to be answered.  As those answers came to him, he started to get angry.

He began to explain to Shannon his side of her story.  How they'd been manipulated by Clive and the reasons that Wulfgar thought for it.  He told her everything - how Clive was really an alien xenoanthropologist, studying humans, and that many of the AI within the Omegaverse, especially the Arn and the Canis Arcturus, were also aliens.  He told her that whatever Clive had told her of the reasons she'd been reborn in this world, it was because she was a part of an alien science experiment.

He described for her how the helmet that the players wore in the Omegaverse recorded an imprint of them, allowing them  - their memories, their personalities - to be recreated digitally.  How he had used the device that Clive had given him in order to bring her back as well as separate himself from his physical body.

"Whoah.  Stop right fucking there,"  she waved her hands, interrupting him.  "Are you telling me that you're dead too?"

He nodded, "If not, I soon will be.  My body, if it's still alive, is probably sleeping in my bed.  I mean, how else could I be here with you?"

"I hadn't thought it through,"  she frowned.  Then she tensed, "You asshole!" she screamed, growling at him.  "Why the hell would you commit suicide?"

"I, uh," he began, nonplussed.  Her eyes blazed, but in fury not insanity.  

"You asshole," she repeated, shaking her head.  She began to cry. "Why?"

"I thought you needed me," he said softly, weakly.  Even to him the reason sounded indefensible. 

"How could you leave everything behind?  Even if I did need you," she shook her head, "which I don't, how dare you put that onto me?"

His jaw just dropped.  He shook his head, unable to think of anything to say.  He'd never been sure how she'd react once they finally met, but this wasn't on the list of possibilities he'd ever imagined.

"Look," he said, trying to calm her, "I understand, but it's not as clear cut as all of that.  Clive really laid a guilt trip on me.  He hounded me about you, about how you were all alone, about how you were probably lost, confused, mentally unbalanced. And," he waved his hands, "to be fair, Clive had access to my personality.  A direct line.  Hell, he implanted nightmares, literally, into my sleep, for fuck's sake."  He remembered the dream from the previous night - the same dream that Clive had admitted to implanting within his subconscious.

Did he do it again?  Last night? he thought, Or was this a regular dream?  

He began to feel that he couldn't even trust his own subconscious mind.  He felt a fury begin to rise within himself.

"He wasn't fighting fair," Wulfgar continued. "He knew just which buttons to press in order to get me to do exactly what he wanted me to.  So," he shrugged, "you should really be mad at him, not me."

"My anger is big enough to handle both of you, thanks."

"OK, fine.  I get that.  I understand.  But, really, what are we going to do now?"

Shannon - RaNay - looked into the sky, wiping tears from her eyes.

"First," she began, "do we tell the other players about this?"

"What good would it do?  For them to know?  I mean, they understand that they're dead, that they're living in a game world now.  But, that realization comes with a certain stability.  The game rules should be set, written in stone, right?"

"Should be," she countered, "but aren't.  This shit with the quests and resurrections?  How can we explain that?  We're all being manipulated."  She frowned, "I mean, we both got this same damn quest that brings us here at the same time.  You got it hand delivered by the king, and he made me an offer I couldn't refuse.  Why?  Why would he want us both here, to meet.  He had to know that we'd figure out what was going on.  That what he was doing wasn't obtuse anymore.  He had to know we might spill the beans to everyone else."

"But we have no proof.  Only our words.  Hell," he laughed lightly, "can you imagine if we just started telling people the truth?  That they're pawns in an interstellar, interspecies, game?  And that you and I are at the center of that game, an experiment?  Who'd believe us?"

"They'd think we're nuts, for sure," she agreed.

"No," he shook his head, "No good can come from that.  But we do know. What can we do?" he asked rhetorically. "We can use our knowledge to fight back."  He looked down into RaNay's eyes. "I don't know about you, but I'm not planning on being a pawn any more. I think we ought to use our knowledge."

"They're doing all of this as an experiment," he reiterated, "to find out what they can about human nature.  I think we should let our natural inclinations toward this situation drive our actions."

"I'm pissed," frowned RaNay.

"Me too.  Very.  I say that we give Clive a good little lesson in what it means to piss off humans." 

 

Wulfgar began to think about the beginning, when Clive had first begun to trap him into coming into this world.  How they'd all been lies - or, at best, half truths.  Lies by omission.  He'd been led to believe that Shannon was lost, at least spiritually, and that she needed his help.  Maybe Clive had been telling the truth about not knowing what had become of her - at least after she'd left his office.

He looked to RaNay.  She had called Bear to her and held his head in her hands, looking into his eyes.  The dog's tail wagged fiercely, brushing the tall grass behind, as she whispered to him.

"What did Clive tell you?  About this world?  When you were in his office ..."

She raised an index finger, asking him to wait, as she continued to cup Bear's head, whispering softly to him.  After a few moments, her words ended and Bear rolled over on his back in front of her.

"RaNay is offering Bear to you.  Do you accept?"

Shocked, Wulfgar responded.

Yes.

"Bear (Level 2) now belongs to you."

Wulfgar looked up at RaNay, one eyebrow raised in question.

"Now he's really tamed," she smiled.  "It's a damn good thing you ran into me before another tamer." She rubbed Bear's belly. "He was really easy.  Any low level tamer probably could have succeeded in taming him."

"And then?"

She shrugged.

"And then, he wouldn't have been yours any more.  He would have had to follow whatever orders that the tamer had given him.  Including leaving you.  And while there are lots of dogs in this world, all I've ever seen or heard of are generic mutts.  A purebred would've been on any tamers list."

"And now?"

She smiled, "Now he's yours.  Forever.  No tamer, whatever level, can take him from you.  You can also command him, I mean, as far as his skills go.  And when he levels up, you can choose what skills to take."

He brought up Bear's character sheet and read, smiling as he went through the new, to him, information about his faithful companion.

 

Bernese Mountain Dog:

 

Level 2:

STR: 20

INT: 04

AGI: 10

 

HP: 30

AC: 2 (Fur)

STA: 12

 

ALI: Neutral

 

Skills:

 

Furious roar (1).  Gives dog and owner a +10 to hit for 5 + (skill level) seconds.  Once per day.

Blissful Belly Rub (1).  Gives player real-time increase in Stamina regeneration when rubbing dog's belly.  Level equals percentage increase.

 

"Wow," laughed Wulfgar, "and thanks.  I mean that.  I don't know what I'd have done if someone took him away from me."

"And now," added RaNay, "he can be rezzed if he dies."

A cold wash fell over Wulfgar, "Before he couldn't?"

She shook her head, "Nope.  He was just another NPC.  Now if he dies, he'll be in your inventory.  A totem.  He's kind of like a spirit animal now.  You'll be able to rez him at a shrine."  She frowned, "That is, assuming any of us can rez now."

Remembering her level, Wulfgar asked, "Have you put any skill points into anything besides taming?"

She shook her head.  

"Nope, I've been pretty dedicated to that.  I mean, I've got a few wilderness survival skills, but even my healing has been focused on pets."  She smirked, "I planned, from the beginning, to be the cat-lady from hell."

"Literally," he laughed.  "But what about if they get past your pet?  What then?"

"Harsh language and obscene gestures," she shrugged.  "I died a lot early on.  It's no big," she frowned, "at least it was no big.  Now?"  She seemed lost in thought for a moment.

"I'm sorry," she said, "What were you asking before?  About Clive?"

"When you first came back, when you went into his office and he explained what was going on.  What did he say?"

She frowned and shrugged, "Just what kind of world we're in.  How it was an RPG world, with RPG rules.  How it was a part of the Omegaverse, but a separate part of it.  How we couldn't go back out into the Omegaverse ..."

"Until fiftieth level," he interrupted.

She looked into his eyes, "No.  He never mentioned anything about that."

He wondered about that.  He hadn't received the standard introduction that others had.  Lauren had mentioned the fiftieth level restriction on leaving, but he hadn't heard it mentioned by anyone else.  Now he started to wonder about Lauren.  Was she all that she seemed to be?  Who could he trust, now?

"Do you know anyone who's made level fifty?"

"Not even close," she shook her head. "It's taken me years to get to fifteenth, and each level takes longer and longer."

"Years?"

She nodded.

He knew that there was a huge time differential between the outside Omegaverse and this world, but he'd had no idea how great that could be.  It hadn't been all that long since he'd rezzed Shannon on the nightmare planet.

He froze.

"Holy shit," he said calculating, thinking.  "Years?"

"Yeah," she said, "Clive told me that I was one of the first people brought into this world.  That I'd died of a brain aneurysm and you'd brought me back, inside of this world."

"Yeah, and then I took care of a few things on the outside before splitting off and coming in here permanently.  But it was only a few days.  That doesn't make any sense.  Even with a huge difference in the time scales, beyond anything that makes any sense, there's no way that you'd have been one of the first people rezzed."

"Unless," he thought out loud, "Clive brought you back just after you died.  He created the situation that we both remember about you coming back.  He created a dream for you, for your resurrection.  Then, six months outside-time later, he implanted that dream into my subconscious, planning for me to do exactly what I wound up doing."

"That sounds a little paranoid."

He frowned, "Yesterday, I would have agreed with you.  Today?"  He shook his head, "No.  After all of the shit we've been through, it makes perfect sense."

He stood, "Clive resurrected you just after you died, then manipulated me into joining you later."  He cracked his knuckles.  If he'd been angry before, he was furious now.

 

Wulfgar left RaNay, seated on the hillock with Bear and Schwartz for company.  She needed, she'd said, to think about everything they'd talked about, but she agreed that she wouldn't leave.  At least, not without telling Wulfgar first.  He asked her to think about whether to tell the others about the conclusions they'd come to.  While at first he'd felt that there was no good reason to share the facts as he saw them, the plan that was forming in his mind swayed his opinion and now he was leaning more heavily toward bringing all of the players into it.  He'd explained his thinking to RaNay and she'd nodded, but hadn't agreed nor disagreed.

As he reentered the village, he thought more about what he wanted to do.  He wanted to send Clive an unmistakable message.  He just needed a way.  Something that the other players had said about this village the night before left him with an idea.  As he mulled his thoughts, he approached the tailor's shop; a small, thin, man leaned out of the large front window, open to the early afternoon air.

Wulfgar nodded, "Good day, sir."

The man returned his greeting with a grunt and a slightly concealed sneer.

Great.  More Highlander hate.

"I was wondering," Wulfgar continued ignoring the slight, "if you could do some work for me."  He swept the Baen Si's cloak from off of his back and draped it over the small counter that framed the bottom of the large window.  He read the description as he did.

 

Baen Si's Cloak:  Provides wearer +10% magic resistance.  Once per day, has 25% chance of completely negating one (1) magical attack.  Uncommon.

 

He smiled back up at the man, "What's your name?"

"Tailor.  John Tailor."

Clever.  Original.  I wonder if the blacksmith's shop next door is owned by Joe Smith.

"Well, Mister Tailor, what I was hoping is that you could use this cloak as the inner liner for a fur cover?  I was hoping to have one that matched this," Wulfgar said, pointing to the Cowl of the Wolf on his head.

John Tailor looked above Wulfgar's eyes, appraising the cowl.  He nodded, "Werewolf fur, right?" 

Wulfgar nodded.

The tailor shrugged, "I don't have any werewolf fur, buuut," he said looking into his shop, then speaking over his shoulder, "I do have some furs that could work."  He stepped away from the window and back into the shop.

Wulfgar looked up as Lauren joined him.

"Whachoo doin'?" he asked.

"Nuttin', whachoo doin'?"

"Nuttin'," he smiled.  "Actually," he said, "I'm here asking for mister Tailor's help in adding to my cloak," he pointed to the black, silken cape.

They both looked up as the tailor returned.

"Good day to you, ma'am!" he smiled at Lauren.

Wulfgar frowned.

"Hiya!" beamed Lauren happily.

The tailor folded three different furs over the window sill.  They looked, to Wulfgar, exactly the same.

"Take your pick," said the tailor levelly, frowning again as he looked from Lauren to the highlander.

"Little help?" whispered Wulfgar, giving Lauren a slight elbow to the ribs.

She leaned forward and began examining them.  She held up the first.

"They're all wolf pelts," she began, "this one is pretty standard.  A bump in armor class.  Nothing special, really."

"Five silver," said the tailor.

"This one," she continued, "is a bit nicer.  It's named.  The Pack Alpha.  It provides a plus five to-hit for the wearer's group."

"Five gold," said the tailor.

"And this one," said Lauren, a little awe creeping into her voice, "probably should be named, but it isn't.  Plus one intelligence." She looked up at Wulfgar, "If you don't buy this one, I sure as hell will."

"Twenty gold," said the tailor.

"Ouch," grunted Lauren.  "That's a bit steep."

Wulfgar shrugged.  It's only money.

"OK," he said to the tailor, "do it.  That one," he pointed to the intelligence boost pelt.  "Twenty gold, and," he said looked down his nose, "that had better include the cost of attaching the cloak to the pelt."

"It does," said the tailor, pulling the pelts and cape off of the sill and retreating into the shop.

"When will it be finished?" asked Wulfgar to the retreating craftsman.

"Tomorrow.  Morning."

Wulfgar nodded happily and turned to Lauren.  He saw the look she was giving him.

"What?" he asked.

"Do you even have twenty gold?" she whispered, looking into the window to make sure that the NPC was out of earshot.

Wulfgar just smiled.  "Nope.  But I can get it."

"By tomorrow?"

"Probably within five minutes," he chuckled.  "C'mon," he said, pulling her after him toward the tavern. 

 

Wulfgar and Lauren crossed the square, passed the gurgling fountain arm-in-arm.  He felt weirdly happy, even knowing what he now knew - or at least suspected - about how the world was being manipulated.  He took a deep breath.  The fresh, slightly cool mountain air filled his lungs.  It felt like an early fall day.  He looked to the mountains ringing the alpine valley.  The nearer mountains, just to the east behind the keep that flanked that side of the village, were ringed on their lower slopes by tall evergreens.  They looked like Douglas firs.  Beautiful, majestic, but giving no clue as to the passage of the seasons.

"Do the seasons change?"

"Mmmmhmmm," she mumbled, leaning into him, "nothing drastic though.  The summers aren't too hot, the winters not too cold.  It's stumbling into autumn now."

"Don't you mean stumbling into fall?"

"The pun wasn't intended," she laughed.

They approached the door to the tavern.  The windows facing the square were open and they saw their friends sitting in the same table at which they'd spent the previous evening.  Wulfgar pulled open the door, held it as Lauren sidled through, then entered the inn.  He left the door to close slowly on its own as Lauren turned to the right and waved to the players at the table before joining them.

Wulfgar turned left and stepped to Tim, still standing motionless in the corner of the great-room where Wulfgar had left him the night before.  The trolls eyes moved to the human as the player reached up and patted him on the left shoulder.

"Hey, old buddy, old pal," he said warmly, "I was wondering if maybe I could borrow the gold you have in your little bag.  Pretty please?  I promise to pay it back."  He smiled up.

The troll's countenance didn't change, but the eyes never left Wulfgar as the troll reached to its belt and pulled the pouch before dropping it into the space between them.  Wulfgar snatched the bag out of the air and nodded to the troll before turning back to the interior of the room.

"Best. Familiar.  Ever," he chuckled happily.  He rounded the table and pulled up a chair across from Corwin. The man leaned back, nodded to Wulfgar, and went back to what he'd been doing before Wulfgar sat.  He methodically cycled through shuffling and cutting a deck of cards in his hands.  

"Magic?" asked Wulfgar.

Corwin shook his head, holding the deck up to show a six of diamonds on the bottom, "Nope, standard fifty-two card playing deck.  Nothing special.  You can get them in most outfitters."  He went back to shuffling.

Wulfgar smiled, "I assumed it was some kind of tarot deck."

A smile flitted across Corwin's face before disappearing.  He didn't speak, just continued shuffling.

"Want to play?" asked Wulfgar.

Corwin shrugged, "Sure."

"Texas hold 'em?  Head's up?"

"What stakes?" Corwin asked, looking pointedly at the bag that Wulfgar had placed on the table.

"No.  Not that," he said taking out his own purse and spreading a handful of coppers and a few silvers in front of himself.  "Table stakes."  

Corwin nodded, pulling his own purse open and spreading a like pile in front of himself.  He dropped his still full bag to the side, then took a pull on the pint glass next to it.  He passed the deck to Wulfgar who began cutting and shuffling.  They all looked up as RaNay entered the inn and moved to the table, sitting next to Corwin. 

Wulfgar looked up at her, raised one eye brow in question.

She nodded.  He returned it.

"There's something I want to bring up with you guys," he began, looking around the table to ensure that all of the players were there.  He and Corwin were on either side of one end of the table.  RaNay was next to Corwin, and Catcher was looking at him from next to the latest arrival.  Lauren, Snorri and Rydra completed this side of the table, and Connor took up the space at the far end.  Everyone was there.  Even Bear and Schwartz were curled against the wall.  Tim remained unmoving in the corner.

Wulfgar pushed one copper forward into the center of the table - the small blind - and Corwin added two of his own to create a stack.

"I've been talking to RaNay," he began while dealing out two cards to himself and Corwin, "and it turns out that we knew each other before."

"You mean, before this town?" asked Catcher spreading her arms, encompassing the inn.

"Or before the Omegaverse?" asked Lauren.

"The latter," said RaNay.  "We were friends when we were alive."

"Still are," smiled Wulfgar checking his cards.  Nine of hearts and ten of clubs.  He tossed one copper into the middle of the table, calling Corwin's big blind. "Still are friends, that is."  He smiled at RaNay, "I hope."

She smiled quickly back.  Then shrugged playfully.

"We'll see."

"Anyway," said Wulfgar looking up to Corwin who knocked the table, indicating that he wasn't prepared to raise the bet. "Anyway, yeah, we knew each other outside and have been comparing notes."

He frowned, pulled a dead card off of the top of the deck, and then dealt the three up-right cards called 'the flop' into the center of the table.  Eight of hearts, jack of clubs and two of hearts.  A possible straight for Wulfgar.  In heads-up hold-em, the dealer bets first before the flop, and second for the rest of the hand.  He looked up at Corwin who knocked the table, checking his bet.  Wulfgar tossed another copper onto the pile.  Corwin frowned for a moment, then tossed a matching coin.

"We're concerned about some of the things that have been happening, and we think that the system is being manipulated.  And it's being manipulated because of us."

"Us?" asked Snorri.

"Me and RaNay," agreed Wulfgar.  He burned another card off of the top of the deck, dropping it onto the top of the one dropped before the flop deal, then dealt another face-up card.  The turn.  Five of diamonds.  No help.  He checked.  He felt Corwin's stare as he continued speaking.

"There's a lot going on that seems to weirdly track with our situation," he began, "like the quest situation."

Corwin tossed two coppers onto the stack.  Wulfgar looked to the face-up cards.  Five of diamonds, eight of hearts, jack of clubs and two of hearts.  He couldn't really smell a monster hand coming out of that.  He frowned.  Corwin was trying to buy the pot.  Wulfgar tossed two more coppers, calling the hand.

"We both got this quest at the same time, from two different corners of the world.  As if to bring us together."  He burned another card and dropped the final card of the hand - the river - face-up next to the rest.  Queen of hearts.  Lady love.  He tried to hide his smile.  He'd drawn into a queen-high straight. 

Corwin knocked.  Checking his bet.

Without looking up at the other player, Wulfgar dropped a silver coin onto the stack, "I also need to let you guys know that I'm kind of a weird case, as far as the Omegaverse goes.  I didn't die before entering.  I was sort of enticed into entering - I'll explain all of that later - by stories that Sh..., er, RaNay was here and in trouble.  In need of my help.  When, in fact," he shrugged, "she's lived here quite happily for years with no notion of being anything different up until she received the quest to come here a month ago."

He looked back up at Corwin, who was frowning at him.  Wulfgar smiled back benignly. Corwin's frowned deepened before he dropped two silvers onto the table, adding one to Wulfgar's bet.  His smile disappeared and he re-checked his cards.

Yeah.  It really is a straight.

He shrugged, then dropped another silver onto the pile.  Then turned over his cards.  

"Queen-high straight," he smiled.

His smile drained as his mouth dropped when Corwin turned over his hole cards.  Wulfgar didn't even see what the numbers were - all he saw were the two hearts that burned into his brain.

A flush.

He'd lost half of his stakes on one hand. 

Shit.

He continued speaking as if nothing had happened, handing the deck back to Corwin who began shuffling.  Wulfgar dropped his big blind into the middle, two coppers.

As he waited for the hand, Wulfgar brought the rest of the table up to speed on the highlights of his back-story.  About how his dreams had been manipulated and how they'd been matched up with Shannon's experience. 

"Who did all of this?" interrupted Rydra as Corwin dealt the first cards.  Wulfgar checked them.  Pocket aces.  Both as black as the coffee he wished he had in front of him.

"Clive," said Wulfgar, waiting for Corwin's bet.  The other player dropped a copper onto the stack, calling the bet.  With as much nonchalance as he could muster, Wulfgar dropped another pair of coppers on the stack.

"King Clive?" asked Rydra.

"The same.  See, he was my AI assistant in the outer Omegaverse.  He took advantage of the time-shift to be able to monitor me while still being king here. It probably only took a small part of his time."  Wulfgar shrugged, "I don't know. I know it sounds weird ..."

"It sounds a little insane," agreed Corwin as he called Wulfgar's bet. "Paranoid."

"I know, I know," said Wulfgar, trying to keep his voice level as he saw the flop - three kings.  He had a full house.  Aces and Kings.  He looked up into Corwin's eyes, trying to feign a deep interest; as if trying to delve into the other player's brain to read his mind; to see what kind of hand the player hand.  He carelessly knocked on the table, trying to drag Corwin into his trap.

Corwin pushed the rest of his stack into the middle.

Without hesitation, Wulfgar did the same.

That's that.  No more money.  All-in.

"Deal," he smiled.

"Wait," said Rydra, "You say that you and RaNay both got this same quest, to bring you together here to meet?"

Wulfgar nodded, knocking on the table as Corwin dealt the turn.  A seven of clubs.

"And RaNay got the quest over a month ago, game-time?"

Wulfgar nodded again, knocking on the table again as Corwin dealt the river.  A two of hearts.  Wulfgar started to flip his cards, revealing his full-house, when Corwin pulled five gold coins out of his purse and put them in the center.

"Whoah," growled Wulfgar, waving his hands, "we said table stakes."

Corwin nodded to the troll's purse, "It's on the table.  So's mine."

Technically correct.  The best kind of correct.  Shit.

Wulfgar looked to his hand again.  The two black aces stared up at him, encouraging him.  It wasn't really a gamble if you knew you were going to win, right?  He looked into Corwin's eyes.  There was a glint there, a glimmer.  He had the feeling that Corwin had planned for this from the start - when he'd noted that Wulfgar had left Tim's purse on the table and done the same with his own.  He was bluffing; trying to buy the pot.

Hell, he might even have a pair of queens under there.  Another full-house.  That won't beat my aces, though.

He called Corwin's five, then pushed another five gold coins into the middle.  The pot was now twenty gold.  The coppers and silvers sitting underneath that pile paled in significance. 

"Shit," said RaNay.

"Are you sure?" whispered Lauren.

Wulfgar smiled up at Corwin, then the smiled faded as Corwin called.

Shrugging mentally, he turned over his aces.  His friends all laughed, and Lauren squeezed his arm.

Corwin turned over one card.

The queen of hearts.

Wulfgar smiled.

Corwin turned over his last card.

Wulfgar's heart dropped.

The king of hearts.  Four of a kind.  Corwin smiled a little as he pulled the stack - the fortune - to his side of the table, then began shuffling again.

Wulfgar felt sick.  He not only lost everything he had, he didn't have enough to pay for the new cloak that was being made for him at this instant.  His mind began to race - maybe if he left now it wouldn't be too late to cancel the order.  He began to push back from the table.

"Double-or-nothing?" asked Corwin.  "One hand?"

Wulfgar shook his head and began to stand, weak in the knees.

"No, really," said Corwin.  "Hey, how about this.  We'll do all the dealing.  All the cards. You can see what you have and then decide if you want to be double or nothing.  Or you can fold.  No loss.  How about it?"

Relieved to be able to put his weight back onto the chair, Wulfgar nodded dumbly.  He looked up at Rydra as he tried to gather his thoughts.

If I was still in my old body, I'd probably be throwing up right now.

As it was, though, he felt flush.  Bewildered.  Bemused.

Rydra smiled at him kindly, "So, if RaNay received this quest a month ago," he continued, "then she would have received the quest long before you ever entered this world, right?  How would anyone, even Clive, have known where she needed to be a month before you'd even decided to enter the game?"

Wulfgar shrugged.  Rydra raised a good point; one that he couldn't explain away.  He looked down at the cards that Corwin had just finished spreading across the table.  Ace of spades.  Ace of clubs. Ten of spades. Jack of spades.  Wulfgar turned up and peeked at his cards.

Pocket aces again.  Red ones this time.

He took a deep breath, sighed in relief.  Four of a kind, all aces.

"You in?" asked Corwin.

Wulfgar's mind was a whirl.  He pushed Tim's purse with the remaining ten gold coins into the middle of the table.  Corwin matched his bet with two stacks of five gold coins.  They shone in the sun that was just beginning to peak into the tavern windows as it made its way toward its westward setting.

Wulfgar turned over his cards, showing four of a kind.

"Wow," breathed Lauren.

"Nice!" shouted Snorri.

Wulfgar just looked up at Corwin, fearing what was coming.

Corwin turned over his first card.

Queen of spades.

Wulfgar knew what the next card was before Corwin turned it.  His breath caught as his fear was confirmed.

King of spades.

Royal flush.  Best hand in the game.  Unbeatable.  Unbelievable.

Wulfgar felt drained, utterly defeated.

"Nice hand," smirked Corwin, pulling the stack home.  "But not quite nice enough."

"Stop it asshole," said Catcher softly, reaching across RaNay to punch Corwin in the shoulder, "look at him."

"What?" asked Corwin.  Wulfgar watched as Corwin stacked the coins.  Two stacks of twenty gold and much smaller piles of coppers and silvers.   He smiled up at Wulfgar as he pushed half back across the table.  A broad grin broke across his face.

"Look at his sheet, dude," chuckled Connor.

Shaking, Wulfgar looked to Connor then brought up Corwin's character sheet.

 

Name: Corwin

Level: 06

STR: 05

INT: 05

AGI: 05

PRS: 01

FRT: 19

 

He looked back up at Corwin, who was now laughing out loud.

"You cheated!" Wulfgar's dismay rapidly flipped to anger.

Corwin raised his hands, "Did not!  The cards fell randomly.  They might have had help from my Fortune, but other than that, we both just dealt the cards naturally."  He laughed again, and finished pushing the twenty gold and miscellaneous lower value coins.

"You set me up?" asked Wulfgar, his anger fading into relief.

"We all did, sweetie," said Lauren softly, leaning into Wulfgar's shoulder.

"Not me!" shouted RaNay.

"Not her," agreed Lauren, "but the rest of us.  Sorry.  It was my idea."

She smiled as Wulfgar turned to her, his face showing shock.

She shrugged, "When I saw Corwin's Fortune, we just started talking about how that changed things for him."

"And," interjected Corwin, "when she told us that your Fortune was one, well, the rest of the plan just fell into place."

"Do you do that often?" asked Wulfgar.

"Against NPC's?  Sure.  But not other players," he smiled, "that wouldn't be fair."  He reached back across the table and grabbed two coppers from Wulfgar's stack, "But for the lesson you've just received, which is never to gamble with another player without checking their Fortune, you'll be paying for dinner and drinks tonight!"  He waved the waitress to the table.

 

Wulfgar took a bite of his dinner; a perfectly al-dente fettuccine with a delectable Alfredo sauce.  He smiled as he took a drink from a not-too-sweet chardonnay.  Like most people, he just assumed that all of the meals in this medieval world would be stereotypical dark ages food.  Mutton.  Mead.  But you could get pretty much whatever you wanted.  Lauren was eating flaky blue crab, Rydra a lobster bisque.  RaNay hummed happily as she chewed through the freshest looking salad that Wulfgar had ever seen.  He wiped his chin and looked up to Corwin.

"Why did you do that?  Load up on the Fortune?"

Corwin just shrugged, "It started off as kind of an experiment.  When I first entered the world, I figured I'd make a niche role for myself.  Mr. Lucky.  I just assumed that if it didn't work out, that I would always exit out and re-roll.  So far, it's been pretty cool."

"How so?"

"It seems," he pulled his soup spoon out of his mouth and wagged it toward Wulfgar, his eyebrows scrunched in thought, "that the system determines the quality and quantity of loot based on, at least in part, the cumulative Fortune score of the group."

"So folks want to group with you to increase their odds of getting good loot?"

Corwin nodded, "Mmmmhmmm," he swallowed a bite of bread, "and it seems to make a difference.  But it's hard to tell, you know?"  He smiled, "I'm still in my experimental phase."

"If only you were a girl!" snorted Snorri.

Corwin ignored the Viking and continued, "I mean, the only way to do it scientifically would be to have a group complete the same quest twice, once with me in the group and once without, but I haven't figured out a way to do that yet."

"What else do you bring to the party, so to speak?" asked Rydra.

"Minor skills," acceded Corwin.  "Mainly stealth, so I can hide when the fighting goes down.  Some stealing. Lockpicking"  He laughed lightly, "So, yeah, I'm mainly just around for loot.  It seems to make a difference."

"We've noticed some better returns," added Catcher. "More money, better items."

Wulfgar nodded.  He thought it made some sense.

"Is there any distance requirement?" he asked.

"Don't know.  Good point," he laughed, "maybe I could just setup in Edonis, group with whoever was about to go off on a quest, and then get a cut of the loot when they return.  That'd be pretty sweet."

Wulfgar changed the subject, "I've been thinking.  I want to do a test of my own.  A test of the quest system.  To see if there really is anything to this feeling that quests aren't being written off as done."

"Where are we going?" asked Snorri.

"We aren't going anywhere," Wulfgar responded, "I am.  I know a quest I can take."

He told them what he planned to do.

The group looked around at each other, concern growing on their faces.  Catcher leaned into the table and looked directly into Wulfgar's eyes.

"Are you sure?  Alone?"

Chapter 8

 

Wulfgar pulled open the door to the keep, its heavy wooden slats barred by rows of heavy iron slabs.  The door swung easily on its hinges and the last light of the day rushed into the room.  The room seemed nondescript on first impression. Wulfgar pushed his way into the room.  His second impression was the same as the first.  The room was rectangular, wider than it was deep.  There were no windows that he could see around the walls.  It was, he thought, a good foundation on which to begin the addition of walls to turn the keep above into a true castle.

He activated his Illumination spell, further lightening the place. In the center of the room was a tubular stone wall.  He made his way to the rear and saw a doorway opening into the rounded surface.  Leaving the plain room, he stepped into the enclosure and saw that it encased a circular stone stairway that rose above and dropped below the entry room.  He looked to the left, toward the downward stair.  He could see nothing within the sphere of his illumination that caused concern.  Turning to his right, he began to climb.

After a short, uneventful rise, he saw another opening.  He paused within the doorway and looked in.  The room wasn't nearly as large as the one below and it mirrored the stairway in its circularity.  Wulfgar walked in, confirming his suspicion.  The room enclosed the stairway in a concentric ring.  There were windows - archer holes - placed near each other all the way around the floor.  Along the inner wall - the one that housed the staircase - were stacked racks of pole-arms and bows.  The armory for the tower guard.  Baskets of arrows lined the outer wall, within easy reach of each of the windowed slots.  There were no torch sconces along either wall - that seemed to make sense; in this room, seeing outside was important.

Wulfgar made his way back into the stairway and up to the next level.  In size, it matched the one below.  Bunked beds were stacked around the inner-circle, like spokes on a wheel.  They were all empty and dusty, waiting for a force that wasn't yet recruited.  At the foot of each bed, more racks of bows sat, and baskets of arrows lined the wall as below.  Anyone trying to approach any side of this tower needed either a large force to draw upon or hopelessly poor archery on the part of the defenders to have any hope of storming the keep.

He ascended another floor and found a match to the one just below.  More empty bunks.  Wulfgar turned and trotted up the final stairs.  This time, instead of opening into the room through a doorway, the stairs ended in the floor of the center of the top room of the keep.

Unlike the spartan abodes below, this room was lavishly furnished.  A huge, four poster, bed jutted from the outer wall in between one of the four large arched windows that arrayed around the room like the cardinal points on a compass.  Along the wall on the other three pie-portions of the room were a thick, wide, leather couch, a large wardrobe, and a deep desk.  On each portion of the wall was a lit torch.  Wulfgar turned off his illumination and approached the desk.

Sitting on top of the shining mahogany top was a rolled scroll.  Wulfgar picked it up and untied the blue ribbon that bound it.  He began to read.

The March Stone.

Beneath this keep, in the far reaches of the dungeon, lays the March Stone.  Retrieve that stone and return here to claim sovereignty over the village and lands of Marchstone.  Only the hearty adventurer who places the March Stone within the receptacle here will gain in experience and win control!

This quest greatly exceeds your current level.  You will only be permitted to attempt this quest once. 

"I accept this quest," said Wulfgar softly, gravely.

"Are you sure?"  

Wulfgar grinned.

Yes, he thought.

"You have accepted the quest The March Stone!"

Wulfgar nodded.  This all matched the expectations that the other players had given him, based on their experience.  There was nothing that offered any trouble.  Yet. 

Until that snake, he chuckled to himself.

Looking up, he saw a wooden doorway in the ceiling, a short knotted rope dangling from one end.  He pulled on it and the door dropped into the room.  He reached up and pulled down a folded ladder that lay nestled against the door.  After extending the attic-like trap-door into the room, he climbed up and onto the keep roof.  Wide, the doorway was in the middle of the battlement.  He walked to the edge and looked westward between two merlons.  The sun had almost dropped behind the seemingly impossibly high mountain range that formed the westward border of the alpine valley.  He glanced to the south, to the little pass that had provided his entry into the valley.  A hundred meters wide, it seemed tiny from this distance; the little stone keep standing like a forlorn tooth in a gummy mouth.

He turned to his right and for the first time got a good look to the north and west.  A hundred meters north, the valley floor dropped a little and turned into a large, placid lake that seemed to stretch into the distance, reaching the boundary provided by both the eastern and northern mountain ranges that fronted the valley.

To the northwest, at the only part in which the mountain range didn't wall the valley - apart from the small pass to the south - the lake seemed to disappear into a wide opening. Through and beyond that opening, for as far as he could see into the westering light, was a dark, primeval forest.  Even from many kilometers away, Wulfgar could feel its brooding malevolence.

He shuddered.

He started at a noise from behind himself.

Turning, his shock turned to happy surprise.

"Hey, Shannon.  What's up?"

She threw her arms around his neck, giving him a tight hug.  

"Are you sure about this?" she said softly, before letting him go.  She stood back and looked into his eyes.

He just nodded.

"I don't want to lose you again.  Can't you wait until we find out if we can at least rez first?"  She shook her head, "This is crazy.  At least let me go with you, to cover your back."

He shook his head.

"There's no reason.  I can either do this alone, or it can't be done. If I die, there's nothing you could have done to prevent it.  Even your tiger can't take out a giant, venom spitting snake."

"Then what the hell makes you think you can deal with it?" she hissed, exasperated. 

He smiled, shrugged.

"Because I think that this quest was made specifically for me.  By Clive."  He shrugged again, "I think, I feel, that I'm supposed to do this and I'm supposed to do it alone."

"Why?"

"Trust me."

 

Wulfgar made his way down the stairs, past the ground floor and down. As he descended, the lingering light failed and he activated his Illumination spell.

"You have gained a level in the spell Illumination."

He smiled.

Every little bit helps!

Wulfgar considered activating stealth; to train it.  He laughed the thought away - he just might, conceivably, need that particular ability on a moment's notice and didn't need to worry about cool-down times.

He circled his way down, counter-clockwise into oblivion.  Unlike the ascent, the way down was unbroken by doorways.  He lost all sense of how far he'd gone; how many steps he'd taken.  He was, he thought, certainly further below the ground than he'd been above it on the keep battlement.  He put his hand up and dragged it along the stone wall.  It was slightly damp. Cold.  He thought he could detect an increase in the heat, however, as he got lower.  He could feel a slight, warm, breeze coming up from the depths; warming his face as he descended.

Just when he thought that the stairway couldn't descend any further, it stopped; dropping him off into a large room.  He doused his  illumination, suddenly aware that it was as much a beacon for predators as anything else.  Darkness fell over him, draping a visual blanket over his lack of foresight.   He waited a few seconds, for his eyes to adjust.  After a while, he could just make out in the distance the barest flickering.  He stared, willing his pupils to dilate.  Faster than his organic eyes could have, he adjusted to the darkness.  The flickering was joined as he looked around the space.  Tens of meters away, he could just make out a line of torches.  He assumed, hoped, that they were ensconced along the wall and not held by orc captains thirsting for his blood.  He waited, watching.  The flame didn't move.  If they were being held by orcs, they were held by a disciplined phalanx that wasn't advancing on him. And if they were held by a phalanx of orcs, there wasn't much of anything he could do about it.  He shrugged and walked into the room.

The space felt large - literally cavernous.  He thought he could just make out a dripping in the distance.  It felt odd, he thought, to be able to sense the enormity of the space through nothing more than some torch flickering in the distance and a vague feeling of loneliness.  He briefly considered relighting his Illumination spell, but discounted it - if the space was as large as the evidence indicated, the smallish sphere of light wouldn't serve to show the boundaries of the room anyway.

Wulfgar walked, as quietly as he was able, toward the line of torches.  After fifty meters, the light thrown by the fires showed a cave wall.  The room had been dug - either by intelligence or the forces of nature - from the living rock of the mountain root.  He pulled one of the torches from its sconce and began making his way around the perimeter of the cavern.  Putting his left hand on the wall, he moved to the right; he mused that he should have pushed his new friends for more details about the quests.  He should have asked for specifics about routes, rooms, anything that would have served to get him from point A to point B in the quickest time, with the fewest questions, possible.  He could only see the torches along one stretch of the wall - that portion of the wall was alone in being lit or the torches from further reaches were too weak to reach him.

As he continued his walk, the distant torchlight behind him began to drift behind him, to his right.  The wall was, imperceptibly, curving, as he followed it.  After several more minutes, the pinpricks of light were directly to his right.  He was halfway around the room.  The brightness of the lights in the distance indicated that the stairway dropped into the middle of the cavern, but given that his eyes were still adjusting to the dark, he couldn't take the lumens they were receiving as a good representation of the distance he'd discerned upon first entering the room.

Even so, the room feels huge.

He tried to determine whether he was walking to the north, east, south or west, but the innumerable turns of the staircase down left him with absolutely no idea of where the points of the compass lay.  As he moved further, the light of his torch began to throw into a space that opened in the room.  It seemed about a quarter of the way around the room from the torch wall - in the opposite direction from the one that he'd chosen.  As he neared it, he could see that the opening stretched into a rough hallway; like the room from which it led, it gave no indication of having been carved by sentience.

A breeze, warmer than the already warm ambient, blew from the opening.  It carried the dank, rank, smell of old death. Wulfgar recoiled.  He'd smelled nothing - even in the stables of Edonis - that repelled like the smell that assaulted his sense from the dropping hallway before him. He moved into the darkness, the floor dropping slowly further into oblivion.

As he moved down the hallway, he could just make out the decline as he was walking down.  The way curved perceptively - just - to the right then the left.  His torchlight showed less than his spell would have, but he justified it by telling himself that he could always throw the torch at whatever might jump into the light around him; hopefully distracting it long enough to make his escape.

He laughed a little to himself.  He'd just noticed that he hadn't even bothered to draw Shepherd's Sting.  There was nothing, that he knew of, in this abyss that would be at all even inconvenienced by his little sword.  His plan for this quest lived and died with plan 'A'.  There was no plan 'B' - except to discover whether there really was still life after death in this world. Much like his previous existence, he realized, he was again unsure of what death would bring - an afterlife or oblivion.  Unlike his previous existence, though, he at least knew in this world that there was the possibility to come back; if not immediately then at least he knew that he was stored in some database, somewhere.

That was, he acknowledged, small comfort.  Just because Clive - or whatever entity or software routine was responsible for his resurrection - could bring him back didn't mean that they would.  It almost felt like judgment by a capricious and biased deity.  There was nothing that he could count on in his past to sway any omniscient opinion - he would be judged solely by his usefulness in this small world.  If his utility was no longer deemed to be worthy, he would be dropped into a wholly non-existential null bin; forgotten forever and ready for eternal oblivion the next time that the world's garbage bin was emptied.

"Fuck it," he muttered into the darkness in front of him.  There was no more he could do about this outcome than there was the opinion that Yahweh might have held about his previous existence.  He'd always been of the opinion that something you couldn't control wasn't something that was worth worrying about.  He'd either discover that he could be rezzed or he'd never know that he couldn't.

"Fuck it," he repeated as he dropped further into the darkness.

 

Wulfgar turned and tossed the torch back up the hallway.  The fire hissed as it kissed the damp stone floor, but didn't douse.  He looked away, back down the hallway.  He could just make out, far in the distance, an opening that framed a lighter, illuminated, area beyond.  He made his way, softly, to the opening and peered through.  He recognized the room from the description that Catcher had given him.  After the loose, natural walls of the large chamber and hall, the walls of the room were in stark contrast.  They seemed to have been purposefully built of a light orange adobe.  As he got to the verge of the opening, he could make out a painted, darker orange, mural - about waist high and only a few centimeters tall - that stretched around the room beneath the array of torches spaced every few meters around the room.

As he reached the portal he saw that the mural seemed to be a long series of snakes, nose to tail, forming an endless chain around the room.  The room was square, and he couldn't see any other doors or openings around the perimeter.  In the center of the room was a round, fountain-like structure.  Around the base, the structure seemed tiled with a variety of arrowhead shaped earth-tone tiles.  Above that base - which was about a meter high and was rounded like a hose - the fountain rose to the ceiling. A small ledge above the base narrowed into a  pillar stretched to the roof a few meters above.  About halfway up the pillar, a small nook held a fist size stone.  It flashed in the flickering firelight.

Wulfgar blinked.  The base of the fountain looked as though it began to shimmer. He blinked again, trying to fix what he thought was an optical illusion.  The bottom, rounded, part of fountain still looked like it was liquid, moving.  Then Wulfgar understood - the large head of the snake moved around the pillar from where it had been.  What he'd thought of as the base was really the snake's body wrapped around the central structure.

He looked back at the base and realized that the shimmering he'd seen before were the snake's scales moving around the plinth.  Wulfgar froze as the head turned in his direction.  Corwin had been exaggerating; the head was about the size of Bear, not a Volkswagen.  But it was still huge.  Horrifying.  A rope-like tongue flicked out and back several times, sensing the room.

Wulfgar held his breath.

The head turned once again, back into its body then dropped to the floor.  It lay motionless; the dark shark-like eyes watching everything; seeing everything.

Now or never, thought Wulfgar letting his breath slowly out, activating Stealth before his first foot stepped into the room.

He moved slowly yet resolutely.  He actually felt comfort in the knowledge that if his assumptions about this quest proved wrong, he would at least die a quick death; he just wanted to be within striking range if it happened since the venom-spitting death sounded less than pleasant.  A couple of scimitar-like fangs to the chest followed by instant oblivion sounded much preferable.

At his current, modified level of Stealth, he should have plenty of time to get in and back out.

As he got to within a couple of meters of the snake he froze again. The head again began moving as the snake continued its prowl around the base.  As the head moved from view Wulfgar hurried in and grabbed the stone from its home.  He looked down into the beautifully faceted rock. It looked to his untrained eye like a ruby.  About the size and rough shape of a human heart.  He felt mesmerized, drawn into the seemingly infinite series of refections that bounced within the stone.

Without taking his eyes away from his loot, he stepped away, backwards, toward the door.

Then he froze.

The snake had finished its circle. The head, which seemed much larger this close, hung in space a meter in front of him.  Looking directly at Wulfgar.  His breath caught; bile rose in his throat as the snake's overwhelming level advantage caused Wulfgar to suddenly become nauseated. The head moved forward, toward him, slowly then stopped again.  It swayed first to Wulfgar's left, then his right.  The tongue flicked.  Wulfgar could feel the wind of its passage on his chin.  If he'd been  standing a couple of centimeters closer, the tongue would have slotted into the cleft of his chin.

Time seemed to stretch.  The moment held along with Wulfgar's breath.  He felt an odd combination of fear and helpless calm.  He stared back into the eyes of the snake, praying that it couldn't see him.  He tried a mental calculation - how long had he been in Stealth?

Then time returned, a wash of relief fell over Wulfgar.

The snake's head dropped and it began to circle once again.

Slowly, Wulfgar pulled first his left then his right foot backward.  After a few meters, he turned and began walking hurriedly toward the exit.  He pushed the stone into a pocket - he'd seen, missed on his entry, a human corpse that lay to side of the opening.  As he reached it, he felt a wave of revulsion seeing the twisted agony of the face.  The man - Galad, he reminded himself - was most assuredly dead.  If he'd been rezzed, he hadn't insured himself since the body lay awaiting his return.  Galad's friends - fully insured - had been reequipped upon rez and their corpses had faded to nothing.

Wulfgar turned, ensured that the snake wasn't watching, then bent and pulled the corpse into a fireman's carry.  He backed into the hallway, making sure that the snake wasn't about to strike him.  Once he'd made it into hallway, he turned and began trotting back up to the surface.

 

Wulfgar dropped Galad on the ground floor of the keep and made his way back up the stairs and into the top room.  Crossing the room, he pulled the stone from his pocket then sat at the desk.  He hefted the gem, turning it in his hand until it matched the hole in the wall in front of the desk.  He pushed it forward, into the slot and was rewarded with a satisfying click.  On a whim, he tried to pull it back out - it remained; he didn't feel like it would re-emerge without a great deal of both force and leverage.

He frowned.  There was no message of quest completion.  That answered at least one question.  You could still take quests, but there was nothing in terms of  closure.  No message.  No reward.  No experience.  

Leaning back into the enveloping arms of the soft, plush, leather chair, he brought up the information screen that had been itching for attention within his subconscious.  

He read the heading. 

Town Control.

He began to scan down the page - it would require much further study.  Town control provided Wulfgar with a game within the game world.  He had access to the knobs and switches that determined the town settings.  He scrolled through the different options - ranching, farming, mining, taxes, defense - and quickly stopped on the entry for 'Ownership'.

As the Laird - he looked up the unfamiliar term; it was a Scottish term for the lord of an estate - he could set other players as owners.  That gave them limited control over portions of the town.  If he set a player as owner, that player could place a new house.  That house could also be used as a place of business - he could, for instance, give Lauren ownership and she could build or take over a vacant house and both live in it and establish her black-smithy within.  Rydra would be able to build his dream villa.  Wulfgar smiled, happy that he'd be able to help his friends.

In addition to ownership, players could establish residence within the territory.  They wouldn't be able to build a house, but they could live permanently at the inn or within the house an owner placed, with permission.  The town received what was called Influence based on the number of player owners or residents within the borders.  Influence gave Wulfgar a kind of currency that he could spend to attract new NPC's, or give away as experience points in reward for quests that he could originate from within the city.

"Cool," he muttered, "so I can create quests for other players."  Those quests would attract players to his town and some, he hoped, would establish residency, and those residents would increase the town's influence, allowing Wulfgar to spend more on further quests.  

Residency also provided players, within their residence, permanent storage facilities they could use to safely store whatever objects they wanted, with the storage limit for houses being much greater than a room in the tavern.  Wulfgar could sell plots or houses to players for, well, whatever.  He could award them as quest rewards, he could charge gold - whatever the Laird decided he needed.

Wulfgar could also set taxes, receiving a percentage of all income derived from the town.  He could set one rate for NPC's, one rate for owners, one for residents, and one for visitors.  He would have to put a lot of thought into that, he knew, to best balance the return from taxes with creating an incentive for players to live and adventure within the borders.

He could also create alliances with NPC controlled kingdoms.  The town influence, he saw, directly affected the terms he could negotiate.  He paused, looking out the window.  He needed, he realized, to find reasons for his friends - even Corwin, he laughed - to want to stay.  To help him grow the town.  His mind began racing, working through possibilities.  He needed to learn a great deal, and fast.

Wulfgar scanned further down the page.

He stopped on the section marked 'Origin'.  That allowed Wulfgar to set the cultural origin associated with the NPCs of his town.  It was currently set to Edonii.  He assumed that meant "humans of Edonis".  He smiled as he got to one of the setting options.  He brought up the town control screen, already certain that he was never going to regret the decision he'd just made.

He found the correct entry and changed Edonii to Highlander.

Wulfgar laughed.   Given his own racial makeup, he had just gained +10 Personality with the locals.  That was in addition to whatever boost he got as Laird.

That should be the end of the NPC rudeness, he thought, at least in this town.

 

Wulfgar pushed his way through the door and back into the tavern.  His friend's worried faces broke into smiles as they saw him enter.  Bear bounded forward and began circling his legs.  He reached down and scratched the dog behind its ears, while looking up to Tim, still unmoving and standing sentinel in the corner of the room.  Wulfgar walked around the table and took a seat near the middle.

"So," laughed Snorri loudly, "you chickened out, eh?"  The big man pounded on Wulfgar's back, bellowing in mirth.

Wulfgar laughed along with the rest.

"No, he didn't," exclaimed Catcher. "Look at his sheet!"

"Holy crap!" shouted Lauren.

"Laird of Marchstone?" whispered Corwin.  "You did it.  Holy shit, you did it."  He looked at Wulfgar with something bordering on awe.

The tavern girl approached and curtsied, "Can I get you anything, your lordship?"

"Yeah, thanks. A round for me and my friends."

She backed away, bowing.

"So.  How?" asked Corwin exasperated.

Wulfgar shrugged and smiled.

"Lauren did it," he laughed as she looked up at him, her jaw dropping in shock.  "Or, at least, she let me know how to do it."

"Whachoo talkin' 'bout?" she asked.

Wulfgar chuckled.

"It was when Catcher was telling us about the quest.  The snake.  When Corwin said that the snake wasn't fooled by Stealth, she said ..."

"Ah HA!" laughed Rydra.  "Snakes sense heat.  Infra-red.  Your cowl," he said winking, pointing to Wulfgar's head.

Wulfgar nodded.

"Yup.  That's when I figured that I could do it.  I could Stealth so that it wouldn't see me, and my Cowl of the Wolf would prevent it from sensing my heat.  I was pretty sure it was going to work ..." he shrugged and spread his hands.

"But you needed to be by yourself," said RaNay, nodding. 

"It wouldn't have worked otherwise," agreed Wulfgar, "and if it didn't work, there was nothing that any of you could have done to  help."

"So," asked Catcher, "what happened?"

Wulfgar shrugged.  "I got the stone from above the snake and got out.  Oh," he said excitedly, "I got Galad's corpse.  I left it in the church before coming in.  If he did rez elsewhere, he'll at least be able to get his stuff easily."

"Thanks," said Connor. "Since we're grouped, we can loot his corpse.  I'll go do that now.  Just in case." The Ranger stood and left the inn.

"So," continued Wulfgar, "I got the stone and planted it into the keep."  He shrugged, "In short, that gave me control of the town.  Of the valley, I guess."

"You have control of the little tower in the pass?" asked Snorri.

Wulfgar nodded, "Yup.  It looks like the border kind of merges into Clive's kingdom around where the pass is.  The little keep is in my," Wulfgar blushed, "realm."

"All hail King Wulfgar!" laughed Snorri.

Wulfgar blushed again - all of the NPC's in the inn repeated the chant.

"ALL HAIL KING WULFGAR!"

"Holy shit," muttered Wulfgar under his breath.  He looked up at Lauren wonderingly.  "Holy shit," he mouthed again.  She just smiled in return.

"One village does not a kingdom make," said Wulfgar to the crowd, trying frantically to think of what he needed to say.  "But I pledge myself to you, your protection and your prosperity."

The crowd roared their approval.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

The server returned with a tray of drinks, bowing awkwardly to Wulfgar as she reached the table before putting glasses in front of each of the players.

Connor returned, still stuffing items into his pack.  He nodded thanks at Wulfgar before taking his seat and raising his glass in toast, "To Wulfgar!" he smiled.

"To the king!" shouted Snorri, instigating the crowd once again.  Their roar reverberated off of the beamed ceiling.

Wulfgar jabbed his elbow into the Viking's ribs, "Cut it out," he whispered, laughing.

Snorri just responded by pulling Wulfgar into a bear hug and kissing him on the cheek. 

"Sure thing, your majesty," he chuckled.

"Remember," said Wulfgar severely, "I have the authority to take your head, now."

"Really?"

"As far as you know," laughed Wulfgar, giving the big man a return hug.  He looked up and found the waitresses' eye, then swirled his hand indicating a round while mouthing, "Tequila!"

Chapter 9

 

Wulfgar looked to the west, down into the valley that separated the marches from Heim and the capital in Edonis.  He leaned forward onto the battlement.  Turning his head to the right, he looked at Catcher standing next to him on the top of the little keep that held the pass between the town and Clive's kingdom.  His town, he reminded himself.  He smiled at the little lithe woman as she glanced up at him.

"So, what do you think?" he asked, leaning onto the top of a stone merlon with his left elbow.

"The ley lines are good.  Really good," she said almost to herself, nodding.  "This place would serve nicely."  She seemed to ponder for a moment.

"What do the lines do?"

She shrugged, "They allow me to focus my magical energy.  They give a bonus, not only in spell power but in experience earned."

"Why haven't I heard about it?"

"It's really a night Magus thing.  Our magic really takes advantage of long periods of focus.  Concentration.  That allows us to really build up the power of our spells before launching them."  She smiled, "For example, Plane Travel.  If I just launched the spell right now, off the cuff, I could travel to another plane for a little while.  A minute or two.  Then I'd pop back here."

She turned toward Wulfgar, "But if I really focused on the spell, for a long time, I could transport our whole group for hours, or days even."

"Focus a long time?"

She nodded, "The longer the better.  For a long group transport, it would take, at my level at least, days if not weeks of focus."

"Shit," he muttered in wonder.

"But that's where this place comes in handy.  You don't have to do all of the focusing at once.  I could spread it over time, even months.   And having a spot here, on these ley lines, where I can create a ritual space, would reduce the time it would take."

"Ritual space?  Like pentagrams and candles and such?"

She nodded, "Something like that, yeah.   That's why a Magus of Night is always on the look out for someplace like this."

"So you'll take it?"

"Mmmhmm," she nodded happily. "I'm just glad nobody else has claimed the spot."

"Wouldn't matter," smiled Wulfgar, "it's part of my, uhm, realm."  His eyes seemed to un-focus, looking into infinity, as he brought up the control menu.  He selected the keep, then added Soulcatcher as the owner.

"There you go, it's yours."

"Thank you, my liege," she chuckled dramatically, bowing.

He thought for a second, "Would I be able to use something like this?"  He thought that his new room at the top of the larger keep in the village, would make a good  wizarding spot as well.  He had no idea how to go about assessing the ley lines, but figured that Catcher would be able to.

But she shook her head, "Only works for night specific spells. Like, I couldn't focus my Fire Shot spell before using it.  That just factors in your level and checks for the reagents required. That's kind of a morning thing, by the way, all of their branch specific spells require some kind of resource that's consumed on usage, but just because you got the reagents doesn't mean that you could use any of their spells."

He nodded, "Is there anything specific like that for evening?  So far, I just have the two spells, one of which takes reagents."

"Not that I've heard of," she shook her head. "Evening is, no offense, a more kind of generic magic.  You have a much wider breadth of spells, but they're not as powerful, individually."

"No offense taken," he laughed.

"But those variety of spells do come with a greater ability to directly effect individuals.  Morning's spells are more focused on nature, night's on weird, metaphysical crap.  I mean we all have access to a lot of the same low level spells for attack and defense, but even some of those can have path specific differences."

"Such as?"

"Such as the familiar skill.  Night and evening, from what I can tell, match up.  We can only have one, and we have to get it into the red first.  Morning can have multiple familiars, but they are limited to only being able to get a familiar that's within a few levels of themselves.  And they sort of have to earn its trust. Kind of a like a tamer in that regard.  So a high level morning mage can have a bunch of familiars, but they're all within a few levels."

"And the one you want to get, an, uhm ..." he looked down at her, trying to remember what she's said.

"An imp," she nodded, "Yeah, they're kind of night sorcerer monsters.  One of those would greatly increase my power."

"So how do we get you one?"

She looked a little surprised, as if considering the new situation's impact on her goal.  "Well, we'd have to plane travel, first of all," she shrugged, "I mean technically you can run into an imp anywhere, but they're pretty rare except on one of the levels of hell that is their home.  So, I could focus on a plane travel spell here until it was powerful enough to take our entire group through to hell," she looked into the sky, calculating. "We'd probably want to be able to go for at least a few hours.  To make sure we had enough time to get in, find one, and capture it before coming back."

"Can you end the spell at any time?  To bring us all back?"

She nodded, "Yeah, but if I end it early, we can't loot our corpses.  Insurance doesn't cover items lost in plane travel."

"Good to know.  We should probably equip based on that.  Leave all of our uber loot here for that trip."  He thought for a moment, "Does that apply to bound items?"

"Don't know," she admitted. "Best to play it safe."

He nodded.

"So, what else can I do for you? To get you setup here?"

"I'll need some items to setup the ritualized space.  I've got most of it, but I still need a rarer item."

"Like what?"

"The list is long.  I'll need one item that's kind of hard to get.  A magical reagent.  Most of the stuff on the list is necro kind of stuff.  Foul.  Evil."

Wulfgar raised his left hand, extending his index finger high, "Hold on a sec," then he reached into his pack and pulled out an item.

"Something like this?"

"YES!" she exclaimed happily. "Where the hell did you get a Heart of the Revenant?"

He just smiled and shrugged his shoulders innocently.

 

Wulfgar returned to the inn and found himself in the middle of a stand-off.  He'd left Catcher in the small keep to begin the ritual process with the understanding that as soon as she'd established herself there, she would begin focusing, preparing for the plane travel that the group would take to try to find her an imp.  He'd made doubly sure, first, that her ability to close the plane travel - to return the entire group - was instantaneous on her part.  Wulfgar had already decided to play it as safe as he possibly could; Catcher would be under notice to end the spell the instant the group looked to be in any kind of trouble.  Until they established what was going on with resurrection, caution would be his byword. 

But that was probably a month away.  There was plenty he had planned to keep himself and, hopefully, his friends busy in the meantime.  A long list; but at the top was trying to figure out what was happening in front of him.

Just inside the doorway to the tavern were half a dozen or so agitated dwarves, couched and crouched for battle.  Standing in front of their half circle was Lauren, both hands raised in supplication.  She was looking from dwarf to dwarf, smiling at each in turn.  Behind her, Tim stood glowering; towering over the little blond blacksmith.

"Tim!" yelled Wulfgar. "Back up."  He sighed in relief as the troll did as ordered.  

The largest of the dwarves turned to face Wulfgar.  He looked Wulfgar up and down.

"Why is he," the dwarf jammed a stubby thumb over his shoulder, "listening to you?"

Wulfgar smiled broadly, "Well, first of all, I'm in charge here.  Second, he's my friend."

"How can you be friends with that?  With a troll?" the dwarf's voice dripped with a combination of surprise, disdain and disgust.

"The same way that I can be friends with you," smiled Wulfgar.

"You are marked as friendly," admitted the gruff little guy, "but I still don't understand. It makes no sense.  Humans and trolls can't be friends."

"You'll just have to take it on my word that this human is.  And, by the transitive property, so are you."

The dwarves growled a little at that.  Wulfgar feared that he was pushing too far, too fast.

"Look," he began, spreading his arms, "know, know, that I truly am a friend to the dwarven folk.  Trust in that and trust in me.  And trust enough to know that this single troll is also my friend.  On my honor, he will not harm you or yours.  I vow it on my life."

"You have pledged peace with the Dwarven folk.  Your reputation with them has increased to High Esteem.  You are now a Dwarf Friend."

"Your reputation with the Elven Folk has fallen.  They now hold you in suspicion."

Wulfgar smiled outwardly, but groaned inwardly.

Whatever you do, you can't win all the time, he thought.   Maybe he could declare his friendship with the first Elf he met.  He shrugged; that problem would present itself eventually.  There was nothing he could do about it now.

"I am Wulfgar," he said, "Laird of Marchstone."  He extended his right hand.

The dwarf nodded, "Snorri," he took Wulfgar's forearm in his hand and Wulfgar grasped his in return. "Prince Snorri."

Wulfgar shot his Viking friend a look and for once Snorri didn't seem inclined to make a smart-ass comment or joke.

"Well met, my prince," nodded Wulfgar, looking back into the dwarf's eyes. "Long may our peoples prosper alongside each other."

Prince Snorri nodded, his companions bowed and the NPCs in the sparsely populated tavern room cheered happily.

Wulfgar's relief was rapidly overshadowed by planning as he worked through the possibilities of this new situation.

"My prince," he began, "can we speak. Just you and I?"

 

Wulfgar looked across the little table in the corner of the tavern's common room as the dwarf prince chewed through a deep fried turkey leg; the already large drumstick gargantuan in the dwarf's hand.  After gnawing a huge bite off of the bird's leg, he dropped it back onto the pewter plate on the table in front of him, wiped his large hand across his beard, then picked up a tankard and drained it in one quaff of the ale within.

"Will your father agree?" Wulfgar asked.

Snorri nodded.

"The king has long wanted an agreement with the humans in this valley, but there has been no one with the authority to grant one," he nodded toward the human, "until now."  He held up his mug.  The server - awed by the Laird and the Prince - rushed to replace it.

Wulfgar looked to the larger table.  His friends were keeping the Prince's companions good company.  Tim, once again, stood silent, forgotten, in the corner.  Catcher was, obviously, not there.  Wulfgar ran his eyes over the crowd.  RaNay wasn't there either.  Nor Schwartz.  Bear was curled underneath Lauren's chair.  Wulfgar shrugged mentally.  He wasn't worried that RaNay - Shannon - would leave without letting him know, but it was a bit odd that she was foregoing the opportunity for a little social day-drinking.

I'll have to see if I can either acquire or invent Champagne for her. Then she'll never leave.

He smiled and nodded.

"I agree," said Snorri.

Wulfgar was brought back to the present, he ran his perfect recall back a few seconds; relived and caught back up on the conversation.   Snorri had presented a plan in which the dwarven kingdom would provide a small army of their workers that would work to mine the untapped veins in the range that formed the eastern border of the valley, just behind the village. In return, the village would receive half of the ore.

"I agree," said Wulfgar, "but on one condition."

The dwarf looked at Wulfgar shrewdly, "Yes?"

"I need your people to first help me make this valley defensible."

Snorri raised one eyebrow, "How so?  You're already surrounded, for the most part, by steep mountains."

Wulfgar nodded in agreement, "For the most part.  Yes.  But there remains at least one weak point.  One area in which my people lay open from invasion."

"Yes?"

Wulfgar nodded again, then began spelling out his plan to the dwarf lord. 

 

Wulfgar looked around the table at his friends.  The dwarves, happy, had left the hour before; to return to their kingdom which lay in the mountains to the west.  Wulfgar had learned that in the root of the largest mountain, directly west of the village vale, a large door was carved into a cliff face that gave access to the dwarven kingdom.  As new allies of the kingdom, Wulfgar or his representatives would be allowed entry.

Wulfgar laughed a little to himself - he wondered what would happen if he sent Tim as an envoy.

He had also learned that the wood to the northwest - to the north of the dwarven mountain kingdom - lay the realm of a particularly nasty wood-elf king.  When Wulfgar had first mentioned the need for a defense, Prince Snorri had assumed that Wulfgar was referring to the verge that lay into the elven forests.  He'd tabled that decision for a later date, more concerned with the eastern approaches, as he'd explained to the dwarf.

"Well, what do you think?" Wulfgar asked his friends.  All except Catcher were gathered once again within the tavern.  He had explained his plan to her, and had just finished explaining her role in the plan to the rest of the players.  He had also presented his thoughts on what the dwarven artisans would be creating.

"I'm in," said RaNay quickly.  Wulfgar looked to his old friend in gratitude.  Even outside of the game-worlds they'd shared, she always had his back.  He was especially grateful since his plan didn't really have a specific role for her that allowed her to develop her skills.  She would remain just a friend; supportive as always.

"It sounds interesting," said Corwin. "I think I might give it a shot for a while."

Wulfgar had explained that as part his ability to establish specific buildings within the area, he could also expand on existing structures.  Corwin had been intrigued at Wulfgar's suggestion for him - Corwin would be ensconced as the "owner" of the table games that he would place within the tavern.  Wulfgar had guessed that Corwin's Fortune score would be put to good use.   Neither of them had enough experience within the world to know if that would translate into more favorable house odds once players began gambling at the tavern.  Wulfgar had, if he was honest with himself, only grabbed at that role as a method for keeping Corwin in the town.  He still assumed that being grouped with the lucky player would serve to influence all of their activities.  He thought that Catcher's agreement to remain played as much role in Corwin's decision as anything else.

He looked to Lauren.  He'd offered her the ownership of the currently empty blacksmith shop.  He pledged that she would be provided all of the raw resources she needed to advance her skill-set.  The dwarves, only interested in the more valuable ore that they'd be mining within his territory, had readily agreed to giving Wulfgar the iron, tin, and other metals that they considered worthless in return for only a percentage or two increase in the gold, silver or more valuable minerals that may be found within the range.  Wulfgar considered that fair exchange since the dwarves would deliver the "scrap" directly to Lauren's shop.  She would have all of the material she needed in order to raise her skill and equip whatever future forces Wulfgar might be able to gather.

Lauren returned his smile and nodded.  She was in.

Wulfgar looked to Connor; he'd been worried about what he could offer the Ranger that would entice him to be a part of his group, permanently.  He had, he admitted to himself, formulated the plan on the fly, almost as he'd presented his idea to the tall red-head.  Wulfgar had been gratified that Connor had so readily agreed to use the village as a base of operation and move into and explore the elven forest kingdom to the northwest. Connor had assured him that he would be happy to try to establish good relations between Marchstone and the as yet unmet elves.

Wulfgar looked to Snorri and smiled; the Viking had been nodding enthusiastically throughout the presentation.  The big man was up for anything, as long as it was new.  The fact that the plan felt more than a little to be rebellious appealed to his adventurous side.  Wulfgar had never doubted that Snorri would want in, and his friend hadn't disappointed. 

Still smiling broadly, Wulfgar looked to the last spot around the table.  

To Rydra.

The little man, who Wulfgar had begun to think of as his mentor in this world, just smiled sadly and shook his head.

 

"What can I do to sweeten the pot?" asked Wulfgar.  He and Rydra had moved back to the corner table where he'd presented the alliance to the prince.  He smiled across at his friend, willing him to change his mind.  He tried to think of a more specific role that Rydra could play in the village, worried that the man felt left out; there was nothing for him along the lines of his skill-set like there was for the others.

Rydra just shook his head again.

"Nothing,  I'm sorry."

"Pretty please?"

"Not even with sugar on top," laughed the little thief.  "Look, it's nothing to do with you or what you're doing here.  It sounds like a great plan.  Really it does.  It just doesn't track with any of my goals."

"Remember," shrugged Rydra gently, "what I've always told you. What I want to do in this world.  I'm here to relax.  To enjoy the retirement that I couldn't enjoy before I died."  He laughed, "Setting up our own little fiefdom, likely to draw the ire of the king to the east, is not  what I'd call a relaxing way to spend my golden years."

"Besides," he continued, "remember the benefit I got from the rat-folk. Once a week, they'll lead me into any building in Edonis, where I can loot to my heart's desire.  That does nothing for me here, and," he shrugged and smiled ruefully, "if I didn't have a week to burn after that last time, I wouldn't have even come on this little adventure with you."

Wulfgar nodded.

"I mean, I love you man," said Rydra, "but I'm not about to join you in what is more or less a declaration of war against King Clive."

"That seems a bit melodramatic," said Wulfgar defensively.

"Does it?  You're taking over a town that was within his sovereignty.  You've made an alliance with another kingdom, for god's sake.  Really, what would you think if you were Clive?"

Wulfgar thought for a moment then nodded, "Yeah, I get that.  But, really, even given everything I've told you, do you still think that Clive didn't set this up?"

"Even if he did," countered Rydra, "how do you know that he wanted you to take the bait?  Did you ever consider that this is a test that you're failing spectacularly?"

Wulfgar admitted to himself that he hadn't considered that.  He'd been so drawn into the obviousness of his actions that he'd never thought that maybe the town and the control of it was a temptation that Clive wanted - hoped - that Wulfgar wouldn't take.  He shook his head.

Don't forget, he reminded himself,  that pissing off Clive was one of the desirable outcomes.

His anger at the seemingly overt manipulation that he'd been subject to hadn't abated.  He told Rydra as much.

"I get that, my friend, I truly do.  I just hope that you get why I don't want to be in the middle of it."

"I guess I do," answered Wulfgar sadly, "but I was hoping ..."  he reached down and began taking off his gauntlets.

"Don't be melodramatic," chuckled Rydra kindly, reaching across the little table and stopping Wulfgar's hands, "I'm not taking those back.  And we are still friends."  He looked up into Wulfgar's eyes earnestly.  "And," he laughed suddenly, "you're not off the hook.  I still need you to sneak into Clive's keep with me.  It's a two man job.  I can't do it alone."

"I'll need a couple of days," sighed Wulfgar, buckling the gauntlets that Rydra had loaned him the day they'd met.  The gauntlets that gave him +7 in his Stealth.  They'd proved invaluable and Wulfgar was relieved that the little man didn't want them back, yet.

Rydra nodded, "Take your time.  I imagine that you've got a lot to take your attention right now."  The thief pushed his chair back and stood.  "As for me, I have other business to attend to this week."

"You're leaving?"

"Mmmhmmm," smiled Rydra, bowing, "your majesty."

"I thought we could ride back together."  Even thought Wulfgar didn't have any specific role that Rydra could help him with, he'd been looking forward to the man's advice and counsel.

"I'll be making best speed.  It won't be a leisurely ride back, like  our way here."  He laughed and attempted a Texan accent, "I'll be puttin' the spurs to her all the way back."

"How long will that take?" asked Wulfgar.

Rydra shrugged, pushed his chair back under the table, "Not sure.  Maybe a day."  He walked around the table, leaned down to kiss Wulfgar on the forehead, then waved goodbye to the crowd and left the tavern.

Chapter 10

 

Wulfgar opened his eyes and rolled over in his new bed.  He looked at Lauren, snuggled into the deep pile of blankets, sleeping softly.  He smiled.  She looked happy, carefree.  After several rounds of tequila in the tavern, she'd looked him in the eyes, laughed, and told him that she'd never slept with a king before.

It's good to be the king, he chuckled inwardly as he stretched.

He slipped quietly out of bed and walked to the western window.  He framed the window with his hands as he leaned forward and looked down into the town.  The sun was just lightening, and John Tailor was opening his shop for the day.  That reminded Wulfgar - he still needed to go back to the shop and pay for his upgraded cloak.  He looked at the closed shop next to the tailor. The smithy.

Wulfgar felt arms slip around his waist and Lauren move into his back.  He felt the side of her face pressed against his spine.  His body rumbled a little as she purred.

"Good morning," she mumbled contentedly. Her hands moved across his stomach and she pulled herself in tight before releasing her hold and moving underneath his right arm.  She poked her head out of the window.

"Whachoo lookin' at?"

"The town," he said, leaning down to kiss the top of her head.  "Your shop."

"Mine all mine!" she yawned happily.

"What did you do?  Before all of this?" he asked.  "I mean, I was a project manager for software development.  A lot of what I did was assign tasks to people based on their abilities.  I guess I kind of need to know what your abilities are, beyond what your character sheets says."

"I was a student.  College.  I wanted to be a teacher.  Junior high-school.  Science."

He thought for a moment.

"What all can you make, do you think, in your shop?"

"Swords.  Knives.  Armor.  Pole-arms.  The more difficult stuff is harder, but I should start to level up with all of the resources the dwarves are going to be bringing in."

"That's cool, but I mean what can you make.  I mean, you've got a pre-industrial tool set.  What does your knowledge give you?  Do you know how to make a steam engine?  Did you take any chemistry courses?  Can you make gunpowder?  Can you build a cast forge?  Can you make me a cannon?"

"Whoah," she laughed, "hold on.  The simple answer is, I don't know.  I've never done anything except to activate a recipe, pound on some metal, and wait for the result.  I've never actually tried to build anything."

"But could you?"

"Like I said, I don't know.  I can sure as hell try.  But what you're asking me to do is to basically re-invent the industrial revolution.  That will take some thought."  

She leaned back into his chest, silent for a minute.

"First of all, you're going to need fuel.  Lots of fuel.  My little magic based forge can heat up enough metal to make a sword, so I might be able to construct a steam engine.  But how are you going to power it?  As far as I know, there's no coal in this world.  That means you'll need trees.  A lot of trees."

He hugged her to himself and nodded.  He would have to talk to Connor before the ranger left to explore the forests of the elves; to let the man know that if he was able to establish relations with them, to sound them out about how amenable they were to selling logging rights in their woods.  If the elves of this world were anything like their brethren in fantasy literature, they would probably tend to think of the trees as sacred.  Connor would have to broach the subject carefully, making no promises without first coming back to talk to Wulfgar.  Wulfgar also needed to remember to ask the dwarves if they knew of anything like coal.

"There's a lot to consider," he agreed, "but do me a favor and use the perfect memory in that gorgeous little head and see if you can go back through some of your science text books.  Get some real world recipes for anything you can think we might need."

"I will.  We're lucky in one thing, though.  The metals that the dwarves will mine are pure.  We don't have to worry about refining them.  Instead of a iron ore, they bring us steel."

"That is good."  Wulfgar knew that the history of firearms seem to develop alongside the smith's ability to cast metals that had been purified.  Early examples of cannons were as likely to explode due to a flaw in their casting as they were to fire a projectile.  He didn't hold out any hope that Lauren would be able to produce anything like long range artillery for him, but Napoleonic era cannon loaded with grapeshot lined along his battlements would provide him with a distinct edge over any marauding force that was only equipped with medieval weaponry.

"Assuming chemistry and physics function in this world they way they do outside," he murmured. He sighed.  There was a lot he had to take care of, a lot of planning and delegating.  He kissed Lauren on the top of her head and began thinking through his to-do list for the day.

 

Wulfgar walked out of the keep into the morning sun and toward the inn.  He'd left Lauren with a lot to think about, and the conversation had added to his load of worries as well.  But, he admitted, it also added a great deal of possibility.  He wasn't so much interested in creating a technical revolution; he just wanted to be ready to defend himself whatever was thrown at him.  He realized that he didn't have much in the way of an army - or even a militia - so he needed what the U.S. Army would refer to as "force multipliers"; weapons that would serve to make his lightly trained villagers able to at least defend walls from attacks by highly trained warriors - human or otherwise.  He made a mental note to ask Lauren to look into crossbows.  They were much easier to use and didn't require near the amount of training and practice as the longbow. 

"Good morning, your majesty!" bellowed Snorri as Wulfgar walked into the tavern.

Wulfgar pulled up a chair and joined the warrior for breakfast.

"Just the man I wanted to see," he began, then, softly, "lay off the majesty crap, OK?  It's bad enough with the NPC's."

As if on cue, a server approached the pair and curtsied to Wulfgar.  She put a huge platter of scrambled eggs and sausages on the table.  Snorri grunted as Wulfgar began eating.

"I suppose I can share my breakfast," he growled good naturedly.

Wulfgar looked down at the huge plate and the mound of food.  He raised one eyebrow.

"What?" said the warrior defensively, "it's the most important meal of the day, yanno!"  He wagged a sausage at Wulfgar.

Wulfgar laughed and took a bite of his own wurst.

"Just the man I wanted to see," he repeated through a mouthful of pork and spices, "I've got a special mission for you."

"Perfect!  Is it dangerous?"  The blond giant grinned.

"Probably the most dangerous thing you've ever done!" laughed Wulfgar. "I want you to train the villagers in basic fighting techniques.  They'll need to be able to help out on the walls if we get attacked.  Train archery. Pole-arms.  Basic armor.  A cuirass and a helmet. Figure out what equipment you need and give Lauren a list."

"Wait. What walls?"

"First things first.  Train the villagers."

"That doesn't sound dangerous," grunted Snorri.

"Imagine her," Wulfgar said nodding toward the little tavern server, "with a bow and arrow.  Or a pole-arm."

"I'm a dead man," said Snorri in mock severity.  "Tell my wife I loved her."

"That's the spirit.  Think you can do it?"

"Sure.  Does it come with a promotion?"

Wulfgar laughed, "Whatever you want.  Sergeant First Class?"

"I was thinking General of the Army!"

"Build me an army and we'll talk about it," chuckled Wulfgar lightly, winking at his friend.

 

Wulfgar patted Connor on the back.  He was still unsure of how he should interact with the other players.   He knew that any sort of pretend nobility would probably cause even Lauren to drop him and leave the village - and that was just as well, he didn't feel in any way like a Lord or King.  He wanted to think of his friends - old and new - as his partners.  Much like he had with Phani and the space station.

God, that seems like so long ago.

He reflected that even in the accelerated game time of this world, it had only been two weeks since he'd committed to this realm fully.  He wondered if his unconscious - literally - body in the outside world had even reached the point where it had removed the Omegaverse helmet and gone to bed, to die.

Two weeks!

He laughed inwardly, remembering the comment sections in the news articles describing how he - a new player - had found a priceless space station in the Omegaverse.  Disbelief and anger had permeated the threads.  

How would those people react if they found out I'd already become the lord of this, albeit tiny, realm in this world.

They'd probably bitch and moan that he hadn't earned it.  That it was yet another unbelievable episode in an already far-fetched story line.  He shrugged. Even if they knew the whole truth behind the story - even if they knew that he was being manipulated - some people would still bitch and moan.

You could get some people laid and they'd still complain.

Wulfgar looked into the Connor's eyes.  He needed the ranger, needed his help.  The man wasn't an elf-friend, but he wasn't a dwarf-friend either, so he at least would begin his embassy as a neutral party.  To that end, Wulfgar had explained to him that he wouldn't establish Connor as a town-owner until he'd returned from his mission.  All of the others - RaNay, Lauren, Snorri, Catcher, and Corwin - had also received the dwarf-friend flag when Wulfgar had made them owners.  He assured Connor that he would receive the owner flag as soon as his mission to the elves was over, assuming he wanted it.

"Any questions?"

"Seems fairly straightforward," nodded Connor.  He pulled the green hood, draped over the back of his long cape, over his forehead, shadowing his face.  "I have no idea how long it will take."

"Take your time.  It's important."  Wulfgar laughed, "But don't get killed.  We need you here."

Connor nodded, smiled, then turned and walked toward the northwest.  Wulfgar watched him for a minute, feeling a little envy.  The thought of heading off into the deep forest, alone, into unknown lands to seek out and find a hopefully friendly population of elves appealed to Wulfgar; much more than the thought of running the town.

But that's not fated to be my role.  Not yet, anyway.

He turned and walked across the little square, nodding to the various NPC's wandering about their business. Wulfgar felt a little bad - he begun looking at each of his "subjects" and evaluating their use.  Would the old miller, bent from years of operating the stone grinder, be of use in a picket line?  Would the rotund inn-keep be able to draw a bow and fire it with any distance or accuracy?  He hated that he had begun to categorize people - real or artificial - based on his perception of how useful they would be to him.

Wulfgar knocked on the window sill of John Tailor's shop.  The craftsman appeared out of the shadows, his gruff countenance quickly replaced by a broad smile and a bow.

"Your lordship!" he smiled happily, then bent and pulled a long, furred cape from below and draped it over the sill. "And your cape!  I hope your lordship is pleased!"

Wulfgar pulled the cape down then dragged it over his right shoulder and pulled it around his back.  He pushed the bottom of the Cowl of the Wolf until it draped over the top of the cape.  He felt his mana rise as his new cape increased his Intelligence by one.  Given how hard it was to raise attributes in this world, he felt sure that the cape would, eventually, seem cheap even at the quoted cost.

He pulled out Tim's little leather purse from his belt and began pouring the coins onto the counter.  He counted out four stacks of five gold coins then looked up at John Tailor.

The man had a horrified look on his face.

"That's far too much, m'lord.  Far too much."  He took one of the stacks and pushed the other three back to Wulfgar.  "I'd not even charge you this much, but I must at least cover my costs."

Wulfgar wasn't about to argue the windfall in his favor.  He didn't know if the change in heart - and in price - was the result of his becoming Lord of the town or because he'd changed the allegiance of the town to Highlanders.  In any case, he was happy to be in debt to his familiar for only five gold pieces instead of twenty. 

He nodded his thanks to the NPC, turned and began walking out of the village.

 

Wulfgar looked down from the top of the border keep, toward the northeast.  The mountain that framed one steep edge of the pass that separated Marchstone from the lands of Heim rose precipitously a hundred meters away.  There was already, after only a day, noticeable progress being made to the wall. Wulfgar wanted it to stretch from one end of the pass to the other.  Roughly two hundred meters wide, the pass would serve to buffer either end of his fortification.  Wonderfully, perfectly so.  Sitting in the middle, and soon to become the centerpiece of his border, was Catcher's stone keep that he now stood upon.

"He's a wonder, truly he is," muttered the dwarf standing next to Wulfgar.  His name was Owen and he led the dwarf expedition that had returned at their king's acceptance of Wulfgar's offer of alliance and trade.  He only came up to Wulfgar's waist - he was short even for a dwarf - but he was a wide as the human and powerfully built.  He was shaking his head in disbelief.

The team of dwarves was currently surveying the pass and laying out lines for the wall, while Tim the troll was bent, carving out the stone blocks for the wall from the ground to the front of the line.  They had determined that the soil in the pass was shallow, alluvial.  Wulfgar assumed that the pass had once served as the top of a waterfall and that the lake to the north of the village had been deeper at one point.

In any case, the result was that the troll was able to quarry the stone he needed to build the wall from directly in front of where the stones would be laid.  That gave two advantages.  The first was the the blocks wouldn't need to be transported from a quarry and the second was the for every block laid there was a correspondingly deep increase in what would become a moat in front of the wall.  Owen had suggested they dig down one-third the height, providing for a moat that was three times as wide as the wall was high.  Wulfgar had agreed. 

"I'm glad you've become accustomed to Tim's presence," nodded Wulfgar.

"More than that," chuckled Owen, "he's become a kind of mascot for us."  He shook his head again, "And to think, a troll ..." he muttered almost to himself.

Tim had already excavated two large blocks and was well on his way to finishing the third.  At the rate he was going the wall would be finished in a couple of months; and Tim showed no signs of slowing.  He seemed to relish the chore.  He had smiled grotesquely yet happily when Wulfgar had arrived and returned the troll's purse, then resumed cutting stone from the living rock.  He was making an odd grumbling sound - like stones in a polisher - and it had taken Wulfgar a minute to determine that it sounded like the troll was humming, happy.

"I'm glad," repeated Wulfgar, turning to the foreman, "and there's something else I'd like to discuss with you."  He waited for the dwarf's nod, then began, "If you have your people prepared here, I'd like you to check on something for me."  He pointed to the north, "I want to see if you think it's feasible to create a tunnel in between the lake and this moat."

"Underneath the village?"  

"Exactly," Wulfgar put his hand on the miner's shoulder in response to the look of worry that crossed his face, "but it's not as bad as all of that."

Wulfgar explained the cavern beneath the keep, how he thought that it extended nearly to the lake and well to the south of the town.  He also warned Owen about the snake.

"Will ye want us to wall the snake into its room?"

"It's probably for the best, at least while our people are down there."  He looked up the hill toward the town, "In any case, I'd just like your surveyors to try to map out the project at this point."  Wulfgar also wondered if it would be possible to build a waterwheel into the cavern, to provide a means of hydro-power.  He shook it off; he could worry about that after Owen had determined if the tunnel was even feasible.  

"I don't know," wavered Owen, "it's a lot of work and, as near as I recall, not covered by our agreement."

"You can keep seventy-five percent of whatever ore you find in the tunneling," grinned Wulfgar.

The dwarf laughed loudly, "Ye truly are a dwarf-friend, and know the secret to our hearts!"  He took the human's hand in his own - Owen's were huge, as big as Wulfgar's - and shook it.  "I have no doubt our king will agree to the added codicil, assuming that the tunnel can be dug."

"Assuming it can be dug," nodded Wulfgar.

 

Wulfgar left the bottom of the little keep, walking down the last flight of stairs on the rear of the stone structure.  Waiting at the bottom were a tall redhead, a black tiger and a very large dog.  He smiled as he joined them on the grass.

"Did you think you were going to be able to sneak away from us?"

"Sorry," said Wulfgar, spreading his hands, "it's just been so freakin' nuts.  I've been trying to get everyone setup before going back to Edonis."

"Why are you?  Going back that is?"

"I need to try to figure out what the hell is going on here.  Edonis is the only place I'll be able to do that."  He reached down as Bear pushed his snout into Wulfgar's right hip.  He scratched the dog behind the ears.

"Can you watch Bear while I'm gone?" he asked, "If he becomes a pain, I'm sure you can leave him with Lauren."

"I'm happy to.  I'll even begin training him, if you want."

"Training him?  How?"

RaNay smiled, "First of all, I'm going to grind him up to third level.  At that point, he'll be able to get the Mind-speak skill."  She tilted her head, "Assuming that you want me to choose that, that is.  Since I tamed him, I'm still a co-owner, until you remove me."

He nodded, "Happy to leave it as is.  Mind-speak? Is it what it sounds like?"

"Yeah.  You'll be able to send thoughts to each other.  At the lower levels, you'll only be able to send raw emotions.  At higher levels," she smiled, "you'll actually be able to express more abstract thoughts." 

She thought for a moment, "Well, he will be able to send thoughts.  You won't, unless you develop the skill.  But that," she frowned, "is a Tamer skill.  Unless you dedicate yourself to that tree, you won't be able to communicate back."

She reached down and took both of Bear's ears in her hands, kissing his forehead, "But he's such a smart boy, he probably understands what you're saying."

Wulfgar paused for a second, reading.

"It's cool," he said, excited, "there's a sub-skill in the Familiar skill tree that's called Mind-speak.  It sounds like I can do what you can, but just for my familiar."

She nodded, "That's cool.  You won't be able to talk to Schwartz or any other tamed creatures with mind-speak, but it should work for Tim.  You'll be able to send your thoughts to him, to control him.  If he has a Mind-speak skill option, you'll be able to read his thoughts as well."

"How does it work for you?  Can you speak to any creature with the skill, whether or not they're yours?"

She nodded, "Mmmhmm, and players or tamed creatures with the mind-speak skill can send raw emotion to any other sentient creature.  You'll be able to use Tim and Bear to augment your intimidation roll, for example."

"Sweet!"

He thought about it for a moment.

"So, if you were to come up against another tamer you'd be able to mind-speak with their animals?"

She frowned, "Yeah, but if they're hostile, it's an aggro trigger.  Just like walking up to them.  I mean, it can work.  I can try to, say, soothe them with thoughts of warmth or whatever, but if I fail, they'll aggro my ass from wherever."  She chuckled.

"But sentients too?  You could do that for an orc?"

"Mmhmm," she nodded, "but it's a tough roll.  I'd have to be a much higher level, but, yeah, if I had enough on them, I could be like Obi-Wan Kenobi on the Sand-people.  Make 'em run in terror.  If they were riding horses, I could do it to them - just get the horses to bolt."

"That's pretty cool."

"It is.  But it's pretty short range.  If an army was coming down on us, I could probably get a few of the horses to bolt, but there'd be enough left over to run us down."

 

~ ~ ~

 

Wulfgar pulled himself up into the opening, raising himself until his eyes were just above the level of the floor. He slowly looked to his left then right as his eyes adjusted to the light.  Coming up from the darkness of the rat tunnels underneath Edonis into the dimly lit palace, awash in the flickering fires from ensconced torches lining the walls, made for a quick adjustment.

Holding onto the edges of the palace floor, he dropped his head back into the opening created when Rydra had pushed up on the hinged tile - indistinguishable from above from the thousands of floor tiles when closed.  As soon as Wulfgar and the little thief had entered the palace, they would drop the trap-door shut again, then begin their looting of Clive's home.

He smiled down at the thief and their guide, a large, dark-gray rat; about the height and girth of a medium sized dog.

"All clear," he whispered.

He pulled himself up and into the room, kneeling and looking around before reaching down to give Rydra a hand.  When he looked down he saw that their rat guide had already left, having fulfilled its weekly obligation to Rydra.  Wulfgar gripped his friend's hand and pulled as the thief climbed into the palace.

Rydra crouched next to Wulfgar and lifted then, slowly, dropped the trap door back into place.  He ensured that the opening was no longer visible before looking up to Wulfgar and nodding.

The pair of infiltrators slowly stood and moved toward the far wall, deeper into the castle.  Wulfgar stretched as he looked around the room.  He was still a little stiff from the ride but not, he mused, as stiff as he should be; not after the day's ride he'd just had.

After leaving the budding wall rising up near Marchstone, he had leaned forward and put the spurs to his horse.  While it didn't have the stamina to gallop the entire distance back, it was able - being a computer simulation - to run for very long distances, then trot while its energy regenerated.  The pace ate the kilometers and he was quickly over and past the troll bridge.

He had scanned the territory around the river and the bridge across it and filed it away as an excellent spot to begin the defense of Marchstone should Edonis decide to invade.  He could bottle up a much larger force at the choke point of the bridge - indeed, he might even be able to fortify it.  This would be the spot that the opening moves of the war would be fought.

Wulfgar had smiled at that thought.  He had no doubt that war was the logical outcome of his course of action.  Then he frowned.  If perma-death had really been established as the rule of law in this world, war was no longer an abstract entertainment.  Even if it wasn't, he had seen no indication that NPC's could rez.  He felt a sense of responsibility - one that Corwin would no doubt belittle - for the people of his village.

He decided then that he would not instigate a war with Clive.  He would, indeed, do whatever he could to prevent it.  The thought of John Tailor or the little barmaid whose name, he chided himself, he had yet to learn, coughing blood on the battlements of the wall Wulfgar was having built wasn't a pleasant one.

Even discounting his feelings, attracting NPCs to the village was difficult.  It required him to play - and win - a constant city management 'game' to increase the town's Influence and level. He vowed to study the rules more than he had any game before and to dedicate himself to it.  To attract NPCs, and other humans for that matter, to settle in and grow his realm was the only way to 'win'.

And 'win' he would.

After the bridge, the road flew quickly by under the hooves of his mount.  They flashed by Tim the Enchanter's village.  It looked deserted.  Neither his erstwhile nemesis nor the asshole's henchmen were in evidence.  That didn't surprise Wulfgar; if resurrection had been turned off, he imagined that after a few deaths and a few days, people would start to figure that out.  The logical conclusion of that would be that players would begin to flock to the safe spaces of the world.  For this valley, that meant the city of Edonis.  Wulfgar imagined that the inns of the city were likely full to bursting, and quests that held any kind of danger were going unselected, much less unfulfilled. 

The rest of Wulfgar's wild ride served only to reinforce his opinion.  He didn't, as far as he knew, come across another player on the road.  Even NPC's were less common on the road than they'd been on the outbound journey, as though they were mirroring the caution of the players.

By the end of the day, Wulfgar had completed his headlong return, dropped off his foam slathered mount at the inn closest to Edonis' northwest gate, and run to Rydra's apartment, in the building next to the Magicstrate's office.

Rydra had warmly answered his knock, embracing Wulfgar and pulling him into the room, where they quickly caught up and, after discussing their plan, left for the rat warrens beneath the city.

 

Wulfgar peeked around the corner of the large room and into a long hallway.  Halfway down the space was a single door.  Guarded on either side by tall, straight, and wide guardsmen, just as Rydra had described. Guarding the entrance to - something.  Rydra assumed that whatever was behind the doorway was worth guarding and whatever was worth guarding was worth stealing.

Wulfgar smiled at the philosophy.

The plan called for Wulfgar to distract and draw the guards away from the door, while Rydra - the player with the lock-picking and stealing skills - would loot the room.  Wulfgar would keep the guards busy for as long as possible; since Rydra didn't know what was behind the door, he didn't know how long it would take to loot.  Rydra had given Wulfgar a rough idea of the layout of this floor of the palace and, assuming no other guards were around, he should have no trouble leading them on a merry chase.

At Wulfgar's item-enhanced level, he had about two and a half-minutes of Stealth to draw them off.  Rydra would close and re-lock the door once he was through, so that if the guards returned they would find nothing amiss.  If Rydra had not returned to the rendezvous point after thirty minutes, Wulfgar would again draw off the guards to allow the thief space to make his escape.  What Wulfgar did after the successful distraction was left open to circumstance.

Wulfgar had an idea of how he could pass that time.

Wulfgar activated Stealth and began moving down the torch-lit hallway.  He moved fast, for once worried more about his stealth timer than he was silence.  As he passed the pair of sentinels - each larger than Wulfgar's considerable bulk - he hissed into the silence of the palace.  His sibilant exhale startled the guards, previously as unmoving as any of the Queen's Guard at Buckingham.  He saw, from the corner of his eyes, their heads move toward each other as Wulfgar hurried past.

He began to trot as he approached the halfway point past the doorway until the next room.  His footfalls began to sound out and he was gratified by hearing the sound of the guards beginning their chase.

At the end of the hallway, the hallway opened back into a room that matched the one he'd first entered - again, matching Rydra's description.  Wulfgar began to run, pulling a tall candelabra until it fell crashing to the ground behind him.  He sprinted down the length of the room and leapt into the bottom of a stairway that curved upward from within the opposite wall.  He glanced back into the room as he ascended the stairway and saw the pair of guards nearing the end of the room.  They were gaining on him.

Redoubling his efforts, Wulfgar pounded up the stairs until they ended, several floors above.  He had passed by several openings that had showed flashes of large rooms - literally palatial - on the way up.  At the top of the stair, leaving Wulfgar what he estimated to be less than a minute of stealth until his timer ran out and his ten-minute cool-down began, he emerged into yet another long hallway.  He sprinted to the end and pulled opened an ornate doorway.  He looked back just as the two guardsmen emerged from the stairwell.  Their faces showed the triumph of hunters that have just run down their prey as they saw the door begin to close behind Wulfgar.  They knew that he was trapped.

There was only one way in and out of King Clive's office. 

 

Wulfgar looked around frantically.  Having achieved his destination, he needed to be able to make sure that the guards didn't interrupt him.  He glanced around the room for a chair - something that he could lever underneath the door handle to prevent anyone else from coming through.

Then he laughed.

The door opened outward - if he pushed a chair underneath the handle, it would simply fall into the hallway when they pulled the portal open.  

He dropped to one knee, looking at the handle.  There was no lock.  His mind raced, trying to think of some way to give himself enough time and space to accomplish his mission.

"Don't worry, they won't come in," said a familiar, friendly voice.

Wulfgar turned and stood.

He was in a beautiful, cavernous room.  Dark, speckled marble stretched to the further wall, fifty meters away.  Lines of white marble columns, five meters apart, spread the length and width of the square room, except for one open space in the middle.  Long shadows reached from the columns toward Wulfgar, and he had to raise his left hand to shield his eyes from the stark, evening sun that shone through the floor to ceiling windows on the far side of the room.  As if by his command, the windows filtered the light, darkening themselves to cut the glare.  He lowered his hand, and looked toward the center of the room.

A large desk sat, facing him, a tall backed leather chair on the other side of it, facing away, toward the window wall.  He began to approach, slowly, silently.  The desk, two meters wide by one meter deep, shone.  It looked dark - mahogany, Wulfgar thought - but reflected the last rays of the muted setting sun through the shaded glass windows.

"I've got a bone to pick with you," said Wulfgar, as levelly as he could.  He walked toward the chair, which began to turn.

"I imagine that you have several," said Clive as he clasped his hands on the desk that was now in front of him.

"Shannon," growled Duncan, grinding his teeth.

Clive nodded.

"I didn't really resurrect her, bring her here, did I?"

Clive shook his head.  Duncan thought that he looked a little sad; that did nothing to lessen his rising anger.

"Then it goes without saying that you knew that she was fine.  That she didn't need my help."  He shrugged, raised both of his eyebrows, "That I died - committed suicide - for nothing."

"Not for the reasons that you thought," said Clive.  "But for reasons, I assure you."

"What are they."

Clive looked pained, "I can't tell you.  I'd ask you to trust me, but I imagine that's beyond hope at this point.  Everything I told you about this world, about why it exists, is true.  You are a casualty in a bigger cause, but you won't remain a casualty.  I assure you.  You are not only preparing yourself for your role to come, you're preparing me for your role to come.  Preparing my people and the peoples of many species."

"Your assurances don't do much to assure."

Clive stood, "I understand.  I didn't expect them to.  Not yet, anyway," he turned and walked to the window and looked out toward the western mountains, highlighted by the setting sun.  Somewhere nestled there was Marchstone. 

Duncan watched the alien for a moment, then moved his hand to the hilt of Shepherd's Bite.

Clive seemed to read his mind, "Yes.  You can kill me.  The rules of this world apply to me as much as you."

Duncan's hand remained gripped around the short sword that Lauren had crafted for him.

"Then why change the rules?"

Clive turned back into the room, "It's part of the experiment."

"That's a shit reason."

"Perhaps.  From your point of view.  From my point of view, it's necessary."

"To study us," growled Duncan.  "Well, I'm tired of being studied.  The reason that I was here is a lie.  Shannon doesn't need me," he pulled out Shepherd's Bite and pointed it at Clive.  "I think I'm done being your guinea pig," he said walking forward.  He reached Clive and pointed his blade underneath the alien's chin, "I think I'm done with all of your bullshit."

Duncan turned and dropped Shepherd's Bite onto Clive's desk.  He began to walk back toward the door, "I'm done.  I think I'll head out and see how my space station is doing.  How my faction is doing.  How the rest of my friends are doing."  He looked over his shoulder.  Clive had a little smile across his face.

"Do you think I'm kidding?  That I'm bluffing?  My friends here can do fine without me.  They're all setup as owners of the village.  They can run it or abandon it as they like.  They don't need me."

"I don't think you're kidding or bluffing," said Clive.  "And I understand that you have me over a barrel."  He looked deeply into Duncan's eyes, "Alright.  What do you want?"

"To stay?  A lot," Duncan turned again.  "First, turn on resurrections again."

Clive shook his head sadly, "That I'm afraid I can't do.  Whatever else you might think, trust me, this is necessary for this phase of the experiment."

Duncan noted the word 'phase'.  That indicated, to him, that it might not be necessary once this phase was over.

"How long will this phase last?"

Clive raised his eyebrows, "I'm not sure.  Perhaps six months.  Maybe a year."

Duncan shook his head, "That's not good enough.  Decide.  Now.  Set a deadline.  You're asking us to live in a world with rules?  Fine.  But those rules have to be fair.  Not arbitrary.  If you want to understand anything about humans, the first thing you have to understand is that being unfairly treated pisses us off.  So, there you are.  You've learned something.  Give us something in return."

Clive raised his hands, "It really is necessary, for now."

"Fine," said Duncan, negotiating. "Turn it back on for one week.  Resurrect all those who are currently dead.  Send out a system message to all players and let us know that there will be a temporary perma-death and tell us how long it will last.  Otherwise, I promise you, any and all adventuring will cease.  People will hold up in the safe places and not venture out.  There will be no data for you to collect."

Duncan could see Clive working through that, and he knew that he'd won a point.

Clive nodded.

"I want to hear it."

"I will turn on resurrection.  For one week.  After that, it will be turned off.  For six months.  I will also reserve the right to extend that," he raised his hands to counter Duncan's rising objection, "to extend that after another round of resurrection for those who've died in the six months and with another week's warning."

Duncan nodded.

"So you'll stay?"

Duncan laughed, "You are nowhere near off the hook, pal.  No.  The second, turn back on quests as designed.  Turn back on the system messages and experience rewards.  Otherwise, again, you'll get nobody taking any risks.  None.  It's not worth it.  In fact," said Duncan, his voice rising, "you should increase the level of reward for the duration of the resurrection hold.  Triple or quadruple experience.  Again, otherwise it won't be worth risking our lives for.  We'll just wait out the experiment."

Clive nodded, "Treble experience for the duration of this phase of the experiment.  Done."

Duncan stood back as his subconscious was overwhelmed with messages.

"Congratulations!  You have completed the quest Western Marches I from King Clive!"

"Congratulations!  You have completed the quest The March Stone!  You are now Laird of Marchstone!"

He felt a tingling on his skin, and all of his hairs stood on end.  He somehow recognized it as a flood of experience points.  He felt his Stamina rise, just a bit.  To a lesser extent, his Hit Points also rose.

"Congratulations!  You have gained a level!  You are now level 5!  You have 2 Skill points to spend!"

He immediately dropped both skill points into Sorcery, doubling his level.  He felt his mana potential increase and his pool immediately begin to rise to match it.

Duncan looked back to Clive.

"Why?  Why did you turn it all off without warning?"

Clive smiled, "I needed to give you a reason to come here.  To see me."

Duncan frowned.  He knew that any followup question to that statement would result in yet another shrug from Clive.

Clive reached down to the desktop, pushed Shepherd's Bite forward.

Duncan crossed his arms, looked directly into Clive's eyes.  He stared at him for a moment.

"Shannon," he said.  "Did you kill her?"  Given all of the abilities that the Omegaverse helmet had - to record consciousness, to manipulate via implanted dreams - he was under no illusions that much more nefarious possibilities were available to the aliens.

Clive returned Duncan's stare.

"No."  

Clive didn't deny the ability to have killed her, Duncan noted.  He thought for a moment.  There's was no way that Duncan could know if Clive was telling the truth, and after all that had happened, no way that he could ever fully trust Clive again.  

"I'm going to defeat you," Duncan said, picking up and sheathing Shepherd's Bite.

Wulfgar turned and left the room.

Epilog

 

Clive watched as Wulfgar left his office, escorted by his chamberlain and two very large guardsmen.  He smiled a little at the human's anger.  Though not entirely unexpected, it was a little more animated than he'd expected.  He was glad that his assumption - that the normally level headed man was capable of fierce passion - was correct.  The fire that drove him simmered and smoldered, but Clive had always wondered if that feeling could be pressed into dedicated action.  The real world death of Shannon had presented Clive with the perfect opportunity; to see if, as suspected, Duncan would wholly dedicate himself to a cause that the human felt was greater than himself.

That was the whole, real, reason that this entire experiment was being run on him.

Clive's people needed someone, a human, for a very special reason.

The more he watched Duncan, the more certain Clive was that he'd chosen correctly.

He frowned a little.  There were still more tests that his plan called for.  More ways to push the human; to see if Clive had chosen correctly.

Clive looked up into a dark corner of his office.

"Well?" he asked the air, "what do you think, spymaster?"

"I wondered if you'd noticed that I was here," said a little human who stepped into the light, revealing himself, "I considered exiting Stealth as soon as Wulfgar left, but I didn't want to interrupt your thoughts."

Clive nodded.  He hadn't known that the human was there, hiding, but it was a fair assumption.  

Better to let the rumors of my omnipotence remain, he chuckled inwardly.

"Will you release me, now?" asked the human.

"It bothers you?  Being my familiar?"

"You know it does.   I understand the reason for doing it.  For this mission.  But I don't relish the thought of you living inside of my head any longer than necessary."

Clive laughed, standing from behind his desk.  He took the little human's shoulders in his hands.

"I know, Rydra, I know," he said trying to placate the human.  Having Rydra as his familiar - enabling Clive to watch Duncan through the eyes of a friend and ally; to watch the progression of the human's choices - had been invaluable.  But Rydra had lived up to his side of the bargain.  Clive released the human from his bondage.

"Thank you," bowed Rydra.  "Will there be anything else?"

"You could have stayed with Wulfgar.  I could have used you in Marchstone."

"I didn't agree to that.  And I wouldn't.  My place is here, either working for you or not, as you decide.  I'm not saying that I won't leave the city, again, for a specific task, but my role is here.  Is there anything here, in Edonis, that I can now do for you?"

"Nothing difficult.  I need, now, for you to go to the inns of the city.  Anyplace that human players congregate.  Spread the word on what Wulfgar is doing."

"Not a problem," nodded Rydra.  "Can you tell me why?"

"Certainly.  I'm hoping that two human factions will develop.  Those that are either intrigued or admire what Wulfgar has done and wish to join him, and those who, for whatever reason - jealousy, propriety, whatever - decide to ally themselves with myself."

"For war?"

Clive nodded, "Eventually.  Once Wulfgar has had a little time to build himself up."

"What should I tell the other players, I mean, about you and your feelings on this."

Clive thought for a moment.

"Nothing specific, of course.  But feel free to speculate that you feel that I certainly can't be happy about a player taking over a settlement on my border and establishing himself as a sovereign."

"Are you?"

"I'm neither happy nor sad."  He laughed a little, "I'm merely observing and reacting."

"If I can ask, what do you have planned for him now?  Now that Wulfgar has realized the level of your manipulation, that is."

Clive laughed loudly, "As far as manipulation?  Now that I've re-established the quest system fully?  Nothing.  I have no further carrots I'm planning to dangle in front of him."

"Nothing you're planning?"

Clive nodded.  "I, of course, reserve the right to further manipulation if the situation warrants, but the chain of events that I lay out for him has established him within one of the possibilities I foresaw."

"One of?"

"Naturally.  Within the outer Omegaverse, Wulfgar had showed himself willing to submit his authority to others.  Frequently.  He was given frequent opportunities to create a dominant role for himself.  He didn't.  He delegated to friends and allies.  I fully expected for him to continue doing that, and he has, to a lesser extent.  But I also had to plan for the possibility that he would be more focused on the initial carrot that I used to entice him to commit fully within this world."  

To the rescue of Shannon.

"Which was?"

Clive shook his head, "I need to keep some secrets."

Rydra nodded.

He probably heard enough of my conversation with Wulfgar to figure it out, Clive thought.

"I understand.  Apart from spreading the word to other players, is there anything else you require?"  Rydra began moving through the opulent room, putting decorations of gold or silver into his pack.  He laughed at Clive's questioning look, "I have to have something to show for this little visit, right?  Otherwise Wulfgar will get suspicious."

Clive nodded.  He really didn't care - the items would be replaced; they were digital, after all, and cost him nothing.

"Are you going to tell Wulfgar?"

"About my duplicity?  No.  I assume that my silence will be rewarded."

"Handsomely.  Your villa will be completed within the next few months."

Rydra laughed, "Just long enough that it won't matter if I tell Wulfgar or not after I get it."

Clive smiled.

"That's why I recruited you as my spymaster.  You're very, very good at understanding what motivates people and how to use that to further your agenda."

Rydra bowed low.

"I do like the guy.  A lot.  If I get the feeling that you're setting him up to screw him over, Clive, I'll spill the beans.  Instantly."

He bowed again, turned and left.  Without looking back to Clive, he closed the door.

"I know," said Clive softly to the closed door, "that's why you don't know the entire plan."

 

Clive turned and walked to one of the large windows that overlooked the keep's grounds.  He leaned forward and looked down, in time to see Duncan Sheriden walk out of the base and, still in between the two guardsmen, toward the open gate that dropped him off into the city square, where he rapidly disappeared into the crowd.  Clive turned his head to the right and spoke loudly.

"You can come out now."

A wooden panel, previously indistinguishable from the rest, opened into the office.  A medium height human male walked out of the darkness behind the secret panel.  His hair, long and dark, hung over his shoulders.  A group of uniformly silver hairs hung in a rope from his right temple over his collarbone.

"Well, Tim," began Clive as the man joined him at the window.  "What do you think?"

"Wulfgar is kind of a whiny, neurotic basket case, isn't he?" snorted the wizard. "If I'd been gifted a kingdom, I sure as hell wouldn't immediately run back here to try to find out what you were up to.  He doesn't have much in the way of gratitude, does he?"

Clive rested in non-committal silence.

"Have you decided?" asked Clive after a moment.

"Sure.  I'm in.  I'll lead your human forces," nodded Tim eagerly, "on two conditions."

"Which are?"

"First.  When I defeat Wulfgar, I get control of his kingdom."

"Done."

"Second.  I don't give a rat's ass what rules everyone else is operating under.  If I die, I get rezzed.  As often as need be."

Clive turned from the window, and looked down at the fierce, dark, man.  He thought for a moment.

He nodded once.
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Epigenesis

 

Gosta fell from the heavens.  Flames surrounded him as he fell through the atmosphere.  He shuddered as the thickening air eddied and swirled.  He spread his arms, straight out from his shoulders, fighting for control.  He fought to keep himself upright as he fell toward the Jordan, threading through the land tens of thousands of cubits below.

He didn't need, in actuality, to remain upright.  All he had to do was arrive, intact, within a few hundred cubits of the surface of the planet and his suit would right itself, depositing him gently onto the terrain.  Onto the exact point that his superiors on the Gokstad had selected for him to land upon.  He was, it had been drilled into him, merely the local eyes and ears for the mission at hand.  The advance scout.  He was to take no action, to make no decision, apart from any instructions received from above.  There was too much at stake.

At stake was the integrity of the timeline.

"Gosta?" He heard the call from the Gokstad.  Whatever his role in this mission, he was always going to be subservient to the controllers above. 

"Yes?"

"Checking in.  All readings are nominal."

Then why in Valhalla's name do you bother me with it?

As much as he wanted to grumble out loud, to ask why if they trusted him with this mission then why didn't they trust in him to complete the mission as dictated.  He knew, however, and understood. This was not a normal mission.  The fact that he'd been picked for this role at all gave him all of the reassurance he needed about his value within the hierarchy.

He might be only a soldier, but he was a valued soldier.  A soldier that had just passed the area of the atmosphere that caused an ionized envelope of air to surround him, creating a temporary blackout in radio communications between himself and the Temporal Scoutship above.

"Understood Gokstad control," he paused.  "All readings nominal."

He reveled in the feeling that the approaching ground gave him.  As it expanded from the point in space it had been when he'd left the Gokstad to fill the entirety of his view, his internal sense of scale struggled and stretched to adapt to the vista.  He felt his lower abdomen - his balls - tingle and contract delightfully as the planet rushed upward.

The planet.  His planet.  Eventually.

He would be born to the northwest of this location, thousands of years into the future.

He would be born into the role he presently fulfilled.  He was a temporal soldier, tasked with keeping the timeline he was born into, and those timelines adjacent to his own, from being derailed.  Ever since the old, staid, ideas of time and space had been rewritten in the early twenty-second century, the powers that be had endeavored, mostly successfully, to keep the status quo from being derailed by inadvertent, or in this case, suspected deliberate, attempts to change the cast path of history.

Every anomaly detected within the time-stream was investigated by the Temporal Guard.  Typically, those anomalies were detected within recorded history.  That allowed the team tasked with redemption to easily locate the anomaly and eradicate it.  Gosta had been on dozens of those missions.  He was, by far, the most experienced operative within the group.  

Now he was, however, operating, as the briefing put it, extra-extant the known time-stream.

Gosta was operating outside of recorded history.  He was working in a time of legends.  A time of mythology.

In each of the other missions he'd been assigned the group had been able to identify, within a small margin of error, exactly when, where, who, and how the timeline had been subverted.  It had always been simply a case of predetermining exactly the difference between the known and recently perceived changes.  It was almost mathematical in is precision.

Go when.  Go where.  Kill who.  Problem solved.

This was different.  There was nothing except a vague exclamation point of error.  A red flash, insinuating itself within whatever hardware or software monitored the stream.  Gosta didn't know; didn't need to know.  He was a guided missile and he'd been launched.

Gosta tore himself away from the thrill ride filling his view and reviewed his mission briefing.

He was being dropped into a prehistorical plot of mountains between the target and the ocean that the Etruscans had named the Middle-sea. An anomaly had been detected, one that correlated with a very high likelihood that a modern personage was attempting to subvert the timeline to his own purpose.

It was believed that several operatives had, as the saying went, gone Loki and left the present to establish themselves within the past.  Usually, it was thought, this really didn't affect the timeline in a way that activated whatever monitoring devices that read the past.  This time, however, a severe spike had attracted the attention of the authorities.

The problem - one that was far above Gosta's pay grade - was determining whether the spike grew from the disease or the cure.  If left alone was the problem likely to even out and disappear over the course of time or was the cure in itself the reason for the spike?  If they chose incorrectly, the worst could conceivably happen; a history altering event of such magnitude that it caused a ripple effect that could create an alternative timeline.  Gosta didn't understand why that was a bad thing, but the smart people, the scientists, assured him that it was. Something about the ripple effect between the old and new streams creating a harmonic resonance that could shake and disrupt both timelines.  For reasons he also didn't understand, they had one opportunity to address the problem.  Mission failure or success was permanent.

The decisions on how to proceed, thankfully, had been made long before Gosta had been tasked with this assignment.

He only had to go where he was told, when he was told, and target who he was was told.

The summation of those decisions was now rapidly approaching him from below.

 

Gosta landed, softly as though he'd jumped from a low stool, onto the peak of Jebel Usdum.  That was the ancient name of the mountain.  The current, twenty-third century, name of the mountain didn't matter.  Gosta didn't know it anyway.  This part of the world wasn't really that important in the grand scheme of things.  To the south of where he fell to Earth the local tribes had made a splash of importance in the twentieth when nonrenewable fossil fuels predominated for a short period.  Since then the area had fallen back into irrelevance. 

Gosta raised a pair of goggles to his eyes.  He looked through them to the cities - villages, really, to his eyes - that lay paired in the distance.  He pressed and held a button on the side of the headset that measured the current levels of temporal divergence present within the scene.  The numbers came back overwhelming but not specific - something within this area was almost certainly affecting the time-stream.  He couldn't, however, narrow the occlusion to within the field of view.

Given that these were the only cities within a days walk was enough to render other possibilities statistically improbable.  Whatever was causing the temporal spike, it was likely within view.

He brought up the intelligence on the area and scanned it.  The names of the villages meant nothing to him.  There was nothing in the write-up to suggest that they had been or would be in any way important within the time-stream.

Something was happening or was shortly going to happen that was going to make this area spike.  It was going to make this point in space-time very important in the grand scheme of things. 

What Gosta did know, what had been presented him in the intelligence gathering before he'd dropped, was that someone was down there, likely in one of those tiny cities, that would cause a split in the continuum.  He wasn't concerned with exactly who.  Or exactly where.  He was only on the ground to ensure that the intelligence gathered and presented above was focused enough to ensure that there wasn't some mistake being made.

Gosta was there to ensure that the last two percent of certainty was ensured.  He was there to make a ninety-seven percent certitude raise to ninety-nine-point-nine.

The reticle on his goggles rotated around his field of view as he watched.  As he watched, the certainty raised from almost certain to within a shadow of a doubt. 

Gosta was where he was supposed to be.

He looked down to where his feet had impacted with the ground on the peak of the mountain.  Loose scree in small mounds had spread around his feet as he'd established his balance like little ridge-lines surrounding a giant. He smiled, confidant in his puissant abilities.  Whatever this land and time presented him, he was more than prepared.  He was a twenty-third century god in the land of people who lived four thousand years before his people had established dominance of this world.  These people were a mash of unfocused beliefs.  An amalgam of direction-less nothings.  

He strode to the edge of the mountain's face, looking into the valley stretching below, sure in his place.  Sure in his rightness.  Sure in his place in space and time.

 

Gosta pulled the scope from his eyes.

"Anomaly located within ninety-ninth percentile."

The reason he, and the Gokstad, had been tasked with this particular part of space-time was somewhere within his view; within a ninety-nine percent chance.  He scanned the valleys around the peak.  Nothing of import showed. That didn't narrow the percentage empirically, but it meant that for any thinking creature, the anomaly narrowed to the valley that contained the twin villages. That was enough for the algorithms that directed his mission.  Enough for his superiors that were directed by those algorithms. That was enough for him.

Gosta put the scope back within its case.  He stretched, satisfied with his mission; easy though it was.  All he had to do was confirm the predisposed assumptions. He was nothing more, in this mission, than the scope on a rifle. Nothing more than the focused confirmation of the assumptions that the chain of command had determined.  He had, so far, succeeded in his mission.

He turned, looking to the west.  To the valley that stretched to the Middle-sea.  There was nothing that drew his attention in the view.  Nothing, until a small swarthy man, fear in his eyes, peaked over the edge of the ridge.

Gosta froze. 

"What the fuck?" sizzled the radio. 

Gosta remained frozen.

This was outside of the dictates of the mission.  There was supposed to be nothing that noticed the operative.  Nothing that noticed Gosta.  The man, underneath dark, heavy eyebrows, unmistakably noticed Gosta.  He mumbled something incomprehensible.

"Talk to me," Gosta spurted hurriedly, panicked.  "What did it say?"

"He said something about the three of you."

"Three of us?"

"Yeah, we're running an algorithm that camouflages you.  It makes you look like three versions of yourself."

Gosta frowned.

Why not just make me harder to see instead of multiplying me?

The multiplication algorithm was to be used in combat situations.  He had no idea why they'd chosen it.

Someone was going to have to explain that decision.

The little man mumbled something else.

"Can you literally translate?"  Gosta was feeling panic rising - not because he feared for his life, but because this wasn't supposed to happen.  There wasn't supposed to be any interaction with himself and the local fauna.

"Yeah.  Hold on."

Gosta waited impatiently.

"Yeah," came the radio, "the guy said," there was a pause, "Dammit, hold on a second."

The radio operator spoke.  More confidently than before.

"Yeah, it said this.  'Lord, if I have now found favor in thy sight, go not, I pray thee, from thy servant.  Let a little water, I pray you, be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree."

"What the living Loki is that supposed to mean?" squeaked Gosta.

"There's more," came the exasperated voice over the radio, "it said, 'I will bring a morsel of bread, that you may comfort your hearts, afterward ye shall go your ways:  for therefore are you come to your servant'.  I have no idea what the idiomatic translation implies.  I understand the words but I don't know what he means."

Gosta looked to the little man, bowing his face into the dirt at his feet.  He felt panic rising, felt bile rising in his throat.  Nothing in his training dealt with how he should handle this situation.   He'd been trained to avoid, not to interact. There was nothing foreseen that covered this eventuality.  He was on his own.

"I'm here," he began, stumbling, as his voice was translated and piped through a small speaker at his throat, "to wipe wickedness from these cities." He swept his hand across the valley to the east, encompassing the villages.

The little man looked to the cities.  He pressed his head into the dirt and mumbled.

"What?" asked Gosta into the air.

Gosta's radio spoke, "He said, 'If you find fifty righteous men in the city, will you spare it?'"

"What?"  He shook his head, trying to come to terms with his situation.  The radio room in the Gokstad caught up and began translating in real-time.

The little man, his forehead pressed into the dirt at Gosta's feet, continued pleading, "If you can only find ten worthy men, will you not destroy it?"

Gosta, flustered, answered, "For the sake of ten good men, I will not destroy it."  He was willing to say anything to distract the little man to allow himself the freedom to address the mission, the task, at hand.  He turned and looked back to the valley.  He selected the area encompassing the villages within his view, selecting them for the targeting computers stationed within the weapons systems in geosynchronous orbit above. Dozens of megatons worth of destruction was now ready, through the thermonuclear rain primed within the Gokstad, to obliterate the two prehistoric cities from the map.

"I have found no righteous men," he said gravely.

Gosta turned toward the little man.

"Whatever you do," he began, "do not look at the destruction that will befall the cities." Gosta didn't want the shepherd to be blinded by the nuclear blast. He looked up from his readouts, taking in the little shepherd.  The man was bent over a boy, no more than twelve.  He held a knife at the lad's throat.  Tears fell from the man's eyes.

"Father?" asked the boy.

"Yes, my son," answered the shepherd.

"Where is the lamb for the burnt offering?"

"God himself will provide," answered the man, shuddering and raising his hand, the knife prepared to strike down.

"Wait," screamed Gosta, "do not lay a hand on the boy.  Do not do anything to him," he pleaded, breathless, surprising himself; something in the earnest look of worship within the little shepherd's eyes moved him.

The little man looked up to Gosta, fear and gratitude in his eyes.  He rose from the boy and walked to a thicket where a ram was caught by its horns in the branches.  He pulled it free and walked back to Gosta, his eyes questioning.

Gosta nodded. The man slit the ram's throat, looking in rapture to the temporal warrior.

Thank you Odin All-father,  Gosta sighed.  Please accept this ram as thanks for this mission's success.

Gosta, happy that he had stopped the human sacrifice when he did, felt relieved; the seers had determined in the nineteenth century that such sacrifice was anathema to the All-father.  Odin would be pleased with the ram, however.

Gosta began to mumble, trying to come up with something that appeased the man and the situation. Something that would be appropriate for this little earnest man who now gazed up in wonder over the dripping ram corpse.

"I swear by myself," Gosta began, "that because you have done this I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore."

The little man dropped his forehead into the dirt once again. 

Gosta sighed. 

There was nothing now in this interaction that could change history, just one fewer ram. Nothing that this nameless shepherd, alone with his son on this lonely mountain could do to influence the history of his or any adjacent timelines. Within moments the two small villages - he looked back to the mission write-up and scanned through to the names - of Sodom and Gomorrah would cease to exist. 

All Gosta had to do was return to the ship, strip himself of his gear, and return to the future that was now, surely, sacrosanct.

The Better Part of Valor
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"When we left Earth system, we used the energy from the jump point at Earth's second Lagrangian point to propel ourselves outside of the gravity well of Sol.  In a way, it threw us into interstellar space at greater than light-speed."

I nodded again.  I had no idea, at that time, what the Lagrange points were or how how they created a series of null-gravity points in fixed locations relative to the Earth and the Sun (or any two massive bodies in space).  I did know, as any school-child did, that the jump point for Earth system was at Earth's L2 point.

"As we leave Sol's gravity well, our velocity increases greatly."  He paused for effect, his affable jowls jiggling with the excitement of the lesson, "Now here's the interesting part.  When we create a jump point facility within a star-system, we're adding it to our navigational grid in such a way that not only are those jump points used as departure and destination points for travel from and to that specific system," he shook his head, some excited spittle dripped off of his lower lip, "we can use those jump points as we pass through the system to further increase our FTL velocity!"

"What that means, Mr. Valor, is that every system on the grid that we pass through on our way to Kepler will give us a huge increase in velocity, up to the theoretical maximum," whatever that was, "and since Kepler is on the far end of the grid, we will have several opportunities to drop into grid systems and slingshot back out a higher and higher speed!"

He almost rose to a shout as he ended his point.  I mean, I understand that it was pretty cool for us to be going faster and faster in hyperspace, but we could only see it as a number on the monitors.  There was no perceivable difference in how the ship felt, and there was no way to see anything but the deepest black outside of the ship.  It was all numbers, but those numbers were of intense interest to the jolly little man.

"The navigation required means that we're not going in a straight line to Kepler, but rather a series of straight lines.  At normal velocities, of course, that would take longer, but with the added boost given by each system transit, this will greatly reduce our travel time."

"Now," he continued, eying me with glee, "it's time for your first lesson.  It's time to limber up the mathematical side of your brain and practice inputting navigational plots into the course computer."  He stood and faced me, putting his hands on my shoulders. "My boy, you are in for some fun."

Math.  Fun.

Did I mention that my mathematical abilities were functionally nonexistent?  I began to scramble within my brain, looking for some possible excuse, some possible 'out' that would allow me to skip making a complete fool of myself in front of the bridge crew.  I remember thinking please, God, get me out of this mess.

Be careful what you wish for.

The viewscreen on the bridge, dark with the nothingness of hyperspace, flooded suddenly with stars.

We'd dropped out of FTL travel.

"Oh, dear," stammered the captain. 

 

"Battle stations," said the captain, more calmly than I could have believed.  The quivering ball of excitement that was giddy about giving a midshipman his lessons was gone.  I was amazed in the transformation.   He was now calm.  He moved with a liquid grace to his chair and sat in it, glancing to me and pointed to the deck next to him.  I moved alongside him and watched, quiet. A red light suffused the bridge and a surprisingly calm klaxon sounded out several insistent but not overwhelmingly loud tones before quieting.  

The bridge crew, attentive to their stations before, seemed to meld within them now.  Each hunched over their controls and readouts, and began to read out status in succession.

"Shields ten percent."

"Drives seventeen percent."

"Weapons three percent."

All of the various ship systems were kept at minimal levels during hyperspace transit.  Shortly before resolving back to linear space-time, those systems would be powered up.  When transiting hostile areas, those systems were kept active, but the wear and tear on systems as well as the added fuel consumption precluded keeping them ready at all times during the normal course of hyperspace travel.

"Navigation, do you have a fix?"

"Working," a pause, "aye sir.  We're in deep interstellar.  Well out of the gravity well of any system."

"Nothing on passive scan, sir."

"They know we're here," growled the captain as the XO joined us on the bridge, "initiate active scan."

"Active scan, aye, sir."  The woman at the control leaned forward and reached to her controls.  A blue light rose around her, indicating (I would come to learn) and warning that the active scanning protocols were reaching out into space, searching for any contacts and, in the process, letting everyone in the area know exactly where we were.  But, as the captain indicated, we weren't likely here on accident.  We'd been brought out of hyperspace, and whoever did it knew exactly where we were, so our scan wasn't telling them anything they didn't already know.

The XO typed something I couldn't see into the back of the captain's chair and two more chairs rose on either flank, slightly lower and behind.  The XO moved to me and gently prodded me into the seat, caught my eye to indicate that I should be paying attention, then began pulling straps and harnesses out from under and behind my chair.  It was a five point belt system, and I moved to help him by holding each end of the five belts in front of me while he fastened them into the quick-release catch that held them in place above my belly.

He leaned in and whispered, "To quick release, hit the center of the buckle.  Hard.  You'll know when to release it if you need to. You probably won't."  He then grabbed my left hand and placed it on the armrest, pointing to a button in front of my fingers, "Hold that until the straps are as tight as you can take it.  Push backward into the seat with your head against the rear first."  He looked up at me questioningly.  I nodded, and he moved to the captain's other flank and began strapping himself into that chair.  I looked up and saw that the captain and the rest of the crew had strapped in likewise.

I pushed back into the chair as far as I could, pressing hard with both my shoulders and head, then hit the button.  Without a noise, the straps contracted, locking my body into position and damn near gelding me in the process.  I squeaked a little at the pain, but quickly stifled myself.  The bridge was eerily quiet.

Unlike the movies, where naval combat results in frantic screaming among the various crew members, those manning Royal Piraeus seemed almost at ease, calm, as they prepared for battle.

"Contact," said the scanning station, "elevation negative thirty, azimuth one eighty."  They were below and directly behind us.  "Range, three light seconds.  Velocity point zero zero three C.  Increasing.  Intercept vector."

I looked to the captain.  His face was furrowed in concentration.

"Seventy five percent power to rear shields," he barked, "twenty percent to engines."  The rest would fall to weapons. "All ahead, flank.  Lay course true, plus sixty."  The captain was going to try to run, heading directly away from whoever it was.  It would take the scan a while longer to get a better feel for exactly what was behind us.  

I watched him countdown silently.  After a short interval, he spoke. "Lay-to mines, pattern alpha.  Maximum yield.  Set time," he paused in thought, "twelve minutes."

"Mines, alpha max twelve aye." 

"Contact! Elevation zero, azimuth zero," we were heading right for it, "range indeterminate.  No velocity."

"They're running silent," grunted the XO.  The captain nodded.  We were in between at least two attackers.  One was running us toward the other.  The one behind us was the hammer, directing us toward the anvil.  Hounds to the hunter.

"Don't lock him up, keep the scan moving," ordered the captain.  I looked at the XO.  He didn't react to the captain's order except to grin ferociously.

"Jump?" the captain asked.

Helm answered, "Fifteen point five minutes, sir."

The captain nodded.  It took the better part of twenty minutes to spool up jump drives once a ship dropped out of hyperspace.  That's what our attackers were counting on.  They needed to prosecute their attack and destroy or disable us before we could leap back into hyperspace.

The captain nodded again then, shockingly, turned to me to recommence my lesson.

"As a starship moves through hyperspace," he began, "it creates a wake." My jaw dropped.  We were in the middle of a battle and he was still teaching me.  He smiled lightly at my reaction, "Don't worry.  We have several minutes before anything else happens."

"The wake that a starship creates," he continued, "is made up of tachyons.  These are faster-than-light particles that spread out from a ship moving through hyperspace."  He shook his head, "You don't really need to know anything about tachyons or why they're created.  The salient point is that those tachyons are detectable.  Ships not in hyperspace equipped with the proper equipment can track FTL ships via their tachyon waves."  He nodded once, raised his eyebrows questioningly.

I nodded.  I followed so far.

"Apparently, sir, they can do more than track us."

The captain beamed.  "Exactly.  Well done, Mister Valor.  Yes, they fired a torpedo at us.  The warhead of that particular torpedo didn't carry an explosive, however.  It carried a very powerful pinpoint disruptor.  That disruptor interfered with our Hawking field.  The field that allows us to plow through hyperspace.  Once that field," he went into another of his asides, "which was named for some scientist in remote antiquity even though we stole the technology from the Arn," he chuckled, "is interrupted, our ship automatically drops out of hyperspace."  He waved forward, to the stars on the viewscreen, "And, so, here we are."

He sat back in his chair but continued speaking, "Now.  You have to be fairly close for the torpedo to work.  That means they knew our track.  They knew our track to a higher fidelity than just tracking our tachyon beam would provide."

The XO nodded along.

"We are in deep interstellar space.  Usually miscreants like pirates who are intent on pulling ships out of hyperspace tend to congregate toward the system jump points.  Those are the choke points in navigation that all ships must pass by."  He thought for a moment, "Here, however, in deep space?  Well, hmmm, what would you say the odds are that not one but two ships are laying in ambush and just happen to be at the correct point in space and time? Given that since all of the star systems are moving relative to each other, just planting yourself in between two of them hoping to pick the path that some ship will be traveling down is highly improbable.  XO?"

"Not bloody likely," growled the second in command.

"Indeed," agreed the captain.

"Someone knew not only that we were coming, they knew exactly where, in hyperspace, we would be."

 

"How could they know?" I asked. It was like being able know that a single fish was going to be traveling between San Francisco and Oahu and putting yourself in a boat half-way between the two ports and expecting to catch that fish. Even worse - San Francisco and Oahu were constantly moving relative to each other. Not much, but enough that even being a little off, time-wise, could put you well out of your target window.

The captain nodded, "Exactly, Mister Valor. How? There's only one way that I can think that they would."

"A homing beacon. On board Royal Piraeus," said the XO. His voice was low and threatening.

The captain nodded.

"As soon as we've wrapped up this lot ..." the captain left the rest hanging.

"I'm on it," said the XO, his voice barely above a whisper but pregnant with hostility and threat. I almost felt bad for whoever he found responsible.

The captain turned back to me, "Now, this particular situation presents some interesting possibilities. We can assume that our little friend running silent ahead of us," he waved forward, "is the one who fired the torpedo. His associate trying to run us down is the muscle. It's going to be his job, most likely, to engage us."

"But!" the captain waggled his left index finger in the air above his head, "But! They know that the likelihood of them being able to catch and engage us before we can spool up our drive and jump into hyperspace is, well, a coin-toss. Especially since we immediately began accelerating away from them. That gives us the advantage. They're closing and we're extending, so what does that mean, Mister Valor?"

I stuttered for a moment. I looked to the XO for help. He just frowned at me.

"Weapons?"

"It means," spoke up the weapons station crewman, "that our weapon range is functionally increased, while his is functionally decreased."

"Exactly! Thank you, Weapons."

"So," continued the captain, turning once again to look at me, "if we were to fire our missiles now," he smiled, "which we won't for another few minutes, he would be rapidly rushing toward them, while if he fires his missiles now ..."

"We'll be running away from them!" I exclaimed excitedly. The XO rolled his eyes.

"Exactly!" he beamed. "In any case, I think I've figured them out. Our little friend ahead, still, as far as he knows, hidden from our sensors, is waiting in ambush. Not to hit us with heavy guns. He's unshielded, if we hadn't run an active scan we never would have seen him. That tells me two things. One, he's familiar with naval doctrine. He knows that our protocols call for us not to begin an active scan if knocked out of hyperspace. But, that only makes sense within a star system. Here, in deep space, it doesn't matter. For the reasons that I said. They know we're here, and running an active scan this far from, well, anything, is so unlikely to attract further attention as to be negligible. I'll probably have to answer for the decision in the inquiry, but I'm comfortable with that."

"It was the correct call."

"Thank you, XO. I agree. So, if this fellow," he waved his hand forward, "is still awaiting in ambush, that tells me that they're planning ahead. Planning for the likelihood that I can jump before his friend can engage us."

"They've got another torpedo!" I squeaked.

The captain clapped, delighted. "Just so! I believe we are both correct in that assumption, Mister Valor. It's a good tactic on their part. If we jump and they launch yet another disruptive attack on our warp field, we'll be dumped yet again back into normal space. Then we'd be well and truly trapped. Since we turn our forward velocity into the energy used to make a jump," he looked back at me, "which is why we can't jump from a standstill but have to achieve a minimum percentage of the speed of light before engaging the jump drive," he paused again, "ah, yes, since we turn our forward velocity into the energy used to make a jump, when we drop back out of hyperspace we are, relatively speaking, motionless."

He raised his finger, "And then our little friend behind us, still accelerating as before, would be able to run us down, quick as you please. Forcing our hand."

He leaned forward, "Weapons, how long until the mines detonate?"

"Two minutes, sir."

"Sensors, how long until our pursuer enters the mine-field?"

I could hear a sense of joy in the crewman's voice as she responded, "Two minutes, sir!"

"Excellent!"
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