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CHAPTER 1
RESTART



Connor blinked and took in his surroundings, but there wasn’t really anything to take in. All around him was white. Undifferentiated. Unbroken. Perfectly lit from nowhere in particular. He cast no shadow, felt no breeze, had no sense of depth perception to walls he couldn’t tell apart from infinity. The only sensation of being in a place at all was the floor pressing against the soles of his shoes.

Also white. Everything Connor wore was pure, bleached-to-within-an-inch-of-its-life white. He must have looked like a mental patient or an extra in a movie trying to portray heaven on a budget.

Actually, that sobering thought came with a worry: was he either dead or insane?

The last thing he remembered was taking the throne as the Mountain Lord.

Had the game glitched out on him? Was he back at the beginning? That was a whole new level of bullshit if so.

Before real panic set in, a triumphant orchestral score rose from the nothingness all around him, and words appeared, floating just out of reach. Same as before, they were a work of artistry by someone who’d taken a lot of time.

WELCOME TO SPIRE OF FATE:

Connor’s heart sank. He had been booted back to the start. Screw this pre-release buggy crap. Aside from the odd interaction here or there, Spire of Fate had seemed reasonably stable.

Then, in smaller lettering, though no less fancy, was the subtitle…

CLOSED ALPHA

What?

Couldn’t those bastards at Anachronism Interactive have waited till tomorrow if the alpha was coming in hot?

A scroll appeared, this time within easy reach, floating just in front of Connor. The parchment frayed at the edges and glowed a soft golden radiance that actually warmed him inside. It had the effect of smelling fresh cookies or drinking a hot coffee on a cold morning. At the top, it read:

PLAYER CONDUCT AGREEMENT

Knowing that his time in the simulated environment would probably wrap up once Kelli realized he’d been booted out, Connor figured out how to advance the text by physically rolling up the scroll from one roller to the next. He wasn’t reading it, per se, or even trying to skim it, but a few words and phrases snuck into his mind as the scroll paused in its jerky advances.

…no verbal or physical harassment of fellow players…

Yeah, yeah. No problem.

…players undergoing psychiatric treatment for…

Yadda, yadda, check with your shrink before stuffing yourself into a simulated world if you’re on meds for doing the same thing without a computer.

…revealing personal information is prohibited, as is sharing real-world information about others…

No doxxing. Duh.

Connor got to the end and found a checkbox to agree. He tapped it instantly.

The soundtrack, which looped as he made his way through the scroll, rose to a crescendo.

The scroll faded out, and a familiar UI populated the periphery of his vision. All his old commands from the start of last game were right where he expected them, though someone had done a graphical design pass on the icons, giving them a little more character. In the lower right, he found the hamburger button for the main menu.

HELP

SYSTEM

OPTIONS

LOGOUT

BEGIN GAME

For old times, Connor hit Help.

A message popped up.

DETAILED HELP IS AVAILABLE WITHIN SPIRE OF FATE. PLEASE SELECT BEGIN GAME TO PROCEED.

Fine. Whatever. Connor tapped Begin Game.

A mirror appeared. Full length. He looked like himself, and the graphics had improved to where he looked like a grainy picture of himself from an older cell phone. Connor reached out and touched the face, bringing up the character customizer.

EYES

EARS

NOSE

CHEEKS

HAIR

RESET

Realizing that he wasn’t here trying to create a character, Connor was nonetheless sucked in by the process. There was just something deeply satisfying about making characters, and it bugged him just a little that this one looked exactly like him. On the assumption that whether it was now or after a break for real life, he’d be playing this character a while, so he spent a little time tweaking.

If Kelli wanted him out before he was done, so be it.

For now, Connor tweaked.

The dumbest possible thing he could do was recreate his character from last time. No way he was going to be that basic and boring. Last time he’d jacked up and pigeon-holed himself as a melee class. This time he decided to leave some options, role-playing-wise.

Connor heightened his cheekbones, narrowed his jawline, gave himself a brooding brow and dark hair.

When he was satisfied with the face, he selected a new body.

Rather than pure brawn, Connor went for a lean, cut, Fight Club look, the kind where a dork in a suit and tie takes his shirt off and everyone does a double-take.

When he finished, he had the kind of guy who’d been a pop singer as a teen before entering a bad-boy phase in his 20s. Connor smirked at the idea.

Good enough, though. He was gratified that the NEXT button had remained after his bug report got it added to the game in the first place.

Tapping that button caused the mirror to vanish. All around Connor, small circular platforms appeared, each about three feet across. Above them hovered an array of costumes. At the base of each, the devs had replaced the Calibri font on the placards with a custom script that matched the game’s title.

The playable classes had been updated as well. And each included a brief description.

The Archer class had been replaced with…

RANGER - A ranged attacker preferring bows and guns, but still capable of hand-to-hand fighting.

The outfit hadn’t changed much since its Sherwood Forest origins, though it looked a lot better with the improved graphics.

The Cleric was still here. Whether they changed its name or left it alone, any RPG needed some sort of healing class. This one was as boring as ever.

CLERIC - Healer specializing in outlasting foes and saving allies. Some hand-to-hand and magical combat skills.

Next, a returning class that brought a smile baked from fresh nostalgia came…

KNIGHT - A hand-to-hand combatant emphasizing defense and one-on-one combat.

The Monk class was just gone, best Connor could tell from looking around. In its previous location was…

BARD - Charm friend and foe alike. Musical magic helps or harms, at the bard’s direction.

The outfit was pure fire. Ren-faire club wear with a bolero hat and a lute slung over the shoulder like an electric guitar.

Even as Connor watched, the whole pedestal grayed out.

“What the &#$^?”

Connor felt a shock.

-50 XP

THE USE OF INAPPROPRIATE LANGUAGE VIOLATES THE PLAYER AGREEMENT.

“Ooookay. Ow. There was no need for the zap.”

Wow, they were taking the multiplayer community shit seriously this time around. Connor resolved to keep his language clean, at least out loud.

The Rogue class was back, but they’re renamed it…

ASSASSIN - A stealthy combatant that relies on attacking unsuspecting or distracted foes.

The ninja outfit, accounting for the graphics upgrade, remained unchanged. He remembered Dizzy wearing that getup for a while before upgrading to better gear in both looks and, presumably, stats.

WIZARD - Magical attacker. Specializes in ranged and area damage. High utility. Low defense.

The brown robes leaned a little more Jedi than Lord of the Rings, if Connor’s geek eye could be trusted. The staff propped beside it was merely a straight tree branch stripped of bark. He’d been tempted by the class last time, and really didn’t enjoy seeing that 0 MP pop up every level, taunting him with shit he was missing out on.

This time around, Connor eyed the Assassin. All the skulking and sneaking appealed to him, and Dizzy had made the combat look like a ton of fun.

But before he could bring himself to decide, that grayed out as well.

“^%#@!”

Zap.

-50 XP

Gritting against both the stab of pain and the frustration of getting classes snatched away from him, Connor rephrased his objection. “What’s going on?”

The Ranger went gray.

A moment later, so did the Knight.

Eyes suddenly wide, Connor figured out what had to be happening. He hadn’t waffled over his choices last time around. He’d checked all his options and immediately gone for Knight. This time, weighing his options more carefully, he’d been beaten to the punch by other players.

Not willing to get stuck with Cleric, Connor raced onto the platform and stood in the wizard robes.

The fabric was silky and light. At once it felt like the comfiest bathrobe he’d ever borrowed from a girlfriend and the garment least likely to stop a sharp object from ripping open his flesh.

A voice boomed, and Connor could have sworn he recognized the voice actress, though he couldn’t put a name to her.

“STATE THY NAME, HERO, AND THUSLY YE SHALL BE KNOWN THROUGHOUT THE REALM.”

Holding aloft the starter staff, he matched the pompous intensity of narrator.

“I am CONNOR!”

The character creation zone dissolved around him.


CHAPTER 2
KAWAIIAN VACATION



Connor couldn’t believe his eyes. Where had this all been while he was bumbling around in the Land of 16-Bit graininess?

KAWAIIAN ISLANDS

“Wow… You people have done some work around here.” The beach sand shushed beneath his soft-soled boots. The soothing crash of waves was regular, but not a metronome. All along the shoreline, plush plovers raced, leaving peace-sign footprints without the surrounding circle. A breeze from on shore smelled of citrus and wet vegetation.

With no one in sight, Connor searched and found a trail marked by unlit torches leading into the island’s interior.

He stopped himself before going two paces down that trail.

This was still a game. He hadn’t stumbled into a tropical arboretum or been delivered to a South Pacific island. Concentrating, he could see the pixelated edges of palm fronds and even his own hands. But the second he stopped paying attention, his brain smoothed them all out again.

Being in a game, he needed to know certain things. Connor opened a menu to check his Character Stats.

NAME: Connor TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard LEVEL: 1

HP: 10 MP: 10 ATK: 1 DEF: 2

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

Well, if that didn’t sound like a recipe for a quick death, he didn’t know what would.

Cringing, he also checked his XP.

XP: -100/1,000

Great. He was in debt. Hopefully Spire of Fate didn’t charge interest. Though, he supposed, a ton of monsters out there would happily try to break his legs. Whether he paid up or not.

He also checked on the shitty gear they’d started him off with.

WEAPON: APPRENTICE’S STAFF

ARMOR: APPRENTICE’S ROBES

HELMET: NONE

BOOTS: APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

GLOVES: NONE

ACCESSORY: MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE

Sweet. He’d been able to keep his ring. Checking his finger, he found that he was, indeed, wearing the same item he’d gotten for helping Gulgoo back in the Black Caverns last game.

One step down the path, he second-guessed himself.

REPORT BUG

“I have a leftover accessory from a previous play-through. Map-Maker’s Waystone.”

There. He felt better. If they caught him using it, knowing he’d imported from a previous version of the game, who knew what the penalty would be? In the meantime, if someone had a secret lair under the jungle, he was all over that!

Connor headed inland.

KAWAIIAN JUNGLE

Not far into the jungle, the sound of drumbeats faded into Connor’s hearing. It was catchy. Familiar, without sounding ripped off. He could have been at one of those resorts that advertised on TV when he was a kid.

A rustle in the vibrant underbrush alongside the trail caused Connor to take up his staff in two hands like an over-sized baseball bat—or a great sword. He’d been all but ready to scream a vestigial battle cry and jog into the woods before spotting a plush monkey scrambling from the jungle floor up a tree trunk. It turned googly eyes at him momentarily before continuing up.

Self-consciously, Connor lowered his weapon and went back to using it as a glorified walking stick. Correction: non-glorified walking stick. Dogs played fetch with grander sticks than his. Big dogs, maybe, but it was a dog toy, nonetheless.

KAWAIIAN VILLAGE

When Connor first arrived, he thought he’d taken a wrong turn.

On a trail that had no turns.

This couldn’t possibly be the same little collection of huts he’d known. The village had gone from a place where maybe four of five families might have lived to a burgeoning community with dirt streets and a variety of buildings. Bamboo and palm fronds still played major roles in the construction, but now, rather than just huts, there were gathering places, a temple, a marketplace, and a tavern that was three stories tall.

But more than the village itself, the Kawaiians had changed. No longer occupying a weird middle ground between fantasy dwarfs and Smurfs, they appeared as large-eared, wide-eyed humans with webbed fingers and toes. Their blue skin tone gave way to a natural brown tone heavily decorated with paints and dyes. The men kept their heads shaved, and the women colored and styled their hair fancifully. The Kawaiians also wore a ton of jewelry—and not a lot else. They were still only waist high.

Connor couldn’t say just yet whether they were better or worse than the old versions. They were maybe a little more believable and realistic. But considering the local wildlife looked like it was stuffed with cotton fluff and sewn together, that wasn’t necessarily a vibe this game could get away with.

An elder emerged from the temple, and Connor knew before he spoke that this was the updated version of Lohdoh. “We prayed, and a hero has come!”

The voice acting was… way better, actually. Connor recognized it. Where had he heard this voice before? AHA! He had it. This was the guy who played the wizard in that spaceship series Shane had gotten him to watch. Why couldn’t he recall any of the details, though? They’d been obsessed with that show for like eight seasons. He had t-shirts. And a mug. This game was messing with his memory.

Lohdoh continued the greeting. “Mighty hero, YOU will save us from the lord of the mountain!”

“I didn’t last time,” Connor remarked dryly.

Lohdoh shook his head emphatically. “No. YOU are here for the first time. Memories of past lives do not dictate our actions. Not mine. Especially not heroes like you.”

Connor nodded along. That wasn’t a half bad way of lampshading the game’s replayability. Didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility for a belief system, either. Someone may have actually roped in a writer to help sort out the logical and structural messes in worldbuilding and storytelling from the test version.

When Lohdoh began a procession, Connor jogged out ahead and made it up the wider building-block steps of the local ziggurat before the rest of the village caught up.

ZIGGURAT

There was no reason to be up here except that it afforded a view of the Spire of Fate, free from palm trees. But the Kawaiians made a big deal out of it, so Connor played along.

Also, he was waiting for Kelli to realize the system had rebooted and pull him out. Until then, he had little option but to play the game. Well. Or log out.

Connor quickly opened up the main menus again.

HELP

SYSTEM

OPTIONS

LOGOUT

RETURN TO GAME

He tapped Log Out.

Nothing happened. Not even an error. It was as if the button was a decorative element of the UI, not a button at all. It was the computer equivalent of Wile E. Coyote painting a train tunnel on a rock wall, then failing to follow the Road Runner through it. The GAME had logged him out just fine; it had just logged him right back into an updated version.

REPORT BUG

“Yeah, still haven’t fixed that Log Out issue. Gonna be a biggie if you want this game to see release.”

He didn’t expect to hear back, leastwise in time to avoid Lohdoh’s ceremony.

“For many years, we have suffered under the mountain lord’s tyranny. His armies devour our fish. His monsters threaten our fishers. We are no longer safe on the water, and soon we fear there will be no shelter on land, either.”

“Got it. Big threat. Top of the Spire of Fate. Make this quest official, and I’ll be on my way.”

“Oh, you are not ready to face the mountain lord yet, hero,” the elder told him. Crap. He’d been hoping for some kind of option to skip the tutorial phase of the game. “First, you must prepare yourself for the journey, learning the ways of this new land. Our prayers have summoned you from far, far away, and our world must seem alien to you.”

“Actually, I’m pretty comfortable with how things work in your world. Can we skip pretending I don’t?”

Another Kawaiian approached. He bowed his head respectfully before addressing Connor. This one wore a necklace made of tiny animal skulls. Actually, the graphics were now clear enough that Connor could tell the skulls were fabric. From the monkeys, if he had to guess. Cloth skulls inside plush animals… Did they have whole plush skeletons in there? Crocheted organs? Was this place basically the most Goth Build-A-Bear ever?

“Would you like to prepare for your quest?” This had to have been the new Beedeep. His voice was also familiar, meaning that whoever it was that Connor couldn’t put a name to right now, he did real voice work, probably for something anime.

“Beedeep, am I right?”

“Yes, hero. That is my name.”

“And, since no one had told me that, you now understand that I know about this place and its people. That I’ve fought here before and know what I’m doing? Can you give me some tiny equipment upgrades and send me on my way to the Mountain Lord?”

Beedeep shook his head. “Even if you are reincarnated from an elder hero, you must still gain practice in this new form.”

Connor gritted his teeth. The guy did have a point. He had been ready to go all melee wizard on some hapless stuffed toys, and he wasn’t exactly wielding Glamdring. “Fine. Let’s go do some training.”

He followed the weapons trainer back to the village. The rest of the Kawaiians returned to their occupations or the leisure activities they were programmed for.

KAWAIIAN VILLAGE

This time around, Beedeep had his own little training hall with dummies made from bamboo and a dirt floor. Connor checked out the bamboo rafters for decorations but found the training area devoid of frivolity.

“Hero, we will need to train you how to fight,” Beedeep informed him. “Choose your weapon.” The trainer swept a hand toward a rack of wooden swords and daggers, a bow, and a lute.

“Um. I’m armed already.” Connor presented his staff.

“Great. Equip your weapon, and let’s begin.”

Connor carefully went into his inventory and placed his Apprentice’s Staff inside. It was lonely, being the only item in his possession. Then, he took it back out and equipped it.

“Great! Now, attack those dummies!”

Connor swung his staff using a wide, two-handed grip. It bonked into the training dummy’s head.

1

Oh. Crap.

He unequipped the Apprentice’s Staff briefly to check his stats.

NAME: Connor TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard LEVEL: 1

HP: 10 MP: 10 ATK: 0 DEF: 2

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

He punched the dummy.

0

It actually stung his hand to hit it. Old Connor could have gnawed that dummy to splinters with his teeth.

Re-equipping his Apprentice’s Staff, Connor resolved to adapt to a new playstyle.

He flung an empty hand out toward the dummy. He said nothing. He just thought the words “Fire Burst.”

A tiny ball of flame, warm but not uncomfortably so, shot out of Connor’s palm.

-2 MP

3

The dummy wafted smoke like a blown-out birthday candle as the damage number rose over it.

MP: 8/10

He turned and aimed for another of the dummies, the farthest one from him.

-2 MP

3

Nice. Range didn’t feel like it affected his accuracy. The ball shot out of his hand and went exactly where he intended it. Fast, too. He hadn’t paid that much attention to the travel speed of his companions’ projectile attacks when he was Connor the Knight. Connor the Wizard could appreciate that his Fire Burst was practically a laser.

He fired again and again.

-2 MP

3

-2 MP

3

-2 MP

3

Then, nothing.

MP: 0/10

THAT was going to suck.

“How do I⁠—?”

But he was cut off by the narrator. “You have depleted your Mana Points. To regain them, simply relax and do not attempt to fight, run, or perform any other mentally taxing activities.

Great. Enforced boredom.

He checked.

MP: 5/10

OK. That hadn’t been too long.

MP: 10/10

Well, it wasn’t instantaneous, but the recharge time didn’t feel TOO bad.

Beedeep grinned. “You look ready to venture out and get some practical experience. Head north past the ziggurat and kill 5 Gobos.”

Connor smirked and checked his Quest Journal.

KILL GOBOS FOR BEEDEEP: 0/5

“OK, bud. What’s your beef with these Gobos? Why should I kill them? Doesn’t seem like I should be killing anyone just for practice now, does it?”

“They are pests who work for the mountain lord, stealing our pigs and robbing from our fish traps. They live north of the ziggurat. Will you go there and kill five of them?”

Connor rested a hand on the trainer’s shoulder and took on the manner of a trusted confidant. “Of course. You had me at ‘please kill.’”


CHAPTER 3
WIZARD IN THE JUNGLE



Past the ziggurat, the minimap updated to let Connor know he had ventured into the lands beyond.

KAWAIIAN JUNGLE

He’d actually hoped there would be a new name for the place, something catchy and unique. But this was still a starter zone populated with baby toys. Connor resisted the urge to pot-shot parrots out of the trees just to see whether they gave XP. Even he was suckered in by how cute everything was.

Everything, that is, except the Red Gobos.

“Eeeeee, chippa chippa chippaaaaa!”

The new look for the Red Gobos only reinforced his opinion that these were basically the rejects from Santa’s Workshop, and that island life hadn’t agreed with the snow-born gremlins. It charged Connor with its shoddy, sharpened stick of a spear, wearing its ratty little red hat and its raggedy red coat and shoes.

Connor met the charge with a sweep of his Apprentice’s Staff. But the weapon felt clumsy and slow. He deflected the attack rather than whacking the Gobo weapon aside. This body wasn’t as fit and sturdy as his previous incarnation, not even the low-level equivalent.

1

His counterattack barely made the Red Gobo flinch. Its next spear thrust caught him in the gut.

1

Nice. It was going to be a race to see who had more HP, was that it?

Connor flung out a hand and sent a Fire Burst into the Red Gobo’s face.

-2 MP

3

He had no time to react to avoid its next jab.

“Ow!”

1

HP: 8/10

If he remembered correctly, these things only had 5 HP themselves. Anything he hit it with would finish it off. With a flourish of his Apprentice’s Staff, Connor…

Missed?

For fuck’s sake, this was a starter zone training quest.

1

The little Red Gobo nailed him in the gut again, roughly the same spot as before, and it was actually starting to hurt.

-2 MP

3

The Red Gobo collapsed, trailing a filament of smoke before its body faded, replaced by Coins.

50 XP

RECEIVED: 4 Coins

A nest egg. The start of a grand fortune.

Also, the start of a quest he was going to regret if he didn’t find a way to either heal himself or avoid damage.

Connor waited for his MP to replenish.

MP: 10/10

Rather than stride boldly through the jungle, Connor left the path, gently and quietly pushing underbrush aside, lest it rustle and give away his presence. Head kept low, just above the lower greenery, he scanned for trouble.

Just above the ferns, he spotted the tip of a red cap poking up.

Aiming just below it, he flung a Fire Burst.

-2 MP

3

Hah! He hit it!

“Eeeeee, chippa chippa chippaaaaa!” The Red Gobo charged from the underbrush, spear leading.

But Connor was ready to shoot forth another blast.

-2 MP

3

50 XP

Connor swiped a hand through the floating Coins left in the creature’s smoldering wake.

RECEIVED: 4 COINS

XP: 0/1,000

Well, He’d at least canceled out the debt he’d earned by swearing in the character creation room. Fuck the puritanical bullshit of censoring games, let alone punishing language with XP loss.

It’s not like this was a kids’ game, either. Not with the villagers walking around buck naked except for plushie seashells and rocks strung on cords. And thanks to decent physics, what little those did cover, they didn’t cover constantly.

KILL GOBOS FOR BEEDEEP: 2/5

Three to go. Connor had 8 HP left. If he could keep it under two hits per Red Gobo the rest of the way, he’d live through this quest.

It hadn’t even occurred to him until just now that they hadn’t made him jump through hoops talking to Lohdoh again to get access to a Quest Journal. The original solution had been one of the few bits of flavor he’d appreciated from the early game, but he would have preferred they made it easier to figure out where it came from. Randomly talking to an NPC who it seemed like you were done with felt like kind of a dick move. Locking a key game element behind it was just dumb.

Connor skulked through the jungle until he came across the Red Gobo base of operations.

GOBO CAMP

The place was still nestled in a shallow gully. The mud huts hadn’t changed. But whereas last time through, Connor had already completed the starting quest and discovered the place deserted, now there were three of the little guys down there, sharing a campfire and roasting what appeared to be tufts of cotton fluff on the tips of their spears like marshmallows.

That was a total of 15 HP down there, but it wasn’t five shots to take them all out. It would be six. He’d be able to get off two, maybe three Fire Bursts before they closed in on him, and Connor didn’t like his odds once they did.

He narrowed his eyes.

Then again…

Two Fire Bursts would mean one of the Red Gobos would die on the way to reach him. Three would mean that one was left with 2 HP. They’d get to him. Hit him for 2 damage between them, and Connor could finish off the second one with another spell.

That would leave him one on one with a Red Gobo at full health and him with 4 HP left.

He’d use up the last of his MP on a final Fire Burst, take another point of damage, and be ahead of it 3 HP to 2. Depending who got their hits in when, and assuming nobody missed, he’d prevail with either 1 or 2 HP remaining.

Assuming no one missed.

Which Connor had already shown he could.

Shit.

It was some lousy math to need at Level 1. But, like most games that didn’t spoon feed you your first few battles, lower levels were always a little extra challenging.

Also, he was currently at 0 XP.

Taking a deep breath, Connor crouched in the underbrush on the outskirts of the camp and cast a Fire Burst into the back of the nearest Red Gobo.

-2 MP

3

The creatures perked up in an instant. Confusion reigned. Connor hadn’t accounted for stupidity in his plan—as no good general ever should. He took the chance to put in another free shot.

-2 MP

3

Down went the nearest Red Gobo, who never figured out why he was suddenly hurt.

50 XP

The others finally caught on. They hastily removed dinners from spear tips. Another delay. Another Fire Burst.

-2 MP

3

They rushed toward him.

-2 MP

3

50 XP

Connor’s heart raced as the final Red Gobo made it to him. He attempted to defend himself, but clumsy hands couldn’t bring the Apprentice’s Staff into line with the spear tip in time.

1

Connor threw fire right into the creature’s face.

-2 MP

3

MP: 0/10

It stabbed him in return. With one hand off his weapon, he had no plausible way to block.

1

HP: 4/10

Squaring off and down to a purely physical contest, Connor knew he had the upper hand. He turned his hips and put his weight behind his⁠—

The Red Gobo ducked.

“Ack!”

1

The spear tip caught him in the groin. It hurt more, but didn’t do any extra damage.

HP: 3/10

That’s fine. It only had 2 HP left.

Connor thrust with the top of his Apprentice’s Staff—as much as the bark-free stick had a top. But the Red Gobo used the haft of its own, smaller stick and a shift of its own weight to parry.

1

OK. Things were getting serious now. The HP totals were down to even.

HP: 2/10

Connor feinted another thrust, but as the Red Gobo brought its spear in line to intercept, he switched up and swung the butt end around, catching the creature in the shoulder.

1

Connor continued the motion, deflected the Red Gobo’s attempt at a counter, and brought the top end up to catch it in the chin.

1

50 XP

Connor let out a huge sigh of relief.

KILL GOBOS FOR BEEDEEP: COMPLETE

XP: 150/1,000

HP: 2/10

MP: 0/10

But after a few short breaths, he checked again.

MP: 10/10

He collected 12 Coins from the locations where three Gobo corpses had vanished. In the process, he got close enough for the Map-Maker’s Waystone to mark a secret on Connor’s minimap.

He remembered this spot. The Gobos had a little cache of Coins, if he remembered correctly.

Indeed, inside the indicated hut, Connor dug through a layer of grime and dirt to discover a broken wooden plank, maybe part of a shipwreck, since it didn’t match any of the local trees. Moving the plank aside, he discovered a small hoard.

RECEIVED: 10 COINS

RECEIVED: RED GOBO HAT

“No. OHHHH no. You’re not getting me to wear this,” he told the sky and any developers from Anachronism Interactive who might be listening. “I don’t do Santa hats at Christmas, and the lack of white fluffy trim isn’t the solution.”

Actually, pausing to think about it, adding the fluff around the outside would be akin to decorating with animal guts. Kind of barbarous. Might have fit nicely with the culture.

REPORT BUG

“Not so much a bug as a suggestion. But actual Santa hats would be perfect for these guys. Basically make them look like cannibals or whatever. I don’t expect XP for this one, but if you don’t mind a little constructive criticism, I wouldn’t say no to an offsetting refund for your cursing filter.”

Checking to see that no one was looking, he tried on the hat.

EQUIPMENT

WEAPON: APPRENTICE’S STAFF

ARMOR: APPRENTICE’S ROBES

HELMET: RED GOBO HAT

BOOTS: APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

GLOVES: NONE

ACCESSORY: MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE

Gritting his teeth, Connor checked his overall stats.

CHARACTER STATS:

NAME: Connor TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard LEVEL: 1

HP: 10 MP: 10 ATK: 1 DEF: 3

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

There it was. 3 DEF instead of 2. That meant 1 less damage per attack. That meant that Red Gobo spears—even ones that didn’t hit him in the head—should deal no damage.

Sullenly sporting his life-saving pointed red cap, Connor marched back toward the village.

“Eeeeee, chippa chippa chippaaaaa!”

He let the thing that sprang from ambush along the trail get right up to him. It jabbed him in the gut, and Connor felt nothing.

0

And again.

0

With a sigh, he blasted it twice as it continued poking ineffectually.

-2 MP

3

0

-2 MP

3

50 XP

RECEIVED: 4 COINS

He debated standing here a while, letting the things respawn over and over. It would be dumb as hell, but⁠—

No. Actually, it wouldn’t be dumb at all. XP was XP. Time was apparently accelerated to the point where he was still fine in the lab, brain spinning like an overclocked computer as hours drifted lazily past in-game. What was the worst that happened? He lingered in the starting zone until the lunch break rolled around?

Connor stretched his back, adjusted his stupid hat atop his stupid head and waited as the same Red Gobo respawned over and over. It was the same every time.

“Eeeeee, chippa chippa chippaaaaa!”

-2 MP

3

0

-2 MP

3

50 XP

RECEIVED: 4 COINS

The XP and coinage rolled his way in equal measure.

XP: 250/1,000

XP: 450/1,000

XP: 600/1,000

XP: 800/1,000

XP: 0/2,000

A golden swirl surrounded Connor as a majestic gong rang. They’d re-recorded the sound effect, making it crisper and cheerier, and the swirl had a higher particle count, but the overall effect was still wired straight to Connor’s dopamine receptors.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

6 HP

5 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

Grinning, Connor engaged in his favorite activity in Spire of Fate…

Selecting Skills!

He opened the menu to find it graphically updated with some metallic effects and the appearance of weathered plaques on some ancient monument, but the functionality hadn’t changed. The game offered three choices, he examined each before choosing.

IMPROVED FIRE BURST - Reduce the MP cost of Fire Burst by 1 MP.

Well, that sounded like a short-term investment that might save a few deaths.

MYSTIC ARMOR - 10 MP - Increase your DEF by your level.

The hefty cost just meant it would need to be cast before combat, allowing his MP to replenish before venturing onward. The lack of a listed duration concerned him, however. Still, 2 more DEF at Level 2 would make him feel better about taking off the dumb Red Gobo Hat.

BATTLE MAGE - Able to use Swords, Maces, and Axes. Increase your spell damage by your ATK.

“Frankly, I hadn’t even known that I couldn’t.”

An inkling of a build was nagging at the edges of Connor’s mind. If he could add his ATK stat to spells and wield weapons with better ATK on them… maybe that could start adding up.

He went with Improved Fire Burst for now. Thankfully, the same option to float a choice to next level remained available to him. He chose Battle Mage, hoping that he could come up with a decent sword or something in the meantime. At least, he pictured himself with a sword.

Wizard Mace sounded like something kept in a purse to repel magical creeps. Axe Mage could have been the name of a spoof comic book.

Connor waited out the respawn timer for yet another Red Gobo.

“Eeeeee, chippa chippa chippaaaaa!”

-1 MP

6

The Red Gobo was blasted to ash. Connor grinned at the bonus effect for one-shotting a foe.

No XP. Boo.

RECEIVED 4 Coins

Well, he could potentially get rich here, but he’d be a Level 2 millionaire. That also kinda sounded like the title of a comic spoof, maybe a newbie Batman type character or something.

Whatever the case, Connor could be lured into endless grinds for a little sip of that sweet power juice known as XP. But unless he had a clear purchase in mind, the money wouldn’t get him to sit here tuning up Red Gobos until his eyes bled.

Grudgingly keeping on his Red Gobo Hat and hoping desperately that the NPCs in the village hadn’t been programmed to make fun of him for it, Connor headed back to the village.


CHAPTER 4
CELEBRATION



KAWAIIAN VILLAGE

On his way back through the village, Connor marveled anew at the changes since the earlier version of the game. The place didn’t feel like a postcard picture anymore. It had a lived-in, authentic feel, despite the cartoonish residents. And even they grew on Connor as he interacted with them.

And boy, did they interact.

“Welcome home, hero.”

“You look stronger. Have you gained in strength since last I saw you?”

“A thousand blessings, hero.”

“Share my fire and my fish.”

The last one piqued Connor’s curiosity, but not enough for him to consider dining with the Kawaiian fishmonger who’d offered. Her wares looked like waterproof bath toys, squishy, but some kind of plastic.

Connor didn’t find Beedeep waiting for him in a deserted training center. That in and of itself was a new notion: NPCs whose whole lives didn’t revolve around their role as quest givers.

After peeking behind buildings and inside houses (whose windows were only nose-high to Connor despite being up on stilts), he discovered Beedeep loitering in the tavern.

First off, the tavern itself was a distinctly new Kawaiian amenity. The whole place was a tiki bar without the inherent irony. Nothing hinted that this was all for the tourists or that people didn’t live like this. It was a medieval tavern done over in bamboo tied together with vines. First off, that was kind of cringe to begin with. More important as far as the game world, he realized that he’d seen neither bamboo nor any kind of vines in the Kawaiian Islands thus far.

A three-piece band of steel drums, bongos, and flute began playing as soon as Connor entered. That struck him with enough dissonance that he needed to make a point of it.

BUG REPORT

“There is no way the music shouldn’t be going before I arrive at the tavern. I should hear it from outside and it should be in-progress when I enter. If you need a trigger, use me getting to the village.”

Satisfied that he’d done his duty, Connor ventured into the tavern, swaying to the catchy beat.

“There you are, hero!” Beedeep called out to him from a table where he swayed precariously, toasting with a bamboo tankard. “I’d despaired of your return. Thought the Gobos got you for sure.”

“I finished my quest,” Connor informed him.

Beedeep looked him up and down, wobbling slightly on his stool. “So you have. And so shall you be rewarded. Here. Join me in a drink or save it for later.”

RECEIVED: XPOT

Connor took a chance and examined it, hoping the developers had relented on some of the black-box mystery that surrounded the items.

XPOT - Gain XP equal to 25% of what your current level requires.

OK, that didn’t jibe with anything from last playthrough. Sounded a little weaker at low levels, but stronger at higher levels. For now, he just cherished the little bottle of power in his inventory.

It was lonely in that inventory of his.

104 COINS

XPOT

He didn’t have so much as a fishing net or a banquet table to his name.

Connor pulled up a spare stool to the table. “I’ll have what you’re having. How much do drinks cost here?”

“For you, hero? Free,” the bar server informed him with a conspiratorial wink.

Oh. That was dangerous. Connor accepted a tankard and discovered that the fruity concoction inside was both delicious and strong as hell.

He made the acquaintance of Norgup and Tillbu, Beedeep’s drinking companions. Norgup was a fisherman, out of work since the Mountain Lord’s beasts had driven him out of the bay where he plied his trade. Tillbu worked at a similar tavern on Lookmano Sands. He was here visiting friends and drumming up business. He offered Connor a free token for passage on the ferry to get there.

RECEIVED: FERRY TOKEN

By Connor’s hazy memory, that was… like… 50 Coins value? Or something?

The conversation got a little hazy after that.

They weren’t charging him for drinks, and they weren’t allowing an empty tankard to avoid replacement.

By the fifth drink, Connor blacked out.


CHAPTER 5
MISSING PIECES



Connor blinked and rubbed his eyes. A headache receded quickly.

He was lying in a bed with one foot dangling over the side. There were no sheets, and the blankets were tangled. Squirming free, Connor sat up and tried to reconstruct the events that led him here.

Drinking. With Beedeep. And a couple other guys? The memories disjointed as he tried to assemble them.

Kelindra spoke up just as he was getting to his feet. “You have rested. Resting at an inn or campsite will restore you to full HP and MP, as well as curing many afflictions. Since your account has adult content enabled, resting is also where you may enjoy social encounters with consenting Non-Player Characters.”

That last bit got Connor to forget about his foggy brain for a moment and inspect his naked body.

EQUIPMENT

WEAPON: NONE

ARMOR: NONE

HELMET: NONE

BOOTS: NONE

GLOVES: NONE

ACCESSORY: NONE

He wasn’t even wearing the little cotton Loincloth. The genitalia he’d spent all of five seconds cranking to max settings stared back at him accusingly.

“I’ve been robbed.”

There were other, secondary conclusions to be drawn, but there were no signs of his clothing and equipment strewn around the room.

On a hunch, he checked his Inventory.

104 COINS

XPOT

APPRENTICE’S STAFF

APPRENTICE’S ROBES

RED GOBO HAT

APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE

LOINCLOTH

Great. He hadn’t lost everything. He’d just stowed it all in his backpack. One omission from the list that hadn’t simply been stowed was his Ferry Token.

“Lousy, no-good thieves. Looks like I’ll have to pay for that ferry ride after all.”

That was about the time that Connor noticed that his minimap had changed.

LOOKMANO SANDS

“How did I⁠—?”

The answer was so obvious that Connor didn’t need to finish asking himself the question. He’d blacked out. Apparently while either still able to walk or with someone helping him get this far. He had no recollection of taking a ferry or anything after drinking in the tavern with Beedeep.

It was probably a good idea to check how much of a mess he’d made.

XP: 1,750/2,000

OK. That was… well, he’d done some stuff.

He searched his Quest Journal.

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 0/1

HELP CELESTRA AVOID HER FATHER: COMPLETE

BRING SPINY REEF FISH TO NEEDEEP: COMPLETE

What the hell? He’d apparently met with Lohdoh and gone net fishing in the reef while so hammered he couldn’t remember? And who was Celestra? What had he done exactly to help her “avoid her father?”

And if he’d finished the Spiny Reef Fish quest, why hadn’t he turned it in? It just sat, completed, in his Quest Journal. Same for the Celestra quest.

Ugh. This whole business was just too strange. He had to at least take a shot at reporting it, even if this was possibly the most detailed accounting he’d had of a blackout night.

REPORT BUG

“I woke up with no memory of last night. I got in-game drunk on in-game booze and have real-life missing memories. Please confirm that this was just role-playing cinematic stuff, and that I actually wasn’t up and running around doing stupid shit when I⁠—”

Dizzy: [Connor?]

There was no voice, just a speech bubble popping up over the head of a woman who opened the door to his room unexpectedly. She was dressed like someone took a nun’s wardrobe and bleached the sin out of it. Bone white with a simple rope belt, she wore her Map-Maker’s Waystone as the lone gem on a string of prayer beads worn as a necklace. The face gave away her identity; she’d gone for the same look as last game except for a dark, emo haircut with long side bangs.

“Can… can you hear me?” he asked tentatively.

Dizzy: [YES! Well, no. I mean, I see these stupid bubbles over your head when you talk. But you talk now.]

“Clear improvement.”

Dizzy: [Did… um, there’s no delicate way to put this. But did we…?]

“I got hammered last night and woke up with complete quests I don’t remember doing.”

Dizzy: [Were you naked?]

“Not even this flappy little rag belt they call a loincloth. It was all in my inventory, though. How did they get you? Beedeep got me drunk after finishing up my training quest.”

Dizzy: [For me, it was a celebration of agreeing to kill the Mountain Lord.]

“I don’t even remember accepting that quest this time around. I like the new look. Cleric?”

Dizzy: [Ugh. Don’t get me started. I was checking out the updated graphics on the wizard gown when it grayed out. Realized I’d missed the boat and everything was vanishing on me. Lemme tell you, I’d look way better in the new starting armor for your class.]

“Sorry. I got to mine quick once I saw Bard and Knight go off the board.”

Dizzy: [You up for partying this time around, or you going to lone wolf and betray everyone again?]

“Not till the end,” Connor replied with a mischievous grin.

The cleric shrugged.

[I can live with that.]

“So, do we launch a full-scale investigation, or just turn in the quests we did while blitzed and move on?”

Dizzy glanced past Connor into the bedroom behind him with the door still open.

[Or we could try out the game’s consent system.]

Connor set his jaw. At least he hadn’t been misinterpreting her advances last playthrough. “Not sure I want to go quite that far without, you know…?”

Dizzy:

[No. I don’t know. This is potentially putting safe sex on a whole new level. Unless you’re a prude, there’s—wait. That’s just it, isn’t it?]

She only waited a moment, studying Connor’s faltering reaction before continuing.

[No, it’s more. I’ve got it. YOU’RE worried that I’m playing cross-gender and you don’t know how you feel about that. Oh, and be careful how you confirm or deny; I’ve already lost like half a level to this STUPID anti-doxxing, language police, PIECE OF NICE PIE!]

She shouted the last to the ceiling, hands clasped as if in prayer.

“Are you doing all right, Dizzy the in-game character?” Connor asked, pointedly avoiding any implication that he was trying to look after the mental well-being of the player behind these erratic actions.

Dizzy smiled sweetly.

[I’ve come up with a system. If you yell nice things loudly enough, it feels like you swore, even if you didn’t. Try it sometime. It might save you some XP.]

Connor chuckled.

Dizzy: [I wish I could hear your laughs. Does your avatar have a nice laugh? Mine just sounds like… well, it doesn’t sound unexpected.]

“Same here. I’m not even sure I’m hearing my voice at all, or whether I’m just imagining it.”

Dizzy: [We should probably figure out what happened to us last night. Or at least unravel the mess left over. If you quit being squeamish, the offer of consensual adult activities stands. You can play with the NPCs, but lemme assure you, it’s a multiplayer-only experience.]

Connor gulped. “Yeah. Thanks for the warning. Um. So. Where do we start looking?”

Dizzy: [What quests do you have left?]

“I finished catching Spiny Reef Fish, but didn’t turn the quest in for whatever reason.”

Dizzy narrowed her eyes.

[Yeah. Me too. Weird. The guy is standing right there.]

“I’ve also got one I haven’t turned in for helping someone named Celestra hide from her⁠—”

[She’s around here somewhere,] Dizzy cut in. [I. Um. Turned mine in shortly after waking up.]

Dizzy’s avatar was actually blushing. Her own fault for turning up the pallor on her skin tone. Connor didn’t want to see her uncomfortable, so he didn’t press the issue… much. “If you could, uh, just point her out real quick.”

The cleric stepped out of the doorway. She backed away a step and pointed at a downward angle.

[That’s her, there. White hair. Silver ribbons. Can’t miss her.]

Connor crept out of the bedroom. The two of them were on a mezzanine level of a standard fantasy style inn, constructed out of wood, not bamboo. All around the upper floor, identical doors hinted at easily a dozen other bedrooms like his. Over the railing and down in the bar area, Connor spotted the woman in question. It was a good thing she’d included those scant details, because from above, there was little other way to distinguish one from another. All wore identical red silk dressing gowns.

Slipping past Dizzy, he made his way down the stairs. One of the women spotted him. She wore her white hair tied up with silver ribbons, but that’s not what stopped Connor in his tracks.

It was Kelli.

Connor couldn’t speak. Couldn’t swallow. Couldn’t blink. There had, of course, been some tweaking involved in the transition from reality to this digital version. Much the way Connor had exaggerated his masculine features to the max last playthrough, Kelli had done likewise with her feminine avatar.

Celestra, he corrected himself hastily. There was no evidence that Kelli had created this character, let alone was playing her actively right now. Someone on the team could have created a doppelgänger of her, which would have been creepy in the extreme. Though, given her apparent role in what was clearly—by the attire, the decor, and the stern older woman behind the counter in a prim dress, wielding a stiletto—some kind of brothel, Connor didn’t know whether it would have been less creepy or more so knowing that Kelli had inserted her body-double here voluntarily.

“My hero!” she cried out as she rushed over and crushed Connor in a hug. The voice was both a clear signal that this wasn’t a fellow player and a dead ringer for Kelli herself. Unlike the old Kelindra, she appeared to have thrown herself into the role this time around—or had a computer use her voice more realistically than she did herself.

Connor patted her back. “Hi. Yeah. You’re welcome. I. I hope. Is everything with your father good now?”

“YES! Oh, yes! And now that I don’t have to sneak around any longer, you may have these as a reward.”

RECEIVED: SILK SLIPPERS

The red silk matched both the brothel workers’ robes and the Red Gobo Hat, albeit only in color, as far as the latter was concerned.

Connor wasn’t sure how the etiquette worked, but when a still-exuberant Celestra then kissed him, he decided it safest to kiss her back. The kiss lasted longer than he expected, going in. A lot longer. He peeked and caught Dizzy, arms crossed, foot tapping, waiting for him to wrap things up. Celestra was stronger than she looked—or Connor was weaker—so it took some effort to break free.

“Any more of that, he’ll have to pay,” the proprietress commented acidly.

Connor backed away a step. “I’m good. Thanks. Glad you’re happy and safe and… good luck.”

[You are so smooth,] Dizzy remarked.

Even without vocal intonation to get clues, he knew she was making fun of him.

Connor held out a palm and examined the footwear.

SILK SLIPPERS - Reduce noise from moving by 50%.

Connor put the Silk Slippers on merely by lifting a foot and kicking through it. Putting on one this way donned the pair, and his Apprentice’s Boots displaced into his inventory.

The new footwear was comfortable. He gave the slippers that much. But he could feel the floor through the thin fabric. They offered no DEF, which he suspected might become a theme for wizard-wear. He felt a little silly.

A few experimental steps, and Connor didn’t notice any difference. Then again, he really hadn’t spent his limited time since waking focused on the noise of his footsteps. He switched back to his Apprentice’s Boots, paced a little, swapped back, and repeated.

“OK. I kind of hear it.” Shrugging, he stayed with the red silk slippers in case the bonus ever mattered.

Dizzy: [Done fooling around?]

Connor smirked. “Never. I do find it strange that a wizard and cleric got what feels like a rogue item as an early quest reward.”

[Assassin,] Dizzy corrected. [And I’d have gone that road again in a heartbeat.]

“That fun, huh?”

She nodded maniacally. [I saw SO MUCH I wasn’t probably supposed to. It was great.]

“You didn’t happen to be watching when I…?”

[Probably,] Dizzy confirmed hastily, before even finding out what she was agreeing with. [You had absolutely no defense against my stealth. Other than your little detour to the dragon area, I kept pretty good tabs on you.]

Connor jerked his head toward the door. “C’mon. Let’s head out. We’ve got plenty of walking ahead of us this game. We can compare notes once we figure out what’s going on.”


CHAPTER 6
TOURIST SEASON



Before Connor or Dizzy could depart the brothel, two more doors on the mezzanine level opened. It was clear by the character selection attire. The pair watched as the newcomers took in their surroundings.

[WHERE DID MY ^%#@$ GO?] the knight in the upgraded starting armor bellowed in all caps. [What the ^%#@? I lose XP for that?]

The guy with the new ranger getup pointed and laughed. [You said ^%#@$, didn’t you? Dumb ^%#@. Didn’t you read the fine print?]

Knight: [You’re doing it too, dumb^%#.]

Ranger: [Yeah, but I hit Level 2. I’m immune to XP loss! See? ^%#@. ^%#. ^%#@$&. My little circle around the 2 stays put.]

Connor cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted up to them. “Try looking at the detailed view.”

Ranger: [^%#@!]

“Welcome to the land of negative numbers,” he replied with a grin.

[You won’t catch me falling for that,] came an unexpected text bubble right beside Connor. It wasn’t Dizzy, either, and the speaker’s complete lack of clothing over his scrawny, wiry body didn’t give any clues. [I exist only here. I speak only the language of the land. My XP is mine alone. Also, Petunia, do you have any hangover cures?]

The proprietress bustled behind the front desk as another of the upstairs doors burst open.

Out came a dashing young woman dressed somewhere between pop idol and singing cowgirl. Her bolero hat dangled tassels, and her vest sported decorative brocade. If not for the starting lute slung over her shoulder by the strap, and the words she next spoke coming in speech bubbles, Connor never would have pegged her for a player bard.

[Good morning, my minions!] she greeted the establishment at large with arms spread as if just taking the stage. [Glad to see so many cheerful, chipper faces this glorious day. And I see you all enjoyed your little presents.]

Connor squinted, trying to put together pieces while his brain still wasn’t a hundred percent. “Did you bring us here?”

Bard: [I told you; stick with me and I’ll get you through it. All you sorry sacks of suet. Shouldn’t binge, yes you all knew it. Distilled, fermented, even brew it. But I chose well and you all blew it. Now grab your gear and let’s get to it.]

It took a few seconds for Connor to catch up. Dizzy wasn’t so slow on the quip.

[How long you spend scripting that all?] the cleric asked snidely.

The bard leapt from the railing, caught a chandelier, swung, and landed atop the brothel’s front desk. [I ad libbed it.]

Dizzy shook her head, clearly not buying it, but how was she supposed to refute the claim?

“Look, it seems like we’re all in this game together. Let’s just compare notes and share character names. I’m Connor.”

[Granite,] the knight said as he descended the stairs in totally mundane fashion. He glared at the bard and her theatrics with unveiled contempt. [I got the knight as soon as I realized the classes went gray when someone picked them.]

[They gray out?] the bard asked with a coy smile. [I wouldn’t know. I load in. One speaks to my soul, and I pick.] She snapped her fingers.

If Connor had to guess, this bard, whoever she was, was the one who played the monk Slapguy last time around. Just something about the flamboyant, self-aware energy struck a familiar chord. He still had no idea who any of them were outside the game, and he didn’t dare broach the subject until someone figured out the tricks to sneaking around the barriers Anachronism Interactive put in place.

“Do YOU know what happened last night?” Connor demanded. He didn’t want a pissing contest ruining his most promising lead on discovering the night’s events.

[Yes. We marauded. Set upon the miscreants of Lookmano Sands and its environs. Righted wrongs. Earned slippers (and other, naughtier, rewards). I kept you all from having to choose between rewards from the fisherman, since I don’t think any of the rest of you silly, sorry, sots were in fit condition to make character build choices.]

[Did we earn any money?] the newcomer asked. [I find it suspicious that I have the same amount of money but significantly more XP. Also, you’re not wearing starting gear, and I have notions about how you might have afforded it.]

[Your name first, if you accuse me, kind sir? I am Mauly. The game doesn’t allow it, but I have a surname as well. STRICTLY IN-GAME, YOU FASCIST NARRATOR! I am a daughter of circus performers. My full name is Mauly of the Ring World Circus. I am a cum laude graduate of clown college, and three-time winner of the Kingdom Junior Plush Pig Calling Contest.] She made a few faces, the last of which was a comedic grin that melted into disappointment. [None of you could hear the squeaky-toy noises I was making, could you?]

All the other players shook their heads. Connor, for one, found himself grateful.

[I’m Jaden. And I say you robbed us.]

Mauly booped their naked companion on the nose, utterly disdainful of both his lack of decorum and her own. After all, she was crouching atop a brothel’s front desk just to reach his nose. [And I say you can talk to a certain fisherman whose sister is a seamstress and see about getting some clothes of your own.] Still crouching, Mauly leaned in Dizzy’s direction. She hid her mouth behind a hand, but that did nothing to stop a giant text balloon from announcing her words to the whole room. [Looks like we stumbled into a real sausage fest here, and the cocktail weenies are getting snippy.]

[I’m Dizzy,] the cleric announced.

[Just the booze,] Mauly assured her. [Have a seat and wait it out. You either need to get thicker or lay off the stuff. Mr. Intrusive Igneous Rock over there doesn’t look too worse for wear.]

[No, my name is Dizzy.]

The bard nodded in understanding. [Well, your name should quit drinking, then. It’s a lush. Speaking of lushes, you’re luscious. How long did you spend in character creation to get stuck playing the cleric? Lemme tell you, from up here… worth EVERY second.]

Connor refused to believe a bard who knew what kind of minerals comprised granite hadn’t understood Dizzy’s real meaning just fine. “Well, that’s everyone. If you’d care to show us all where to find Needeep this time around, we can put this party into first gear.”

He cringed as soon as he said it, but an oblique reference to out-of-game automotive technology didn’t earn him and XP-based scolding.

[Not everyone,] Dizzy pointed out. [Where’s the ranger?]

Everyone looked around. Mauly cupped a hand to one ear. [SHH.]

All the NPCs chatting and gossiping, sipping tea and dangling themselves as bait all paused as well. Connor pointedly avoided eye contact with Celestra.

Then, when the room had fallen silent, they all heard it. A rhythmic thumping from upstairs, behind one of the closed doors. They waited it out.

When the door opened, an employees sashayed out. The ranger followed soon after. He caught them all looking up at him. [What? I had money left, and it sounded like we were probably going to leave.]

“Name,” Connor called up to him. He pointed out the companion. “The rest of are Mauly, Jaden, Granite, Dizzy, and I’m Connor.”

The ranger whipped out his bow and struck a movie-poster pose. [I’m Legolad.]

[Oh god.] Maybe Dizzy tried to mutter it, but text bubbles didn’t go in for subtlety, and there was no such thing as under one’s breath.

[You rang?] Mauly answered. [Gather up, my merry minions! I shall escort you to yonder fisherman wherest thou can choose rewards in keeping with thy predilections.]

[If anyone gets merry men, it should be me,] Legolad protested.

Already at the brothel’s door, Mauly paused and spun on her heel. [My dear sir, the Sheriff of Nottingham was a ranger. Robin of Locksley was dashing, romantic, swashbuckling, and attracted renown and followers alike as flies to honey. He was a bard with a knack for archery, not a ranger.]

As Connor followed the group out of the brothel, he wondered how he’d been displaced. Last time around, when there were nothing but charades and character power to determine who led, he was as close as that motley band had to a leader.

Now, despite his gaming expertise and victory in the last iteration, he’d been reduced to a member of the pack.

For now, he promised himself.

Just for now…


CHAPTER 7
THE SANDS



LOOKMANO SANDS

The name of the place had evolved from describing a geographic feature to a thriving coastal town. Boardwalks extended well out over the water, crisscrossing and rickety, but never really giving a sense of danger just for traversing the town.

[This place really looks better in daylight,] Mauly told them. [But even HAVING nights is a nice change of pace.]

Connor kept an eye out. He spotted shipping and warehouses, buskers and hustlers, fishmongers and fragrance peddlers. It had to have been five times the size of even the upgraded Kawaiian Village. While he found himself eager to search out potential equipment vendors, he followed the pack as they sought out their old fisherman friend.

Most of the residents were humans, like the players, but Needeep had a small fishery at the end of a long pier with a Kawaiian workforce. He greeted them as they approached. “Ahh, my good friends. How is the fishing? I still owe you for helping me fill that big order.”

He held out both hands, palms up. A ghostly image formed over each. Without knowing what the others saw, Connor suspected that his options were unique to him.

Above Needeep’s left hand floated a wide-sleeved purple robe, rendered in miniature. Over his left hovered a bone-white staff that looked to be made of driftwood.

He examined each, and Needeep didn’t seem to take offense.

SNAZZY PURPLE ROBES - 1 DEF - Your spells cost 1 less MP.

DRIFTWOOD STAFF - 2 ATK - Your spells deal 1 more damage.

So. If Connor could get his math right, one item eliminated the cost of his primary offensive spell. The other would increase its damage by 2 once he got around to taking Battle Mage for the ATK boost. That was like 25 percent more damage. Then again, waiting for his MP to refill hadn’t been that bad… except when he was in combat and couldn’t.

Maybe he could go in for a purple ensemble. He reached out and grasped the image of the robes.

RECEIVED: SNAZZY PURPLE ROBES

He couldn’t resist checking, even though he knew the numbers were still pretty pathetic.

CHARACTER STATS:

NAME: Connor TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard LEVEL: 2

HP: 16 MP: 15 ATK: 2 DEF: 5

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

Yay. 5 DEF. He could go back and really show those Red Gobos who was boss, now.

“You look much better now,” Needeep assured him. “My sister made those. She’s very talented.”

The others all seem to have made a similar choice. No new weapons appeared, and everyone but Mauly sported a new look in some form or another.

Jaden, who had put his clothes on, practically glowed in blue ninja garb. If his magical stealth wasn’t up to snuff, traditional blending in among shadows would go nowhere.

Granite wore some respectable crusader-type armor with a mix of chain and plates, covered by a red tabard as a surcoat.

Legolad almost spitefully showed off his forest green leather tunic. He strutted in front of Mauly until the latter rolled her eyes.

As for Dizzy, she added a white miter to her ensemble, positively radiating Girl-Pope energy.

[Any other weird odds and ends you degenerates have left over from your starter-zone Bacchanalias?] Mauly asked.

Oh, she was definitely one of those two college girls in the group. Whether Jane or Bella, he couldn’t say for certain. Neither of them seemed that loquacious, but then again, all those morning gatherings waiting for Anachronism Interactive to let them into the labs had been awkward. What did you say, after all, to other people who’d be getting their brains scanned as they ran the human equivalents of rat mazes?

Weather. Local news. Holiday stuff. Not a whole lot else. People talked to keep from saying anything, not to get to know one another.

“Anyone have any open quests?” Connor asked. Maybe he could wedge his way into the leadership role by merely framing their state of confusion as a temporary situation he could resolve with some decisiveness.

[Last time, Needeep had a follow-up,] Dizzy pointed out. [Yo, fish-boy! You gonna hook a sister up or not?]

[He probably isn’t offering the follow-up because I already accepted it,] Mauly told them all. [I’ll see if the Quest Share system got fixed yet.]

QUEST SHARED WITH YOU: EXPLORE THE UNDERSEA CAVE: 0/1

[Everyone get that?] Mauly asked.

Heads bobbed all around.

Dizzy was on the ball, at least. [But aren’t we supposed to get potions so we can breathe?]

Mauly opened a palm. Above floated two little potions. [The item dupe trick still works. I picked up enough for everyone to have a backup. Don’t be grabby. Take turns.]

Jaden snatched the first pair, and Mauly instantly produced another set. Granite took those, and Connor claimed his when the next set came out.

RECEIVED: POTION OF WATER BREATHING (2X)

Following his lead, Dizzy accepted a pair of potions as well. Legolad required a little prompting, but when Mauly raised her eyebrows in Substitute Teacher Mode, he grudgingly and graciously accepted the gift.

[All right everyone. I expect we all know where the cavern is. Unless they shifted geography a lot, the cave won’t have moved. Avoid the Shockwave Eels. They⁠—]

“Shockwave Eels?” Connor cut in. “They added aggro monsters down there?”

[I was just saying, they’re not aggro. Just steer clear. They hurt. I’d say to ask Granite about that, but I don’t expect that he remembers.]

“How are they for XP?” Connor followed up. “Look. Last time though, I took a couple pit stops. Racked up XP. That’s how I won the PVP encounter at the end of our last playthrough.”

[Oh, you won yours, too?] Mauly asked sweetly. In the absence of vocal tone, Connor judged by the cock of her head and the smile.

“Wait…”

Mauly brightened instantly. [He finally gets it. We’re from different playthroughs.]

Connor shook his head. “I didn’t even know we had other competition. What site are you guys⁠—?”

Before he could finish the question, Connor doubled over in pain from a sudden shock.

-50 XP

DISCUSSION OF OUT-OF-GAME IDENTITIES VIOLATES THE PLAYER AGREEMENT.

“What the—oh, come on!”

Mauly: [We’re mixed up. Reshuffled. As the sportsballers would say, reseeded.]

[Can we just go?] Granite asked. He loomed with massive, steel-clad arms crossed.

[Drink up, me hearties!] Mauly toasted, raising a potion of her own.

Connor joined the others in quaffing down his potion.

As they all dove into the water, Connor silently seethed.

For now… he promised himself. For now…


CHAPTER 8
FROG OF WAR



WATALI REEF

Connor didn’t know whether he liked the new name for Watery Reef better than the old one or not. Both were dumb puns. This one was less obvious, but also less fun. Watery Reef had that unabashed joy of a five-year-old reading out of a kids’ joke book. Watali Reef had all the cleverness of Pig Latin.

Whichever the Anachronism Interactive people went with, the reef itself had received a major glow-up. Rather than an aquarium tank vibe, the place looked like someone ripped it straight out of a National Geographic film. The water had depth, not just in the linear, downward sense but also depth of field, with the water being just shy of clear and more distant objects appearing murky.

Those distant objects include a wide array of fish. Connor couldn’t have examined them all without falling hopelessly behind. His fellow players continued onward toward the location of the cavern entrance from the previous iteration of the game.

As for the reef itself, it teemed with life. Finding Nemo had fewer cute little sea creatures, and he could readily spot both the new Shockwave Eels and the Spiny Reef Fish he’d grown to know so well.

Connor followed the school of players, glancing back only briefly to wonder at the potential loss of XP by venturing forth without leveling.

They were all here. All together. They could drain this place dry of fish. Were eels technically fish? Well, of anything that gave XP, in any event.

Somehow, with this character in particular, he felt weaker. Physically, sure, but also his whole combat persona just felt fragile and prone to a quick death if he didn’t watch himself. That death could just as easily come with a little strategic inattention from his supposed allies as from any mistake of his own.

The environs were identical, except that with the upgrade to the visuals, the place was even more foreboding. Connor actually felt relief when he came up into…

UNDERWATER CAVE

He emerged from the water dripping, though only briefly, just enough for wet footprints on the stone floor but not enough for his clothes to cling to him.

EXPLORE THE UNDERSEA CAVE: COMPLETE

Hey, at least the quest and the location match this time. He hadn’t even realized before now.

RECEIVED: XPOT

As before, the follow-up came unbidden.

SLAY THE SEA FROG: 0/1

Granite: [Sea Frog? What happened to the Savage Toadmen?]

[I was expecting the Fish Cultists,] Mauly admitted. [Doesn’t matter. Sea Frog. Fish cult. It’s all XP in the end, right?]

Connor caught Dizzy’s eye. She gave a slight nod. Connor stepped to the fore, paying her no further heed. [So, what’s the plan?]

[Spread out,] Mauly advised. [Zero of one suggests this is a boss fight. Don’t want to all get caught in some jumping stomp or noxious breath attack or whatever. Jaden, Dizzy, Legolad, Connor… any of you have experience with this from your prior games?]

Connor ground his teeth. Why did Mauly have to be a decent leader? Why couldn’t she just order them to rush in and die so he and Dizzy could cheese out the encounter while they ran back and hog all the XP?

Jaden: [No. This is new.]

Legolad shrugged.

Dizzy looked like she was going to deny as well, but Connor had an insight. If Mauly could be the one with the interpersonal skills, he could at least be the one with all the answers.

“We used the stalactites,” Connor said, earning him a dirty look from Dizzy when no one else was watching her. “Lure it over. That spot right there. Not sure if it’s still the same, but it liked those Spiny Reef Fish before.”

Mauly: [Great! Anyone keep their net?]

Dizzy held a glare on Connor as she sidled over to the spot where they’d tricked the beast last time. Right below the biggest, most precarious of the stalactites. She produced 6 Spiny Reef Fish from her inventory and dropped them.

Mauly: [Someone planned ahead! Nice!]

Dizzy: [We did it before.] Without tone, Connor had to imagine in some dripping sarcastic venom. They’d had a glance. Not exactly a contract written in blood, but they’d been on the same page. Connor hadn’t even thought of seeing if Spiny Reef Fish could be placed in inventory now. And for reasons he couldn’t fathom, his drunken ass had ditched the net after turning in his five.

Connor tried to catch her eye, but the plan had already lurched into motion. Dizzy set down her pile of dead fish. They nominated Granite to lure out the Sea Frog. Everyone else spread out and readied whatever ranged attacks they were capable of.

Granite stood, resplendent in his shitty armor, hands on hips until he was ready to raise them to form a makeshift bullhorn. [COME OUT AND FEAST, YE MIGHTY BEAST!]

RIIIIIBBBBBBBBBBIIIIITTTTT!!!!!

The whole place shook with an earthquake as the Sea Frog leapt from the shadowed depths of its lair. Graphical updates had only made it more menacing since last he’d seen it. However, crouching behind a small stalagmite offered him a far less intimidating view than he’d had when it was his turn to be bait.

RIIIIIBBBBBBBBBBIIIIITTTTT!!!!!

A second bound carried the Sea Frog right to the offering. It ignored Granite to snap up Spiny Reef Fish one by one with its massive, slobbering tongue.

[Fire!] Mauly ordered. It was weird not hearing what likely would have been a dramatic moment. Everything else had sound. Was Anachronism Interactive worried that they’d slip swears and real-world info through voice faster than their software could scrub it?

Nevertheless, Connor opened fire. And he was the only one to do so literally.

6

There was no indication of damage to the stalactite either visually or via a health bar. Not that Spire of Fate had health bars showing anywhere else, but it might have been nice to have some indication that his attacks were having an effect. He took the display of damage as evidence that his fire wasn’t useless against rock.

As arrows and daggers sailed through the underground sky, Connor kept up his barrage.

6

6

The Sea Frog tongue snapped out again and again. The snack of Spiny Reef Fish wouldn’t last much longer.

6

The Sea Frog finished its treat. Bulbous eyes focused on Granite. The knight drew a familiar Bamboo Sword and a Bamboo Shield that had never so much as tempted Connor on his playthrough.

Out flicked the giant tongue. Jerked forward, Granite had the presence of mind to release the shield by which the creature had grabbed him.

6

The stalactite crashed down, impaling the Sea Frog to the cavern floor. Seconds later, the giant amphibian vanished.

1200 XP

XP: 900/4,000

Gongs rang all around. In addition to Connor, golden light swirled around Mauly and Dizzy.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

8 HP

5 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

[What’d you do with my shield, you ^%#@ing ^%#@er?] Granite demanded, stomping around the fallen stalactite as if a three-foot circle of bamboo slats could be hiding on him.

Jaden: [Lift the stalactite and check underneath.]

Mauly blinked and glanced around distractedly. [You guys would be figuring out your level-ups, too, if you could keep your minds on the game and your mouths out of the gutter.]

That reminded Connor. He opened his skill selector.

BATTLE MAGE - Able to use Swords, Maces, and Axes. Increase your spell damage by your ATK.

EFFICIENT CASTER - Your spells cost 1 MP less.

SILENCE - 10 MP - Create a pocket around a creature or item that suppresses sound.

OK, first hint of utility spells. As far as utility went, however, silence was only good for stealthies and against casters. Connor didn’t even know that his magic relied on verbal components. He didn’t actually say anything casting Fire Burst.

The Efficient Caster skill sounded like it could either be game-breaking or inconsequential. A couple MP discounts were already making his Fire Burst free. That in and of itself gave it some potential as an unlimited resource. But on his Knight playthrough, each skill—with maybe a couple exceptions—had nestled together to become a single, coherent build. And with Silence costing a whopping 10 MP, that didn’t bode well for late-game use. Right now, 1 MP was a decent amount. Later, it would be practically nothing.

That’s where Battle Mage cleared its throat and made eye contact. Damage was damage, and big-ass weapons sounded more likely to scale into the end game than a piddling reduction in MP spent.

He took it. Maybe the game would start offering him better weapon upgrades now.

Efficient Caster got punted to his next round of selections.

“Check up ahead,” Connor advised everyone. “We got a chest last time for killing this guy.”

[I don’t see anything,] Jaden replied from the far end of the cavern, his speech bubble popping up from the shadows with no hint of the assassin otherwise.

Connor hiked his way down as Mauly and Dizzy continued to mull their choices—or zone out for no reason, he supposed; not like he could see their user interface. Granite and Legolad joined him, and the boys did what they could to locate a treasure chest.

[Coming! Wait up!] Mauly announced from back near the fallen stalactite.

She and Dizzy jogged to meet the party.

As soon as the six of them all gathered near the crevice that they knew would lead to the areas of the game beyond, a wooden chest appeared, right out of a pirate’s sunken treasure, by the look of it.

Granite happened to be standing closest. When he popped the lid, two ghostly items appeared. As the knight reached toward the prize, Mauly caught him by the arm.

Mauly: [WAIT!]

Granite: [What?]

Without even realizing it, Connor began hearing their text bubbles in voices. Mauly was smug and insufferable, a busybody who had the unfortunate habit of being right and knew it. Granite was gravelly, the voice of a chain-smoking biker.

Now that he considered the matter, Jaden was barely a whisper, always bordering on threat with each word. Legolad was foppish, silly, not taking anything seriously. Dizzy… well, he couldn’t quite place her. She sounded… familiar and normal.

Mauly: [I assume we’re all seeing different rewards, since I think you people would be pissed if you were all offered mine. We should compare notes. Make a group decision on what works best—for the team.]

[Are we a team?] Jaden asked. [I could be convinced that were aren’t.] He spared a sidelong glance in Connor’s direction.

Mauly: [Connor knows we can’t go this alone. If he really did win his round, good for him. And if they pit us against one another, at any point in the game, I simply say we refuse to accept the premise of their contest. We are a team if we say so, and I say we are. If someone decides otherwise, we’ll deal with them as a united front. One player can’t defeat five.]

“Fair enough,” Connor allowed. “Mine turned into a free-for-all at the end. I came out on top for having the most hit points and strongest defense. If we all know that going in, I don’t see how a lone player could win.”

Every word of that was bullshit, and Dizzy would know it. He needed her to realize that he was playing the long game. If she wanted in, a surprise two-on-four might find a way to prevail. Especially if the four were counting on the healer being on their side.

One thing became certain. If Connor was going to win this time around, Mauly was his real end boss.


CHAPTER 9
LOOT COUNCIL



The six of them clustered around the treasure chest, each just more than an arm’s length away, palms extended to inspect their options.

Connor checked his choices of a hat or gloves.

The gloves were fingerless black leather, like driving gloves that someone had embroidered with arcane runes in silver thread.

SNIPER’S GLOVES - Attacks against targets who haven’t seen you deal double damage.

ARCANIST’S GREATCAP - Grants the effect of the Mystic Armor spell.

Connor wondered whether he would have been given the same choices if he’d already taken the Mystic Armor skill earlier. He’d have felt a little cheated if his first major upgrade had been redundant. He conveyed his finds to the party, who nodded along.

Jaden explained his offerings. One was a dagger that returned to his hand. The other was a mask that let him see in pitch darkness.

Mauly had a flute that could deal ranged damage—as all flutes could in the wrong hands—and a pair of boots with a bonus jumping ability.

Legolad’s treasures were spectacles that extended the distance of his vision and a ring that gave him 1 extra ATK.

[No way I’m wearing glasses,] Legolad told the group.

As for their knight, he was offered a simple choice of armor or sword.

Granite: [Much as I’d like a sword, I’m focusing on a sword and board build, and it’s two-handed only. I’ll hold off on picking until we go through Mauly’s process here, but I plan to take the armor.]

Dizzy: [Well, I’ve got either a mace that’s just an ATK upgrade or some high-heeled boots that make my damaging spells free.]

“They what?” Connor blurted.

[Free damage spells,] Dizzy reiterated. [Which sounds good until you realize I haven’t taken any because every last one of them is a STEAMING BOWL OF HOT SOUP.]

Mauly: [OK. Most of us I think have pretty clear choices. So, unless anyone has any objections, I think we can⁠—]

“Gift of the magi,” Connor cut in. “Hold on a sec. Can we trade items? Like, not just potions, but gear?” Connor unequipped his Apprentice’s Staff and placed it on the ground. “Someone try to equip that.”

Granite leaned over, reached down, and the staff vanished. Seconds later, it appeared in his hands. [Worked for that, anyway. Not sure about armor.]

“Lemme try yours on, then,” Connor suggested. The knight glared at him skeptically. “Worst case, you’re picking new armor, right? And you’ve got my only weapon as collateral.”

Grudgingly, Granite stripped down to his loincloth and boots. His Battered Armor appeared on the ground. Before Connor could act, Dizzy swooped in and donned it.

Dizzy: [Yeah. It works.]

They took a moment and all swapped equipment back.

Mauly: [Fine. It works. But how does this change anyone’s choices? No one but me would want a flute.]

“Sure. Go ahead and take it. But think about some of the other options. My hat will be at least as big a DEF upgrade for Granite as his armor, and it’ll scale as he levels.”

[But I’d be wearing a wizard hat,] the knight protested.

“So? You think I like walking around with this stripped-down Santa hat those Red Gobos wear? It’s about stats.”

Granite: [But I don’t even want a two-handed sword.]

“I could use it. I took a skill to use real weapons. And I get to add my ATK to spell damage. But forget that just a sec, I’ve also got gloves that let me ambush for double damage. I didn’t take Silence as a spell this level, but I could build for stealth and utility and make use of them. OR, I could give them to Jaden, who’s already stealthy and could probably get the bonus from them all the time.”

Jaden nodded. [I could.]

Connor wasn’t done yet. “And as for Dizzy. She got a pair of boots that would let her get her damage spells for free, except her damage spells are soup.” Connor was willing to play along with her euphemism for the sake of his XP total. “But MY damage spells are going to get a workout this game, lemme tell you. And I’ve already got robes that give me -1 MP to my spell costs. Since I’d hardly need that anymore, Dizzy could use it for her healing and other spells.”

Legolad bounded, waving a hand. [Do me! What can my stuff do?]

Connor scowled thoughtfully a moment. “Maybe I can come up with something for you next treasure chest.”

[Well, then. Let’s get Jaden those gloves. Granite, pick the armor and grab the hat from Connor.]

“Wait,” Connor interjected. “You’re counting both my rewards. I can’t give away both since I can’t pick both.”

Mauly: [Oops. Right. OK then, well…]

“Look, the hat thing is cute, but clearly the gloves are the better upgrade,” Connor cut in. This was his chance. Mauly was looking weak and unsure. “I’ll take the gloves, give them to Jaden. If Dizzy can pick the boots, I’ll swap her for my robe with -1 MP cost to all spells. Jaden, you can get me back when you end up with something that would be better for me.”

[So… I get two upgrades and you just trade once?] Jaden asked, clearly skeptical. [What’s your angle?]

“Power,” Connor answered instantly. “You all keep me alive. You being more powerful helps that.”

[I have a condition,] Dizzy stated. She held out the boots she’d already accepted as part of the plan. [Connor doesn’t put on his old robes as a replacement.]

“But then I’d be—” Realization dawned. “Ha. Ha. I’m not running around in a loincloth, Santa hat, and go-go boots.”

Dizzy shrugged. [The loincloth is completely optional. But I’m taking your starting robes AND the purple ones you’ve got on in exchange for the boots.]

Granite: [Give it a rest. He’s already giving away his upgrade to Jaden.]

Dizzy shook her head. [These boots will be broken as a VERY WARM UNDERGROUND CAVE. If we make it too easy on him, he’ll walk all over us.]

[In some very stylish ladies’ platform boots,] Mauly added.

Connor smirked without mirth. As soon as he put them on, he expected they’d switch over to the male version of the attire. While they might remain ridiculous, they’d be better than knee-high white leather with six-inch lifts. “Fine. Have your fun. They’d better not have implemented cold weather yet.”

He threw his Apprentice’s Robes on the ground. Then he took off the Snazzy Purple Robes and did likewise. Dizzy had them both in her inventory in an instant. She donned the Snazzy Purple Robes immediately.

Connor beckoned. “Quite preening and hand over the boots.”

Dizzy turned and twisted, looking herself up and down as she modeled the robes. [Not sure if I wanna.]

Mauly stepped in. [Fair’s fair. You agreed.]

Jaden: [Cleric’s not the class to go lone wolf with.]

Dizzy huffed. She dropped six inches as she went barefoot to remove the boots that had been hidden by the robe’s length. Somehow, the hem didn’t drag on the ground, remaining just above it before and after the boots.

Connor selected his reward.

RECEIVED: SNIPER’S GLOVES

He handed them straight to Jaden, who accepted them with a nod. Then, Connor collected the boots Dizzy deposited in front of him.

RECEIVED: PENITENT BOOTS

He slipped them on before examining them.

PENITENT BOOTS - Your spells that deal damage cost 0 MP.

His equipment was a mess.

WEAPON: APPRENTICE’S STAFF

ARMOR: NONE

HELMET: RED GOBO HAT

BOOTS: PENITENT BOOTS

GLOVES: NONE

ACCESSORY: MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE

However, he noted one additional tidbit.

He removed his Silk Slippers from his inventory and presented them above an upturned palm to Jaden. “Here. Take these, too. They’re half noise or something. Seems like they’re trying to railroad me into a stealth caster build I’ve got no interest in.”

[Thanks.] The assassin accepted the footwear without fuss and equipped them right off.

Legolad: [Can we get going, now? I picked the ring. I better be in the trading club next time, or I’m done being friends with all of you.]

How old was this player? That sounded pretty immature. Then again, Connor had gamed with grown men who broken TVs after losing at Call of Duty.

“Yeah. Let’s roll,” Connor said, then took the lead. Before them lay a narrow crack in the rock that looked much easier to navigate without wearing plate armor.

TWISTING PASSAGE

The snickering that followed was due, he assumed, to the fact that he was wearing nothing but a red pointed hat, a loincloth, and some lifted white leather boots that came to his knees.


CHAPTER 10
VILLAGE LIFE



Connor emerged from the passage first, just as he’d entered it. There had been no room to maneuver, let alone jostle for position. When the zone name updated, floating briefly in the air ahead of him before zipping up to rest atop his minimap, he breathed a sigh of relief.

NOKON WOOD

He smirked. At least, after having a whole test build with the place labeled (FOREST PUN), they’d actually come up with a passable pun with which to name it. Moreover, they’d really put the work in to make this look like an actual zone rather than a student project where a freshman had created a plane of green and created one basic tree to copy and paste randomly all over it.

Now, the forest breathed with pine scents and mossy vegetation. The evergreens varied and intermixed with deciduous trees that had shed their leaves, depositing a carpet of dry foliage all over the trails.

And there were trails.

Connor followed the one that led away from the Twisting Passage until it came to a fork, branching high and low. Down one, the sound of a stream trickled in the distance. Boulders and underbrush made overland travel cumbersome, though far from impossible.

Mauly: [Wildlife will gather at the water. Since I’ve yet to feel hunger or thirst in-game, I think we can avoid seeking out fresh water.]

“Why?” Connor challenged. “If there are bears or whatever, fine. XP on four legs. If there are Gobos around, whatever. If this game makes any sense—and occasionally, it does—then water should flow downhill. Either there’s a spring somewhere, or they realized the spire’s ecosystem is unsustainable without fresh water and added a magical spring or something.”

Legolad: [That would explain the waterfall.]

They all turned to their ranger.

Legolad: [What? You couldn’t all see it? There’s a tiny waterfall shooting out of the spire in a few places. Maybe my class gives me a bonus on eyesight. Or maybe none of y’all paid attention.]

Mauly: [Look. We want to find stuff. This whole zone is brand new to me. If you know the way around—anyone—say so. Otherwise, I take the high road.]

“I’ll take the low road, I suppose,” Connor snarked. “I’m dressed for it.” He drew a few laughs, silent though they may have been. “Anyone is welcome to join me.”

[We shouldn’t split the party,] Mauly argued. [Adventuring Rule 1.]

“I’m not,” Connor stated. “I’m just going the low road toward water. You’re all welcome to come. For anyone keeping score, I’m the one who didn’t drag us all around like pets while we were too drunk to know what we were doing.”

No one moved. Right around the same time, Connor and Mauly set out, each taking the path they’d boasted of.

Connor didn’t look back.

Maybe he overplayed his hand.

But Legolad had just pointed out that he knew where the water led. He had to be on board with Connor’s low road.

Plus, Jaden owed him one.

And Dizzy… Dizzy would stay loyal.

No footsteps followed.

Connor was at the point of reporting the silence as a bug, rather than look back to check.

But he did look.

Up a wobbly trail of dirt and leaves and exposed routes, not a footprint betrayed the presence of a second party member following along behind.

Granite, he understood. There had been inklings of familiarity that hinted that he’d known Mauly already. Probably in the same batch of players with her, like Connor and Dizzy. But the others…

The more he thought about it, the more sense it all made.

If Legolad really was a kid, or at least acted like one, maybe Mauly was the surrogate mother he looked toward for guidance.

Jaden, well, if he owed Connor, then one fewer Connor was also one less debt.

As for Dizzy.

Connor regarded his own sorry state of undress.

Dizzy was mad at him. Clearly.

And so, Connor trudged on alone. Going back would have meant eating crow, and Connor had yet to get hungry in this game. He wouldn’t let that be his first meal.

The sound of running water grew louder until Connor spotted the stream. Or was it a brook? Whichever was shallow enough to walk across but deep enough to fish in.

Water flowed downstream, by definition. Follow it long enough, and he’d be back at the beach. Trace it upstream, and he’d find his way over to Unalive Hills, or whatever they were calling it these days. And that was Connor’s goal.

He wanted to be at the gates of that next zone, preferably up a level, and waiting for those idiots who doubted him. And if he could be there wearing something besides his primitive underwear, all the better.

The banks of the stream ran narrow but level, easy for a lone traveler to stroll one abreast. Pleasant burbling made the trip contemplative, almost enjoyable. Connor could have been forgiven for overlooking the reason for his solitude.

Or the fact he was still in a game.

“Eeeeee, ooka ooka ookaaaaa!”

No fewer than eight Green Gobos popped out of hiding from behind various trees along both sides of the trail. Instinctual math told Connor he was running back from the nearest respawn point. With five companions, this fight would have been child’s play. Alone, these guys would use his unprotected torso as a target range bullseye.

His hands shot up. “I mean you no harm!”

Spears at the ready, the Green Gobos fanned out, closed in, encircled Connor.

The creatures yammered to one another in a yippy-god language that made no sense. Meanwhile, Connor held perfectly still. The mere fact that they hadn’t attacked yet gave him some hope. Whatever was going on in that conversation, 900 XP he’d gained toward Level 4 rode on the outcome.

Then, one of the Green Gobos approached him. “You kill Red?” It jabbed toward Connor’s hat with the tip of its wooden spear.

What was the point of lying? “Yeah. I took a hat from one of them.”

The speaker lowered his weapon. “You… friend?”

“I could be.”

The spokes-Gobo patted a hand toward his comrades. The rest lowered their spears as well. “You. Come. See elder.”

Connor grinned. “Yeah. Sure. Let’s go see the elder.”

It wasn’t a long walk, and Connor would have stumbled onto the place if not for the patrol that spotted him first. The Green Gobo camp impressed Connor, especially considering his low expectations, already having seen the homes of their Red Gobo cousins.

The greens had dug out a pond and filled it via a pair of canals that connected it to the stream for a constant flow of fresh water and little fish. Log cabin homes lined well-worn dirt roads marked at intersections with gibberish signage. Smoke rose from a few of the buildings, and the scent of fish stew carried on the wind. Industrious residents looked up from daily tasks at the sight of their human guest, escorted loosely at spearpoint by one of their patrols.

Storehouses.

A tavern.

Fishing rigs.

Others Connor more or less guessed at. The one where a gaggle of children could be seen sitting in a circle around an adult Green Gob… A daycare? A school?

The patrol took Connor to a place that hinted of a temple from the outside but screamed it once he entered. Carved and painted wooden statues loomed over the interior doorway, and the elder inside stood with his back to the entrance, kneeling before an altar of feathers, skulls, and animal furs.

The patrol leader rapped the butt of his spear twice on the wooden plank floor. “Elder, we found one.”

With a grunt of age and effort, the elder rose and approached. He was similarly garbed in forest green, like his younger kin, but in addition wore an antelope skull headdress.

OK, Connor was totally guessing on the antelope bit. It was some kind of deer or gazelle or moose or something. He was no biologist and hadn’t been to a zoo since he was a kid.

“Hi,” Connor greeted him, raising the hand that wasn’t clutching his Apprentice’s Staff like a walking stick.

“Are you certain this is him?” the elder asked, speaking English, thankfully. He sized Connor up, the antlers on his headdress waving dangerously close to Connor’s face in the process.

“He smells of the frog. He bears the hat of our rivals but is not one of them,” the patrol leader explained.

The elder nodded, conceding both points. “But is he mighty? That is crucial.”

“A test?” Connor suggested.

The elder looked up as if that initial greeting hadn’t been enough to demonstrate that his guest could speak at all. Then, after the surprise faded, the elder nodded. “Yes. A test. There is a bear that comes at night and steals our fish. Befouls our streets. Menaces our children’s dreams. No matter how many times we kill it, it returns. We call it Uugrow. On its most recent visit, it ate a key. Bring me that key and I will know you are the one.”

He checked his Quest Journal to make sure this was official.

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 0/1

RETURN THE ELDER’S KEY TO ELDER MUPMUP: 0/1

“The one?” This whole Chosen One thing sounded fishy. Lazy writing at best. A cop out.

“Do not worry. You are or are not. The uncertainty is ours, not destiny’s.”

Oh. That made Connor feel SO much better. “Can you at least send someone to show me where to find this Uugrow?”

Elder Mupmup gave a curt nod to his patrol leader. “You can show him. Do not aid him in defeating the bear.”

“As you say, elder.”

Connor followed his guide out of the temple and back through the village, crossing the stream and delving into the woods.

“Anything special you can tell me about this bear?” Connor asked once they were well out of earshot of the other Green Gobos.

“It is a bear. Do they not have bears in your land?”

“We… Yeah. We have ’em. Not usually my job to kill them.” Zoos, frankly, really frowned on guests hunting their animals. “How big is this one?”

“It is the size of a bear.”

“If you don’t know, just say so,” Connor countered.

The guide stopped. “It is bigger than you. What more do you need?”

Letting the matter drop, Connor let the Green Gobo scout lead him well into the woods. If this was a ritual ambush or some shit, he was just going to fall for it. But instead, the guide led him to the mouth of a small cave.

The Gobo lowered his voice. “Inside is Uugrow. When you have killed him, take the key. I will be waiting to guide you back.”

“Just that easy, huh?”

“Not my job to say. You do not look like a warrior.”

“I’m not,” Connor admitted. “I’m a wizard.”

Mind whirring, Connor tried to come up with a plan for a heavy melee fight. Depending how quickly a possibly groggy sleeping bear might respond, he could probably count on getting off a couple shots before it closed in on him. After that, he expected to be mauled in short order. One… maybe two more Fire Bursts after that before the thing mauled him to death.

Level 3. Improved Fire Burst. 3 ATK. That meant his attacks would deal 12 damage apiece. Assuming nothing had gone wrong with his accuracy, he could count on 36 or 48 damage before it killed him.

This was a test of might, right? Would the monster have just double his own 24 HP? His XPOTs should grant 1,000 XP apiece at this level. The two he carried wouldn’t be enough to level him up, so he couldn’t face it at Level 4 instead.

A low grumble emanated from the cave, and Connor adjusted his calculations. The bear did NOT sound sleepy. In fact, if he lingered just outside its lair, the thing might get the jump on him instead of the reverse.

Connor beat a hasty retreat to recalculate.

“You will not even try?” the guide asked, sounding disappointed in him.

A more cunning array of mathematics kicked in.

How fast was the bear?

How fast was this little guy?

Connor paced, feigning deep thought. When he’d wandered behind a tree big enough to conceal himself, he cupped his hands around his mouth, raised the pitch of his voice as high as it would go, and shouted, “Eeeeee, ooka ooka ookaaaaa!”

“What are you⁠—?”

The Green Gobo’s panicked question cut short, drowned out by a mighty roar. Uugrow emerged from its lair and spotted just one Green Gobo lurking outside its home. The challenge would be answered.

Connor’s guide yelped and ran.

He edged around behind the tree trunk to keep from being spotted as the ursine behemoth lumbered past.

Momentum. Rage. Distraction.

Connor took advantage of all these. He waited until the bear had a head of steam and its attention fully fixed on his guide before unloading a series of Fire Bursts.

12

12

12

12

Each time, the bear looked surprised and annoyed. Connor noted that he didn’t even get messages for the 0 MP cost on his spells, which was nice. Kept the UI clean. Odd that it showed 0 when getting hit for no damage, though.

No time for that. He had to jog out from cover to keep up his barrage.

12

12

Uugrow caught up with the guide. Their melee combat was brief and one-sided.

12

12

The bear was on its way back now. Connor didn’t have long.

12

1,800 XP

Uugrow collapsed. Connor breathed a sigh of relief as he counted off on his fingers how many times he’d blasted the thing? Nine? Had he counted right? So, somewhere between 97 and 108 HP.

Yeah. Not trying to race it HP for HP with only a one- or two-shot advantage was the right call. Connor looted the remains.

RECEIVED: 50 COINS

RECEIVED: ELDER’S KEY

Connor headed over and checked the spot where the guide should have died. There was no sign of him. Either he had pulled off a miraculous escape, or he’d died and left nothing, not even loot. Certainly not a body.

Luckily, the guide’s plan to lead him back to the Green Gobo village relied on the assumption that Connor couldn’t just use his own minimap to find the way.

Which he did.

Easily.

Along the way, another patrol of Green Gobos intercepted him.

“Eeeeee, ooka ooka ookaaaaa!”

Connor merely held up the Elder’s Key. “I am returning from a quest given to me by Elder Mupmup.”

Whether they understood a single word otherwise, the mention of Mupmup had them bobbing their heads in understanding. For the second time, Connor got an armed escort into their village.

Elder Mupmup awaited him in the temple.

So did the guide, who looked none too happy to see him.

“You have returned. With the key?” Elder Mupmup inquired, holding out a hand.

Connor gave it over to him without hesitation.

RETURN THE ELDER’S KEY TO ELDER MUPMUP: COMPLETE

“You are the one.”

“What does that even mean?” Connor demanded. He felt entitled to some answers now that he’d jumped through their hoop.

“The Mountain Lord predicted your arrival. He told us to give you this.”

RECEIVED: RAVAGER’S SWORD

Connor blinked. He checked his inventory to be sure.

154 COINS

XPOT (2X)

APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

POTION OF WATER BREATHING

RAVAGER’S SWORD

Connor even examined it, just in case.

RAVAGER’S SWORD - 4 ATK - You drain 3 HP with each attack.

He equipped it, and his Apprentice’s Staff went straight to his backpack.

The weapon felt clumsier in his hands than he remembered, but he definitely felt that he was wielding it, not merely holding onto it. For him, it was a weapon, not an object.

“Thank you,” he told Elder Mupmup sincerely.

“Your strange appearance and obvious weakness led us to question. We question no more.”

The scout that Connor had gotten killed glowered and grumbled under his breath. “I still question.”

Elder Mupmup bonked the scout atop the head with an antler via a quick and deft angling of his head. “Show respect.”

Realizing his place among these Green Gobos had elevated, he asked for some basic assistance. “Can you point me to somewhere I can buy clothes around here? Doesn’t even have to be armor, though that would be a bonus. I just don’t like walking around half-naked.”

“This is not your custom?”

“No. I made a bargain, and I regret the loss of dignity.”

Elder Mupmup prodded the scout. “Give him your tunic.”

Surprise and panic warred on the little creature’s face at the prospect. “But… but elder. Surely your robes are a gift more fitting for the Mountain Lord’s chosen one.”

A gaggle of Green Gobos had filtered in or lingered near the door, witnessing the anointing of their lord’s chosen. Elder Mupmup’s eyes hunted the crowd, and he must have realized he was trapped. “Of course. It is my own failing that I did not think of that myself. Pardon me, chosen one. Do not speak of this slight to the Mountain Lord, I beg of you.”

With that, the elder removed his clothing, standing there in just his antlered helm. He presented his ceremonial garb with his head bowed dangerously, though deferentially.

Connor leaned away, avoiding the prongs as he accepted the gift.

RECEIVED: ELDER’S ROBES

He equipped them and was pleased to discover they afforded 1 DEF.

“Is the headdress not a part of the garb?” the scout inquired with phony obsequiousness.

With all eyes watching, Elder Mupmup removed the antlered headgear as well and presented it to Connor.

This was the point where, in real life, Connor would have insisted the elder didn’t need to go to that length. Frankly, he’d have stopped before accepting the clothes off the guy’s back. But he was looking silly enough as it stood. Instead, he offered a trade.

“In return for this noble gift, I offer the trophy of your enemies.” He exchanged the Red Gobo Hat right off his own head.

Oohs and aahs greeted the offer. Elder Mupmup accepted gratefully as the pair swapped hats.

RECEIVED: ELDER’S HEADDRESS

It gave the same +1 DEF as his dumb Red Gobo Hat, so his net DEF didn’t change.

Connor wished for a mirror as he donned the headdress. It had to be an improvement, but he just couldn’t picture himself. The thing wobbled on his head as he glanced down to find, to his relief, that the robes were full-sized on him, covering nearly all of his boots.

A commotion outside distracted the onlookers and witnesses to the exchange.

A different scout pressed through the throng. “Elder, the village is under attack.” All the chatter that sprang up was in that unintelligible chattering of their own language, so Connor figured this attack was plot-relevant, announced in English for his benefit.

“You need some help?” Connor offered.

To his surprise, Elder Mupmup shook his head. “No. This is not your fate. The Mountain Lord would not forgive us. You have been tested. You are true. To ask more of you may incur his wrath.” He turned to the scout Connor had gotten killed and passed him the Elder’s Key. “Take the chosen to the tunnels. Lock the door behind him. Swallow the key. Then return to the defense of the village.”

The time for messing with the boss had ended. Now, the scout was all business once more. “Yes, elder!”


CHAPTER 11








BOOK CLUB



SECRET PASSAGE

The name of this place was still a little on the nose for Connor’s liking. Then again, as the lock clacked behind him, he supposed that there wasn’t going to be a lot to this place.

Dug earth and rickety supports gave way after a short while to a natural underground cavern.

SECRET TUNNEL

Glowing mosses kept everything bathed in pale, inadequate light, but it was enough to pick his way forward. Connor kept the Ravager’s Sword out, ready in case of ambush.

He couldn’t believe finding it like that. Was the Mountain Lord baiting him? Had he set out similar traps and taunts for the others, based on their individual experiences in the prior iterations of the game?

Once he caught back up with Dizzy, he’d have to see whether she’d ended up with any of her old stuff back. Then again, if she had, he might not see her. That rogue playthrough was pretty heavy on stealth.

This tunnel just kept on going and going. Connor lost track of even an estimate of how far he might have traveled. Then, unexpectedly and without any change in geography, a new area popped up in front of him.

WALKING HILLS

The cavern tunnel appeared much the same ahead of him and behind.

He took two paces backward.

SECRET TUNNEL

And forward again…

WALKING HILLS

There must have been a zone break above him somewhere. If he planned meet up with the five idiots who didn’t believe in him, he’d likely be backtracking to the front gate of this place, not reaching it first.

He also had to assume that this was the new name of Unalive Hills. At least, that was his working guess. It was also possible that there was another set of hills around the base of the Spire of Fate, and he’d just stumbled onto a different one. Either way, he wasn’t going to discover an answer by staying put.

Onward he ventured until the terrain changed once more. This time, large, flat, flagstones emerged from beneath the grit and dust of a cavern’s natural rocky surface, giving the impression of surviving masonry from an ancient disaster.

With his sword already out, Connor could hardly do more to prepare for what felt sure to be a fight brewing. He just snapped his mind out of speculation mode and into combat awareness.

Connor didn’t have long to wait.

As the architecture started giving off tomb vibes, he spotted corpses lurching out of cubbies to either side of the passage up ahead. Wrapped in linen. Arms outstretched. Shambling.

Connor extended an arm of his own, palm forward to examine the creatures.

MOANING MUMMY - Undead. Vulnerable to Fire.

That was one more tidbit than he’d been expecting.

“Muuuaaaaaah,” one of the mummies groaned as it approached.

30

Connor’s Fire Burst crashed in and dealt double damage. He was a tiny bit disappointed that the Ravager’s Sword didn’t perform its life drain effect, but he couldn’t call himself surprised. That would have made an already cheesy acquisition even crazier.

Aflame, the Moaning Mummy continued toward him. It and the three compatriots behind it didn’t seem the least deterred.

Connor backed away and kept firing.

30

250 XP

Super. They had 60 HP or fewer. He could deal with this.

Kiting wasn’t a strategy he’d used with Connor the Unhallowed, but this new Connor the Squishy was going to use his legs to increase the gap to enemies, not shorten it.

30

He noticed that he was using the Ravager’s Sword as he cast, either jabbing out the Fire Bursts like the sword was some kind of blowgun or slinging the tiny fireballs like it was a lacrosse stick. Either way, the shots zoomed like lasers, directly on target.

30

250 XP

Two down. Two to go.

Connor continued to give ground.

30

30

250 XP

The slow-moving undead posed no threat so long as he didn’t run out of room or trip over his own feet. Thankfully, just thinking that jinxing thought didn’t bring it about.

30

30

250 XP

XP: 3,700/4,000

He was still on full HP and teetering on the brink of a level-up. The XPOTs in his inventory tantalized with the prospect of a quick level and safeguarding that hard-won experience.

Connor resisted.

He knew that he could whip out a potion quick enough. Unless he died without seeing his fate coming, he should be able to save his XPOTs for later. Unless Anachronism Interactive had flattened the leveling curve, those potions would never be less valuable than they were right now.

None of the Moaning Mummies left loot behind. Whether they might have if he’d stopped short of incinerating them, he didn’t plan to find out. Any more of the things were getting the same treatment. Having to deal between 31 and 60 damage just in melee combat with the Ravager’s Sword sounded like begging for a restart of Level 3 from 0 XP.

On his way forward, Connor peered into the cubbies that had previously housed his opponents.

He looted a total of 84 Coins. Interestingly, when he looted gemstones, they converted instantly to fungible currency.

The tomb complex branched out.

Connor took a left at a four-way intersection, none of the directions showing any significant difference. The chamber he entered was filled with moldering bookcases sloughing paper slurry from between rotted leather covers. He spent a while searching before returning to the intersection empty-handed.

The right side passage led to a small altar in an otherwise barren room. A plaque on the base was so caked with dust that Connor assumed that his efforts to brush it clean were just his obsessive gamer mind being thorough.

But the words written on it were legible.

Connor read the inscription aloud: “I offer blood in exchange for power.”

The words had barely left Connor’s mouth when a ghostly figure sprouted from the altar. It wore the robes and pointed hat of a stereotypical wizard. Hollow eyes stared from a lifeless skull. Within those eyes, blue-white pinpricks flared like pupils.

“So young. And dressed outlandishly. Art thou an elder of the green tribe of Gobos?”

“No. I’m Connor. Human. A visitor to these lands.”

“Indeed. Hast thou read mine pledge in error, perhaps?”

“I don’t know what it means, but I don’t think it was an error, per se.”

“Very well then. Prepare thyself and be either judged worthy or find thy next home with the spirits.”

The ghost then withdrew, sucking back into the altar as if vacuumed.

“Wait. What?”

A low rumble put Connor instantly on edge. Torn between reaching for an XPOT and his blade, he relied on his trusty Ravager’s Sword.

The altar slid back, exposing a hidden alcove beneath. Before Connor could even get his hopes up about a treasure, a linen-wrapped hand the size of Connor’s whole torso reached out and slapped onto the ground. A second one followed.

Connor didn’t waste any time.

30

He turned and started running as soon as the Fire Burst left his blade, not stopping until he reached the intersection, whereupon he twisted around and slung another wad of fire toward the giant mummy that emerged from beneath the altar.

30

The thing showed not the first hint of caring about the damage Connor inflicted. He lingered just long enough to examine it before fleeing back the way he’d come.

TOWERING MUMMY - Undead. Vulnerable to Fire.

OK. Nothing new there. The undead monster ducked its head, and it lurched toward him. Its longer legs, though hampered by the low ceiling, still made it quicker afoot than the human-sized versions he’d dispatched earlier.

30

Connor kept on the move. If there was a time to discover the max range on his Fire Burst spell, this was going to be it.

30

The Towering Mummy just kept on coming. It had been a long hike to reach here, but he wondered whether it would be long enough to whittle the thing down before reaching the door that Mupmup’s scout had locked behind him.

30

Each blast caused the Towering Mummy to roar in annoyance and swat at the offending motes of fire.

30

Would it kill the game to grant Connor a critical hit? How many shots was he up to? How many more would it take? For now, he focused on racing the thing in an odds match, the length of his tunnel versus the total of its HP.

30

Connor kept running, only turning back to cast.

SECRET TUNNEL

Shit. He was covering more ground than he’d given himself credit for. He must have really been creeping forward on his way here. He turned again to cast.

30

In turning back, Connor missed a stubby stalagmite sticking up in his path. He’d stepped over it on the way here, but in the darkness and haste, he caught his toe and sprawled forward.

1

HP: 23/24

OK, it was now a three-way race between the length of the tunnel, the mummy’s hit points, and Connor’s own carelessness.

He hadn’t been outrunning the abomination of death by much. The gap between them had only barely expanded during his flight. But as he regained his footing, the Towering Mummy came to a sudden and implausible halt.

Not one to question lucky breaks, he opened fire, backing away cautiously.

30

30

30

2,400 XP

The Towering Mummy toppled, fully engulfed in flame.

XP: 2,100/8,000

A golden swirl rose up around Connor as a majestic gong rang in a new level.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

16 HP

5 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

As much as Connor loved a good skill selection, he couldn’t help noticing a book left where the Towering Mummy’s corpse had been.

He headed over to pick it up.

WALKING HILLS

Huh? Connor crossed the zone boundary just before reaching the book.

He took a single step back.

SECRET TUNNEL

Forward.

WALKING HILLS

Back.

SECRET TUNNEL

“Hah! The thing couldn’t leave its zone. Sweeeet!” That info might become crucial or never come up again. But if the situation presented itself, Connor would be ready.

WALKING HILLS

He scooped up the book, a leather tome with iron hinges at the binding, bound in chains. No title identified it.

RECEIVED: BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC

Connor’s Quest Journal flashed, so he checked it.

BRING THE BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC TO THE ALTAR OF BLOOD: 0/1

Well, if that wasn’t where this whole encounter started, Connor didn’t know where else to look. At a more leisurely pace, he headed back to where he’d met that ghost.

It was waiting for him when Connor got there.

“Didst thou get lost, human?”

“Hey, no throwing shade at the guy who soloed your mummy friend. Judging by its HP total and the XP for killing it, I should have been backed up by five friends.”

“You slew the mummy? Offer proof.”

Connor presented the Book of Blood Magic. “Yours, I presume?”

The ghost’s pinprick eyes flared. “Mine once, but no longer. It is yours if you choose to read it.”

The iron chains fell loose to dangle from the binding, leaving the book an awkward bathroom read but able to open.

Connor opened the cover. Instantly, Kelindra’s voice assailed him. “This item allows you to take the Advanced Class Blood Mage. This decision cannot be undone.”

“Can you tell me about the Blood Mage class?” Connor asked, already intrigued.

“You will gain access to certain new spells when selecting skills. Your MP and HP totals will be combined. Your spells will deal double damage, but all spells will cost HP instead of MP.”

Connor scowled. He didn’t necessarily like the sound of that. “Can you tell me how the HP cost of spells is calculated.”

There was a brief pause. “Yes. The MP to HP conversion takes place after all other modifiers.”

“Sign me up!”

Connor veritably tore off the cover getting a look inside.

Glowing symbols made no sense, but as soon as Connor looked, they leapt from the page directly into his eyes. He gasped and staggered back. Shutting his eyes did nothing. The sigils tore through his eyelids and burrowed through to his brain. The sound of pages flipping drowned out even his own screams.

Panting, Connor fell back onto his buttocks and hands, trying to reconnoiter his surroundings. The book lay on the floor beside him, bound by a chain to his belt.

Connor finally got around to examining the book.

BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC - Enables the user to learn Blood Magic spells. May influence the reactions of those who see it.

He tried to take it off, but there didn’t seem to be any way to unequip it.

WEAPON: RAVAGER’S SWORD

ARMOR: ELDER’S ROBES

HELMET: ELDER’S HEADDRESS

BOOTS: PENITENT BOOTS

GLOVES: NONE

ACCESSORY: BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC

Where had his… Oh, never mind. There was the Map-Maker’s Waystone, in his inventory.

238 COINS

XPOT (2X)

APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

POTION OF WATER BREATHING

APPRENTICE’S STAFF

MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE

Well, so much for finding any useful secret doors this playthrough.

Time for Connor to take stock of his new stats. But first, he had to pick out a new skill.

EFFICIENT CASTER - Your spells cost 1 MP less.

INVISIBILITY - 15 MP - Turn yourself or a target invisible. Lasts until the subject deals or receives damage.

ZAP - 4 MP - Shoot an arc of electricity that deals damage equal to 4x your level.

CRACK SOUL - 8 MP - Attack the vital spirit of a target for metaphysical damage equal to 5x your level. Killing blows yield HP equal to your level. Does not affect objects or creatures with no soul.

Connor did a double-take at that last choice. The little plaques that the UI showed with each skill written on them back become mere background to him by now. But this one, instead of being simple polished metal, was carved on bone with a bloody knife. Each letter was scratched into the surface. Flecks of blood spattered the surface and collected in the bottoms of letters.

Also, the spell looked pretty badass.

Connor took it. He back-burnered Invisibility as a potential lifesaver. But he’d just taken this new class, and he was going for a test-drive before getting back to basics.

His new stats brought up a familiar old ache.

NAME: Connor TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 4

HP: 65 MP: 0 ATK: 7 DEF: 7

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

Back to 0 MP again. At least this time, the stat mattered; it was just being lumped into his HP total. Not like that could ever be a bad thing. This wasn’t like putting your hand in a car door to stop it from closing or tattooing a shopping list on your arm. Definitely not that painful and shortsighted. Certainly more useful.

Connor headed back to the intersection. The only way left to go was straight, and he marched onward, eager to find something with a soul.


CHAPTER 12
HELLO AGAIN



As it turned out, Connor had already gone most of the way through the underground complex. Other than the tunnel to get there directly from the Green Gobo village, it wasn’t terribly large. However, if someone were to find it from this side, then running headlong from that Towering Mummy into the darkness might have been terrifying.

Strike that. It was terrifying anyway. Not knowing that the path ahead was clear would only have made it worse.

When Connor discovered a ladder in a shabby little chamber behind a disreputable door, he was struck with a sense of déjà vu. This was the same chamber where he’d discovered his Ravager’s Sword originally. Dizzy had picked up some knives or something. This was the same place. It had to be.

Connor climbed the ladder and found himself on the surface, in a small clearing amid a pervasive fog. The minimap continued to inform him that this was Walking Hills.

He could navigate this place in his sleep. Assuming they hadn’t altered the geography, he could easily make a beeline for the Secluded Cemetery and earn himself a new respawn point.

That felt like a good priority.

GET MYSELF TO THE SECLUDED CEMETERY: 0/1

It was an unofficial quest and didn’t show up in his journal, but it felt right to frame it that was. This was easily as important as any of the tasks the game had assigned him thus far.

There was only one catch.

Connor didn’t recall just what ATK value these zombies might possess, but he remembered them hurting at low levels, and 4 was still counting as low for this purpose.

He had little doubt that his Fire Burst spells would tear up some undead, but there were a LOT of them out there. If he kept still, he could hear the shambling, foot-dragging steps beyond the limits of his vision.

They didn’t seem to venture this far, though, so Connor decided to at least make an experimental sortie into the gloom. If they proved too much for him alone, he’d backtrack, beat on Mupmup’s door, and demand to be let back into Nokon Wood.

Ravager’s Sword at the ready, Connor ventured to the outskirts of the fog.

He spotted a zombie. It didn’t seem to notice him.
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There was no cost. The Blood Magic cost was fully canceled out by Dizzy’s Penitent Boots.

10 XP

At least they were still worth something.

Connor inched out into the fog. The next zombie didn’t react to him, either.
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10 XP

This was pretty easy. Maybe he could stay long enough to risk finding out what kind of damage they inflicted.

Connor strode further, now fully engulfed by the fog.

To his left, a zombie ignored him. On his right, one shambled not quite in his direction. With a simple sidestep, Connor evaded its straight-line path.

Lowering the tip of the Ravager’s Sword, Connor meandered outward into the deep fog, letting his minimap repaint details he could have drawn for it by hand.

None of these creatures paid him the least mind.

In the distance, the sounds of battle beckoned. And though he couldn’t hear them, the words of his erstwhile companions popped up in bubbles, the tails of which pointed to parts unseen.

Mauly: [Stay close. Don’t get separated. Dizzy can’t resurrect you.]

Bowstring twangs and meat-cleaver chops guided Connor as surely as the moving sources of the bubbles.

Legolad: [Bunch coming my side. Little help?]

Granite: [Where’d Jaden go? Did they get him?]

Jaden: [I’m right here. I’m always right here. Quit panicking.]

Granite: [I’m not panicking!]

Even without voices, Connor knew that last statement was a lie.

He’d been here. He’d felt that panic of dead hands and hungry teeth closing in from all sides.

The pack was keeping a slow, steady pace, and Connor had no trouble heading them off. He wove though zombies like this was a restaurant at peak hours and he needed a restroom. Servers—in this case, zombies—went about their business as Connor became a roving obstacle.

Realizing that he couldn’t be sure these were still zombies, he examined one.

WALKING ZOMBIE - Undead. Vulnerable to Fire. Non-hostile.

OK. Still zombies. Considering the amount of combat going on just beyond his view, he suspected that the last tidbit of info about these things was specific to him. Or, more exactly, specific to his new sub-class.

“You guys need a hand?” Connor asked when they were almost close enough to see.

Granite: [^%#@! Who’s out there? ^%#@$&! These ^%#@$ aren’t worth enough XP for someone to be scaring the ^%#@ out of me like that!]

Mauly: [Keep it together!]

Dizzy: [Connor, is that you?]

“Yeah. Don’t shoot me. I’m coming in.”

As he entered the pocket of visibility that included the party, he kept his sword put away and hands up. Friendly fire hadn’t come into play until the end of the last game, but if the zombies were on his side now, he had to allow for the possibility that the players might not be.

No changes to their gear jumped out at him. Maybe that bow Legolad carried was new, or maybe it was just the difference in lighting. Dizzy looked pretty hot in his old robes, but she had before, too.

Mauly kept a flute to her lips, only removing it long enough to bark orders. [Get over here. Form up. Dizzy, can you heal him?]

Connor waved her off. “Nah. I’m fine. I can pitch in if you guys are struggling, though. Seems to be the same paltry 10 XP solo or in a group.”

Dizzy must have finally gotten a good look at him. [^%#@$ ^%#@$&! Where did you go? Is there a MALL around here or something?]

Mauly couldn’t resist getting in a word edgewise. [Maybe we’d all be higher level if we could all keep our language clean.]

Dizzy: [Yeah. I didn’t expect casual blasphemy to count against me. My mistake. But where DID you get all that stuff?]

“Here and there,” Connor replied offhandedly. He gave the Ravager’s Sword a flick.

38

10 XP

Once he joined them in fighting, the kills from the other party members began counting toward his XP as well. Little packets of 10 XP began sprinkling his UI like flakes in a snow globe.

“I suspect you guys might be regretting your choice of leaders about now, so⁠—”

Jaden: [Not the time.]

“Sure. Sure,” Connor agreed. As the zombies swarmed in on all sides, the occasional swipes that made it to party members weren’t ever directed at him.

Mauly: [Look… we found some upgrades. I think we’re all Level 3 now. I think we did pretty good. More importantly, WE STUCK TOGETHER.]

Connor casually blasted another Walking Zombie for 38 damage and another 10 XP for everyone. “Oh. You’re all only Level 3? No wonder you’re struggling.”

Dizzy: [Why? What level are you?]

“Doesn’t matter. Look. Let’s find the cemetery with the respawn point. Everyone can take a breather. Then we can sweep the zone until everyone can safely traverse it.”

[What do you mean by ‘safely traverse’?] Mauly asked. Connor found himself impressed that the game knew when to quote stuff in the chat bubbles.

“You know, wander without the zombies being able to hurt them.”

[Just what level ARE you?] the bard demanded.

“High enough not to worry about zombies. You saw me. I was out there among them. Alone. At full HP.”

Jaden: [I don’t care what level he is. Connor clearly knows what he’s doing. I say we follow him for now.]

“Sure thing,” Connor agreed. He pointed. “Head this way.”

[That’s what I’ve been trying to tell them!] Dizzy protested.

Mauly: [That’s not getting us any closer to the Spire of Fate. We need to get out of here before the zombies whittle us down.]

[I’m not falling behind anymore,] Dizzy replied. [With Connor taking out one per hit, fewer are getting to attack us.]

Mauly: [Then why am I nearly dead?]

Connor smirked but kept theories to himself.

Dizzy: [There. You happy? You’ve got a couple hits worth of buffer.]

Connor guided them to a familiar landmark.

SECLUDED CEMETERY

RESPAWN POINT UPDATED

“Ahh, that’s better,” Connor declared, stretching like he’d just exited a massage parlor instead of a foggy sea of dead flesh. “No place like respawn point.”

Granite crouched at one of the tombstones… his own. [This is creepy.]

Dizzy: [I think that’s the point.] She turned to Connor. [So where DID you find all that stuff.]

There was little point in being completely cryptic. “Upstream, I found a Green Gobo village and did some stuff for them. Earned their shaman’s kit.” He modeled the attire he wore.

[Hey, we attacked those guys,] Legolad interjected. [Is that why they had a naked elder in a red hat leading them?]

“Probably,” Connor agreed. Actually, it seemed damn near guaranteed. “They let me into a secret passage that led to…” Connor drew his Ravager’s Sword and gave Dizzy a nod. “I think you know where this came from.”

Dizzy’s eyes gleamed with avarice. [OOOH. Think we can go back and all grab something from there?]

“Doubt it. I had no idea where any of you were. Chest despawned after I looted it.”

Dizzy: [^%#@.]

Mauly: [Language.]

Dizzy: [That one was worth it.]

Granite tore himself away from the macabre monument to his own death. [What about that thing?] He gestured toward the book at Connor’s belt. [You a librarian now or something?]

“More like a library. It’s cursed. I can’t take it off. But it gave me access to some weird spells. Oh, and if anyone needs an accessory, my accessory slot seems to be permanently indisposed.” He pulled out the Map-Maker’s Waystone and held it up for everyone to examine.

As everyone else extended a palm to check its effects for themselves, Dizzy spoke up at once. [I could use that.]

“Sold,” Connor declared. He allowed the party’s cleric to loot it. Her necklace disappeared back into her inventory, and she donned Connor’s gem as an earring. He kept to himself the fact that he knew she’d completed the same quest as him last game, and that she’d been wearing the EXACT same item, albeit looking like a different piece of jewelry, just a moment earlier.

Secret doors would be a secret just for them.

The flirty little smirk he got as a ‘thanks’ hinted that maybe they were still on the same side after all. Or, she might just be manipulating him. Connor decided to enjoy the attention either way.

Mauly folded her arms. [All right, brainiac. What’s your plan for getting us through this bogus bog of bloated bodies?]

“We’re not leaving Walking Hills until everyone is capable of making the run back from here to the spire solo if need be.”

Mauly: [What? This is a multi-player game. If we need to, we die and come back to escort the fallen. We. Stick. Together.]

“Because that worked out so well for everyone so far. Look. I get it. You won your game. But I suspect you won because you were in charge and the others deferred. But there are four types of gamers out there. Casuals blunder through, doing whatever they feel like. Role-players are even worse, because they make sub-optimal decisions on purpose for the sake of story. There are tacticians who try everything the hard way as a show of prowess. And then there are the real power gamers. You strike ME as a role-player, Mauly. Your way sounds fun. All friends around a campfire at night, listening to your music, sharing stories.”

Mauly: [I’m plenty tactical. Sticking together at all times is tactically sound.]

“Situationally,” Connor countered. “The real power gaming move is to take advantage of a sea of unlimited XP around us and kill things until they stop rewarding it.”

Legolad chimed in. [That sounds boring.]

“What kind of gamer are you if you find slaughtering enemies in droves boring? Besides, we can MAKE it fun. Once we level you guys up a little, it’ll be so easy that Mauly can just serenade us instead of fighting. The worst thing we can do is come up with a party strategy that relies on us ALL dying. How about we all NOT die? Doesn’t THAT sound like more fun? Let’s be overpowered. Let’s stomp some zombies. And when the game throws bigger, badder stuff at us. We’ll be ready for it. Who’s with me?”

Dizzy: [I am.]

Jaden: [Agreed.]

Granite sighed. [OK. I’ll try your way.]

Legolad: [Under protest. But I bet if I don’t go along, Connor will just go without us.]

Mauly studied her boots—a new pair that Connor hadn’t noticed; probably a recent acquisition. [All right. We try your way.]

Connor pointed to the little shack that was the cemetery’s only structure. “Anyone needs to pee before we leave, this is your last chance.” He garnered a few boss chuckles for the lame joke since none of them needed to eat, drink, or deal with the consequences of either in-game. That was great.

It meant that, as they ventured out into the Walking Hills once more, they considered Connor their leader.


CHAPTER 13
CROSSING BRIDGES



To say that the next few hours of the party’s time were spent in monotony was to give monotony a public relations boost. The count of zombies slain rose to the thousands. Without hunger, thirst, or fatigue to curtain their efforts, only boredom reined in their slaughter and only the faucet of XP gain shutting off ceased it.

Just to keep things moving along, Legolad loaned Connor a pair of Marksman’s Gloves. The fingerless leather handwear had a +3 bonus to ATK and, to Connor’s relief, didn’t interfere with his spellcasting.

Connor leveled twice more, albeit not in nearly such rapid succession as portrayed herein. In the interest of brevity alone, we look in on his leveling experiences.

Upon reaching Level 5, Connor accepted the swirling motes of gold and the ringing of the gong as more a relief than a celebration.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

20 HP

10 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

His skill options updated with four choices.

INVISIBILITY - 15 MP - Turn yourself or a target invisible. Lasts until the subject deals or receives damage.

JUMP - 5 MP - Leap up to 5 feet per level either vertically or horizontally.

FIREBALL - 20 MP - Launch a sphere of fire that explodes for damage equal to 3x your level to multiple enemies.

The final choice, once more, came written on bloody bone.

BONE SHACKLES - 20 MP - Render a creature immobile and unable to attack.

There was no information on duration or restrictions, meaning the spell could have been anything from game-breaking to virtually useless. And since it wasn’t a damaging spell, it would hurt to cast.

That put a damper on Connor’s plans for Invisibility as well. If it hurt him before casting, at least the spell would be a tradeoff. If it turned him invisible, then dinged his HP total, it would break immediately if he used it on himself.

Connor floated the Bone Shackles spell to later and picked a traditional Fireball. If nothing else, it made the even longer slog toward Level 6 less interminable.

NAME: Connor TITLE: The Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 5

HP: 95 MP: 0 ATK: 11 DEF: 8

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

In the decision-making process, Connor had left the party short on firepower. They nagged at him and warned him that they were taking heavy damage without this contribution.

Once everyone noticed that Connor was taking out five or six zombies per Fireball spell, the atmosphere became more lax. The players joked and compared items, made plans and exchanged little anecdotes from prior games. Connor tried to contribute, but his attention was occupied by dealing three quarters of the party’s damage.

Occasional dings were met with congratulations and consultations. Only Connor had made his picks in isolation.

It broke up the tedium as party member after party member slowly caught up. Unsurprisingly, though, Connor was far and away the first to reach level 6.

XP: 0/32,000

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

22 HP

20 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

Without having to worry about friendly fire, Connor dropped Fireballs at close range as he browsed his next set of skill selections.

IMPROVED FIREBALL - Increase the radius your Fireball by 50%.

FROST AURA - 30 MP - Surround yourself with an aura of cold that deals damage equal to 2x your level periodically. Lasts until you cast another spell.

The other two options both featured the signature, macabre Blood Magic style.

BONE SHACKLES - 20 MP - Render a creature immobile and unable to attack.

DRINK SOUL - Remove the soul of fallen enemies to gain 5 HP.

Dammit. All those options sounded great. Well, maybe Bone Shackles did and maybe it didn’t. Connor still didn’t trust Spire of Fate or the shitty devs at Anachronism Interactive to balance things in one direction or another.

Frost Aura sounded like the cruise control of damage dealing. Just turn it on, let stuff die around him. He didn’t like the combo of undead and cold damage. But assuming they weren’t immune, he could just turn on some fantasy air conditioning and let the zombies crumble around him. With his level rising and his Battle Mage skill really paying off, the minimal-sounding damage got pretty hefty, considering Blood Magic.

But the Walking Hills were already trivially easy. Making the XP farm here automatic would only increase the boredom. And he couldn’t think of any place in the previous game where such a spell would have been better than his current options. Well, not unless those Dragonoids or the big dragon was vulnerable to cold.

Bigger Fireballs sounded cool. Well, OK, the opposite of cool, but he could drop area damage over twice the floor space. Again, though, this felt like the optimal case for it, right here.

That settled it.

Connor selected Drink Soul and figured out how to decline the option to carry another skill forward with him.

NAME: Connor TITLE: The Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 6

HP: 137 MP: 0 ATK: 12 DEF: 9

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

DRINK SOUL

After that, it was just a shooting gallery of 0 XP monsters while Connor waited for the others to catch up. This was the first time he regretted outpacing them this far.

Dizzy, Mauly, and Jaden weren’t too far behind. Legolad seemed to have been slacking off. But holy hell was Granite way behind everyone else. He’d apparently only been Level 2 when the party caught up to Connor, and too embarrassed to admit it. He had a hair temper and swore up a storm when anything went wrong. Mauly kept his spirits up as he frequently cost them dozens of zombies at a time complaining in crude terms just how sick he was of killing zombies.

But they made it.

Granite hit Level 6. The party plowed a path ahead, Connor at the fore. He brought them up to a familiar landmark, one that had hardly changed, save for the improvement in graphics.

BONE MOAT

The most cringe-inducing, nails-on-a-chalkboard name that still creeped Connor out, despite conquering the whole spire. The Bone Moat ringed the spire, wide and deep, filled to capacity with loitering skeletons willing to shred anyone who came their way.

Mauly crept to the edge and peered over. [I remember this place filled with water. I wouldn’t call this an improvement.]

Granite sidled up beside her and looked down. [Can’t kill water.]

Jaden joined them. [Never heard of water elementals?]

Connor studied the undead. No… It couldn’t be THIS easy, could it?

He chopped downward with the Ravager’s Sword, sending a Fireball into the skeletons’ midst.

60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60

180 XP

[Wow!] [Woah!] [Holy ^%#@!] [You could do that all this time and we stayed in that last FUNKY HOE-DOWN for HOURS?]

The last observation came courtesy of Dizzy.

“Hey, last time here, we barely figured out how to get across. Our wizard wasn’t exactly winning contests, either.”

Dizzy: [But it’s a great XP farm!]

“Like any of us were thinking that way at the time. We’d just gotten through the zombie zone, and we didn’t exactly feel like downshifting to take longer getting to the spire.”

[We’re stopping here this time,] Dizzy declared. [If I had to sit there healing you VERY INTELLIGENT PEOPLE for ten hours straight⁠—]

Mauly: [It wasn’t that long.]

[—then you’re going to stand here and clearcut that forest down there until it stops bleeding XP all over us. I’m sure Granite and I can find SOMETHING to do while you four rain Napalm, make flute fingers, pew pew pew, and chuck boomerang daggers at everything down there.]

[We could draw tic-tac-toe in the dirt,] Granite suggested. [Or twenty questions?]

Five adventurers gazed upon the densest human in the world; since this world was tiny, and they were, by all accounts, the only humans in it, the idea wasn’t even implausible.

Connor made his way down the Bone Moat. He lobbed in Fireballs that hit, on average, about 6 or 8 of the skeletons down there. His record was twelve. Legolad, Mauly, and Jaden contributed, but by the XP pop-ups, he was built for this sort of thing, while they clearly were not.

The XP flooded in.

XP: 11,240/32,000

XP: 18,780/32,000

XP: 21,200/32,000

XP: 29,960/32,000

They made their way around the perimeter, blasting down the skeletons faster than they could respawn. If not for the lack of a good way to get from this side to that, skeletons or no skeletons, they’d have crossed already.

Connor’s next Fireball caught 5 of the skeletons for 20 XP apiece.

He dinged and swirled, just like everyone else but Granite.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

24 HP

10 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

Odd.

REPORT BUG

“Not sure if this is a bug or a mistake in game design. Why did I only get 10 MP this level when I got like 20 last time? Feels bad, man. Do better.”

Before delving into his own leveling options, however, he took pity on the knight and swung the Ravager’s Sword a few more times to offset Granite’s swearing penalties until he leveled as well.

Then he settled in to⁠—

[How come you never consult on your picks?] Mauly asked, interrupting Connor as he was about to tap the spot in the air where his skill selection could appear in the UI.

“Because I’m playing the game, and I have to live with my choices, not all of you. If anyone wants help, ask. If you’ve got this under control, feel free to do your own thing. This isn’t some communist police state.”

-250 XP

DISCUSSION OF OUT-OF-GAME IDENTITIES VIOLATES THE PLAYER AGREEMENT.

XP: -250/64,000

“What?”

Dizzy: [What, what?]

“I just lost XP for what I just said.”

Mauly: [Judging by context clues, I can imagine you were criticizing governments either similar to or different from your own. That’s personally identifiable information, even if just barely.]

“Fine,” Connor snapped. “This isn’t some kind of scryed-upon evil warlord kingdom that watches you while you level up.”

Dizzy raised a hand like she was in class. [Excuse me. I think I have a quest in my journal that suggests this IS some kind of evil warlord kingdom.]

“Well, we’re a tiny roving band of freedom in an otherwise despotic island mountain kingdom, or whatever the government is around here.”

Mauly: [Autocracy is the word you’re looking for.]

“I assure you. It wasn’t.”

Legolad raised a hand and waved from barely within earshot. [COME ON GUYS! I FOUND A BRIDGE UP AHEAD!]

The party caught up with the ranger, and Connor recognized the place immediately. In fact, when he edged right up to the near side of the drawbridge, far across from the raised bridge itself, the mechanism, and the little monster guarding it, he received a pleasant little surprise.

CONNOR’S CROSSING

Mauly: [Wow. Did you know about this before you named your character?]

Jaden: [Did any of you actually get offered a chance to name yourselves? I don’t remember seeing the option. I’d actually wanted to change up this time around.]

Legolad nocked an arrow and aimed a shot. [I think I can take out that… Bridge Troll easy enough.]

[Right,] Dizzy agreed. [Then we have NO way across instead of one that we can bargain with.]

Mauly lifted her chin and placed a hand over her heart. [Allow me… SIR TROLL, WE BID YOU WELCOME AND WISH TO KNOW YOUR PRICE FOR PASSAGE.]

“Piss off!” the Bridge Troll replied in a gravelly, vaguely British voice. “I got orders from up top. No one comes across.”

[LOWER THE BRIDGE OR I SHOOT!] Legolad threatened, continually adjusting his aim as the fidgety creature on the far side paced.

“Go ahead. I’ll be back. Death don’t last long on the spire. Mountain Lord knows it. I knows it, too.”

“I’m Connor,” he shouted boastfully. “You’re guarding MY bridge. Lower it, and I’ll accept your compliance in lieu of my share of your tolls. If I have to cross the hard way, I’ll have your head AND your money.”

The Bridge Troll extended a palm toward the group. Its eyes shot wide. “Sorry, milord! Didn’t mean nothing! Don’t tell them others that I helped ya!” It fumbled a key out of its pockets and unlocked a chain that held the mechanism in place.

Throwing a lever that was now free to move, the Bridge Troll lowered the drawbridge and allowed the party safe passage across the Bone Moat.

Mauly looked at Connor in utter perplexity. [How did you do that?]

Connor puffed himself up. “It’s my bridge. I own it.” And with that, he strutted across.


CHAPTER 14
BLACK CATACOMBS



Connor looked up at the stone archway on the far side of the Bone Moat with a mixture of trepidation and excitement. He’d gotten his minions leveled up and then some. The charge up through the spire should be ten times easier than last time.

Dizzy nudged him from behind with an elbow. Connor got out of his own head long enough to take the lead.

BLACK CATACOMBS

In every way that mattered, the Black Catacombs hadn’t changed since Connor last saw them. But in every way that didn’t, the place couldn’t have been more different.

The stonework, ancient and crumbling, felt and even smelled old. Uneven floors made the footing an enemy. Most of all, however, was the utter lack of light. Fifty feet in, and the ambient sunlight filling the entryway gave out, stranding the players in darkness.

[How are we supposed to see?]

[Who said that?]

[I used to be able to tell who was talking from the bubbles, but now I just see words.]

“Calm down,” Connor ordered. “Does anyone have any spells that glow?”

[I assume that’s Mr. Flamethrower asking for no reason?]

“Feel around. Everyone get behind me.”

Connor waited until pawing hands and shuffling feet all ended up on one side of him. For being the guy in the lead, the instant an unexpected twist landed in their laps, things went Lord of the Flies.

Connor gingerly unleashed a fireball just ahead of them.

For a flash, they could make out the shape of the corridor. Connor inched forward, repeating the maneuver every few steps.

Dizzy: [Oof. Does this game come with flashing light warnings?]

Mauly: [It will if this makes it to the final game. Seriously, did anyone even SEE a torch along the way here?]

Jaden: [Starting village.]

Granite: [Red Gobo Camp.]

Legolad: [Weren’t there a bunch in the Green Gobo village, too?]

Mauly huffed. [And no one thought to grab one?]

Dizzy: [I can go back for one IF CONNOR WOULD STOP BLASTING THE FUNNY WALLS!]

Mauly nodded, hard to see as Connor’s last Fireball faded. [Good. But going alone sounds risky for our only healer. Hard to say, but—don’t take this wrong—you seem to deal the least damage of any of us.]

Dizzy: [The zombies still hurt me, but not enough that I can’t heal through it.]

[Take backup,] Mauly insisted. [No one should have to brave that place alone.]

[I want Connor,] Dizzy insisted. [You might have noticed that I couldn’t kill a French nobleman with a guillotine, but he’s basically a walking funeral pyre.]

[Fine,] Mauly agreed all too quickly. [Just hurry back.]

Connor knew her game. The absence of her main rival and main critic would allow Mauly to consolidate her power structure. “If anything happens while we’re gone, stick together. Rally at the FAR side of the zone if possible. Hard Pass or whatever they’re calling it these days. Advance past there at your own peril.”

[We won’t go anywhere,] Mauly promised.

Without a further word, Dizzy and Connor backtracked to the Bone Moat.

BONE MOAT

The bridge remained down. Neither said anything.

CONNOR’S CROSSING

BONE MOAT

Dizzy breathed a sigh. [Here goes nothing.]

“Take my hand,” Connor said to her, reaching out and offering.

[Rather you keep both free for the sword. I’m not scared.]

“It’s not some romantic gesture…”

[Not exactly a selling point, there.]

“I have a theory. Humor me?”

[Fine.] Dizzy grabbed his hand, and Connor led the way.

WALKING HILLS

She felt the squeeze when the first of the zombies appeared. It drew closer. [Aren’t you going to—wait. They’re not attacking?]

“They hadn’t been attacking me before I joined up with you guys.”

[All the times I healed you?]

“Superfluous. I haven’t taken damage in ages aside from tripping on a rock in the dark. You DID heal that 1 point I was down. Thanks.”

[Hey, a squishy like you, that was probably a quarter of your HP,] she joked. He could tell by the persistent strangling of his left hand that she was still masking a case of nerves over the swarm of walking dead all around them.

“Not exactly squishy. Lightly armored, maybe.”

[Yeah, that getup looks like some Gobo shaman.]

“They call them elders, but yeah.”

[Wait. They talk? Like, English.]

“Whatever language it is that we’re supposedly speaking, some of the Green Gobos at least speak it, too. I did them a solid, wrangled a change of wardrobe from their elder.”

[Green suits you. Could do without the hatxidermy.]

“That’s not a word.”

[You just going to leave me hanging on the not-a-squishy comment? How many HP do you have, anyway?]

Connor double-checked just to be accurate.

NAME: Connor TITLE: The Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 7

HP: 171 MP: 0 ATK: 13 DEF: 10

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

DRINK SOUL

How weird. It felt like he was missing something. Connor had no time to dwell on it just now.

“You’re not going to believe me.”

[Is it more than 50?]

“Yeah.”

[60?]

“Not even in the ballpark.”

[HOCKEY ARENA! A hundred?]

“Keep going.”

[What FLAKY LEVEL ARE YOU?]

“Seven. Same as you, based on us all leveling together.”

[How did you⁠—?]

“I’m hoping I can show you.”

Dizzy perked up. Her distant, unfocused glance suggested she was checking her UI. [Hey, I know where we’re headed. Is that where you picked up your old sword?]

“Yes and no. It wasn’t where we found it last time, but something else was.”

Connor led them to the same unlabeled crypt and down the ladder.

[This certainly LOOKS like the place. But the door is new.]

“C’mon. I already cleared it out, and I don’t think story elements respawn.”

[Story elements?]

“Hopefully I can pull this off without spoiling it. Trust me for like five minutes, OK?”

Connor didn’t expect it would take even that long, but he needed to buy time. The journey back to the crypt where he’d awakened the Towering Mummy remained open. The altar was still pushed back where he’d left it.

Nothing happened upon entering.

[Something’s supposed to happen, right?]

“Hold on.” Connor lifted the Book of Blood Magic, rattling the chain in the process. He opened it and began reading the gibberish inside.

“Cease!” the ghost bid him as it steamed out of the altar. “What do you want of me? Why have you returned?”

[Wow! You know this guy?]

Connor addressed the ghost. [She’s worthy, too. Hook her up.]

“Hook… her… up?”

“You offered me power. If I’d stumbled onto this place as a cleric, what would you have offered me? Don’t answer that. Just offer it to her instead.”

“But…”

“No buts. Or I can keep reading…” Connor resumed struggling through the pronunciation of borderline unutterable syllables.

“NOOOO!”

[Make me an offer,] Dizzy cut in.

“Very well! Cease! I will comply!”

With a smirk, Connor snapped shut the Book of Blood Magic and dropped it to dangle by the chain.

Dizzy began a conversation that Connor could only imagine from his own experience. [Uh huh… Yeah… I get it… what’s the point of playing if you don’t try the cool stuff? YES. OK. I agreed.] She tapped the air. [There. You happy? Informed consent granted.] Dizzy snickered at Connor. [You’d think the bargaining away your soul would be a little more couched in mystery and deceit.]

Two purple gemstones appeared in Dizzy’s hand. She stared at them a long moment.

“Second thoughts?” Connor inquired.

[First ones, actually. I hadn’t come here expecting anything like this. Imagine someone says they’re running to the store for milk, and they come back with a Ferrari. A stolen Ferrari.]

“We can still grab some torches.”

Dizzy continued to stare at the gemstones. [Yeah…]

He gave her time.

After a few moments, she leaned her head back, opened her eyes wide, and jabbed the gems into them like contact lenses that replaced the eyes instead of covering them.

[AHHHHHHHH!] She collapsed forward onto her hands and knees.

Connor was at her side instantly. “You all right?”

When she spoke, her chat bubble had changed from basic black text on a white background to a deep purple with white lettering. [Do I LOOK all right?] Dizzy clambered to her feet, using Connor for support.

When she looked him in the eye, hers were nothing but glowing violet, wafting a matching haze like fire that leaked from between her lids even when she blinked or shut them.

“You look… badass?”

[Monstrous?]

“Monstrous like a vampire or succubus. Still hot,” he assured her.

[You happen to have a mirror?]

“I happen not to.” He glanced to the ghost. “You’re good, pal. If I bring anyone else back here, I’ll play along when you say you can’t help.”

“Please… do not return…”

“That’s the plan,” Connor assured the ghost. “How about you? Good to travel?”

[Is there even a choice?] She tilted her head like she was working loose a kink in her neck. [C’mon. Let’s go find some torches and get back to the normies.]

Connor led the way deeper into the caverns.

SECRET TUNNEL

[Oh. Nice. This how you got here?]

“Yeah. Watch your step. The moss doesn’t show the ground too well.”

[What moss? I can see fine.]

Connor stopped short. “You can?”

[I… Yeah. Can’t you?]

“No. This place is pitch dark except for some moss that’s about as useful as a night light.”

[Maybe I should lead the way, then.]

SECRET PASSAGE

[What’s the difference between the secret passage and the secret tunnel?]

“I really couldn’t say. But here we are. The Green Gobos locked this door behind me so the invaders… well, YOU GUYS, couldn’t get to me.” Connor pounded a fist on the door. “Hey. I’m back. Can I come through?”

There was no answer.

He banged some more. “Guys?”

Dizzy pushed him aside. [Let me try something.]

“Sure.” Connor gave her plenty of space, not knowing what kind of powers the ghost might have bestowed.

A beam of blacklight lanced forth from Dizzy’s outstretched palm. It looked like she was examining the door with a laser as wide as her forearm. The surface of the metal cracked and warped. It shriveled, rusted, flakes of that rust broke away as the door buckled. Hinges snapped.

She panted for breath as the beam ceased. [Spent. That’s one MP-hungry spell.]

“Looks like it hurt.”

[Door hurt. Not me. It was effort, not pain.]

Connor swung the Ravager’s Sword.
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The door blasted off its broken hinges to land with a clatter in the chamber beyond. Dizzy glowered at him. “You loosened it up for me.”

[Just what kind of damage are you outputting, anyway? When our OLD wizard was Fireballing stuff, it was taking two or three blasts to clear zombies.]

“She was a noob. And this Blood Mage class comes with a hefty damage bonus.”

[I need to kill stuff with souls to use some of my new powers. What’s yours cost you?]

“My spells cost HP now instead of MP.”

[Then how are you—? Oh, FUDGE YOUR GLASS BOWL. Those boots make them free still?]

“No takebacks,” Connor replied with a sheepish grin.

Dizzy shook her head. [Doesn’t matter anyway. Mine does damage based on MP spent. Those boots would turn them worthless. What do you use MP for now, anyway?]

“My MP just gets rolled into my HP. You?”

Dizzy gaped. It was harder to tell whether her eyes widened, since they burned with purple fire either way. [Wow. No wonder you have a ton of HP. For mine, it’s hard to describe. I see tooltips on everything like I’m examining them without trying. I can see in the dark. Actually, closing my eyes doesn’t even block my vision—I see right through my own eyelids. I… I feel like a monster. Am I? Am I a monster?]

“Of course you’re not a⁠—”

[LOOK AT ME!] Dizzy shouted. Connor hadn’t even realized he’d glanced away from her. [Look at me and tell me I’m not some hideous killing machine.]

Connor placed his hands on her shoulders. “It’s a game. It’s a costume. You look great.”

Dizzy pulled one shoulder at a time away from him and stormed past. [I’m finding a mirror. I don’t care if it’s just a really still puddle. I want to see for myself.]

Connor followed her out of the Green Gobo secret tunnel.

GREEN GOBO VILLAGE

The place was a massacre site. No bodies remained, but he’d known it before the slaughter. The rest of the party had come through here and cleaned house. Whether there were survivors or refugees somewhere, he couldn’t tell. But Connor would have bet good money that someone in the party had his old Red Gobo Hat in their inventory now.

Dizzy raced the site like a spy tossing a room looking for hidden classified papers. She overturned outdoor workbenches and tore down flimsy wooden dividers between market stalls. She knocked over clay pots and tore open chests.

Finally, it was a ceremonial basin that she found to her liking. She tipped out the murky contents and made three trips to the Gobos’ well in silent, businesslike fashion. Connor’s help was not requested, and it didn’t feel right offering.

Once the water was deep enough, she pulled back her hair and looked straight down into it. After a moment, despite her silence, Dizzy’s shoulders shook with sobs. She let go of her hair and it fell loose like a shower curtain to hide her face from him. The tips brushed the water.

Connor approached gingerly. [I’m hideous.]

“You’re not.”

[Liar.]

Connor placed a hand in the water, spoiling the reflection. When she looked up, he Fire Bursted the water.
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The basin cracked in half. The water boiled away.

Dizzy regarded him furiously before whirling and putting her back to him.

She turned back toward him. He was no stronger than her. With the faintest effort, she could have resisted, if that’s what she wanted. With a finger under her chin, he lifted her gaze to meet his.

“You’re beautiful. I⁠—”

Her lips interrupted the empty words he was going to offer as solace. Connor didn’t pause to consider who Dizzy might have been outside the game. Right then, it didn’t matter. She needed him, and he wanted her.

They fell together on the floor of the Gobo elder’s temple. Equipment zipped away into inventory. Connor got to experience the heights of human experience wrapped within the package of an artificial game world. The line between in-game fiction and reality blurred hopelessly.

Afterward, as they finished reequipping all their gear, Dizzy regarded him. [We should remember to grab some torches.]

Connor wandered through the village with her. One by one, the torches vanished.

RECEIVED: STANDING TORCH

RECEIVED: STANDING TORCH

RECEIVED: STANDING TORCH

[You good to head back?]

Connor paused to consider. “Head back? Yes. Join back up with the others? Not so much.”

[You and me?] Dizzy suggested.

“Shadow and Blood,” he replied formally, extending hand. The pair clasped wrists as comrades in arms.

[Blood and Shadow,] Dizzy agreed. Then she pulled him in and kissed him again.

Fine. Maybe comrades in arms with benefits…


CHAPTER 15
BLOOD AND SHADOW



Returning to the Black Catacombs was trivially easy now.

SECRET PASSAGE

SECRET TUNNEL

WALKING HILLS

The zombies didn’t seem the least bit interested in interfering with either of the pair now, whether they held hands or not.

BONE MOAT

CONNOR’S CROSSING

BONE MOAT

BLACK CATACOMBS

[How do we sneak past them?] Dizzy inquired. They lingered in the daylight just inside the zone entrance, beneath the stone archway.

“I thought about that the whole way here. I think we have to encounter them. There’s no side passages. At least not up to the point where we parted ways. That is, unless YOU spotted a secret door. I had to unequip my accessory that looked for them.”

[You mean this thing?] Dizzy asked. She held out her own Map-Maker’s Waystone on her upturned hand. [I’ve got MY accessory slot permanently occupied, too.]

“Jaden owes me loot, but I don’t think I’m going to collect on that.”

[Yeah. Nice scam. You only got ME on it.]

“Your robe matches your eyes.”

[Do NOT go all gooey on me. Fine. You’ve got a thing for demon girls. I believe you. But we’re playing this to win a throne not a fashion show.]

“Fine. We … wait. I have an idea.”

[Great.]

“You might not like it.”

[Less great, but I still want to hear it.]

“The best way to escape the party is to cause chaos and run away while everyone is thinking of their own skin.”

[Granted.]

“So if there’s something chasing us from behind…”

[What do you plan on pissing off, Connor?]

“…”

[…]

“You?” he suggested meekly.

The purple flames flared in her eyes. [You JUST got done convincing me I’m still pretty.]

“Yeah, but in pitch darkness, all anyone would see is your eyes.”

He waited.

Dizzy stewed.

He waited longer.

[You win. I’ll be the monster.]

“No talking,” he warned. “Your text bubbles are purple now, too.”

[Really?]

“Actually, don’t mine look any different?”

Dizzy scowled over his head. [You know. Now that you mention it? I think the white background is like a bone white rather than pure white. Hold up a second. Gonna report you as a bug.]

“What!”

[Just the visual on your speech bubble, don’t get your loincloth in a twist.]

Connor waited. He couldn’t overhear her conversation with the bug reporting system, which was an interesting observation. Last iteration, whatever. No one got anything out of the other players. But this time, he’d expected to get chat bubbles of her filing the report.

“We good?”

Dizzy shook her head, the impish grin she wore at odds with her demonic eyes. [No. We evil.]

Connor got a chuckle. “All right. Here goes nothing.”

He raced into the Black Catacombs, boots scuffing the stone all the way.

“RUN!” Connor shouted ahead of him. “Find a door to get behind!”

A bubble in the darkness that seemed very Mauly couldn’t help questioning his warning. [What is it? What’s after you?]

“Whatever it is, I can’t hurt it!” Connor yelled back.

[Did you get torches?]

[Where’s Dizzy?]

“You’ll meet up with her at the respawn if you don’t hurry!” Connor told them as he closed in on where the bubbles were popping up. Not slowing at all, he plowed into Granite and careened off Legolad in the darkness before scrambling free and continuing his headlong flight.

Racing into the unknown beyond the party was inherently dangerous. But who cared? If he died, the respawn point at Secluded Cemetery wasn’t that far back, and it would at least dislodge the party from clogging a main passage.

Behind him, having given Connor a head start, Dizzy loomed. Purple eyes in the dark did nothing to illuminate her features. She pursued methodically. Relentlessly. Menacingly.

The party took Connor’s advice to heart. They shook themselves from the lethargy that had set in while waiting for a shopping trip that started out looking for torches and had instead brought back a monster.

“Go! Go! Go!” Connor cajoled, ushering player after player past him. He unleashed a Crack Soul spell behind him, actually targeting Dizzy and hoping that their transformations hadn’t resulted in some combination of player designations that would allow them to harm one another. “No effect!” He told everyone with as good a panic as he could muster.

[This way!] someone said from up ahead.

[Over here!] another countered.

Connor couldn’t believe that he was actually on the verge of splitting up the rest of the party as well.

[It’s gaining on us!]

“I’ll hold it off,” Connor volunteered. “I’ll try to catch up after I respawn!”

With that, he ceased his participation in the retreat.

Connor waited in the darkness as the purple eyes drifted up to him. A swat on the backside startled him but dealt no damage.

A hand took his. In silence. In darkness. In blind trust, Connor followed.

Weirdly, his minimap kept updating, mapping by sonar or some shit, since he couldn’t see a damn thing. He kept track of their progress by his memories of the old layout compared to this trip.

Dizzy was leading them toward Gulgoo’s old cell.

Connor said nothing. Speech bubbles could give away their location if anyone was close enough to spot them. He knew that this was a quest worth starting, even if not for the reward that neither of them could equip any longer. If nothing else, it would keep the others from finding the secret shortcut through the Black Catacombs.

A growl and a scratching of claws warned them that they were prowling unsafe regions of the game. Before Connor could even make out their foe in the darkness, that beam of blacklight shone from Dizzy’s palm.

A Razor Ghoul arched its back and writhed in agony, unable to approach any closer as the spell bubbled the flesh from its bones, even as it cracked them.

150 XP

The thing toppled over. Connor collected his loot, same as Dizzy, though she looked unsteady on her feet afterward.

RECEIVED: 5 COINS

He put a hand on Dizzy’s shoulder to get her attention. After the blacklight spots faded from his eyes, Connor was once again in darkness that she could see through. He gave her a thumbs up, then a thumbs down, inquiring whether she was OK. She patted him on the arm to assure him that she was.

[I think we’re OK to talk. Haven’t seen anyone in a while.]

“Good. Weird enough being in the dark. Think I’m OK to light a fire?”

[This may sound weird, but would you mind not? The darkness is… cozy.]

Connor wracked his brain for what ulterior motives might keep Dizzy from wanting him to see, but all he could fathom was that either she intended to get him killed in the darkness… or she really did like it this way. And he just couldn’t believe that she wanted him dead. There wouldn’t even be much of a head start involved, since while she was clearly a capable combatant, it seemed to take a lot out of her.

He took her hand, and they continued onward in the pitch black.

“Want me to get the next monster?”

[Just lemme get my MP back. It’s… enjoyable.]

“Oh. Well, I guess… Oh…”

[Yeah. ‘Oh.’ Can we not talk about it? That thing was an unthinking monstrosity. Let’s save our moral concerns for if I enjoy hurting living things just as much.]

They kept going until a familiar, wailing voice called out in the distance.

“HeEeEeEeEeeeeeeelp!”

“Hey, that sounds like our old buddy.”

[I can’t pick locks this time,] Dizzy reminded him.

“Do you think that’s going to be a problem for us?” Connor asked rhetorically.

Dizzy led as far as a cell door. Connor felt along the edges until he had the shape of it.

[Stand back,] she advised.

Connor kept out of her way as Dizzy rusted, warped, and melted the door right out of its hinges.

“EeEeEeEeeeeek!” shrieked the cell’s occupant. “Don’t hurt me! I swear, I don’t know any hidden ways out of the mountain.”

“You’re Gulgoo the Map-maker, aren’t you?” Connor asked.

“No-no-no. I’m Gulgoo the Lost Traveler. Gulgoo the Harmless. Gulgoo the Ever-grateful If You Don’t Hurt Me!”

“Watch your eyes,” Connor warned. “I need some light.” He pulled out a torch and both Dizzy and the captive Kawaiian shielded sensitive eyes from the glare. “Look, we know you know a way out of here. We’ll take you to safety… for a price.”

Gulgoo spotted a chance and took it. He recovered from the sudden onslaught of light quicker than the cleric, and he made a break for it.

Suddenly, Connor wished he’d found a way to sneak Bone Shackles into his build.

“You’ll never take me ali⁠—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish the word. Connor aimed the Ravager’s Sword at the fleeing Kawaiian’s back. Gulgoo’s stiffened at Connor’s Crack Soul spell.

96

3

+3

+7

+5

100 XP

What? The Ravager’s Sword used its life drain in addition to the healing from Crack Soul and his new Drink Soul skill. If he’d been wounded, Connor would have regained 15 HP.

He checked just to be sure.

HP: 171/171

“Aww.”

[Yeah. That guy would have been handy to win over. Guess we’re the only ones who consider the possibility we might NOT be monsters.]

“Not that. Well, YEAH, that. But I was thinking more that the life drain from my Ravager’s Sword doesn’t give temporary extra HP anymore.”

[That thing drains life?] Dizzy asked. Even with her fiery eyes, the incredulity was unmistakable.

“Only like 3 per hit. And it doesn’t drain undead, which is all I’ve fought since getting it, this time around.”

[Does it work on area spells?]

“Don’t know. Plan to find out. Let’s see what Mr. Scaredy-pants map-maker was hiding.”

The body was empty.

[I wonder if he would have had the gemstones for us if we’d gotten him out.]

Connor was already headed back into the cell to see.

[There’s nothing in there.] Dizzy promised. [I can tell.]

“Until we understand the limits of our various powers, we should double-check to be sure. For all we know, you can’t see anything purple anymore.” He chuckled, nodding toward her robes.

[You laugh. But they look white. It’s like one of those red/blue decoders. Everything looks purplish so nothing does.]

Connor poked and pawed at the rubble that piled in a corner of Gulgoo’s cell. He found a spoon and bowl, the latter dry, the former worn and scratched. Cruel to give a prisoner a food bowl when, if Connor recalled correctly, the Mountain Lord was starving him in preparation to turn him into one of the undead guardians down here.

But the worn spoon gave Connor a thought. “Was he trying to free himself?”

Dizzy joined him on the floor and the pair shifted rubble until they discovered a missing brick low on the wall, concealed behind the rocks they’d moved. The gap was wide enough for either of them to fit an arm through, but not big enough for either them or their diminutive corpse to squeeze through.

Yet.

Connor put a hand through to the other side and gave a tug. “Stand back.”

[Why? In case you rip the wall down with your bare hands? I’ll take my chances. Thanks.]

Connor grunted and heaved, but the bricks wouldn’t budge. “You wouldn’t happen to have any spells that could, like, turn someone into a rat or a mist or anything.”

[I’m a Heretic, not a vampire.]

“Ooh, is that the class name you got?”

[Yeah.]

“Mine’s just Blood Mage.”

[Well, neither of us got Miner, Sapper, or Bodybuilder, so you’d better step aside before you hurt yourself.]

“I have 171 HP and can drain life out of anything that breathes. I’m not worried.”

[Holy MOTHER OF THE YEAR! You weren’t kidding about not being squishy.]

“Why, how many you got?”

[Nope. Not saying. Your loose lips can’t pry mine open.]

That was either a poor choice of words on her part, or subtle teasing, inviting him to try.

Connor stood, brushed himself off, and propped the Standing Torch near the door. “Watch out. For real this time.”

[You going to try burning the wall down, hurting its feelings, or do you have some other spells I don’t know about?]

Ignoring her taunts, Connor took up the Ravager’s Sword and began hacking at the stonework.
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[OK. I admit it. I wasn’t expecting that.]
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Then, a small section of wall, suspiciously just large enough to crawl through, broke away. Connor and Dizzy scrambled to clear the new rubble.

Not needing to go back to the wall for a torch, she beat him to wriggling through to the far side.

“What’s in there?”

[You won’t believe this.]

“What? A treasure vault? An elevator? Ten guys with spears pointed at you? What?”

[Come on in. It’s safe.]

Pushing the torch ahead of him, Connor crossed over into…

…another cell.

“Well…”

[At least this one is open. Put that thing out. Better we sneak up on stuff.]

Connor returned the torch to his inventory, and everything went dark once more.

[Did… Did you just put away a lit torch?]

“Yeah.” He pulled it out again. The new cell brightened. “Saves time.”

[This CLUCKING game, sometimes.] She shook her head in mock disbelief. Of all the weirdness Spire of Fate had heaped onto them, this, Connor felt, numbered low among them. [C’mon, I was serious. Stow that thing and let’s get moving.]

Connor did just that. With the Standing Torch back in his pack, the darkness engulfed them once more. Taking Dizzy by the hand, Connor followed her into it.


CHAPTER 16
FRIENDS IN DARK PLACES



Though he felt like a fool for putting so much trust into what amounted to an acquaintance, Connor clung to both Dizzy’s hand and two backup plans. First off, he could also whip out a torch and return light to the gloomy corridors. Second, he was pretty sure he could win in a fight.

That beam spell looked like it took a ton out of her. If he could tank the damage, she’d be at his mercy, and Connor’s resources were inexhaustible.

But that was a contingency he hoped never to need.

In the meantime, they navigated another section of the dungeons. Though the cell into which they’d arrived had a door that lay open, most remained shut to them, and the pair left them that way.

Something was out there. Breathing. Scuttling. Cooking… stew?

Connor couldn’t place a name to the aroma, but the humid, meaty odor wafting toward them suggested civilization. It could have been anything from neanderthal levels to hipster bistro for all his in-game nose could tell.

A squeeze of his hand let Dizzy know they were approaching something.

Her quick boop on his nose let him know that she could see what was going on and didn’t need to rely on scent for her hunches.

Up ahead, Connor spotted the cooking fire as they made it to an intersection. The wall at the corner was merely a backlit line where the flames could cast only shadow.

Around that fire, leather-clad Black Gobos roasted spitted bits of meat on skewers, as a cauldron perched directly atop the firewood boiled. For a moment, Connor wondered what kind of meat they had acquired down here, then he saw the butchered corpse of an Antaur from the spire’s upper reaches. His stomach clenched in premature refusal of anything to do with sharing their meal.

Dizzy’s fiery purple eyes turned his way. By their sudden shift, he could tell she was cocking her head in question. The implied question was a good one, too. What to do about these little denizens of the spire?

Connor patted his chest.

Dizzy nodded a confirmation.

Connor stepped out from the shadows, arms spread. “Hello, there! I don’t mean to frighten you. I’ll only harm you if you offer violence.”

Three Black Gobos grabbed crossbows and aimed them in his direction. “Who are you to spoil our stew?”

He wondered whether the rhyme was hammy writing, a coincidence, or a cultural curiosity. Connor treated it as the latter and respond in kind. “I only do what you would do. I did not come to spoil your stew. I’m not alone; she’s with me, too.” He beckoned for Dizzy to join him. “We seek a way both out and through. I was hoping if you knew. Might you be willing to share a clue?”

Dizzy raised her hands and wriggled her fingers spookily. “Boo.”

The Black Gobos shrieked in terror and rallied on the far side of their fire. “No trouble. We can give clues.”

“Yeah,” one of its friends agreed. “Lotta clues.”

[We just need the way out,] Dizzy told them. [To Hard Pass. The higher up, the better, but any way that goes through is fine.]

“If there are any monsters or treasures along the way, we wouldn’t mind hearing about those as well,” Connor added, taking it easy now that he knew they weren’t stuck on the rhyming thing.

“Think I gotta map,” the one who seemed to be in charge informed them. Lemme look. He clattered in a heap of junk, lifting and overturning objects as he searched. Picking his way over an unstable pile of loot, he tripped over a little gong.

Bwah-wa-wa-wa-wong…

Dizzy struck out mercilessly with her blacklight beam. The Black Gobo screamed.

Its companions each fired their crossbows. One Connor, and the other caught Dizzy.
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“Ow! Stop! This is a misunderstanding. Put down your weapons.”

[No, it’s not,] Dizzy argued, gritting her teeth as the beam wracked the lead Gobo’s flesh. [How long until your reinforcements arrive?]

“Rein—what? You mean that gong was intentional?”

[Yeah. Nice try, Gobos. Tell me what’s coming and I might spare one of you.]

“Mistake. Yes. Alarm meant for dinner.”

“Yeah. Many come to eat.”

Despite their protests, the pair were reloading and fired against as soon as their weapons were ready.
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“No more Mr. Nice Guy,” Connor swore.

Dizzy continued to melt the lead Black Gobo. [I’d settle for no more Mr. Dumb Guy.]

Drawing his Ravager’s Sword and giving it a flick in one smooth motion, Connor launched Fireball that covered the whole camp site.
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At least the XP summed up rather than force Connor’s brain to perform easy—if tedious—math.

[How much damage did you hit them for?] Dizzy demanded.

“Leader probably had more HP,” Connor said to placate her.

[Do you have ANY weaknesses?]

Connor shrugged. “I can’t see in the dark.”

[How? HOW are you so much stronger?]

“Part luck. Part instinct for finding a crack in a rule set and driving a wedge into it. Mostly, though, I’m starting to think that the Mountain Lord’s got plans for me.”

[Don’t go getting religious on me.]

Connor looted the piles of Coins that appeared where the Black Gobos had died.

RECEIVED: 15 COINS

“There’s a difference between religion and metagaming. I think someone had programmed in unique buffs, bonuses, loot, NPC interactions, just for me.”

[Never mind. My mistake. You’re just a secular crackpot, then. We should get moving before the reinforcements arrive?]

“Why?”

Dizzy stood there, before the wreckage of a Black Gobo camp site with its boiled-away stew and its charred Antaur remains and its toppled gong, failing to process the question. [I…You know, that’s a great point.]

“We’ll try to negotiate with them. And if they don’t play ball, we cook up a fresh batch of XP, just like grandma used to make.”

The zap came unexpectedly.

-250 XP

DISCUSSION OF OUT-OF-GAME IDENTITIES VIOLATES THE PLAYER AGREEMENT.

“What?”

[What happened? What was that word I wasn’t allowed to see? Beat around as many bushes as you need to!]

“I was using an idiom about home cooking. It references a theoretical near-generation ancestor, and got docked 250 XP for it.”

[File it. I’ve reported every single instance where I got dinged.]

“Yeah. Hold on.”

[Sure. If we get ambushed, I’ll hold off one of them while the rest swarm you.]

Connor was already bringing up the UI. “Sure. Deal.”

REPORT BUG

“Yeah, the phrase ‘Just like grandma used to make’ does NOT imply anything about actually having a grandmother. I don’t. No family at all. Holidays blow chunks. Thanks for penalizing me in-game for not even CONSIDERING THE POSSIBILITY that someone might not mean it literally.”

To Connor’s surprise, a system message popped up almost immediately.

SORRY FOR YOUR LOSS

250 XP

“Wow.”

[Um, little help here?] Dizzy told him as a beam of pale blue-violet shot out into the darkness of a far corridor.

“Huh? Sure.”

Without even using the Ravager’s Sword, Connor launched a Fireball toward the end of the beam, where crossbow bolts were peppering Dizzy from the blackness.
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1,200 XP

XP: 1,650/64,000

[Phew. That got all of them.]

“What happened to negotiating with them?”

[They didn’t even stop to chat. Now, what was so wow?]

“I got my XP refunded.”

[KICKIN’. I’m… I don’t even know for sure. Oh for eleven, maybe as many as oh for fifteen. Maybe the devs really DO have a thumb on the scale for you.]

Connor held up a warning hand. “Careful. You don’t want to imply that maybe you have thumbs in the real world.”

[Well, we didn’t find the map the leader of the sentries was looking for. Maybe it never existed. None of the rest survived to give intel. I guess we’re back to wandering.]

“Any chance that old shortcut of Gulgoo’s works without him guiding us there?”

[Maybe. But neither of us can equip the Map-Maker’s Waystone to see it, even if we do.]

“Worth a try?”

[Probably. Yeah. I guess.]

“And no negotiating. Anything comes to us and doesn’t parley on its own, or surrender immediately, we mush it up into XP.”

[NOW you’re talking!]

They left the light of the lingering campfire. Connor followed, clutching Dizzy’s hand to keep from getting lost.

Connor watched their progress by his minimap. “Left up ahead.”

[You sure?]

“What’s sure?” he countered. “They could have changed anything or everything since last time we were here. But I recognize this pattern of corridors. We take a left, up that half-spiral of stairs that’ll pop up soon. Then duck down that narrow passage that looks like a cave-in.”

[If you say so. I’d swear we entered from a higher starting point than this.]

“Maybe we did. Maybe I’m wrong. You’re the one who can see where we’re going. I’m just a back-of-the-wagon driver here.”

Dizzy kept a brisk pace, only slowing where the footing grew treacherous. Stairs. Broken stonework. That place that looked like a cave-in. Th rest of the time, they practically jogged. When they reached the wall where Gulgoo’s old secret shortcut had revealed a door, there was nothing.

“Feel around for a catch,” Connor advised.

[I can SEE what I’m doing,] Dizzy snapped. [And I’m not seeing any way to unlock this secret door. Not that my special ‘I can examine anything’ vision sees any secret doors, mind you.]

“Have you found any yet with your demon eyes?”

[First of all, only I get to call them that. Second… no. I haven’t.]

After ten minutes or so of looking, Connor was ready to concede her point. “Fine. I agree. No secret door this time.”

[Apology accepted.]

“I wasn’t—Oh. Right. Sorry for doubting you.”

[We should come up with a new plan. Spend too long here, and those VERY ATTRACTIVE DIMWITS might get ahead of us.]

“Mind if I try one thing first?”

[Whatever. Fine.]

Connor drew the Ravager’s Sword.

[OK. Never mind. Not that. I’m not sitting here while you dig a MOLDY FOOT-LONG TUNNEL through the mountain with a sword.]

“Bear with me. What if… without the ability to FIND secret doors, we’re not allowed to see the mechanism.”

[Okaaaaaay…]

“And if our problem is that we can’t find the door to open it…”

[You think the other side of the passage is a door’s thickness away?]

“I’m willing to find out.”
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13…

Connor kept hacking until he lost track of the number of swings he’d taken. Rock broke away with each blow.

[C’mon. Let’s move on. We’ve⁠—]
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Then the Ravager’s Sword broke through. A whole section crumbled away as if the door had a HP pool just like a player.

“Jackpot!”

He led the way through, and for one simple reason. On the far side, faint light teased with the prospect of sunshine.

HARD PASS

Connor lifted his eyes to the sky and soaked in the radiance of a late-afternoon sun.

He breathed a sigh of relief. “We made it.”

Dizzy stepped up beside him and remained silent.

“You OK? Is it too bright for you?”

[No. Just… washed out. Is the sunlight warm? I can’t feel it.]

“Buyer’s remorse?” he joked, giving her a nudge with an elbow.

Dizzy shrugged away from him and started off toward the nearby rope bridge that promised to start the next leg of their adventure together.

[It’s a game. Games aren’t about sunshine and warmth. They’re about winning and losing. I regret nothing.]


CHAPTER 17
FEAR OF DEPTHS



Connor crossed the first bridge, clutching to the rope on one side as he attempted to ascertain their height above the Bone Moat, clearly visible below. Five hundred feet? A thousand? No matter how many times he ascended this spire, he could never reconcile the discrepancy between what he felt going up in the inside and how far down it appeared from without.

Had they really climbed so high? If not, when had the game fooled them?

Connor’s legs didn’t burn from the effort. His lungs didn’t ache with fatigue. The air here was no more or less thin than on the ground.

[Come on! If you get blown off, I’m not waiting for you.]

Dizzy was right. This place wasn’t safe. Not really, anyway. They would be able to slaughter anything that popped up, considering how much ahead of the leveling curve Connor had insisted on getting them.

That meant that it was also unlikely that the rest of the party was struggling with anything more than navigation back inside the Black Catacombs—if they were even still behind them.

Yet a few HP of damage here or there was the least of their worries.

Both he and Dizzy recalled the real hazard of Hard Pass wasn’t the damage, it was falling.

They waited. They advanced. Natural winds whipped the open span between the Spire of Fate and its smaller sister spire. Beneath their feet, the wooden bridge swayed… creaked... clattered.

Given his HP total, Connor wasn’t even completely convinced that the fall would be fatal anymore. The skeletons in the Bone Moat would be more likely to break his fall than finish him off.

“Eeeeee, hoosha hoosha hooshaaaaa!”

“So much for spotting them ahead of time!” Connor shouted over the wind.

Dizzy whirled on him, taking one hand away from shading her eyes to grip the rope railings of the bridge with both. [I can hardly see at all out here!]

It made sense that her night vision only worked better than normal eyesight in the dark. Still, it would have been nice to hear her mention that before it became a tactical liability.

From the cliffs overlooking the far side of the bridge, White Gobo wind summoners swung elaborate staffs in giant circles. Five of them in total. Their efforts combined, Connor remembered. And his weak, wizardly hands clung to the bridge for all they were worth.

Once the burst died down, Connor flung a Fireball, not at any of them, but exploded it in midair like a firework. “I’m warning you! Let us pass or we’ll burn down all your bridges behind us! Even if you respawn, you’ll be stranded.”

[Nice threat! But let’s get to the other side first. You might give them ideas.]

“Haha! Outsiders need bridges. Not us. The wind is our bridge. The bridges are for the Mountain Lord. He bids us guard them.”

[Let’s rush this group down after the next gust, then worry about going forward.]

“Wait. No. Let’s turn back!”

[Back? COWARD! I thought you’d kinda gotten over that heights thing.]

Connor had already turned and was heading back to the zone entrance. “You’ll see what I mean. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

[It better be good.]

They both froze in place, weathering the storm as the next assault from the White Gobos shook the bridge like a plucked guitar string.

Connor hit solid ground first.

He raced toward the bushes. Past the archway to go back inside.

[Now I’m curious. CAN we puke in this game?]

Ignoring her, Connor dug around behind the bush until… “Aha!”

RECEIVED: KAWAIIAN GLIDER KIT

He held it up.

Dizzy squinted at it. [Glider Kit? Don’t tell me…]

“Yup.” Connor made busy hands over it, like some kind of improv-theater version of handicrafts.

RECEIVED: KAWAIIAN GLIDER

Dizzy emerged from the bush seconds later. [Is there a trick to putting this thing together? Examining it doesn’t show me a manual.]

“Just sort of fiddle with it. It’s more pop-up book than IKEA futon.”

Soon, they both had gliders ready to fly.

[So. Is there a fan or a rocket or a glowy stone we need to power these?]

“Not that I’ve found. We can just use updrafts to get pretty high.”

[Lead the way], a skeptical Dizzy told him.

Connor clenched his guts, reminding himself that this was a game, any sensation of falling or weightlessness or impending doom was synthetic, that he’d flown one of these before and it was pretty easy.

He ran. He leapt.

The open air yawned beneath him. Panoramic. Breathtaking. Hungry for broken spines and burst organs. Connor blinked away that intrusive thought and caught the updraft that hugged the spire’s cliffs.

“Eeeeee, hoosha hoosha hooshaaaaa!”

The White Gobos didn’t attack. They held hands in a circle and cheered.

“Eeeeee, hoosha hoosha hooshaaaaa!”

No extra burst of wind came.

Connor’s Kawaiian Glider faltered. He angled the nose downward ever so slightly, and his glide continued.

[Where are we going?] Dizzy asked as she sped past him twenty feet below. She must have needed to get ahead of him so he could see her chat bubbles.

He dove to come alongside her. They were rapidly losing the ground they’d just gained from the updraft. “Let’s land on the far side. Last time, I got a boost from the White Gobos, but they’re not using their wind attacks now.”

The abrupt landing felt like it ought to have done damage, but Connor simply found his Kawaiian Glider unceremoniously returned to his inventory instead.

“Well, it got us over the bridge.”

[And now we’re ready for a mountain vacation,] Dizzy quipped. [And I think we’re still up two bridges.] She pointed over the ledge, and in addition to the bridge entrance they’d landed near, the one they’d just retreated across loomed below.

“OK. Nice.”

“Eeeeee, hoosha hoosha hooshaaaaa!”

Connor drew his Ravager’s Blade. Dizzy stepped behind him, a Bamboo Mace in hand.

A White Gobo advanced, its staff cradled on two upturned hands. “Human flies like us!”

“Wind rider,” another agreed as he adopted the same deferential pose.

“The Mountain Lord cannot stop you.”

Connor and Dizzy exchanged a look. This could get interesting.

“You. Come. Eat with us. Celebrate. Maybe you kill Mountain Lord. Maybe you don’t. But you will try.”

Connor put away his sword. “You honor us.”

[Big time,] Dizzy agreed.

Connor hadn’t really paid much attention to the sliver of a little spire that had broken off from the main one. It had seemed like an obstacle, populated with annoying monsters that he’d done well to circumvent. Beyond that, the place had struck him as inconsequential.

Maybe in the last version of the game, it even had been.

As the White Gobos led, Connor and Dizzy followed a circuitous route around the outside of the smaller spire, often so narrow that the slightest misstep would spell a towering fall.

“You can use the glider in freefall,” Connor advised his companion.

[Good to know. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.]

Natural rock archways gave way to an interior section of the lesser spire, a hollowed-out space, less a valley than an open-topped cavern. Fires burned and food cooked. What animals these creatures found to feast on, Connor didn’t feel inclined to ask. They built homes into the cavern walls, nestled on various heights all overlooking the same natural, barren rock courtyard. Symbols and pictographs lined the rocky walls, carved with a combination of primitive tools and a fine artistic eye.

WHITE GOBO VILLAGE

The White Gobo who greeted them wore robes similar to Connor’s in cut, albeit in white instead of green. His headdress was made of a Dragonoid skull. The dull white bone had been painted over to give the skull a glossy, pure hue.

“You honor us,” the elder informed them. “But you need to do better than that to challenge the Mountain Lord.”

[I thought you guys all worked for the Mountain Lord,] Dizzy pointed out. [Why’s everyone looking to help us off him?]

“Power is a ladder. Society is a queue upon that ladder. To climb it, the rungs above must be cleared. We kick the ones who come at us from below, and send forward those who would clear more rungs than they occupy.”

“Wow. OK. That’s a good answer. You going to help us out with maps, loot, special blessings? What’ve you got for us?”

Dizzy elbowed him. [Rude!]

“They’re NPCs. They’re not programmed to mind if I’m rude. I’m getting to the point.”

“Your rude friend is correct. Your most vile threats and sacrilegious slights pale before the disdain of the Mountain Lord.”

[In that case, do you sell anything here?]

The elder pointed. “We do not trade among ourselves. But Trader Shoonatu has recently returned with trinkets from afar. He may be willing to part with some. For a price.”

“Great. After that, any chance of a quest?”

“Indeed. I can task you now. In the caverns of our spire, a series of ancient trials awaits any who seek to prove themselves worthy of great rewards.”

“Awesome. Can I⁠—”

But Connor’s Quest Journal was already flaring.

He opened it.

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 0/1

OBTAIN THE TREASURE OF WIT FROM THE TRIAL OF WIT: 0/1

[Trial of Mercy, huh?] Dizzy asked. [Doesn’t sound exactly in keeping with my present build.]

“I got Wit,” Connor replied. “I’m sure we’ll figure something out. Let’s go shopping.”

Dizzy grinned. [Always love hearing a guy say that.]

It didn’t take long. Trader Shoonatu had a nook that doubled as a warehouse not far from the center of the village.

“Do you seek to buy, sell, or trade, outsiders?” Shoonatu asked formally.

Dizzy took the fore. [Show us what you’ve got.]

A list of wares popped up. Their effects came listed clearly alongside them.

SPIKED LEATHER GLOVES - 200 Coins - +1 ATK

GOBO GLIDER - 500 Coins - Flying machine. Requires wind.

RED GOBO HAT - 10 Coins - +1 DEF

SPINY REEF FISH ARROW - 5 Coins - Ammunition. +2 ATK to Bows and Crossbows.

BOTTLE OF VENOMOUS AIR - 150 Coins - Releases a poisonous gas when broken.

[You don’t need to report the bug that they refer to a venom as poisonous. I took care of it.]

“Not sure that’s bug-worthy.”

[Not sure anything in this shop is buy-worthy.]

Connor addressed the trader. “Hey, where’d you get that hat? Have other worthy adventurers been through here?”

[Oh, CRABS! You’re right. What if the others are already ahead of us?]

“I obtained this from the ground. A trade. Among our cousins.”

Connor shared a look with his heretic friend. “Anything you wanna buy?” She shook her head. “Me either. Sorry, buddy. Maybe next time. We should get going. Those trials may be ancient, but the Mountain Lord isn’t going to live forever waiting for us to kill him.”


CHAPTER 18
ON TRIAL



LESSER SPIRE CRYPTS

A few verbal directions were all the White Gobos provided. Apparently, they didn’t come down here. The lit torches stopped shortly after the entrance, and that seemed as far as the bravest among them dared to venture back down into the heart of their own homeland.

From each torch, the light carried far enough to make out the next. A long, carved stairway ran down the open cavern, twisting and winding. As they advanced, Connor snapped off Fire Burst after Fire Burst, keeping the way lit.
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[You know how annoying that is?] Dizzy complained, shielding her eyes and wincing at each one Connor flared to life.

“We’re actively expecting trouble down here, and we don’t know what it’ll be. Don’t think there’s any sneaking up on an ancient trial, so I’d rather us both be able to see what’s coming.

She didn’t have an answer for that, and the cavern eventually led them to a small, impeccably masoned chamber. The open doorway through which they entered was the only one not shut and marked with a plaque.

[Well, at least the place comes with⁠—]

Connor guessed that she was able to say “instructions,” but the ghost that appeared caused her to break off without finishing the sentence.

“Be you welcome or be you damned, you have entered the Trial of Heroes.”

As soon as he said it, the minimap location shifted.

TRIAL OF HEROES

“Here, you shall face challenges to prove whether you are worthy of your station. Moreover, that you are worthy of advancing within it. Seek out the challenge that suits you each best, and face it.”

The ghost vanished.

Connor shrugged. “I guess these are solo class quests.”

[Do we accept the premise of the quest-giver? Nothing in MY Quest Journal says solo. Yours?]

QUEST JOURNAL

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 0/1

OBTAIN THE TREASURE OF WIT FROM THE TRIAL OF WIT: 0/1

Connor harrumphed. “Guess not.” He looked around, taking in the antechamber of this test. “And it looks like there are six trials. For six classes.”

A wicked look entered Dizzy’s eye. [Be a shame if anyone else stopping by found their trials already completed.]

“Real shame,” Connor agreed.

[We should pick one that sounds easy to try out. You know. Before risking our own.]

“Mock trials?”

[Exactly!]

They scanned the plaques. “How about this one,” Connor suggested. “Trial of Valor - Face your foe head on without fear.”

[How do we start it?]

“Let’s just go in and see.”

Connor shoved open the door and led the way inside.

TRIAL OF VALOR

They no longer appeared to be inside an underground cavern complex at all any longer. The two of them were now on a tournament ground. A long, dirt track, separated into two lanes by stanchions, formed a jousting competition. The lances arrayed along the walls, squires everywhere, cheering crowd, and the groom holding a horse for them by the reins made that fairly clear.

A new Quest Journal entry flared.

DEFEAT THE SILVER KNIGHT: 0/1

“You get that?”

[Yeah. Do we joust him, or what?]

“What are the rules here?” Connor asked the groom—make that squire—holding his horse.

The squire, liveried in blue and white, seemed all too happy to oblige. “Ride toward your foe with lance leveled. Unhorse him if you can. If one is knocked to the ground but lives, hand combat will ensue.”

[You have any mounted combat skills?]

“I’m not sure we need any.”

[Uh, that guy sure made it sound like we would.]

Connor held up a finger. “Listen again. Hey, pal, can you repeat the instructions.”

The squire launched into a recitation without hesitation. “Ride toward your foe with lance leveled. Unhorse him if you can. If one if knocked to the ground but lives, hand combat will ensue.”

“Where did he say we had to be any good at the riding part? One of just needs to survive getting knocked off, then we kill him on foot.”

[Huh… I guess. Seems like kind of an unchivalrous way to win, the kind that jousting stories seem to punish.]

“Current circumstances aside, what about Spire of Fate has seemed like a jousting story?”

Connor stretched up and hooked a foot into the near side stirrup. The squire gave him a boost. When he found himself in the saddle, he was facing the wrong way.

[Um, you DO know that⁠—]

“YES!” Connor snapped. “I know. I… You know what? I’m going with it. Kid, gimme a lance.”

RECEIVED: VALOROUS LANCE

He didn’t even get a chance to check his stats before trumpets sounded, the crowd cheered, and his own horse trotted into position.

A herald shouted in a clarion voice. “Sir Valorous the Silver Knight, versus Connor the Unhallowed. At the drop of the lady’s handkerchief, begin.”

Before the dainty medieval noblewoman in the front row of the stands could release her perfumed hanky, Dizzy extended an arm and dropped her Snazzy Purple Robes to the ground. Both horses took that as the signal to charge.

Connor held onto the back of the saddle with both hands, gritting his teeth in anticipation of the pain to come.

The tip of the Silver Knight’s lance impaled him through the ribcage. Connor regarded the few inches that protruded from his robes in horror.
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He fell from his horse, slamming into the hard packed dirt.

2

HP: 111/171

Huffing and panting to see through the blinding pain, Connor clambered to his feet, Ravager’s Sword drawn.

The herald, unflappable, continued the spiel for the event. “Combatants will continue on foot.”

Connor stalked forward through a haze of red in his vision. The Silver Knight, honorable and proud, dismounted and drew a shining blade.
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The Ravager’s Sword channeled the Crack Soul spell. The Silver Knight staggered in pain.

From the sidelines, Dizzy shot out her beam spell that immobilized the knight.

Connor wasn’t ready to let her finish it off for him. He Crack Souled it once more.
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The knight screamed in pain, but the sound cut off quickly.

8,000 XP

HP: 128/171

A generic monarch rose and spoke. “Valiant Connor, step forth and claim your prize…”

The voice faded out just as the tournament grounds melted away. What remained was a simple stone chamber and a treasure chest.

“Can you see it?”

[Unless there’s something besides the treasure chest, then yes.]

“Sweet. Let’s see what loot they’re slinging our way.”

The both crouched down in front of the chest. Connor opened the instance of it that he could see. To no great surprise, it showed knight-styled loot.

LADY’S FAVOR - Display to attract the attention of enemies. You will become a primary target for attacks.

GAUNTLETS OF SMITING - +2 ATK +2 DEF

Dizzy scoffed. [Great. An accessory I can’t equip and gauntlets that my class can’t use.]

“You sure you can’t? I’m going to at least try.”

RECEIVED: GAUNTLETS OF SMITING

Connor immediately equipped them. His attempt to toss a Fire Burst was met with a message from Kelindra.

“You are attempting to cast spells while wearing armor incompatible with your class. The Blood Mage class is able to effectively use cloth armor and armor made purely from magic.”

“Well, no dice,” Connor said with a sigh. “Maybe good for barter later, or just selling to that trader guy up in the village.”

[’Kay. I’ll grab the handkerchief, just so we don’t floor the market on gloves.]

“XP was good.”

[Yeah. XP was great. Up for another?]

“Definitely.”

TRIAL OF HEROES

“I picked last time. This one’s yours.”

Dizzy pointed to a door. [This one. Trial of Song.]

She led the way, and beyond was a royal throne room. A wide carpet led from the doors to the steps of a mighty throne, where a giant reclined. Along both sides of the carpet, growling and slavering, were giant-sized hunting hounds, waiting like an honor guard.

TRIAL OF SONG

On the first of the steps leading up to the throne, a chest waited.

The door thundered shut behind them, and the Giant King spoke. “Grace my throne room with a song. Joy has eluded me so long. But music soothes the savage beast. So entertain my hounds, at least.”

[105 HP each for the Guardian Hounds. No elemental immunities,] Dizzy reported. [The giant’s got 600 HP.]

Connor kept his voice low, hoping it helped with the NPCs, even if his chat bubble would give him away to other players. “Top me up?”

[My healing spells are total FULL SHIP.]

“We’re not in a rush, I think.”
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Connor held up a hand. “I’m full.”

[You’re really thinking of doing this? The hard way?]

“I think the hard way would be learning to play an instrument. This is untying a knot with a sword.”

[I’ll hold off the giant as long as my MP holds out,] Dizzy promised. [You lead off.]

Connor drew the Ravager’s Sword.

He took a deep breath.
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His carefully aimed blast caught all twelve Guardian Hounds.

“HOW DARE YOU VIOLATE MY HOSPITALITY! PREPARE THYSELVES TO FACE MORTALITY!”

“I appreciate his commitment to the bit.”

The Guardian Hounds smoldered and trailed smoke as they fell upon Connor. But only five of them could attack at once.
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“Ow!” Connor yelped as the beasts ripped and tore at his exposed flesh, with his Elder’s Robes offering little protection.

His next Fireball cleared the room.
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6,000 XP

HP: 171/171

Those dogs had made hamburger out of his torso, and here he was, replenished to full health.

“You’ve slaughtered my poor, loyal pack! I’ll use my hammer to break your back!”

Faster than his size ought to have allowed, the enraged Giant King bounded across his throne room. Connor turned and tried to duck the blow that came, but it golfballed him right off the floor.
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He sailed until a wall stopped him.

2

HP: 130/171

“’Tis folly that you—AHHHH!”

The Giant King crumpled to one knee, struggling as Dizzy’s blacklight burned a decaying hole in his chest.

Connor wasted no time shaking off his vertigo from a likely concussion and Crack Souled the Giant King.
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The giant attempted to fight through the pain and regain its footing. Dizzy just kept pouring on her shadowy energy. Connor slugged away with Crack Soul.
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With a great wail and heave of effort, the Giant King got both feet under himself. His mighty hammer, he used as a crutch. One faltering step was all he managed before the pain of Dizzy’s magic dropped him to both knees.
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But that was it. Dizzy let out a gasp and staggered backward. [I’m out. Finish him or we’re done for.]

“No more evil magic tricks. It’s my turn to get in licks.” Still unsteady on its feet, the behemoth was nonetheless able to stand and lift its hammer, ready to deal a fatal blow.
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The light left the Giant King’s eyes. Connor and Dizzy raced in opposite directions to avoid being crushed under its bulk.

8,000 XP

The throne room faded. The chest appeared at the center, just a few steps away from them.

[Feel kinda bad for the guy.]

“Why’s that?”

[Imagine, all you were looking for was live entertainment, and two randos show up, refuse your offer to sing for a treasure chest, and decide to ^%#@ up your dogs.]

“Careful.”

Dizzy snickered. [That one was worth it.]

“Let’s see what we got this time.”

[Lodging my guess: ego wax, and a suspiciously sticky flute.]

Connor opened the treasure.

LULLABY LUTE - Can put listeners to sleep.

HEDONIST’S BERET - +2 DEF - Grants immunity to drunkenness and poison.

[Take the hat,] Dizzy insisted. [I want to see what it looks like before I decide.]

“You’d honestly take the lute if it looks dumb?”

[Bad Lute is bad loot. But bad-LOOKING loot is just embarrassing. You’re a prime example. You look like you belong on the wall of some SHINY COUNTRY BAR. No matter how bad the new hat looks, it’ll be an improvement.]

It was hard to argue her point. She was the one who had to look at him, after all.

RECEIVED: HEDONIST’S BERET

[Oh. Now that’s not half bad. I can live with that.] Seconds later, Dizzy sported a floppy beret the color of red wine.

“More armor than my old one, anyway,” Connor remarked with a shrug.

[And if we want to get wasted, we can take them off! It’s your pick for the next trial.]

TRIAL OF HEROES

Connor considered his options. Of the four that remained, two would be their own. He assumed they’d handle those last. That left the Trial of Shadows and the Trial of Birds. In a romantic gesture, he went with the one that Dizzy probably would have chosen for herself.

“Trial of Shadows.”

Dizzy pouted for show. [Poor Jaden. If only he’d sided with us…]

“Gotta wonder how much these things are worth, XP-wise, when you do them right.”

[I don’t plan to find out.]

TRIAL OF SHADOWS

Only darkness lay inside.

The door slammed behind them, and Connor couldn’t see anything but the purple flames in Dizzy’s eyes.

From the depths of the shadows, a sepulchral voice issued a warning. “Whosoever can be found. Without the knack for getting ’round. Will gift their flesh to hungry blade. And rot inside a bone stockade.”

“Cheery,” Connor concluded with a nod. “Any idea what we’re supposed to do.”

[We? Nothing. Me? Navigate a ‘maze.’ Sorry. I was air-quoting the maze part.]

“The chat bubbles were good there. So, you’ve got this?”

The darkness faded. From across a room littered with an obstacle course of mechanical traps in wood, steel, and rope, Dizzy waved to him. [Easy peazy.]

When the traps faded as well, they were left with another chest to pore over.

8,000 XP

VENOM EDGE - 12 ATK - Deals 3 poison damage per hit.

MURDERER’S MITTS - +10 ATK against foes that haven’t attacked you yet.

[Ooh, tough call. A dagger I’ll never use or gloves that give ATK instead of spell damage.]

“Hold out. I got a skill that lets me add ATK to spells. Now that you’re more hurty than healy, they’ll offer you something similar.”

[Well, I’ve still got a starting weapon…]

“Can clerics use daggers?”

[Can heretics is a better question. The gloves seem like a safer bet.]

“Yeah, tough call for me. The dagger… I’m not sure I can use it, either. My Battle Mage skill unlocks Swords, Maces, and Axes, but it doesn’t say anything about daggers, and I don’t know whether I could use one without a skill as either a wizard or Blood Mage.”

[Dunno. I feel like one of us should try the dagger, and we can trade it so we both know.]

“I’d lose out on the life drain from the Ravager’s Sword…”

[Cry me a river. Those dogs used you as a chew toy. The giant played flamingo croquet with you as the hedgehog, and you haven’t even ASKED about healing yet.]

“I mean, I’m not full.”

Dizzy sighed.
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Connor put up a hand to stop her. “Thanks. But that’s not getting you off the hook. The only fair way is rock, paper, scissors.”

[Are scissors anachronistic to this time period?]

“No more than hang gliders and pop-up UI tooltips.”

[Fine. One, two, three…]

Connor went with scissors. Dizzy picked rock.

RECEIVED: VENOM EDGE

Connor equipped it immediately. “Yeah. That works.”

[Pass it here.]

After unequipping it, Connor passed Dizzy the weapon.

[BLEEP! No. No, I don’t get to use daggers. Well, I guess gloves it is, and hope that I get a skill so I can use ATK for something.]

“I mean, you can whap the snot out of someone with a bamboo hammer, I suppose.”

Dizzy wrinkled her nose. When she passed back Venom Edge, she was already wearing a pair of sleek, black leather gloves.

[If we’re saving our quests for last, it’s birds up next.]

“Yeah, not sure what’s up with that one. It’s gotta be ranger, right?”

[One would assume. If it’s like flying around or something, maybe I can handle this one, too. You got loot and XP just being inside last time, right?]

“Thanks. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s see what’s up, first.”

TRIAL OF HEROES

Dizzy opened the next door.

TRIAL OF BIRDS

On the other side of the door, a pastoral country landscape spread before them. Rolling hills, covered in grass and clover. In the far distance, Connor could make out a towering spire.

Before he could inquire about whether that might be the very Spire of Fate they were attempting to ascend, a stuffy nobleman in slit-sleeves and knickers with green hose accosted them. “Oh, DO help me. One of these birds has a key around its neck. A key I need back quite urgently.”

[Why do you need—You know what? I don’t even care. What bird? Where do we find it?]

“Up there!” The nobleman pointed, and a flock of crows that Connor would have sworn wasn’t there until just that moment flocked overhead.

[There have to be a hundred of them.]

The nobleman held out a hand. “The bird who robbed me is a clever little chap. Make a fine companion if you could tame him. These arrows will allow you to fell it without harm. Once I have my key back, he’s all yours.”

“But… mostly, you want the key back?” Connor checked.

The nobleman nodded. “Yes. Most certainly.”

RECEIVED: TAMING ARROW (3X)

Dizzy stepped aside, sweeping a hand that said “after you” without needing a word.

The sky exploded in fire as Connor jabbed his Venom Edge toward the flock.

The number 84 appeared more times than he could count.

2,000 XP

A yelp of horror escaped the nobleman. “What have you done?”

Dizzy was the one who picked the key out from a funeral pyre of feathers before the little corpses all despawned. [We got you your key back.]

The nobleman gulped. “Well, fair play to that. Um. I suppose… well, I suppose a reward is still in order.”

Connor nodded along. “Oh, definitely.”

The grassy fields faded away.

8,000 XP

Another chest appeared, as expected.

WIND SLICER - 20 ATK

The name was kind of cool, but it was just a bow. Nothing Connor had seen would suggest that he could even equip it.

XPOT

“Wow. Someone ran out of loot ideas,” Connor said with a chuckle.

RECEIEVED: XPOT

[That’ll probably make sure we can level after this.]

“What? You’re drinking them?”

[I don’t think they’re the kind of thing you line up on top of your fridge as dorm decor.]

“Save them. They’ll always be more valuable later.”

Dizzy put up a palm. [Please don’t start some ‘diamond hands’ tirade. If I need to level, I’d rather lock up a huge chunk of XP than risk losing it.]

This was it. Connor saw it. This was why he won and why the others were all doomed to lose. He was the one willing to take the chances, to risk the most, to tiptoe the edge of rules and sense and etiquette.

He followed Dizzy out into the main chamber once again.

TRIAL OF HEROES

[That one was fun. I’ve decided I hate birds.]

Connor took a step back from her. “Why?”

Before he could take the wrong idea, Dizzy waggled both hands. [I just mean Dizzy. Just… ever since I went Heretic. Birds have no detail. They’re like mosquitoes. Maybe I could appreciate owls or bats⁠—]

“Bats aren’t birds.”

[Thanks, Steve Irwin. I’m just saying, maybe in the dark, small flying critters can still be a joyous sight. Right now, whatever those flappy vermin were⁠—]

“Crows.”

[—I’m just happy they’re dead.]

“Technically, that was your pick. Time for the Trial of Wits.”

Connor opened the door and bowed to let her go in first.

On her way past, impossible to conceal with muttering, a chat bubble appeared over Dizzy’s head.

[Why do I get the feeling we’re screwed on this one?]


CHAPTER 19
PERSONAL ISSUES



The moment Connor spotted the black-and-white checkerboard he knew he was in trouble…

TRIAL OF WITS

…because this wasn’t a checkerboard at all. It was a chess board.

[How traditional,] Dizzy commented wryly. [So, Mr. Battle Mage, show me that mighty strategic brain of yours in action. How do we solve it?]

As the door shut behind them, the board filled with human-sized pieces. Connor knew, more or less, what the game looked like, sitting on one of those fancy outdoor tables, waiting to be played. This was nothing like that. These pieces were scattered in a bewildering chaos of dark and light, black marble and white. All around them, a void dropped off into utter blackness.

“Can you see what’s out there in the dark?”

[Does it look like there’s nothing there?]

“Yeah.”

[Then you’re seeing the same thing as me. Can you tell the difference between the black and white pieces?]

“Sure.”

[Then you’re one up on me.]

Shit. Connor kept the word and the 250 XP penalty for saying it to himself. They’d started just off the board, perched on a decorative border of thin geometric lines etched in gold. The instant Connor set foot on one of the squares, a hollow, disembodied voice spoke.

“YOU ARE WHITE. DEFEAT THE BLACK KING.”

“I. Uh. Guess it’s our move.”

Dizzy walked around the board, gawking at the pieces like this was some downtown art installation rather than a test of their mental abilities. [I CAN see that these are actual monsters, not just game pieces. And I can see whether they’re black or white by the names. I just can’t tell them apart by color.]

“Great. So you can help figure out a move.”

[Me? What do I know about chess? You must have solved this kind of puzzle before.]

“Yeah. OK. Here’s what we need…”

[Go on…]

“First up, an internet connection. Then, you type in ‘Trial of Wits Spire of Fate,’ then some skinny guy with glasses and an eastern European accent tells you step by step, while kinda making it sound like you should have figured it out for yourself.”

[You seriously don’t know how to do this?]

“We need to focus less on playing chess and more about remembering this is still a fantasy RPG. Is there anything you can tell me about the pieces?” He tried examining them himself, but all it gave was a color and a piece name, though it used “Rook” instead of “Castle” and “Knight” instead of “Horse.” The rest sounded familiar.

[Let’s see… they all have 25 HP and a buff that says they can only take 1 damage at a time. All of them have a special attack called Capture. The pawns have one called Promote. The Black King has an ability called Castle that our king doesn’t have.]

“Cheesy.”

[And all our pieces have a status effect called Awaiting Orders.]

“Probably because it’s our turn. The Capture action is probably an instant kill. To get around the damage reduction buff.”

[Yeah. Sounds like the only way to actually kill the enemy pieces is with Capture.]

Connor furrowed his brow. “Not the only way. Just the easy one.”

[Yeah. Solving the puzzle sounds like a helluva lot easier task than fighting the pieces. We should at least try.]

Connor meandered around the board, looking the pieces on both sides over. If he had to be completely honest, he couldn’t even tell which way the board was going. One of the few things he DID remember about the game, however, was that pawns only went forward.

He stepped up beside a forlorn-looking White Pawn and said to it, “You, move forward.”

To his shock, it went neither forward nor backward. Instead, it slid sideways. He yelped in surprise as he hastily exited its path.

[Just look at the way the knights are facing. Forward. Come on. At least THINK a little.]

A Black Bishop slid across the board. In an instant, the pawn Connor had just moved was annihilated.

He put up his hands. “Nah. I’m good. No need to stroke my ego, especially since I seem to be using steel wool to do it. This is just the Test of Songs again, except with high DEF enemies instead of high ATK ones.”

[You can’t be serious.]

“We’re here to kill a king, not outsmart an AI or actually, you know, PLAY CHESS. Honestly, the whole wizards and chess thing always bothered me. If I really had world-shaping magical powers, the last thing I’d do would be sitting on my keester playing board games.”

[Fine. If you want to ruin YOUR trial, that’s your business. I want to do mine the right way.]

“Deal. Just like last time. I’ll start it off. You go straight for the king. Half the pieces are missing, so it should only be… seven guys on me.”

[I don’t care what the game says. You’re still a knight at heart.]

“I’m cheating and planning regicide.”

[I never said a good or bad knight.]

Connor took up a position at one corner of the board. Dizzy stationed herself at another, shielded by a castle and one of their pawns, with a clear shot at the Black King.

The carnage began with a Fireball.

1 1 1 1

1 1 1 1

Well, that wasn’t the worst thing ever. He’d hit four pieces at once. And the poison damage from Venom Edge counted separately.

The downside was that there were now seven angry chess pieces and one Black King held immobile by Dizzy’s blacklight beam.

But the pieces couldn’t leave the board.

The black army arrayed itself at the board’s edge, refusing to occupy a square with one of their allies. Only one of them could hit him at a time.

23

HP: 148/171

Oof. It was just his luck that a horse got to him. The thing head-butted like a rhino.

Connor spotted a pawn headed Dizzy’s way and tried Crack Soul on it.

0

Crap! Without dealing base damage, the poison didn’t even apply.

23

HP: 125/171

“Hurry up over there!”

[This is your plan. I’m doing the only thing I can with it.]

Stowing Venom Edge, he drew the trusty old Ravager’s Sword.

His next Fireball caught six of the enemy pieces.

1 1 1 1 1 1

1 1 1 1 1 1

+1 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1

But before he could bring his blade up to deflect the blow, the Black Knight bashed him again.

23

HP: 131/171

The pawn had reached Dizzy, and now it was taking advantage of its free rein to hammer on her.

[THIS PLAN VACUUMS FARM ANIMALS!]

No plan survived contact with the enemy. That was a truism he’d learned long, long ago. And this plan needed some adapting, or they were both screwed.

Keeping his Ravager’s Sword up in a defensive posture, Connor raced along the edge of the board.

The Black Knight didn’t have its attack ready again in time to clip him.

The Black Queen did.

39

HP: 109/171

The pawn just past the queen was just clumsy enough that Connor deflected its swipe at him. Then, he was free and clear. He made a half circuit around the board and joined Dizzy on the far side, interposing himself between her and the pestering pawn.

Dizzy kept pouring dark light into the Black King as Connor focused on batting aside the basic attacks of the Black Pawn who’d made its suicide pact to protect its monarch.

But Connor didn’t want the pawn dead. If the pawn died, the swarm of other black pieces would arrive and hit a lot harder with a much better chance of getting past his inexpert defenses.

[You. Could. Help.] Dizzy gasped out, as she was running out of steam.

This was a flaw in his plan. She didn’t have inexhaustible MP reserves or a trick to skip paying the costs. Whether Connor HP or Dizzy’s MP ran out first, they were in trouble.

Luckily, the black forces gathered in a cluster. The eight remaining pieces, including the Black King, could all be encompassed in a single Fireball.

Connor decided to risk it.

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
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+1 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1 +1

The pawn slipped through his defenses.

9

Just nine?

Connor quickly double-checked his HP total.

HP: 108/171

“This is going to work. Keep it up!”

Dizzy’s beam broke off, leaving her panting for breath. [All. You. I’m spent.]

“If you’re got any juice at all, I wouldn’t mind the healing.”

[Rounding error. But yeah. Don’t expect much.]

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
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The pawn cracked Connor in the ribs.

9

But Dizzy was right there, healing, too.

+7

HP: 114/171

“We’ve got this.”

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
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Connor tanked another hit, and Dizzy healed him back. Between the two of them, they were outpacing the black army.

9
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HP: 120/171

When the Black King crumbled, his army stood down.

The spectral voice returned for a single word. “CHECKMATE.”

8,000 XP

He and Dizzy bashed the inert pieces to rubble, but they yielded no additional XP. The chest appeared right where the Black King has died and vanished, just before the whole board vanished to be replaced by a bland stone room.

CHANNELER’S GLOVES - Each time your spells deal damage, gain 2 MP.

WAND OF THE MAGUS - 5 ATK - Your ATK value adds to your spell damage.

“Huh,” Connor said in consternation. “Those both sound like cool effects, yet I don’t think either of them is any use to me.”

[Well, both are great for me. I’m not even sure which is better.]

“Pick whichever. Just tell me.”

[This is important. I don’t want to make a hasty decision that could cost me later on.]

“Fine. I’ll make this easier, then. Hold off. Don’t pick anything.”

RECEIVED: WAND OF THE MAGUS

Connor immediately handed it to Dizzy.

She blinked, which always looked weird with her eyes on fire. [What if that effect adds twice to your spells?]

Connor hadn’t considered that the game would be quite broken enough to allow that to work. He ungritted his teeth and told her, “Just pick the gloves, now.”

Dizzy appeared seconds later with her hands covered in purple velvet. Then, suddenly, her robes disappeared. Connor blinked in shock, but she laughed at him. [I just wanted to show how long these stupid things are.] Indeed, the gloves extended nearly to her armpits. [I’m ready to deliver a magical calf.]

Her robes appeared on her once more.

[My turn now.]

TRIAL OF HEROES

Dizzy opened the final door and marched inside.

TRIAL OF MERCY

Just as every other time, Connor’s foggy guess what form this trial might take went well afield of the mark. This looked more like the fiery pits of hell from Dante’s Inferno than any place to find mercy. Infernal machinery abounded. Mysterious and menacing, the iron mechanisms pulled chains and turned gears. Winches hauled, and a portcullis barred the way to an iron chest.

A pathetic wretch, naked except for a swaddling of cloth around its nether regions, limped forward. “I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

With that, the wretch walked straight into a waterfall of fire that poured over the winch mechanism for the portcullis.

Pain wrote a symphony on the man’s face. Several turns of the wheel only lifted the iron gate an inch off the ground.

He expired with a scream, and the portcullis fell back down with a crash.

[That was grim.]

“I think you were supposed to keep him alive.”

A wretch approached, this one a woman. “I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

Just like her predecessor, she walked blithely into the firefall, working the winch through obvious agony.

Dizzy gestured, and a soft golden radiance hit the woman.

As the wretch worked, Dizzy repeated the gesture.

Again…

And again…

With a final scream, the wretched succumbed to the fire. This time, the portcullis crashed even harder, shaking the ground as it dropped from several inches up.

[^%#@!]

“Maybe they don’t all have the same HP total?”

Dizzy seethed as she paced. [They do. And I can’t think of any way to heal them enough to keep up with the damage.]

Connor pointed. “That lever over there. It might be a brake. Maybe we just need to sneak in, grab the brake, then get out and heal back up before the next one arrives.

The next one wasn’t even waiting. “I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

[No! Wait! We’re still thinking!]

This one died as the pair watched. Not a single heal was offered.

“This is kind of twisted.”

[Yeah. Not seeing a lot of mercy here.]

“We didn’t exactly solve any of the trials as advertised.”

[You killed a lot of birds in the Trial of Birds.]

“I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

Dizzy waved a hand without even looking at the guy about to sacrifice himself. [Yeah. You do you, dude. Now, you willing to be the one to pull the brake lever?]

“I seem like the obvious choice.”

[Good.]

They waited for the scream. The crash, and the next wretch to arrive.

“I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

Dizzy poured her heart and guts into keeping the guy’s HP up. Blast after radiant blast of healing energy. But it was clear that it would never be enough.

[Go! Now!]

Connor rushed into the flames.

20

He pulled on the lever, the handle bowed but wouldn’t budge.

20

Rather than remain, he raced back out. As the wretch died, Dizzy set about healing Connor back to full health.

[I hate to say it, but we’re not going to level from these trials. I need more healing throughput, and I haven’t invested in it. If I quaff one the potion we got from the Trial of Song, I’ll hit Level 8. If I get a skill that’ll up my healing, I’ll take it.]

“Seems like a shame, considering you’ll probably get some awesome Heretic skill offered.”

[Yeah, but this is also the place I’m most likely to get useful loot.]

“Do you mind if I try something a little darker than usual?”

[I’m not sure I can be enough of a hypocrite to stop you at this point.]

“I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this⁠—”
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Connor shrugged, still holding Venom Edge in one hand.

[OK. I wasn’t expecting that.]

“How much patience you got?”

Dizzy gave it a moment’s thought. [Not sure I can take sitting here that long.]

“I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my⁠—”
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[Stop that.]

“What? We’re still planning. And it’s free XP.”

Dizzy couldn’t argue the point and got back to business. [What did the brake feel like when you tried it? Did it not work? Was it stuck? Were you not strong enough to⁠—?]

“I’m plenty strong,” Connor insisted. “I think it just isn’t meant to be a ratchet. It’s for when the thing’s all the way open, if I had to guess.”

[Is this an educated guess or a ‘let’s fight the chess puzzle’ guess?]

“What if… what if we stop one from getting to the winch. Maybe if we can batch up two or three of the guys, they can bring up the portcullis fast enough to finish before they all die.”

[Don’t know how many it might take. I don’t have any area heals. Only one won’t get burnt to a crisp immediately.]

“Let’s at least give it a try.”

“I will be your hands, milady. Preserve my rotten body long enough for me to serve this one purpose.”

Connor interposed himself like a basketball player on defense, arms spread, feet moving. The wretch wouldn’t force a confrontation, but neither did he give up attempting to circumvent Connor’s human barricade.

After a few minutes, Connor heaved a breath and stepped aside to let the miserable creature perform the self-sacrifice that he was determined to give.

[What would be merciful here?] Dizzy inquired. [We must have a way to do this RIGHT.]

“I think being a better healer is probably the right way,” Connor commented somberly.

Dizzy shook her head in defiance. [What’s merciful about letting someone fry themselves for you except they live through it?]

“Doing it yourself?”

[Thought of that. I’d die as fast they do. But… BUT YOU WOULDN’T!]

“Oh. I don’t like this plan at all. Not one bit.”

[Come on. You did the lever test.]

“And it hurt like a son-of-a-bleach. Assuming you can heal me as fast as the fire damage ticks, I’d be losing 13 HP per turn.”

[And you’ve got like triple the HP of those⁠—]

“I will be your hands, milady⁠—”

[SHUT UP! Stand back and let US handle this.]

To both their surprise, the wretched, servile creature obeyed, pausing with her head bowed and hands clasped. “Yes, milady. You are too kind.”

Dizzy spread her hands. [See? It’s the right thing to do. The MERCIFUL thing to do.]

“No. Drink your XPOT. Heal better.”

[Quit being a baby and try it. If not for me, I bet ALL your blood magic spells would HURT LIKE HOCKEY. Humor me. Jump out of you’re in danger.]

Fuming, Connor stepped into the flames.

The winch was heavy and stiff. It turned only with effort, but he could keep it from spinning back with one hand.

Grunting in effort, he made his attempt to lift the portcullis.
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HP: 158/171
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Gritting his teeth against the pain, Connor kept working. Through the heat distortion, he could still make out the wretch at Dizzy’s side, the one he was sparing from this fate.
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HP: 119/171

He was losing ground on his HP total, and the gate wasn’t much higher than the best of the cannon fodder had managed.
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HP: 106/171

He could do some eyeball math and see this wouldn’t make it.

He paused only slightly in his efforts. One hand. One second. That’s all it took.
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HP: 105/171

[What are you doing! We’re trying MERCY, remember?]

“Mercy wasn’t working,” Connor replied as he continued his efforts.
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HP: 92/171

Another soul to grab heals from arrived. “I will be your⁠—”
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“You will be my HP delivery. You will be my Uber Eats driver.”

20
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HP: 91/171

[I feel like this is somehow worse.]

Every other tick of damage from the fires, another of the souls delivered itself for the slaughter.

By the time Connor was down to 38/171 HP, the portcullis winch stopped turning.

Reaching out with one hand as the other kept the winch in place, he managed to pull the brake lever.

CLACK.

20

Connor dove through to the far side of the fire, then stumbled into the treasure room, victorious.

HP: 28/171

As the hellscape faded, a chorus of pathetic voices called out. “Thank you for sparing us.”

8,000 XP

Dizzy poured heals into Connor until he was full again.

[I’m not sure any part of that counted as sparing them.]

Connor let out a shuddering sigh of relief that the pain had ended. “If pain like that makes it to the final release, this game is going to have a very small, very weird player base.”

Dizzy planted a peck on his cheek. [That was anything but a turn on. But it WAS brave and sweet and… well, it was better wit than we showed in the Trial of Wits.]

They knelt before the treasure chest that remained and inspected their options.

HOLY BASTION - 25 DEF - Does not interfere with healing spells.

Plate armor. Nice. While it would stop a cleric from attacking, they could be well defended while healing. His OWN spells often healed. He kept a twitching little notion that maybe he could get around the restriction if his spells drained life.

GOWN OF DEVOTION - 2 DEF. Increases healing equal to your ATK.

Dizzy looked over at him. [We could be twins!]

“Don’t even start.”

[No. Seriously. Don’t half your spells drain life or whatever?]

“I’m leaning toward the armor, and hoping that they give me an option. I get this sense that with Battle Mage letting me use heavier weapons, there’s going to be a skill to let me wear heavy armor if I just watch for it.”

[Or… and hear me out on this one… you can wear a dress and absolutely maul everyone.]

“And look like Joan of Arc while she was waiting for someone to get her armor measurements?”

[The sword and gown look would definitely have some Lady of the Lake vibes, but I bet you could pull it off. I’m definitely going for the gown. The purple robes have been great, but I need the healing if I’m going to survive. If we get separated, I could be in a heap of trouble.]

“Aren’t you worried that if I got enough self-healing that I’d ditch you?”

Emotion was hard enough to read in this game. The graphics were great now, but there were limits. The micro-twitches of the eye, the subtle contractions of a pupil, the faint change in blush, all were too subtle by far. With her Heretic eyes, Dizzy’s state of mind was a mystery.

[No,] she replied softly. [At least… I wasn’t until now.]

For the first time since logging into the alpha test, Connor intentionally took the sub-optimal pick.

RECEIVED: HOLY BASTION

Connor held it out for her to see before stowing it in his inventory. “Preventing damage is more important than healing it. I’ll take the chance. Besides, plate armor always looks cool.”

He briefly donned the armor, ignored Kelindra’s warning that he was using armor not suited to his class, then swapped back after a runway twirl for her.

[It does look pretty thirst-inducing on you,] she admitted. [I just wish you’d picked the right reward and not ever considered betraying me an option.]


CHAPTER 20
CROSSING PATHS



The White Gobos greeted Connor and Dizzy upon their return from the trials. A small gathered had waited for them at a safe distance.

WHITE GOBO VILLAGE

“They are true heroes!”

“They have returned!”

“They will defeat the Mountain Lord!”

Connor accepted the accolades with grace and strategic silence. There was no point letting these guys know that when and if he offed the Mountain Lord, Connor preferred taking over to leaving chaos and a power vacuum.

When the elder came up to bow to them, Connor had almost forgotten that there had been an actual quest, not merely a series of stolen trials meant for fellow party members. He could only imagine how many of the players would have completed their own quest, solo, if they’d all done as the game implied and tried them all at once.

OBTAIN THE TREASURE OF WIT FROM THE TRIAL OF WIT: COMPLETE

“You are the ones. You will clear the ladder for my people. Either of you will make an excellent new Mountain Lord.”

Connor blinked. “What?”

“Oh, yes. You don’t say it, but we know. Two types of heroes. You are the good kind. The soft kind will leave no rules. Chaos will swallow the land. But you are hard inside. You will rule. One of you, anyway. And I think we will prosper better than we do now. Just remember who was helpful.”

[I like this guy. If I become Mountain Lady, he’s getting a cushy job.]

RECEIVED: XPOT

“Hey, I’ve got a full set now.” Connor waggled the bottle before tucking it away in his inventory.

Dizzy shook her head. Tilting her head back, she quaffed hers. Whether it was the one she’d just gotten or the one from the Trial of Song, who could say? A swirl of golden light and the ring of a gong informed all who knew the game that she’d leveled.

Connor clapped. “Congrats.”

[Thanks. Gimme a minute.]

“Take your time.”

[It’s a relief not needing to worry about a random trap or ambush setting me back to the beginning of 7.]

“You do you.”

[I will.]

“Just pick your skills. You don’t need the last word.”

[Neither do you.]

Connor ground his teeth and waited.

HE could be picking skills right now, too. It killed him to wait for her when he knew he could be poring over new toys too.

Also, he was now fairly certain that he’d missed a skill selection. There was a lot going on when he dinged Level 7. The game had gaslit him into thinking he was all set, but more and more he was convinced that Spire of Fate was wrong, not him.

REPORT BUG

“Yeah, think I got screwed out of a skill-up on Level 7. I got interrupted before I picked, and I seem to have lost any ability to get back to that.”

He hoped the dev team would get him a refund or a do-over. In the meantime, he looked ahead.

Would he get that armor skill he speculated on?

A new type of damage spell?

He’d turned over his whole rack of skills just to see new options. Was that going to pay off, or would he be looking back, regretting not keeping one of the old ones around?

[All good. Let’s go.]

“What’d you get?”

[New stuff. C’mon. We took a long time in there. The others might already be ahead of us.]

Connor jogged to keep up with the frenetic pace Dizzy was setting. “You’re not going to tell me?”

[You keep secrets. I’ve got one now.]

“I don’t even know the name of that blacklight beam you shoot.”

That broke her. Dizzy let out a burst of silent laughter. [Fine. That’s Withering Ruin. Now quit being needy and nosy and let’s get vertical.]

HARD PASS

The White Gobos had followed them. Whether out of curiosity, concern that they actually left, or a respect for impending history, Connor couldn’t say. But he had an idea.

“Hey, if we use our gliders, can you guys summon up some winds to boost us?”

Dizzy whapped a hand into his chest. [Now THERE’S an idea. You’re forgiven for the chess puzzle now.]

“I wasn’t before?”

[No. You almost got us killed because you don’t know how chess pieces move.]

“The gown looks great on you.”

[If this were my actual body, I might care. Right now, I’m the one who’d answer if someone asked whether there was a doctor in the house at a gala ball. As adventuring gear goes, it’s ludicrous.]

“And you wanted me to wear one, too.”

[On YOU, it would be hilarious. Most of all because of how embarrassed you’d be.]

“Nice…”

[We’re NOT nice. That’s the point. I think we committed war crimes in at least three of those trials.]

”We are ready, heroes. Take to the sky,” the White Gobo elder told them.

Connor pulled out his Kawaiian Glider. Dizzy did likewise.

“I promise I won’t betray you,” he told her, looking her in those eyes that burned with purple fire.

[You can barely look at me.]

“You’re… you’re bright is all. And you DO look great. Whether that’s YOU or not, you designed the look. Artistic talent is more impressive than genetic luck, anyway. And you don’t have to promise anything in return. I just wanted to say it.”

[I won’t betray you, either. We’ll get to the end and see this through. Together.]

With that, they both jumped.


CHAPTER 21
FALLING OUT



Connor soared.

Beside him, Dizzy followed the same magical updraft. They departed the White Gobos’ domain and left the bridges crisscrossing open space between main and sister spires below.

SPIRE OF FATE

It wasn’t often that the zone name gave up and just listed what amounted to the whole world.

[You’ve done this before?]

“Yeah,” Connor confirmed, shouting over the wind to hear himself despite knowing that Dizzy was just reading from over his head. “Not sure if we have enough oomph to get all the way up to the caves. Let’s try to catch a natural updraft.”

[How exactly do we do that? Are YOU a bird?]

“Dunno. Get closer to the big spire.”

Connor banked. Rather than let them collide, Dizzy did likewise.

CLIFFS OF CLAVEN

The rocky wall loomed up close with its narrow outcroppings meant as either handholds for the athletic or footing for the brave and foolhardy. Since Connor currently counted himself among neither contingent, he dearly hoped to find one of those miraculous natural aerial escalators known as an updraft.

[We should have demanded a couple of those wind staffs,] Dizzy suggested. [Hold them along our bodies, witches’ broom style, and point the business end like a jet engine behind us.]

“Well, if this doesn’t work out, you might get a chance to try.”

They weren’t finding any help from the game’s weather.

Their gentle upward journey based on initial momentum was failing.

In addition to up, they’d been navigating the spire clockwise, staying close to their goal all the while. The White Gobo’s spire hid on the far side of the main spire currently. In the distance, over water, Connor could make out the Kawaiian Islands, tiny and inviting. Of course, they’d almost certainly fall short of reaching that destination if they didn’t find some kind of lift.

Continuing to circle, losing altitude by the second, Connor spotted a familiar sight.

“New plan. Land on the spire. Follow me.”

Tilting the nose of his Kawaiian Glider down, Connor shed altitude rapidly. To avoid losing his target, he reversed into a counter-clockwise loop that brought him back around toward the spire lower than he’d been but closer to his intended landing spot.

Bracing himself, Connor anticipated a crash landing.
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His legs absorbed a jolting impact.

Dizzy hit just beside him. [Oof.] She wasted no time in healing them both.

+7

“Hello, hero. What brings you way up here?”

“Hey, Uppup,” Connor greeted the little Kawaiian mountaineer. “How’s the mountain climbing business treating you.”

“You honor me!” Uppup replied, holding onto the reins of his pack donkey like they weren’t perched on an outcropping of rock barely able to fit them all.

“Definitely, my man. And this here is my friend Dizzy.”

[’Friend’ is it?] she teased.

“Can you sell us any supplies?”

“I need all the supplies I carry, but I’m an expert mountaineer, as you say,” Uppup replied, and now that he spoke a little more, Connor could tell it was still Brendan doing the voice. He’d just gotten some practice, lessons, or proper direction by now. “Of course, I could sell you my trusty steed. A hero like yourself shouldn’t be doing extra, dangerous climbing when you can ride a sure-footed donkey.”

[We’re not riding a donkey.]

“Maybe you aren’t, but I remember this donkey. He’d a champ.” To Uppup, he asked, “How much?”

“100 Coins and a promise to take good care of him.”

“Done.”

RECEIVED: DONKEY (no name)

“You have purchased your first Mount,” Kelindra informed him. “Mounts are personal transportation allowing different modes and speeds of travel throughout Spire of Fate. Once purchased, Mounts will remain loyal to their owner, and are not transferable in any way between players, though certain Mounts may allow multiple passengers. You can also customize your Mount. Choose a name for your Mount via the keypad.”

“If you can afford one, he’s worth it?”

[Does he have girl donkeys?]

“Go ahead and check.”

[You, Uppity. Got any lady rides?]

As she haggled with the mountaineer, Connor pulled up the naming screen and used the floating keyboard to input the name of his donkey.

Connor tapped out: X-O-T-E

Climbing aboard his old friend, Connor patted the donkey’s neck. It was good to be back in the saddle again.

Dizzy appeared atop another, identical donkey. Connor extended a hand to check hers out.

DONKEY (DAISY) - Mount. Excellent at traversing steep and unstable terrain.

“Daisy?”

[Better than Xote. But whatever floats your boat.]

“It doesn’t rhyme with float and boat. It’s pronounced with an H sound. You know, Donkey Xote, like Don Quixote.”

[You are the biggest dork on this mountain. By far.]

“Uh, not to put too fine a point on it, but last time, this guy was easy XP. I’d have just taken the donkey by force if I didn’t think we’d only end up with one that way.”

[I JUST hit Level 8. I don’t care.]

Connor cleared his throat. “Um, Uppup. You’re an explorer, right?”

“Yes. The finest!”

“And you devoted your life to knowledge, discovery, learning new things.”

“Of course!”

“This is risky work. Ever worry you’ll die on this mountain?”

“It would be my privilege to die furthering knowledge of the world.”

Dizzy sighed. [You heard the man.]

Connor drew Venom Edge. Best to make this a clean one-shot. He had nothing personal against Uppup. He just needed to glean whatever XP he could along this journey.
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“OW!” The mountaineer protested. “You ungrateful brutes! This is why so many of my kind distrust humans.”

With a sweep of his hand, Connor and Dizzy were blasted back several feet.
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That kind of damage would have hardly been concerning, but there weren’t several feet of solid ground behind either of them.

The donkeys whinnied.

Dizzy took both hands off the reins to flip Connor off. [You dumbass.]

“Grab a glider, quick.”

Connor opened his inventory and attempted to board his Kawaiian Glider.

YOU ARE ALREADY MOUNTED

Fine.

Connor attempted to climb off Xote.

YOU MUST BE ON THE GROUND TO DISMOUNT

HARD PASS

[Next idea, Einstein?]

Connor only had one more thought. Hands shaking with the terror of freefall, he grabbed an XPOT and wriggled the stopper free.

SPIRE OF FATE

He quaffed it just in time.

16,000 XP

BONE MOAT

The gong, the swirl of golden light, and the crunch of shattering skeletons happened almost simultaneously.


CHAPTER 22
FRESH START



SECLUDED CEMETERY

Connor was in the gray netherworld when the rest of the messages popped up.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

28 HP

10 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

Kelindra greeted him. “You have died, but your spirit carried on. Rise once more, hero, and fulfill your destiny.”

Connor returned to the land of the living to find Dizzy staring daggers at him, arms folded, foot tapping.

[Is THIS the fastest way to the top of the spire?]

Connor put up his hands. “Hey. We got the donkeys. Just wait. Once you see what they can do⁠—”

[You got us gibbed by some blue-painted runt who’d JUST helped us out.]

“Yeah, he was one of my favorite NPCs from last time.”

[Yet you still felt a need to kill him.]

“He’s worth XP.”

[I assume you got the potion off? I thought I heard a gong.]

“Yeah.”

[Well… at least you got that right. Go ahead. Do your leveling. Just make it quick.]

Connor opened up his skill selections.

TELEKINESIS - 10 MP - Move objects from afar. Max weight is 20 lbs per level. Lasts until concentration broken.

That sounded cool. 160 lbs was a fair bit. Not enough to lug around most monsters, though, so it might have been more of a toy than a combat ability. Would have made Dizzy’s Trial of Mercy pretty trivial, though.

ICE BLAST - 25 MP - Blast an area in front of you for cold damage equal to 4X your level to multiple enemies. Slows movement of any who take damage.

ARMORED MAGE - Able to make proper use of leather and chain armor. Wearing such armors will not prevent spellcasting.

Crap. The exact thing he was looking for, except the Holy Bastion armor was plate. Maybe if he took this version, he’d be offered a more advanced skill later that would grant plate use? This was stretching things a bit.

SUMMON SOUL - 12 MP - Bring a creature toward you. Affected creature cannot move or act until you perform another action. Does not affect objects or creatures with no soul.

Yowzers. That was a team-up skill if Connor had ever seen one. Horrible solo, since it did nothing. But as far as taking out a foe, it sounded at least as good as Dizzy’s Withering Ruin spell.

Dizzy grabbed him by the hand. [Just follow me. You’ve come down with a case of what I call Shoe Shopping Syndrome.]

“What’s that?” Connor asked as he let himself be led away.

[Triple-S is a disease of indecision. Its symptoms are a vacant stare and a failure to decide between a finite number of unimportant options.]

WALKING HILLS

The zombies ignored both of them. Connor could hardly even see past his UI to avoid them if he wanted to. Dizzy did all their navigating.

“Was I really taking that long?”

[Yes.]

“Sorry.”

[Now that we’re moving, I don’t mind helping. What’s the holdup? Are your options too good, too bad, or just need deep philosophical pondering before you decide to go with your initial gut reaction?]

“I got offered telekinesis⁠—”

[Fun.]

“—a cone of cold sort of thing⁠—”

[Old school D&D stuff.]

“—the ability to wear leather and chain armor⁠—”

[A rabbit hole you practically begged for, and you want to know how deep it might go.]

“—aaaaand a spell that drags a creature over to me and renders it helpless until I act.”

[Duh. The last one. What’s even the question?]

“I mean, if I take the armor one⁠—”

[Quit being dumb. Lemme guess. The last one is your overpowered Blood Mage option?]

“Yeah?” Connor replied lamely.

[That’s your answer. You can HOPE you get something good that builds on a skill you take for no other reason to use an item that you’re only holding onto because you didn’t want me to think you didn’t need me for healing… OR, you could take a skill that ties a guy to a tree while I beat the SHIP IN A BOTTLE out of him.]

“It does only work on things with souls,” he countered.

[I think the stuff without souls is mostly on our side already.] With her free hand, Dizzy waved to encompass the zombie-choked fog.

“Fine. You win.”

[I don’t WIN anything. I got you to see reason. I made YOU win.]

Connor selected Summon Soul. He marked Telekinesis to see again, just in case.

NAME: Connor TITLE: The Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 8

HP: 209 MP: 0 ATK: 22 DEF: 12

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

DRINK SOUL

SUMMON SOUL

CONNOR’S CROSSING

Connor could have let go, but he continued holding hands with Dizzy. Except now he just walked by her side instead of being led like a child through a crowded mall.

[All right. We know our way up. You ready to follow through the dark again?]

Connor grinned. “Oh, we don’t need to go through the Black Catacombs now.”

[Oh? How’s that?]

He mounted Xote and gave the donkey a pat. “You will be shocked at what these things can climb.”


CHAPTER 23
OUTSIDE THE SPIRE



HARD PASS

[I have to admit, this is pretty slick.]

“Once you get used to the fact that it moves where you think to go and basically has superglue feet, it’s like ‘how did I ever get around without him’.”

[Her.]

“I still think you named a boy donkey Daisy.”

They were hopping from one little outcropping to the next, their donkeys balancing precariously on handholds that would have made a veteran rock climber balk. Yet the donkeys treated them like a paved sidewalk.

There was, of course, the option of taking the switchback trails and bridges to the White Gobo spire. They could also have gone back and enlisted the help of the Gobo wind shamans either for another glider boost or for magic staffs to turn those Kawaiian Gliders into Kawaiian Fighter Jets.

But this was easy, fun, relaxing.

Xote and Daisy did all the work. Connor and Dizzy just rode.

Anachronism Interactive had patched out such wonderful bugs as standing on the edges of shadows and changes in color. But the remaining climbing functionality remained out of this world. It just required looking a little more carefully for a path upward.

[OK. I admit it. This was a good purchase.]

Connor gazed well ahead of them, which was to say, way up. “We should watch out for Uppup, in case he bears a grudge.”

[A grudge for what?] Dizzy asked. Connor could practically hear her sweet sarcasm. [Oh, you mean for trying to MURDER HIM. Why would ANYONE bear a grudge over that?]

“It’s hit or miss. If we’d killed him and he respawned, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t remember.”

[You did a lot of extracurricular killing last time, didn’t you?]

“My fair share. Maybe… MAYBE a couple other peoples’ shares, too.”

[There he is!] Dizzy declared.

Freezing just as he was preparing Xote for a jump, Connor hastily scanned the cliffs above.

“Where? I don’t see him!”

Dizzy was laughing as she took a healthy lead over him.

Connor scowled but couldn’t help admitting it was a decent prank. He redoubled his efforts, watching her every jump and following, closing ground as she paused to pick her next leap.

CLIFFS OF CLAVEN

Before they’d even reached the outcropping where they’d last seen the Kawaiian mountaineer, Uppup taunted them. “Looking for more trouble? This is MY mountain.”
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Connor winced at the biting pain, but it was of his own making. Uppup sailed off his perch a few dozen yards overhead. Connor’s Summon Soul created a writhing, sinuous beam of dull red tethering the mountaineer to him, tugging him inexorably toward the Blood Mage.

Midway through the lengthy flight, Dizzy caught the guy in a Withering Ruin.

Connor snapped off a quick Crack Soul, breaking his Summon Soul in the process.
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Wow was this guy sturdy! Anachronism Interactive must’ve gotten sick of people without 100 Coins fighting him for a free donkey or something.

But the mountaineer was no Gulgoo. Uppup didn’t have a glider stashed away, and he couldn’t fly on his own. Arcing through the air, he flailed ineffectually for lack of gravity and in wracking pain.

[That was much better.]

“Yeah.”

[Sad. No XP though.]

“Wait for it…”

“Wait… For… It…”

250 XP

“See?”

[That is one HALIBUT OF A LONG WAY down.]

“Same distance for us.”

[Felt quicker when we fell.]

“C’mon, let’s get up there.”

The pair continued. Onward. Upward. Diagonally around the Spire or Fate.

[We’re going to need a plan for when we get to the summit.]

“Can’t quite get to the summit on these,” Connor replied. “There’s an overhang. We’ll have to take a detour through Dragonoid territory.”

Dizzy stopped. Connor was forced to do likewise an outcropping back for lack of a near enough landing spot to go around her. [You sure about that? From last time, I REALLY got the impression that the Antaur rebels were the right way to get through the upper reaches of the spire.]

“I went through the Dragonoids and gained 3 levels in their arena.”

[Did you stop and level for a million years in the Walking Hills?]

“No. We didn’t⁠—”

[Or the Bone Moat?]

“Well, at the time we didn’t⁠—”

[Or what about completing all the class trials under the White Gobo village?]

“You know I didn’t.”

[I don’t ACTUALLY know.]

Connor crossed his arms. Xote wasn’t going anywhere either way. “Fine. Sell me on the alternative.”

[Cool loot.]

Connor scowled a moment. “I bought a fire immunity potion from the Dragonoids.”

[Just one?]

“Hey, we weren’t exactly a big happy family back then.”

[Fair enough. But I think we can beat the dragon, just the two of us. If that new immobilization thing works on the dragon, we’re golden.]

A shriek pierced the sky above. Overhead, a pair of wyverns wheeled.

“New problem.”

[We should hurry.] With that, Dizzy leaped ahead.

Not wanting to get separated, Connor kept close behind.

But when they advanced partway around the circumference of the spire and passed beneath one of the many waterfalls gushing out of the sides, a new sight emerged.

Precariously perched.

Beset.

Beleaguered.

The other four players clung to the mountainside above, supported by primitive climbing gear as they fought back against the aerial onslaught.

Because it wasn’t two wyverns up there harrying the party, it was only two of six that Connor and Dizzy had spotted.

Arrows and daggers flew. Musical notes lilted as if borne on a sine wave to smack into the wyverns with physical effect. Granite, the lone member of the remaining party with no ranged skills to speak of, guarded Mauly with his shield.

[You thinking we should help them?]

“I was wondering whether we’d get XP if we don’t.”

[Hey!] Legolad shouted from up high. [I see the traitors!]

[No one’s a traitor if they fight for the cause,] Mauly countered. [And if they’re thinking to sit there leeching XP instead of helping, I say we ALL die and let the wyverns tear them to pieces.]

Dizzy studied the flying beasts a moment. [We can take them.]

[GROW SOME BACKBONE!] Granite bellowed in all caps.

“Well, when he asks so nicely…” Connor said with an indifferent shrug.

He hopped Xote a little closer and Cracked Souled the nearest wyvern.
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+8

+5

That filled Connor’s health back up from using his Summon Soul earlier.

HP: 209/209

300 XP

[What the absolute ^%#@?] Granite exclaimed.

Legolad: [I loosened that one up for him.]

Dizzy contributed a Withering Ruin, and the stricken wyvern couldn’t support itself in flight. As it dropped like a dead chicken, Dizzy’s beam tracked it to max range, where the spell ended abruptly.

[Where the BLEEPITY BLEEP did you guys go?] Mauly demanded between blasts from a magical flute.

Dizzy’s wyvern hadn’t died, however, nor did it continue to plummet once freed from the wracking pain of her Heretic spell. It flapped leathery wings to rejoin the fight. Connor finished it off before it could get there.
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300 XP

“You guys should be having an easier time of this. Pretty sure Dizzy and I could take the six of them without you four.”

Dizzy: [But we’re being friendly. You’re welcome.]

The heretic cleric incapacitated another wyvern, and Connor Cracked its Soul on the way down.
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+8

+5

300 XP

Connor made a show of yawning in the aftermath.

The group up top managed to down one on their own. One of Jaden’s daggers landed the killing blow to a wyvern’s throat.

300 XP

But the wyverns were taking their toll, as well. At least on the others.

Claws slashed on a strafing pass by one of the wyverns. Legolad fell.

As the screaming ranger fell past, Connor felt a pang of sympathy.
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He grabbed Legolad by the soul. This, apparently, didn’t count as an attack, even if it immobilized both players.

Connor hauled the ranger back up to his side without any effort at all.

[He’s going to have to let you go,] Dizzy explained. [Hold on.]

She threw glows of healing magic toward the battered Legolad. She even spared a couple for Connor to replace the 12 points he’d taken.

+7

+7

Dizzy: [Aight. I’ll count it down. You grab hold of something. If you fall again, Connor’s got you, OK?] The ranger, paralyzed by friendly Blood Magic, couldn’t respond. Dizzy went ahead with her countdown anyway. [5… 4… 3… 2… 1!]

Connor released the spell. Legolad flailed in freefall but caught hold of one of Xote’s stirrups.

Legolad: [Thanks. That was close. You just saved me a ton of money on car insurance—I mean XP. Definitely XP.]

“Can you get your footing?” Connor asked. Xote, chill as a motherfucker, didn’t so much as wobble as another whole human clung to one side of him.

[I… I think so,] Legolad replied as he stretched out a tentative toe, trying to find a spot to disentangle himself from Connor’s mount. [Got it!] With perhaps more drama than the situation warranted, Legolad pinwheeled his arms before slamming a little pickaxe into the cliff wall.

300 XP

300 XP

The battle above was almost finished.

Connor decided to end the life of the final attacking wyvern.
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300 XP

[You guys really picked the hard way up,] Dizzy taunted as she danced through their ranks and past the other party.

Connor followed her every jump along the way. “Anyone who falls off or dies and respawns below, search around at the beginning of the Cliffs of Claven for a little Kawaiian mountaineer named Uppup.”

Three sets of angry eyes turned Mauly’s way.

[We met him], Jaden explained.

Granite: [None of us could afford the 100 Coins he was asking.]

“How? What did you spend it all on?”

Mauly put a fist up to her mouth in a throat-clearing gesture. [There were, as often happens, extenuating circumstances.]

Jaden: [It was a rat-fornicating SLOT MACHINE!]

Connor had never heard the assassin so angry. Well, most of it was body language, but if there was actual player-versus-player combat around here, Connor suspected that Mauly would be making that climb back up the mountain on her own.

Granite, for once, was the calm voice of reason. [Put in a coin, out comes a treasure. First one was pretty sweet. After that, the treasures got worse and worse, but we kept trying.]

[Like magic!] Legolad added.

Mauly: [Anyhoo. It severely depleted our funds before⁠—]

[Before any of the rest of us got anything,] Jaden cut in. [I am SO GLAD we can’t hear one another, because every time I even LOOK at that flute, I want to turn you into a stick puppet.]

Mauly must have realized that the implied threat was hopeless. She wagged a finger at the assassin. [Don’t threaten me with a good time.]

Connor didn’t need any brain-scanning junk to feel how close this all was to falling apart at the seams. But did he even still want to take over leadership of this rabble? He had Dizzy. She had him.

[Let’s hash this all out on solid footing,] Dizzy advised.

Granite: [Can someone at least explain why her eyes are awesome?] He pointed to the heretic.

Before she could answer for herself, Connor stepped in. “Because she’s a stone-cold hottie. If you want to know why they’re glowing, fiery, or purple, it’s because we did some cool stuff and got rewarded for it.”

Mauly rubbed her chin as she studied Dizzy’s new look. [I’d call it more violet.]

Legolad mimicked her pose. [Lilac. Definitely lilac.]

[No it’s not!] Mauly protested. [I might give you amethyst, but⁠—]

[Would you?] Legolad quickly replied. [I know nothing about colors. I was just throwing out shades of purple I’d heard of. But if you’re giving out gemstones to shut up, I can shut up and be a little rich.]

Dizzy bounded away. Connor was only too happy to follow.

The pair reached the earthen entrance back into the mountain, well ahead of the others.

[Your call,] she told him. [We can ditch now, while we’re out of line of sight. Or we can join back up with them.]

“I think we owe it to ourselves to see what loot they might have picked up along the way. Still got any of the useless crap from the Trial of Heroes?”

[Do I ever.]

“So, shall we relax a little while we wait?”

Dizzy’s equipment disappeared as she slunk just inside the mouth of the tunnel. She beckoned with one finger. [I’ve got something better in mind.]

Without needing any additional prompting, Connor shed his gear into his inventory and followed.

LABYRINTH OF LEGS


CHAPTER 24
BARGAIN HUNTING



By the time the others had arrived, Connor and Dizzy were acting like nothing had happened. Whatever temporal trickery the Anachronism Interactive people were using, however, when they eventually took Connor out of this fantasy realm, his real-life body was going to need an extensive shower and a fresh set of clothes.

Mauly wasted no time in attempting to reassert her authority over the group. [OK. I’ve been here before in my playthrough. It was something like Colony of Counterinsurgency or something equally cumbersome. However, it had a respawn point, and I think that’s job one.]

“No. I think our first order of business should be optimizing loot. I bet we’ve all come across stuff the others could put to better use. I know we sure have.”

Dangling the implication that at the very least, the other group would come away with new stuff, Legolad, Granite, and Jaden clustered around Connor.

Granite: [What’ve you got?]

Connor immediately pulled out the Holy Bastion. Granite was still wearing early zone armor, so this felt like a no-brainer. The knight held out a hand to inspect it.

Granite: [What do I need spellcasting for?]

“Just look at the DEF.”

[Oh.]

Legolad examined the armor for himself. [’Oh’ is right. That’s some DEF there, big guy. Maybe you’ll stop almost dying.]

“Got anything for me if I gave this to you?” Connor asked the knight.

Legolad butted in before an offer could even arrive. [I want one of those hats. The only hats I’ve found have 1 DEF and no effects and aren’t worth hiding my hair for. Those caps you’ve got are worth a trade. Can you take one off so I can examine it?]

Connor doffed his Hedonist’s Beret, but the gesture just put it into inventory, forcing him to take it back out again.

Legolad: [Neat! Could have used this in the starting zone. What do you want for it?]

This felt like selling used cars to a kid buying with his dad’s credit card. “What’ve you got?”

[We found this wizard in the Black Catacombs. We had a choice of one of these or an XPOT, and I figured we get XP just killing stuff, but loot is irreplaceable.] Legolad produced an ornate staff from his inventory. It was long, crystalline, and topped with a faceted claw resembling that of a dragon. The claw held nothing.

A quick inspection revealed its nature.

GRASPING DRAGON STAFF - 9 ATK - Your fire spells cost double and deal double damage.

“Hmm, not bad.”

Legolad’s perpetual grin widened. [When I saw it, you were the first one I thought of.]

Connor had gotten away from fire spells except for when needing area attacks. But heck, with another doubling, they’d deal more damage than his soul-based attack. Also, he’d get to see how the game dealt with multiple doubling effects. Would they fail to combine at all? Would the result but a tripling, more a ‘+100 percent’ than a ‘times two’? Or would it just actually double yet again for a net result of quadrupling?

RECEIVED: GRASPING DRAGON STAFF

He handed over the Hedonist’s Beret in return.

Did his overall stats go down in the exchange? Technically, yes. But did his combat effectiveness? Not at all. In fact, pending some testing, he would really crank out some fiery destruction.

[I was going to offer you a sword,] Granite explained, scratching at the back of his neck beneath the edge of his helmet. [But you just got a weapon.]

“Owe me,” Connor told the knight.

He handed over the Holy Bastion, relieving himself of the temptation to turn himself into one of those hope gamers who took risks with no idea of the potential reward. Dizzy was right. It was a bad play.

[THANKS!]

He approached Jaden.

Jaden: [I have nothing for you.]

“Do you have a better dagger than this?” Connor held out Venom Edge.

[I do not.]

Connor flipped it around to hold by the blade, then handed it to the assassin. “Consider it yours.”

Dizzy scowled silently.

Connor approached Mauly, but she put up a hand to forestall any offer. [What I want to know is where Dizzy got that new look.]

He grinned mirthlessly. “You guys stick with me to the end, and if we can’t beat the Mountain Lord without a little extra help, I’ll tell you where you can find a cool little bonus.”

[There’s a crypt in the Walking Hills,] Dizzy informed everyone. [Look around. You’ll find it. Talk to the ghost. Demand special treatment. Take the offer if tries to advise you against. Then you can be a monster like me and Connor.]

“What the HAY BALE!” Connor barked, employing Dizzy’s use of innocuous words, shouted to catharsis, in place of cursing.

[Let them. They’ll regret it. They’ll need to go way back to the bottom of the mountain to sign away their joy, their happiness, their hope for the future.]

Connor’s heart thudded into his feet.

Only Jaden didn’t appear put off by her warning. [I don’t plan on going back there. But if I do, I’ll consider the offer.]

Dizzy pointed. [Connor’s magic eats his own HP. My eyes see nothing but shades of shadow. By all means, trade away some aspect of your humanity to access some cool new skills.]

Legolad perked up. [Cool new skills, you say?]

Connor waved to get everyone’s attention. “How about we go looking for that respawn point, eh? If anyone wants to head back to the bottom, you can always jump. Mauly, lead the way.”

The bard gave him a long look before realizing that maybe distracting the party from Faustian bargains might not be a bad idea right about now.

Mauly: [Right-oh, then, chaps and chapettes. Follow me!]


CHAPTER 25
GO MARCHING



These were the tunnels Connor had avoided. His childhood experience with ants had left him with a lifelong aversion. There were only so many times you could find ants in your breakfast cereal or crawling over your bare feet without taking it personally.

And these were so much bigger.

Mauly led with confidence and ease that Connor couldn’t help but resent. Where did she get off taking this all in stride?

If Connor had built a personal house of horrors, he couldn’t have done better than Spire of Fate. Towering drops. Pitch darkness. Physical confrontation. Being submerged in water. To varying degrees, he feared them all. For most of his life, he’d overlooked them in video games. But now he was on the inside, without the protective safety of a TV or computer screen for protection. And now it was also ants.

The Antaur patrol brandished spears at them, but Mauly dropped to her knees, raised her arms straight overhead, and dangled her hands forward, twitching like antennae. Four other players followed suit without question or hesitation.

Dizzy: [Get down. Show respect.]

Respect ants? Connor bristled. These ants that walked on four legs while using their forelimbs like arms were just walking piles of XP. They were monsters. Same as the wyverns. Same as the zombies. Same as the Gobos and Kawaiians and the Mountain Lord’s mercenaries high above.

He could take them.

Deep down, Connor knew that to the core.

But he had five other players to consider. They had an agreement, a plan. This was all going accordingly except for him.

Grudgingly Connor knelt. He extended his arms high as they’d go and dipped his hands forward.

The pair of Antaur sentries waggled the antennae atop their heads. When they turned to depart back down the corridor, Mauly got up and followed them. The rest of the players, including Connor, followed Mauly.

As they wound their way through the tunnels, Dizzy fell to the back of the pack to join a sulking Connor. [Hey, I was just poking through my inventory and remembered these. You want ’em back.]

RECEIVED: SNAZZY PURPLE ROBES

“Thanks.”

[Yeah. My new armor’s way better, and you look like a tool dressing like a Gobo.]

Connor donned the Snazzy Purple Robes instantly, not caring that his in-game pseudo-girlfriend was now dressing him. If she dressed him up with minor spell-casting bonuses, he was there for it.

ANTAUR COLONY

That was Connor’s first indication that they were anywhere in particular. To him, it still looked like they were in a maze of tunnels chewed through the dirt by over-sized mandibles.

But then, after a short bend, the true colony appeared.

These Antaurs were builders, and what Connor had to presume to be their main chamber was nothing short of impressive. A cathedral of dirt and spit and insectoid manual labor, it rose at least five stories at the peak. Ramps and side tunnels and spires created a landscape out of a Dr. Seuss book—if Dr. Seuss had been really into creepy, human-sized ants.

In one corner of the chamber, a trickle of water poured into a wide basin that many Antaurs stopped by for a drink. Their guides led Mauly there, and she scooped water straight from the ant-trough into her mouth with two hands.

[Go on. Everyone drink,] Mauly ordered. To her Antaur buddies, she nodded. [Yeah. Just fine… Don’t worry. They will.]

One by one, the others drank from the communal water pit.

Connor was the last. He hesitated. The idea of hundreds, if not thousands, of Antaur limbs splashing in that water, of mandibles dipping into that pool, of insect backwash, of…

Dizzy elbowed him. [Yo. Tough guy. Take a sip. This place’ll make a lot more sense.]

It was just a game, right? No permadeath. No diseases. He couldn’t catch anything from these creatures. There wasn’t even any evidence that Anachronism Interactive had programmed in puking.

Connor dipped his hands. Wrinkling his nose in anticipation, he slurped. Tepid, gritty water went down with a rough swallow.

There. Now you can hear us. Yes?

“Um. OK. Yeah.” Connor took a step back. These ants were freakin’ telepaths? The words they spoke just echoed in his head. He supposed, given that this was a game, the presentation of echoic voices with no defined point of origin was no weirder than chat bubbles over players heads. But it FELT weirder.

[This is so DOPE,] Legolad exclaimed. [I’m like Spiderman! I can talk to bugs!]

Mauly snickered. [Next, you’ll be swinging from webs like Ant Man.]

[Enough nerd ^%#@,] Granite griped. [Let’s get what we came for: a way UP.]

[This whole game is NERD MANURE,] Dizzy clapped back. [Stow your comic-a-phobia.]

“Can you guys show us how to get to the Mountain Lord?” Connor demanded of the nearest of their two guides.

Our ways are secret. We will not reveal them to weaklings who may be captured and questioned.

“OK, then. Show us to your nearest quest of worthiness. What’ve you got? A dangerous fetch quest? Kill an enemy of your people? I bet you’ve got a gladiator arena to test us against your mightiest warriors.”

[CONNOR!] Mauly scolded. [We’ve got to respect their traditions.]

Connor was having none of this. “I’ll respect whatever hoop they’re making us jump through to get to the next stage.”

Mauly interposed herself, attempting to physically block the path between Connor and the ant who could speak telepathically. This wasn’t about the Antaurs. This was a power play. [Be. Nice. We need their help.]

“You think we need their help,” Connor countered. “I bet we could carve our way through here, massacre the Dragonoids above, and come out at the summit at, or near, max level. We can pick through their carcasses for loot along the way.”

This one is red, a new telepathic voice commented. I am Klk’lk, head soldier of the colony. You will each be tested against our best fighters.

Granite: [That’s more like it.]

[So, they’re talking to all our minds?] Jaden asked.

No. You smell pheromones that convey our ideas, Klk’lk explained.

Now that he mentioned it, Connor was picking up on some peculiar odors. He’d written them off without thinking. He didn’t want to know what all those scents meant. Now, he realized that rather than noxious goo or rotting food, he smelled nouns, verbs, and adjectives.

Or that’s what Anachronism Interactive wanted him to think. Connor had to keep reminding himself that this place wasn’t real, because the illusion was getting all too damned convincing at times.

“Told you it would be arena combat,” Connor mentioned as an aside to Dizzy, not that chat bubbles allowed for that kind of casual privacy.

[Yes, you’re very smart,] Mauly snarked without looking back. [Too bad you use that knowledge to be a dick to the rest of us.]

“Right. Like the time I told you the stream was the way to go, and you all followed the Pied Piper of Pandering instead. Or the time I sorted out the loot fiasco of this game to get people better equipped. Or the time I saved Legolad from falling to his death and losing, what, half a level of XP?”

[How about the time you made us run from glowing purple eyes in the dark? Kinda like Dizzy’s, huh? Oh, or what about the time you⁠—]

Granite: [ENOUGH! Connor’s the smart one. Mauly’s the players’ coach. If we want to come out on top, we need Connor in charge. And I don’t care if he wants to try that quest at the end to take over from the Mountain Lord. He’s not stronger than all four of us together.]

[Five,] Dizzy added. [And I have an ace up my sleeve for single combat.]

Klk’lk led them to a battleground that looked like a mud-and-dirt clone of the Dragonoids’ combat arena. Someone had used the same blueprint for both. However, instead of a bureaucrat officiating, this time a giant ant, bloated and imposing, presided at the arena’s edge, fawned over by drones.

A quick Examine confirmed his suspicion.

ANTAUR QUEEN - Insect. Monarch.

Dizzy leaned over to him. [I found irony last time here in reporting the bug that ants aren’t bugs. They didn’t change the creature type. Sad.]

The Antaur Queen’s pheromones were louder to the point where they hurt the inside of Connor’s head to hear. Something in the synesthesia effect was clearly wrong. His nose should sting, right?

Humans. You seek my blessing to use our secrets against the Mountain Lord. To earn the right, you must defeat six opponents.

Connor nodded along. “One for each of us. Standard.”

No! The queen reeked at them. Any among you may try, but one must prevail against six. Six foes. Six single combats. One champion to take with them my trust and blessing.

Jaden: [Connor, obviously. He’s got some kind of magical death machine build.]

Legolad: [Seconded.]

Granite: [Fine by me. Let’s see what he’s really got.]

[FUDGE THAT,] Dizzy snapped. [I’ve got this.]

Connor shrugged. “I’m fine with Dizzy as our champion.”

Mauly: [I feel like flinging my own stylish chapeau into the ring at this point would be an exercise in vanity. Count me as willing, but I give my support to whomever we nominate.]

“Dizzy,” Connor told the Antaur Queen. “She’s our champion.”

Should the one known as Dizzy fail, you may⁠—

“Nope,” Connor cut off the monarch. “She’s got this.”

Dizzy nodded her appreciation for the confidence.

Connor’s Quest Journal Flashed.

PRESENT THE SPEAR OF KLK’LK TO QUEEN TSK’TK: 0/1

Oh, look, another copycat quest from the Dragonoid zone.

Today, we have a human who seeks to prove its worth. Dizzy the Forsaken will face six of our own in mortal combat. May the winner present me the weapon of their vanquished opponent.

Dizzy wasted no time in dispatching the first Antaur Gladiator.

2,000 XP

Nor the second.

2,000 XP

Withering Ruin was ruining a lot of ants today. They just had no counter, and they lacked the wherewithal to outlast Dizzy’s MP total.

The third opponent, like its two Antaur Gladiator predecessors, was unable to move as it died in agony. This one, however, lasted a little longer.

2,000 XP

The fourth died in similar fashion.

2,000 XP

When Dizzy matched against the fifth, she was huffing for breath by the time it died.

2,500 XP

Legolad: [By my math, you’ve got one more. YOU’VE GOT THIS! WOOOOOO!]

Klk’lk, the head soldier of the colony, took center stage in the arena. A telepathic scent cacophony, like a beer vendor crashing through a mall perfume counter, filled the air.

Mauly wrinkled her nose: [It’s like someone opened a food truck inside a Yankee Candle in here.]

Legolad paused his hooting cheers: [I’d have said it was like someone microwaving a fish sandwich on a beach at low tide.]

Out in the arena, Dizzy unleashed her signature Withering Ruin on the Antaur. Klk’lk chittered madly as he attempted to advance through the searing pain. He held out longer than his predecessors.

Far longer.

Dizzy broke off, dropping her hands to her knees to stay upright as she attempted to regain her breath.

Klk’lk advanced, spear poised to strike.

Dizzy wielded her Wand of the Magus. With a flick of her wrist, a little mote of arcane energy whipped into Klk’lk’s chest.

The Antaur champion keeled over.

4,000 XP

Connor was now up to…

XP: 16,550/128,000

Dizzy advanced toward the corpse.

“DON’T LOOT IT!”

The other players were already hopping down into the arena to collect their identical copies of Klk’lk’s spear for the quest.

Dizzy interposed herself between the dead Antaur and the onrushing allies but wanted answers: [Why the HOT PLACE not?]

“Trust me. Abandon the quest. Talk to the queen again.”

Mauly: [But we already won. SHE won. Why press our luck?]

“It’s not luck. It’s math. Dizzy beats the first five easily, then the last one she needs to attack with a wand a little to finish off. It’ll work every time.”

[You’ve never even been here,] Mauly argued. [You admitted that.]

“This works exactly like the Dragonoid version. They barely changed the wording on the quest.”

Dizzy: [I see what you’re planning. But I’m not going through that enough times to level up.]

Legolad: [It looks like you’re in pain. Does using that spell hurt that much?] He turned to the others. [We can’t ask her to endure that over and over.]

[Yeah,] Dizzy replied. [Something like that.]

“I’ll do it,” Connor volunteered.

Dizzy wasted no time exiting the arena. [Fine with me.]

Mauly clapped her hands. [All right, people. Abandon quest. Connor’s going to show off for us.]

Connor dumped his version of the quest as well. Once the others were clear of the arena floor, he stood before the grotesque, bloated Antaur Queen. “I’ll face your test.”

Today, we have a human who seeks to prove its worth. Connor the Unhallowed will face six of our own in mortal combat. May the winner present me the weapon of their vanquished opponent.

The first Antaur barely made it into the arena. Connor Cracked its Soul. Frankly, he was a little surprised these ants had them.

118

+8

+5

2,000 XP

The next one, Connor tried a Fire Burst.

132

+5

2,000 XP

He really didn’t care about the healing right now. The next Antaur came out, and his dispatched it was a casual flick of his staff and another Fire Burst.

132

+5

2,000 XP

Just for variety, he dropped a Fireball on the next Antaur Gladiator.

132

+5

2,000 XP

This was when they were supposed to be getting harder. At least based on the XP they’d gotten and Dizzy’s level of effort. Connor casually Fire Bursted it.

132

+5

2,500 XP

Legolad commented from the stands: [I want to try next.]

Mauly: [You’d die.]

Connor appreciated the vote of confidence.

Klk’lk entered the arena. It brandished a nasty-looking spear.

Unlike Dizzy, Connor wasn’t incapacitating his opponents, merely blasting them before they got an attack off.

132

But Klk’lk had more HP than that. And he was fast. Terrifyingly fast.

17

“Ow!” Connor griped. Peeved, he used Crack Soul.

118

+8

+5

The best the Antaurs had to offer fell at his feet.

4,000 XP

Dizzy: [You OK? That one looked like it hurt.]

Connor hadn’t even been watching his HP total.

HP: 205/209

He waved off her concern. “Nah. I’m still over two hundred.”

A chorus of incredulous speech bubbles popped up all over the place, overlapping and partially blocking one another.

[TWO HUNDRED??] [HOW IS THAT POSSIBLE?]

[YOU’RE ^%#@ING KIDDING ME, RIGHT? TELL ME YOU’RE ^%#@ING JOKING!]

Dizzy waited a moment for the clutter to clear: [Told you. He knows how to break a game. You don’t even want to KNOW the damage his putting out.]

Granite: [I hit most stuff for mid-twenties. What kind of damage are we talking?]

Legolad chimed in instantly. [Oh. I ignore armor and hit for… um… I think it’s 43 now.]

Jaden: [I can top that for an opener if I strike from shadows.]

Mauly: [I’m more about support than raw damage.]

Dizzy smirked. [Well, with these eyes, I could see that Klk’lk had 240 HP. If you guys want a piece of Connor in the end game, I’m the only one who stands a chance against him. Remember that.]

Connor met her eye. Though it was impossible to read, he imagined that he saw there that she was making him an offer.

Together or not at all…

Connor cleared the Quest Journal entry for this event.

He stood before the Antaur Queen once more. But he was looking back at Dizzy when he announced, “I’ll face your test.”


CHAPTER 26
NEW ENEMIES



XP: 4,550/256,000

Connor and Dizzy had both leveled on the previous gladiator, much to everyone else’s consternation.

“Gonna take five. If anyone ELSE wants a crack at this event, you’re welcome to it. I need to pick skills.”

Dizzy: [Same here. Anyone who wants to gripe can shut up or step up.]

Connor hoped he could hide his glee at the prospect of new skills.

[^%#@ with that,] Granite grumbled. He quaffed something, and the level-up swirl surrounded him, too. The others all joined in. Soon everyone was busily selecting their next skills.

Connor had hoped to be farther ahead than this. But he still had 3 XPOTs in reserve to pull ahead at the last minute. And he was sure that his gear and skill combo was working the best out of anyone here.

FLY - 30 MP - Gain the ability to fly. Ends if you attack or cast another spell.

OK. As far as utility spells, that one was a cut above the rest. This game was all about vertical advancement. Even though he was stuck indoors, he never needed to remain stuck here if it came down to venturing on his own. No matter how slow or cumbersome, Connor was confident that this would be a surefire way up the spire.

WARLOCK - Double your ATK for the purposes of adding to spells.

Wow. Another total winner. He was already in trouble.

TELEKINESIS - 10 MP - Move objects from afar. Max weight is 20 lbs per level. Lasts until concentration broken.

This was his holdover. Lifting himself off the ground with Fly sounded a whole lot more useful than lifting medium-weight objects.

BLOOD SIPHON - 0 MP - Drain HP from an enemy equal to 2x your level. Continues to drain until you take another action.

Sounded a little slow, but a great HP refill if he could find a way to either boost the damage or keep a foe from getting to him. Could actually be great trading off with Dizzy. She could hold something at bay while they both damaged it and he healed. It’d have been GREAT if not for the fact practically none of Connor’s spells cost him MP.

Fly was a backup plan. It was a way to recover from a bad decision, a loss, a failure to beat the game head on. Connor wasn’t about mitigating failure. That was how his companions probably all ended up with totally mid builds while he was cracking souls and raking XP.

More damage. He craved it. He needed it. If and when this game gave the opportunity to turn into the new Mountain Lord like last time, he wanted to be one-shotting people.

Connor spared the quickest, most fleeting glance toward Dizzy.

She was the one who could stop him. Connor had to believe that if worst came to worst, he could take on the other four solo. He had no plan to get around Withering Ruin. Against her alone, he might take the damage and finish her off once she ran out of MP. Any single one of the rest of them wrecked that plan.

One-shot.

Like Batman, he needed a plan to take out his allies. Unlike Batman, he had every intention of using those contingencies.

He went with Warlock.

Connor wanted to bank Fly for just in case, but at the last minute, he banked the team-focused Blood Siphon instead.

NAME: Connor TITLE: The Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 9

HP: 254 MP: 0 ATK: 20 DEF: 12

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

DRINK SOUL

SUMMON SOUL

WARLOCK

Aside from the lack of DEF, he felt stronger than he ever had as a knight. And there was still a level to go.

Once he’d finished his ritual of selection and updates and admiring his new, bigger, better stats, Connor found he was still waiting for everyone but Dizzy.

She tilted her head toward the arena exit. Connor chuckled silently.

No. They would not run off and ditch the Antaurs and party alike. If nothing else, these guys were offering passage straight up to the surface.

[DONE!] Legolad announced proudly. [I think I can shoot around corners now. It was a little vague.]

Granite: [Yeah. I’m good to go. Not sure I liked my options.]

Mauly: [Well, I for one am completely satisfied. Not that I’m going to share. Because I guess that’s not a thing we DO around here. But my new skill is both fun AND GLORIOUS. You’d envy me if you knew what it was.]

Jaden gave a simple nod to show that he was ready to advance as well.

RECEIVED: KLK’LK’S SPEAR

The others all came down and looted Klk’lk as well.

Only Legolad balked. [But what about leveling more? Couldn’t we go all the way to Level 10 this way?]

It was possibly the most astute observation he’d heard out of the ranger. Connor had certainly spent far longer in the Dragonoid arena, mind shut off and Charging like a madman until the guys stopped giving XP. This time, however, there seemed to be a unanimous sentiment against such tedium.

Mauly: [Not unless we stumble across a deck of cards or copy of Settlers of Catan around here somewhere. Watching Connor execute hapless Antaurs is duller than a butter knife trying to cut cheese.]

Granite: [What’s cheese got to do with it?]

Appearing peeved at the interruption, Mauly whirled on her knight friend. [Haven’t you ever tried to cut cheese with a butter knife before?]

Legolad: [It comes in slices.]

Connor ignored the hipster versus Kraft singles debate shaping up behind him and headed over to the Antaur Queen with his prize.

PRESENT THE SPEAR OF KLK’LK TO QUEEN TSK’TK: COMPLETE

You are mighty, human. I will show you our secret way to the surface. Go. With our blessing and our gifts.

RECEIVED: ANTAUR MAP

RECEIVED: XPOT

RECEIVED: CLIMBING SPIDER (no name)

Connor grinned. This must have been where the others all acquired those spider mounts last time around.

He turned to Dizzy as she was receiving her gifts. “Hey, where’d you guys all get those spider scepters? Do we need to⁠—”

[NO!] Mauly and Granite both shouted at once.

[What’s wrong with the scepters?] Dizzy asked, cocking her head. [They’re harmless. If the festival games are happening on the lower level, we can win the Spitting Game and get ours.]

Mauly: [Harmless? HARMLESS? They almost cost us everything last time. Those little zippity-zappers are one of the few items that can affect a fellow player.]

“What do they actually DO?” Connor asked. He was on the outside of an inside joke and didn’t care for the view.

[It does 1 point of electrical damage. Short range. Like an electric eel spitting. And that’s the game. You play a shooting gallery sort of thing, spitting jelly at targets. You need to score a seven or better to earn a scepter.]

Mauly shuddered. [We all earned them. I can still taste that jelly just thinking about it. And once we got them, our monk noticed they worked on players. After that, it was an endless string of 1 damage pranks. Someone turns their back on at least two people, one of them was bound to zap them and try to pass off the blame to the other. We had graveyard runs from going into battle at half health due to those little toys. I refuse to be a party to proliferating them.]

“Well, we all have maps now,” Connor stated as the last of the party got their thanks for the Antaur Queen. “If anyone wants to go play spitting games for fun and annoying prizes, feel free to catch up later.”

Legolad: [Really?]

Without another word or proper warning, the range shot off into the Antaur city at a sprint.

Mauly watched him go. [I did NOT see that coming.]

Connor shook his head. “I wish I could be surprised. Come on. I wasn’t wrong about him being able to catch up. Let’s get up topside and see what the Mountain Lord’s got in store for us this time.”

Taking the lead, Connor referenced his Antaur Map to find it marked in perfect alignment to his minimap. And once he’d looked at it, the corresponding info updated on that minimap.

[Hold up.] Dizzy had grabbed Connor by the arm. [Two things.]

[Poop on a stick,] Mauly said. [She’s right. We never got the respawn point here.]

[That’s one,] Dizzy admitted after the bard had stolen much of her thunder. [But we also all just leveled, so… risky stuff isn’t so risky. ESPECIALLY with a nearby graveyard to respawn from.]

Mauly: [Don’t tell me you want to go raiding the Dragonoids…]

Dizzy’s grin was pure evil. [Why go that far? We’ve got a whole city of XP right here.]

The five of them all paused. Various mathematics and moral calculus went on behind slack faces and searching eyes.

Granite: [We shouldn’t.]

Jaden: [We could.]

Mauly: [It would be wrong. We drank their water. We can smell their thoughts.]

And we can see your words, the Antaur Queen imparted. You are no longer welcome here. Guards! Destroy the intruders!

Granite drew his sword and pulled out a shield. [^%#@ING ^%#@$&^!]

Mauly whipped out a flute. [Looks like this is no longer a theoretical exercise. Everyone, stick together.]

“Granite, you know the way to the respawn point?” Connor asked. He had his Grasping Dragon Staff at the ready.

Granite: [Unless they moved it. Yeah.]

“Head there. Slow and steady. We’ll lock in our respawn and exterminate these pests.”

Mauly: [They. Are. Nice. People.]

Jaden: [Do we go find Legolad?]

“No,” Connor replied almost by reflex. “He chose to wander off. My joke was pretty obvious to anyone not willfully screwing around.”

Dizzy: [We can say SCREWING? Excellent!]

Granite forged a path through parts of Connor’s minimap as yet unexplored.

Connor cleared that path of anything with more than two legs.

As it turned out, with his Fireball spell now dealing a whopping 188 over an area, nothing was getting close to the party. Antaur soldiers, gladiators, and civilians alike perished in flames.

1,500 XP here.

800 XP there.

Soon, it started turning into real experience.

By the time the party reached the respawn point, they’d all gained 27,500 XP and looted 477 Coins.

MEMORIAL BARROW

The resting place of deceased Antaurs was nothing fancy. A line of mounds ended in an open pit with numerous carcasses awaiting company before the dirt would be packed atop them and a new pit dug.

When no one else was looking, Dizzy pantomimed a drinkey-drinkey gesture with thumb and pinkie finger.

Connor shook his head. They were raking in XP here. If there was a level after 10 this time, he planned to be ready for it. Rolling her fiery eyes—a gesture which inexplicably still worked—Dizzy let the matter drop. They both saved their XPOTs.

Mauly: [We really should get Jaden. He didn’t sign up for soloing his way through a hostile Antaur city.]

Connor shook his head and headed out, intent on the arena. “He’s probably either dead or fine.”

ANTAUR COLONY

[He’s a kid,] Mauly countered. [Probably one of the devs’ kid brother or something. We should look out for him.]

“He’s an idiot, and I’m not putting five people in danger looking for one.”

Mauly spread her arms in exasperation. [What danger? To you? To Dizzy? I’m pretty sure even Jaden is holding back and could get out of here on his own JUST fine. But me, Granite, and Legolad didn’t get lucky or cheaty and break the game. We need each other. Legolad needs YOU.]

Connor folded his arms with his staff sticking through them. “Really? What, was your Level 9 skill, the Picard Guilt Speech?”

This was a line in the sand, and Mauly kicked it to smithereens as she crossed. [I’m going back for him. Do whatever you want.]

Granite: [Sorry, Connor. Can’t back you on this one. I’m going after Legolad, too.]

“Great,” Connor told them. “Good luck. Meet you up on the surface if you succeed.”

[It would be easier if you helped,] Mauly pointed out.

“A hero dies a thousand deaths. A winner plays the game smart.”

Jaden: [I’m with you guys. Let’s go.]

Connor gave the assassin a respectful nod and headed out.

Mauly and Granite went their way. Down.

Dizzy: [Where are we headed? The map shows the secret route this way.]

“Two problems with that. First off, this is a hive mind probably; I bet they’re using a million scents we can’t even detect to organize and plan. They’ll be ready for us there. Second, if there is anything in this whole miserable ant farm that’s worth looting, I bet that Antaur Queen has it.”

Jaden grinned and pulled up his mask. [This… THIS is why I stuck with you two. I’m tired of the singing, the puns, the lame attempts at corporate team-building. Let’s kill some stuff, loot it, and get powerful.]

When Jaden took point, Dizzy fell back and resorted to good old charades to talk behind the assassin’s back.

She let her tongue loll, tucked her hands in front of her like paws, pointed to Jaden, then laughed silently and wrapped one of his arms in a quick hug.

Connor caught on.

They were taking their relationship to the next level. They’d gotten a pet.


CHAPTER 27
REGICIDE PRACTICE



The path to the arena was clear and easy. With scents calling out as words to the Antaurs, Connor wondered what the smoldering corpses of their military, and anyone else who got in the party’s way, told them.

Get out of the way?

Avenge us?

More than likely, Connor discovered, that answer was…

Protect the Queen!

A host of Antaur soldiers and gladiators arrayed themselves between Connor, Dizzy, and Jaden and the Antaur Queen, who hadn’t budged from her spot since handing over quest rewards.

188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188 188

Connor lost track, lost count, barely registered the +5s that popped up everywhere as his Fireballs consumed the fodder that gladly died for their insectoid ruler. And Connor was just as happy to kill them.

10,200 XP

Jaden shook his head in awe at the carnage. [And to think, I didn’t pick Wizard because I thought the class looked totally mid.]

Dizzy nodded. [Pretty sure my boy Connor gave Wizard the blow-up glow-up it needed. Doubt any basic bookworm would dish straight fire like he does.]

They wandered through the steaming, cracking carapaces of the queen’s defenders without further resistance. Then, they stood once more before the ruler of this Antaur Colony.

You humans. Such fools. I can create more soldiers and workers. You are alone. And you will SeRvE MeEeEeEeEeeeee.

The colony wavered and swam in Connor’s vision. He clutched the sides of his head. A Bath and Body Works of smells assailed and overwhelmed him.

DuTy…

LoYaLtY…

YoUr LiFe MeAnS nOtHiNg..

ObEdIeNcE iS yOuR oNlY⁠—

The Antaur Queen’s smellgasborg cut off abruptly. A blacklight beam of Withering Ruin bored into the flesh through a freshly bored hole in her thorax.

Connor didn’t question his luck or how Dizzy had managed to break free of the mind control. He simply unloaded with everything he had.

His Fire Burst hit just as hard as a Fireball but felt more personal.

188

Antennae the size of utility poles flailed. Exoskeletal limbs twitched. Connor kept up his assault while Dizzy restrained the beast.

188

Unseen for a moment, Jaden reappeared atop the creature’s back, slamming daggers into the upper thorax of the Antaur Queen. Meanwhile, Connor wished Dizzy had given a heads up on just how many HP this thing had. Another Fire Burst crashed in like a rocket-propelled grenade.

188

Jaden kept skewering the immobile insect.

Dizzy melted an ever-putrefying hole in it.

Connor tossed one final Fire Burst.

188

+5

20,000 XP

Jaden threw back his head in a silent cackle.

Connor marched across the arena, prepared to loot.

XP: 62,250/256,000

If the developers didn’t want Connor and players like him to murder everything in their path, the simplest solution would be to deny them XP and loot for doing so. This was, in effect, their fault for setting the assumption that murder would be rewarded, then continually validating those actions.

For a bunch of neuroscientists, they had to realize the perverse incentive at work.

The pile of coinage implied that, perhaps, THIS one hadn’t been intended as a gimme.

Without even really looking, Connor dug his hands into the ghostly, floating representations of money and goods left where the corpse vanished.

RECEIVED: 2,278 Coins

RECEIVED: XPOT (6X)

RECEIVED: ANT MEDALLION

RECEIVED: CLOAK OF THE COLONY

RECEIVED: POTION OF TELEKINESIS (2X)

RECEIVED: UNSIGNED TREATY PROPOSAL

[See?] Jaden spread his arms post-looting. [This… THIS is why Mauly never gets anything done. She accepts premises. She obeys the ‘keep off the grass’ signs. YOU get ^%#@ DONE!]

“Hey. If you don’t try to kill stuff, you never know what it drops for loot.”

[Shame we’re about to max out on level. These XPOTs would have been great a couple levels ago.]

Jaden: [No point wasting them.] He quaffed one after another until the golden, swirly gong-ring signaled his ascent to Level 10.

Dizzy clapped formally, and Connor joined in.

Jaden: [Uh, guys…]

“What? You get something awesome at Level 10?”

[Haven’t even looked at. But there’s not a cap at 10 anymore.]

Connor and Dizzy exchanged a look of pure avarice.

“We should save them until⁠—”

[Until doomsday?] Dizzy snapped. [You can take your time value of XP meme and SHOVE IT UP YOUR BURRITO EXIT! I’m leveling. That’s a level and a half we all just looted.]

Jaden nodded. [We should skip the Dragonoids if we can. Head straight for the end.]

Connor examined his Unsigned Treaty Proposal.

The page smelled strangely, and he could understand the scratch’n’sniff message easily.

The Antaurs wanted peace with the Mountain Lord. They were willing to do all his tunneling and mining in exchange for the removal of the Dragonoids from the spire.

Connor was no political scientist. But that sounded a lot like a war between three sides brewing, with a lot of potential for betrayal, conspiracy, and opportunity.

Just in case, he also examined his other loot.

ANT MEDALLION - Designates the bearer an official representative of the Antaur people.

CLOAK OF THE COLONY - Allows the wearer to return to the Antaur Colony (single use).

“There seems to be some kind of quest we missed out on to turn the Mountain Lord against his Dragonoid minions.”

Dizzy looked up from her leveling choices after a quick jolt to Level 10 of her own. [Yeah. Whoops. Sorry. In case of broken glass, put hammer back. Too late now.]

“Maybe. Maybe not. We could still deliver the message.”

[Why?] Jaden asked.

Wheels turned in Connor’s head. Why, indeed? They’d already gotten the presumptive reward of more XPOTs. They’d probably accidentally duplicated them by looting instead of being given one apiece for a whole party. “OK. Fair question. Hear me out. We’re drinking a million monsters worth of XP.”

Dizzy laughed, and Connor wished he could hear it. [Real Monster Energy Drinks!]

Connor and Jaden both joined her laughter at that observation.

“No, but think about it. If we don’t need the XP, and a lot of stuff is unlikely to drop loot, we can use fake documents to get an audience with the Mountain Lord. Skip the line. Go straight to the man in charge.”

[Think that’ll work, Mr. Machiavelli?]

“I have no reason to think it couldn’t work. And it sounds like it’s worth a try.”

Dizzy made the drinky-drink gesture at him. [Level up, big guy. If we’re hunting end bosses, we need our primary damage dealer at his best.]

Acceding to the point, Connor opened his inventory and began chugging XPOTs.

64,000 XP

XP: 126,250/256,000

64,000 XP

XP: 190,250/256,000

64,000 XP

XP: 254,250/256,000

“Grr, I’m less than 2,000 XP short of leveling. If we can just run out and⁠—”

[Quit being a baby and DRINK!] Dizzy barked at him. He could tell her frustration by the clenched fists even without a hint of sound.

Connor surrendered immediately. “Fine. Fine. Look. I’m drinking…”

64,000 XP

XP: 62,250/512,000

The ding. The swirl of light. The sensation of peace deep in his soul, like getting a full-body massage in a hot tub while he had a nice buzz on.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

35 HP

15 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

“Um, did anyone else get ‘the Queen Slayer’ as a title?”

Jaden: [Huh. Yeah]

Dizzy: [Me too. But just pick skills. You take forever as it is. Quit worrying about useless titles.]

Obliging her, Connor checked his skill options for Level 10, mind still unmoored from discovering that there would be more levels even beyond.

SLOW TIME - 50 MP - Slow time to a crawl. You may act normally. Duration depends on frame of reference.

Connor got a snicker out of that. Someone had a little fun writing the description on the spell, even if it wasn’t the most helpful information as to how long he could expect to act or how slow time would appear. Also, 50 MP sounded a lot like 50 HP, which would hurt like hell when he used it. Sure, he had the HP to spare, pretty much for this exact purpose, but pain was a real factor in this game.

TELEPATHY - 15 MP - Link your mind to that of another for direct communication. Lasts until a new partner is chosen or until another effect requires mental focus.

That sounded useful as hell. A clear frontrunner.

Then came two Blood Magic options on their bone backgrounds in his UI.

LINK HEALTH - Share a combined HP pool with another participant. Damage to either one subtracts from the shared pool. Lasts until you both die.

BLOOD SIPHON - 0 MP - Drain HP from an enemy equal to 2x your level. Continues to drain until you take another action.

OK, Link Health sounded like a suicide pact with a boss. Not Connor’s cup of tea. Not at all.

Slow Time was probably objectively busted. He had to try it. Telepathy went on the back burner for now, especially since he had another level coming unless XPOTs suddenly stopped working.

“OK,” Connor told them. “One level down, one to go.”

[WHAT?!] both exclaimed.

“Dizzy knows. I’ve been saving mine up pretty much all game.”

Jaden shook his head. [This guy… I’m so sorry I didn’t side with you from the outset.]

Connor popped a cork and took a shot of XP.

128,000 XP

XP: 190,250/512,000

And another.

128,000 XP

XP: 318,250/512,000

Another…

128,000 XP

XP: 446,250/512,000

Aaaaand one more…

128,000 XP

XP: 62,250/1,024,000

Ding-swirl-gloating ensued. Connor smirked as he watched the UI message pop up.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

40 HP

20 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

[Unbelievable.]

Dizzy pointed. [See what I have to put up with?]

Connor ignored the jealousy, both real and feigned, as he dipped his toes back into the realm of skills and character building.

TELEPATHY - 15 MP - Link your mind to that of another for direct communication. Lasts until a new partner is chosen or until another effect requires mental focus.

LIGHTNING STORM - 25 MP - Lighting crackles through any number of targets as you direct it, dealing damage equal to 6X your level.

Sounded cool. He had damage covered. Only soulless, fire-invulnerable foes would pose a real threat to him.

SHIELD OF INVULNERABILITY - 20 MP - Increase your DEF by 2X your ATK. Lasts until replaced by another defensive spell.

Basically, this was plate armor without the looting. That Holy Bastion he’d given over to Granite had nothing over this spell.

Frankly, Connor was wondering just how bad at the game their last wizard had been. Because unless the class had gotten a significant boost, even the non-Blood Magic options should have made her a lot more formidable.

The answer came readily enough.

Damage spells. A whole junk drawer of differing damage options, none of which build on one another.

And, of course, Blood Magic attempted once more to tempt him.

STORE SOUL - 5 souls - Create a gemstone that houses your soul. Upon death, you can expend the gem to respawn at your point of demise.

Storing his soul sounded both thematic and pessimistic. Shield of Invulnerability was the clear choice.

Yet Connor picked Telepathy instead. Shield of Invulnerability could wait for next level, if he ever saw it.

He heaved a sigh. “There. Good to go.”

[Do you, like, even need us anymore?] Dizzy asked, arms folded.

Connor winced as 15 damage extracted its toll for attempting Telepathy.

“Testing, testing one, two… Dizzy, can you hear me? It’s Connor.”

[Holy hell!] her disembodied voice came back. [I know that voice.]

Connor recognized hers as well. “Bella?”

[How are you doing this, Arnold?]

“Telepathy spell. It also sounds like it’s circumventing the game’s censoring.”

[Can anyone else hear us?]

“Considering all the other bugs in this game, I can’t rule it out. But I don’t think so. Just to be sure, let’s use this PVP spell I picked up and murder Jaden.”

They both watched the assassin.

Jaden: [What? Why you looking at me like that?]

“Nothing,” Connor told him. “Dizzy’s right. Let’s get going. Maybe killing the queen threw the rest of this place into chaos. Maybe we have to host another barbecue.”

Connor took the lead. Dizzy and Jaden followed.

[Oh, we’re going to have some fun with this.]


CHAPTER 28
DRAGON RULES



Any Antaurs that spotted the three Queen Slayers fled immediately. Sensitive to smells, the odor of their monarch’s demise must have alerted the soldiers and workers that these humans were death incarnate.

REBEL PATH

“Well, nice of them to mark it so clearly on the map,” Connor commented wryly.

The path was mostly vertical. It spiraled up like cavatappi noodles. If Connor’s legs were flesh and blood, they’d have been burning with lactic acid buildup by the time they reached the top.

DRAGONOID MINES

Connor rolled aside a disused mine cart, uncooperative for being derailed at the moment. Its absence revealed the tunnel from the far side.

“What are you two doing here?” a Dragonoid sentry demanded.

Connor blinked his surprise. He hadn’t expected to be caught immediately. Just behind him, Dizzy appeared nonplussed.

[We can take these guys. Don’t let them bully you.]

It was just slightly hard to take Dizzy seriously now. In text, she was a badass. The glowing purple eyes. The beams that melted people. But Bella was just a college kid—OK, kid was pushing it, since she was probably only a couple years younger than Arnold—but that wasn’t helping his confidence any, either.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d thought of himself as Arnold. He’d been Connor. Connor the Unhallowed. Connor the Knight. Connor the Wizard. Now Connor the Queen Slayer. But always Connor. JUST Connor.

Connor slew whatever crossed his path. Inspired fear. Got the girl.

None of that sounded like Arnold. Arnold got fired. Inspired pity. Spent the holidays by himself.

Connor showed empty hands, hoping to talk his way through this place. “Look. I’ve got business with the Mountain Lord, and I’d rather⁠—”

The conversation ended abruptly when the third, unnoticed member of their group appeared on the other end of a dagger that came out the front of the sentry’s throat.

Jaden: [Hi. Thanks for the distraction.]

“No XP.”

Dizzy nodded. [Yeah. Bummer. We should blow through here. Unless we want to clear the place.]

Connor blew off the suggestion. [Nah. A whole lotta zeroes still add up to zero.]

Jaden appeared unconvinced. [What about the boss of the place? The counterpart to the queen?]

“He wasn’t worth nearly as much. I think his role is more administrative than being the absolute ruler and progenitor of everyone.”

[What about loot?] Dizzy asked. [Anything worth detouring for?]

Connor had already been heading toward the lifts that he knew would take them to the surface whether the Dragonoids cooperated or died. He pulled up short. “Good point. I did get a Skill Pot out of him. Gained a skill without a level.”

[That’s probably worth more than all the XP in this whole place,] Jaden pointed out.

[Quit dicking around and lead. Without XPOTs, I doubt I’ll level again before we kill the Mountain Lord.]

Connor shrugged and changed course. “Of course, we can at least check. And we should grab the respawn point here, too. It’s closer. Also, let me talk to the next guy we find. This place is more of a bureaucracy than a hive mind.”

Jaden: [Fine.]

WARRENS OF WAR

It wasn’t long before they got stopped again. Just two tunnels over, a two-Dragonoid patrol confronted them. “Halt. Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

Connor approached at the fore of the group. “It’s all right. I know we’re outsiders, but I have business with Taskmaster D’Veez.”

The patrol Dragonoids froze momentarily. Then one spoke. “What business?”

Connor scowled and had the satisfaction of seeing the sentries cower slightly. “I said I had business with the taskmaster, not YOU. Either escort us there or get out of our way. I know where to find him.”

“We’ll show you the⁠—”

“I don’t NEED an escort. Take a social cue. Begone!” Connor swept an imperious hand, and the pair scattered. He called after the, “And send word ahead so we don’t have trouble along the way.”

[Wow. That was kind of dickish.]

“More dickish than letting them all die for trying to stop us?”

[Point taken. Still, just FYI, not a good look on you.]

They made their way through the Dragonoid city, reptilian eyes watching them all the way. Wary. Hate-filled. Numerous.

But once inside Taskmaster D’Veez’s office, things quieted down.

“I’m sure you must know I’m busy, but my underlings inform me that you have business and murdered one of my sentries in the mines. I’d like to conclude whatever business we might have with the least impact to my workforce.”

[This guy is majorly self-aware.]

“Yeah. Most reasonable bastard in the whole spire. Lemme see what I can manage with him.”

“The Antaur menace has been quelled. I have documentation of an alliance they were trying to form with the Mountain Lord, cutting your people out. My friends and I have slain their queen and thrown the colony into disarray.”

Taskmaster D’Veez hunched over his paperwork. His little assistant at the side desk scribbled away like nothing was going on outside his little bubble. “Consider your news delivered. It was most unnecessary. My scouts would have informed me in due time. My sentries would have thwarted any incursions into Dragonoid territory, as they always do.”

[Compensation,] Jaden added. [Accidents are happening all throughout the spire. Be a shame if any befell you.]

The little Dragonoid assistant glowered up from his desk. “Lousy blackmailers.”

D’Veez shook a pedantic, clawed finger. “Extortion. Not blackmail.” To the players, he said, “Name your terms.”

Connor’s smile was genuine. This guy was completely awesome. He had a mining and manufacturing operation to run, and he didn’t give the first shit about anything besides keeping up production. “I bet you’re hanging onto six Skill Pots, just in case.”

The taskmaster cocked his head. “I must devote some of my attention to rooting out your mole in my operation. Clearly, someone is leaking information to which they should not be privy.”

His assistant held up ink-spattered hands. “Not me, sir!”

“Never you,” D’Veez agreed. “But that’s a conundrum for later. For now, I shall give you the potions you demand. Will that be enough to satisfy you? I have considerable work both to perform and oversee.”

Connor glanced back to find both his companions nodding their agreement. “Yeah. We’re good.”

RECEIVED: XPOT (2X)

They weren’t the Skill Pots Connor had been hoping for. Maybe the guy was playing dumb, or maybe the devs had realized that the Skill Pots were nearly as good as a full level by themselves. Either way, he came away satisfied, and nobody else looked inclined to argue as they claimed theirs.

“Show yourselves out. Shall I send word that you’re looking to ascend to the Mountain Lord’s stronghold? That seems to be the common play.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

[OK. I’m adopting this guy. I’d never want to be married to anyone so dull, but like, a personal accountant or something.]

Connor didn’t bother mentioning their detour along the way.

RESPAWN POINT UPDATED

WARRENS MEMORIAL

Jaden nodded his approval. [This is more like it.]

[Wish I’d known about this place last game. Closer spawn point is way better than the spitting mini-game.]

Jaden: [Wonder if they got to Legolad in time.]

Dizzy: [Be quieter if they didn’t.]

Connor kept them on the move. “All the more reason not to stand around. Let’s go.”

WARRENS OF WAR

They found the lift to the surface suspiciously devoid of Dragonoid workers.

None of the simple controls were hard to figure out for a trio of actual humans from a world where technology abounded. A few levers, and they were riding upward.

Jaden: [Kinda wish we’d made time to shop. That dragon up there is no joke.]

Connor didn’t even consider going back to the shop with the potions that would make him invulnerable to the dragon’s breath. “That thing doesn’t have enough fire to stop us.”

[OK. In the interest of complete disclosure… THAT Connor … the one confident to take on anything … is hot.]


CHAPTER 29
SKY ABOVE



The lift reached a freshly abandoned work camp where materials from the mines and forges below were packed onto wagons. All around, signs of hasty departures abounded. Dropped tools. Half-eaten lunches. A partially loaded wagon with oxen still hitched.

CLOUD’S OVERLOOK

“Better name for the place,” Connor commented as he strolled through. Fortress walls, blacker and more imposing than ever, loomed on the horizon.

Jaden looked out of place, a creature of darkness and shadows, blinking in the brilliant sunshine. [Last time I was here, it was called Mountain Top.]

“We had Pease Summit. I think the puns everywhere got a little old, and they decided to take the end game at least a little seriously.”

Dizzy was perhaps even more a fish out of shadow. She kept a hand shading her fiery purple eyes. [What’s our plan?]

“I hate to even bring this up, but that guy got me back up to four XPOTs in my inventory. I’m considering hitting a level up again.”

Jaden shook his head. [^%#@’s sake, man. Did you literally use none of them all game?]

“Just one,” Connor admitted. “I was falling to my death and leveled to lock in some XP.”

[You died?] the assassin asked. [I’m honestly a little surprised.]

Dizzy clawed her hands. [Big, nasty, scary monster, too. Got him good.]

Jaden: [What was it really?]

What was the point of lying? “The mule salesman.”

Jaden cracked up laughing. [Sorry, man. That’s mean. But you ^%#@ing deserved it if you messed with that guy.]

[We got our revenge,] Dizzy assured the assassin. [But enough about the past. What do we do about those walls?]

“I think we try something silly.”

Jaden: [Stealth killing the wall guards and raising the gate for you two to follow me?]

Dizzy: [Hiding in a shipment of weapons?]

“Walking right up to the walls and slaughtering everything in sight.”

[That killed you last time, and you were on your knight,] Dizzy reminded him.

“Those arrows of theirs were ignoring armor. And I have more HP than a knight. Plus, you’re going to stick behind me in case I need healing.”

[Mind if I stay hidden?] Jaden asked.

“Not at all. Go for it. But if I’m going to be a shooting gallery duck, I want more HP.”

He downed one of his remaining XPOTs.

256,000 XP

These things were getting ridiculous.

XP: 318,250/1,024,000

Another went down in a gulp.

256,000 XP

XP: 574,250/1,024,000

Feeling the impending power building, the anticipation rising, Connor quaffed one more.

256,000 XP

XP: 830,250/1,024,000

Connor raised another, but before he pulled the stopper, Dizzy flung out a hand. [Wait! Lemme make you an offer on that one! If I drank it and mine, I’d hit Level 11.]

Jaden perked up. [A bidding war?]

Dizzy put in her opening bid telepathically, in Bella’s voice. [I can and will do way more for you than this guy. I’m willing to trade in-game favor. Hell, maybe out-of-game favors, even.]

Connor was frankly shocked that the explicit solicitation didn’t trigger any warnings for either of them. He didn’t want to report the obvious bug, however.

Nevertheless, Connor found himself undeterred. He pulled the stopper and drank.

256,000 XP

A cloud of swirls more elaborate than normal surrounded him, and a fanfare of trumpets accompanied the gong sound.

>>>LEVEL UP!!!<<<

>>> MAX LEVEL!!!<<<

YOU GAIN

1 ATTACK

1 DEFENSE

40 HP

20 MP

1 SKILL CHOICE

His XP indicator in the corner of his vision now just said “12” with no progress ring at all.

[Grats,] Dizzy told him as she golf-clapped, then added [Asshole.]

Jaden sighed and applauded as well. [Hooray for a plan working out for you.]

[One of those new skills better make you arrow-proof,] Dizzy warned.

Connor went to check for himself.

FOLK HERO - +20 ATK and +20 DEF against tyrants.

NOBLE BLOOD - Birthright to claim the Mountain Throne (if it were to become available).

SHIELD OF INVULNERABILITY - 20 MP - Increase your DEF by 2X your ATK. Lasts until replaced by another defensive spell.

Oh yeah. He’d almost forgotten. The hero ending skill and the villain ending skill. He only got those two options and his holdover. And based on how DEF had worked against these archers last time, that so-called invulnerability wouldn’t do jack against their arrows.

He picked Noble Blood without any internal debate, and he wasn’t asked to save one for later.

TITLE GAINED: SIR

That was odd. He actually got a notification. Since his companions would expect his normal poring over the options before him, Connor took a moment to complain.

REPORT BUG

“Hey, that title reminds me, I wasn’t getting notifications of titles gained before. Pick one: do they let you know when you gain a title or not. I don’t care which, just pick a lane.”

“Ready,” he declared.

Dizzy: [And you’re invulnerable to arrows now?]

“Nope.”

Jaden: [You still going ahead as bait?]

“Yup.”

There was no elaborate planning session this time. Connor bravely jogged into the line of fire.

Once in range, arrows rained from the walls.
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9

[You all right?] Dizzy asked mind to mind, betraying her worries in private while still publicly pissed at him for hogging his XPOTs.

“Believe it or not, I’ve got 400 HP right now.”

HP: 400/424

8

8

“You guys up on that wall should stop reloading and start running!” Connor bellowed as he continued his inexorable advance.

HP: 384/424

[OW!] Dizzy griped from behind him. [Stand in front of the arrows. No fair dodging!]

“I’m not dodging. They just can’t aim.”
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HP: 362/424

[Just hearing those hit you is awful. Don’t know where or how they got those sound effects, but they sound convincingly like flesh.]

“Don’t go getting queasy on me!”

[I’m starting medical school in the fall. I’ve taken EMT training. Don’t worry about me getting squeamish.]
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HP: 338/424

“I am so getting my HP back from these guys…”

And it was already time to pay back that threat.

Fireball didn’t have quite the range of archers up on walls much taller than he remembered. But it was a lot longer than Connor had last time he was here, with only his Charge skill to attack distant foes.

328 328 328 328

+5 +5 +5 +5

Four archers vanished from the walls.

No XP gain made Connor just the tiniest bit sad. He wondered whether his share was still being split and added to Jaden’s and Dizzy’s shares.

7

328 328

+5 +5

8

328 328

+5 +5

And then there were no archers left within range.

HP: 323/424

Jaden was already climbing onto his Spider Mount. Dizzy pulled out hers as well.

Connor summoned his, and a keypad popped up to name it. “Could we not right now?”

Jaden scaled the fortress wall but paused at head height. [Can we not what?]

“Oh, the game is just prompting me to name my spider. Like that’s foremost on my mind right now.”

[Just pick something,] Dizzy ordered. [They’ll respawn if we wait too long. I just called mine Itsybitsy.]

Jaden: [Mine’s Miles.]

[Oh, that’s a good one.] Dizzy gave a weirdly angled thumbs up from beside the assassin on the wall.

Connor tapped out: W-I-L-B-U-R

Dizzy squinted at his mount, apparently using the examine power of her eyes. [That’s the name of the pig.]

“Whatever,” Connor declared as he got aboard. “I hardly remember the book.”

Wilbur wasn’t nearly as awesome as Xote, but when being asked to scale a vertical wall with a slight outward tilt and no clear footholds, the spider seemed like the better choice. His new arachnid buddy was slow but sure-footed, and the saddle held Connor tightly secured as they transitioned to vertical travel.

CURTAIN OF TYRANNY

Connor ascended the wall with the blue sky above as his horizon line.


CHAPTER 30
CURTAIN CALL



How much this differed from his previous assault on the fortress’ outer wall, Connor couldn’t emphasize enough. Last time, he was killed in the initial push to gain the wall. Last time, most of the fighting happened during his breakneck run back to rejoin the other players.

This time?

Connor waited patiently as Dizzy healed him back to full, 10 HP at a time.

It took long enough between the spiders’ climb and the recycle time on her healing spells that the Mercenary Archers started respawning. That actually ended up speeding the healing process as Connor Crack Souled them like a game of whack-a-mole.
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+12

+5

The lack of XP really made victories feel hollow. Connor hid his disappointment as he waved Dizzy off. “I’m good.”

[You’re like fueling up an RV,] the heretic griped.

Jaden: [Better than waiting for him to run back up from the Warrens.]

The assassin fidgeted, uneasily exposed on the parapets of the mighty outer fortifications of the Mountain Lord’s stronghold. Even Connor had to admit that the view from up here was intimidating.

Last go-round, the summit of the spire was nothing special. Generic, half-baked stonework, likely straight out of an off-the-shelf graphics engine’s starter package. Little to no decoration. No character.

Now, Mordor could have taken lessons in menace. Obsidian was a shitty building material for every purpose except looking mean and nasty. Spikes upon spikes, barbed, serrated, and hooked, adorned the walls. They would have been effective as repelling the players had they not been spaced far enough apart for archers.

But this was, after all, a game meant to be beaten. The challenges were designed to be overcome. Impossibility and futility were illusions meant to heighten elation upon victory.

[You done posing heroically? We’ve got places to be. I swear we’re going to snap out of this and they’re going to tell us it’s like 8 P.M. and they just didn’t want to interrupt our one-shot playthrough.]

“They fucking better not,” Connor thought back to her. “I’m still hoping to come out groggy and hungry and have them catering lunch.”

Connor mounted Wilbur, while Dizzy and Jaden climbed onto Itsybitsy and Miles, respectively.

There was no need to clear the circumference of fortifications. They had their clear point of entry to the rest of the stronghold. Connor had no intention of abetting Jaden in closing the level gap. Leaving Dizzy behind was… regrettable but strategically sound.

Walking a spider over the wall had Connor’s guts covering their eyes. Over and down, like a roller coaster ride in slow-motion, Wilbur turned and headed straight toward the ground.

Once on flat ground, the spider continued horizontally at the same pace. Eight legs moved in a rhythmic dance. The saddle floated on a smooth path, thanks to the best suspension of any vehicle he’d ever ridden.

TERROR KEEP

The name alone would have given most adventurers pause. But once you got past the black stone, the hanging braziers filled with burning coals, and the blood-wet ironwork, Connor recognized the place.

None of the layout had changed since his last time here.

“We should take out the ground floor guards, then go upstairs to kill Commander Hellgain for whatever loot he might drop for us. Then it’s the dragon and the Mountain Lord.”

Jaden: [You make it sound so straightforward.]

“I soloed Hellgain last time.”

[I’m REALLY sorry about leaving you to what I thought was your death. That guy was BUFF AS A TRUCK.]

“I accept most major forms of apology,” Connor replied with a smirk. “Don’t sweat it.”

Inside the keep, a phalanx of Armored Mercenaries didn’t even say “hi” before initiating combat.

Jaden took out one before Connor even realized the assassin was missing.

Dizzy’s new trick, apparently, was splitting her Withering Ruin into multiple beams. Three more of the Armored Mercenaries halted, wracked by the pain.

That left one. Not wishing to step on toes, he used Crack Soul to finish off the straggler.
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He and Jaden waited patiently as the other mercenaries died in agony.

[Oh, YES!]

Connor found himself taken aback. “What was that?”

[Sorry, that wasn’t meant to go to you. It’s just … hard to explain.]

“Try?”

[Um. You see. The… the level of pain is a constant, right? That’s not a real-world thing, obviously, but here, for me, it’s like zero-sum.]

“So you’re saying you enjoy it.”

[Enjoy isn’t maybe the right word.]

“I see.”

[Good. Because I’m done talking about it.]

Another group of Armored Mercenaries guarded the stairs leading up to the armory. This time, Connor got off a Fireball before Jaden or Dizzy could enter the fray.

328 328 328 328 328

+5 +5 +5 +5 +5

Caught in the blast, one of the braziers hanging like a chandelier above them swung ominously. Wall tapestries depicting the Mountain Lord’s reign and an ornately embroidered and bloodstained carpet all caught fire.

Dizzy followed as Connor ignored the carnage in favor of the stairs. [Remind me never to let you decorate.]

At the top of the stairs, the hallway layout remained the same as before, despite new trappings. Connor breezed past the gory trophies and twisted little statues in their wall alcoves and headed onward with purpose.

ARMORY

“Grab anything that might be an upgrade. Probably won’t be. But it’s our last shot to just grab free ^%#@.”

THE USE OF INAPPROPRIATE LANGUAGE VIOLATES THE PLAYER AGREEMENT.

Dizzy: [Did that even cost you XP?]

“Nope.”

Jaden: [All the more reason to level up. Where’s this commander guy?]

Connor paused to consider. He’d never actually seen where the guy came from. He just appeared once Connor put on his armor. “Let’s try messing with his stuff.”

Within seconds, the displays around the room had been decimated. Simplistic mannequins stood bare, denuded of armor. Weapons disappeared from racks as if vacuumed.

Good thing Spire of Fate didn’t seem to care about encumbrance.

Connor snagged some Mercenary Warlock Robes with 5 DEF on them and a bonus to lightning damage he’d never use. He also grabbed some Warlock’s Gloves with 4 DEF, just in case. He was already loaded out on ATK, and while he’d probably never return the Marksman’s Gloves to Legolad, he might need a little more in the way of DEF for the final battle.

“Who do you think you are?” an imperious voice demanded from the doorway.

Connor answered with a Fire Burst spell rather than banter with the guy. The flames were so hot that barely any white was left in the blue hue.

328

+5

Commander Hellgain cried out in agony, clutching a cauterized hole through his chest before collapsing. Seconds after collapsing to the Armory floor, the corpse vanished.

Dizzy looked down at the floating loot. [That was anticlimactic.]

[I hope the mountain Lord isn’t a one-shot,] Jaden added. [Good XP, though.]

Dizzy: [We’re still not going to hit Level 11.]

Connor kept silent.

RECEIVED: 1,173 Coins

RECEIVED: XPOT

RECEIVED: COURTYARD KEY

RECEIVED: COMMANDER HELLGAIN’S BATTLE ARMOR

Dizzy: [Well, that XPOT makes it at least close.]

Jaden shook his head. [I’d need two more.]

Both drank anyway.

Both came to a simple realization about the same time.

Both turned their attention on Connor.

[Now I’d only need one more,] Jaden pointed out. [You wouldn’t happen to know where to find one more XPOT, would you…?]

Dizzy: [I bet they don’t drop for him anymore.]

[You give me that last XPOT, you can name your price. In-game, absolutely anything. Out of game… I’ll listen to offers.]

Connor glared and responded telepathically. “I’m not trading favors outside the game. As for inside… this isn’t for anything in return.”

He turned up a palm.

Before Dizzy could claim the last XPOT, Jaden snatched it away.

The assassin quaffed. He dinged. He swirled with golden light.

He made two enemies.

“Bad call.”

Jaden shook his head. [You guys know as well as I do that when the Mountain Lord is dead, someone’s going to try to take his place.]

“Or… hear me out on this… we go back to Lohdoh and claim whatever reward he has planned for us.”

Jaden smirked and backed away. [None of us here is a hero. The heroes went back for that idiot ranger. The three of us? We’re all playing to win. And me? I plan on skipping the dragon entirely.]

Just as he said that, Jaden faded out of view even with both Connor and Dizzy watching.

“Can you see him?” Connor demanded.

[No.]

“^%#@.”

[No ^%#@, ^%#@. How’d you let him steal that XPOT?]

“You’d know better than me. That was your class last time, not mine. I don’t know all the tricks.”

Dizzy headed out of the armory, and Connor rushed to follow.

TERROR KEEP

[Well, he wasn’t lying about skipping the dragon encounter. Depending on sentries, patrols, and story-locked barriers, he might be able to sneak straight to the Mountain Lord. And we both know that chair is open for the taking.]

“It was last time. Doesn’t mean it is this time. Too many people have talked about dealings with the Mountain Lord this time around. I think they filled in that blank for the Closed Alpha.”

[Either way, we’ve gotta hurry. If he sits in that chair long enough, it might give HIM credit for winning this game.]

The pair rushed through Terror Keep. The open and unlocked portcullis to the garden was left for them to follow Jaden’s trail.

GARDEN OF SOULS

Even determined as he was, Connor couldn’t help but notice the improvements to the garden. Beds of black roses and manicured grass faintly wet with blood like morning dew gave the place a macabre beauty. But he could only spare the menacing ground-level attractions a fleeting glance.

He turned his eyes skyward.

Connor spotted the backlit silhouette as it approached with the sun behind it. The Spire Dragon had made it through to this new version of the game unscathed.

“You are fools to climb the Spire of Fate! None shall enter the fortress of the Mountain Lord!”

“Someone already did, you myopic reptile!” Connor barked back at the dragon as it landed. “You never even saw it. Don’t believe me? Sniff for a trail if those crocodile nostrils aren’t just for show.”

The Spire Dragon watched warily as it lowered its head and made a snuffling sound that must have been recorded in a pigsty and amplified to suit such a huge beast.

“IMPOSSIBLE!”

“You slept on the job. Now let us through to track down the culprit and get our revenge.”

The dragon’s laugh rumbled as if from the depths of the underworld. “Fools, indeed, to think I would allow a further lapse to compound my shame!”

“Your funeral,” Connor warned it. “Or you can drop your loot and fly off.”

“Why would I do such a thing, intruder?”

Dizzy: [Just kill it.]

Connor cocked a head as he regarded the heretic. “That’s no way to treat a future employee.”

“EMPLOYEE?” the Spire Dragon bellowed.

Gritting his teeth, Connor slung out a Crack Soul spell to show the thing he wasn’t messing around.
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The Spire Dragon roared in pain. “I wasn’t mathing much when I fought you in a previous life. But I bet you can take one more of those. Not two. And that still doesn’t account for her.” He hooked a thumb toward Dizzy.

“I am sworn to my master!”

With that, the Spire Dragon sucked in a huge breath.

Dizzy was quicker on the draw. Withering Ruin pinned it in place. The dragon-sized lungful of air that would have been fire exited the toothy maw as a cough.

Connor walked up to the creature as it fought through the haze of pain to fight back.

“Just remember. When you respawn, I’ll be the boss.”
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Dizzy: [Wow. That was a chunk. Nice XP. Too bad the game’s over. Maybe Jaden will be worth something.]

He won’t be worth much if we don’t hurry. Grab something and let’s go.

Noticing that his own options included some cool-looking robes and a familiar sword, he grabbed the Sword without hesitation.

SWORD OF THE MOUNTAIN – 24 ATK. Deals double damage against humans.

Nice. It had even been given a little stat bump since last time. He took this as a good time to swap to his new Warlock’s Gloves, too, since taking less damage might be handy if Jaden was lying in wait. Blasting the assassin straight to the nearest respawn point would be overkill already. Surviving a well-executed ambush might be the key to victory.

Connor stowed his Grasping Dragon Staff and equipped the Sword of the Mountain immediately. Before what promised to be his final battle or two of the Closed Alpha, Connor took quick stock of his stats.

NAME: Connor TITLE: Sir

CLASS: Blood Mage LEVEL: 12

HP: 424 MP: 0 ATK: 35 DEF: 23

SKILLS:

FIRE BURST

IMPROVED FIRE BURST

BATTLE MAGE

CRACK SOUL

FIREBALL

DRINK SOUL

SUMMON SOUL

WARLOCK

SLOW TIME

TELEPATHY

NOBLE BLOOD

He hoped that the Noble Blood would work like last time.

Either way, he was going to finish this job.

Dizzy: [I’m good. Let’s end this.]

Connor switched to Telepathy to get around the game’s protections against out-of-game info. “Hey, after they unhook us from the game, want to grab some lunch?”

[Lunch? All this, and you’re talking lunch? It better be dinner, and that’s just for starters. Got it?]

“Yes, ma’am.”

Even the name of the fortress they entered couldn’t wipe the grin off Connor’s face. As he entered…

CASTLE IMPERIOUS


CHAPTER 31
HOT SEAT



Piles of mystery loot floated in hallways where recently sentries, patrols, or whatever defenses the Mountain Lord used in his personal keep had been recently slain. Connor grabbed haphazardly, unable to resist even so pointless a distraction.

RECEIVED: 35 COINS

RECEIVED: ARMORED MERCENARY ARMOR

RECEIVED: 35 COINS

RECEIVED: ARMORED MERCENARY SHIELD

Dizzy: [What are you doing? Quit bothering with that junk!]

Connor realized he didn’t even expect to find a vendor at this point, let alone something he needed to buy badly enough to go shopping.

In addition to the new name, the Mountain Lord’s fortress had undergone an extensive cosmetic makeover as well. This could have been Dracula’s castle from a modern Castlevania title, minus all the heavy-handed religious imagery. Windows of violet stained glass turned sunlight to moonlight. Gargoyles and demons leered from wall carvings and statuary. Red candles cast shadow more than shed light.

Dizzy took him by the hand and led him away from the candy from someone else’s pinata.

THRONE ROOM

The grand throne room was all black stone and candlelight chandeliers. Stone pillars ran in solder’s ranks down both sides of a red carpet that slithered up a low flight of stairs to the dais where the Mountain Lord’s throne hosted a usurper.

Jaden: [Looks like I have to fight you guys. Shame, I’ve been planning for this confrontation.]

PLAYER VS. PLAYER COMBAT ENABLED

The assassin melted away into the room’s voluminous shadows.

“Can you see him?” Connor demanded, wielding the Sword of the Mountain and ready to absolutely separate Jaden’s soul from his carcass if he so much as caught a glimpse.

Dizzy shook her head and hung close by. [No. I can see in the dark, not whatever he’s actually hiding in.]

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

[It’s a FLIPPING GAME MECHANIC. He can hide from me because the game doesn’t want his whole class trivialized by one ability of mine. Just watch out for⁠—]

Her words cut off with a thunk.

The heretic stood there, clutching her head with one hand while her wand dropped limply in the other.

“Dizzy? DIZZY?”

Connor whirled. Where had the assassin gone? He must have been right there beside them both to have incapacitated Dizzy. She wasn’t dead, just dazed, and Connor didn’t know for how long.

If the assassin was smart—and Connor had no reason to suspect he wasn’t—he wouldn’t lurk far away. Connor could easily turn the whole room into a raging inferno, but not if that meant hitting Dizzy at the same time.

Player versus player combat meant that his Fireballs wouldn’t discriminate between friend and supposed foe.

That meant that Jaden HAD to be close by. Keeping Dizzy at his back, he circled, wary, watching, waiting for his opponent to reveal himself with another attack.

“This isn’t going to end well for you!” Connor warned.

Jaden, wisely, didn’t reveal himself by responding to the bait.

What could Connor do?

Well, for starters, he could at least make the assassin sweat.

Connor ripped off one Fireball after another, always careful not to aim anywhere near Dizzy.

Thunk.

The sound had been right behind him. Jaden had conked Dizzy again, refreshing whatever stunning effect he’d used to keep her dazed.

It was the smartest play he’d seen yet from an opponent, saving a skill pretty much all game, or at least using it away from spying eyes, to keep a trick in reserve for the final battle.

Connor continued his barrage, instantly melting candles to nubs. Blasting out stained glass that let in natural light, blackening columns, and setting the carpet aflame.

But he had a plan.

Thunk.

The instant he heard the noise, Connor made his play.
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The Blood Magic cost of Slow Time felt like giving himself an appendectomy.

Flames crackled in slow motion. A candelabra that he set to swinging after getting clipped with a Fireball became his pendulum as the Spire of Fate slowed to bullet time, like Connor had just stepped into a John Woo film.

He stalked, sword out, waving it where he suspected Jaden had gone.

When he bumped into something unseen, the assassin appeared as if his invisibility had been a soap bubble.

Contact with his foe also broke Connor’s Slow Time effect.

Jaden flung a handful of powder into Connor’s face, stinging his eyes and blinding him.
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Damn, that fucker’s dagger hurt. And he took poison damage. That stupid, STUPID beret he’d given away finally would have come in handy. Instead, Connor took the extra damage from a weapon he’d just handed to Jaden.

HP: 324/424

“Dizzy? You there?”

[I’m here,] came the telepathic reply. [I can’t move, though. He keeps applying a stun debuff I can’t shake.]

“He blinded me. This might actually be trouble.”

[Blow him up.]

“I would, but I think he’s sticking close to you so I can’t⁠—”

[Blow. Him. UP!]

Connor swallowed. What kind of Mountain Lord would he be, anyway, if he couldn’t be at least a little cold-blooded.

“I’m sorry.”

Jaden wasn’t letting this conversation pass unpunished, either. He jabbed a dagger into Connor’s back before he could clear his vision.
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HP: 274/424

Beefy as Connor was this time around, those HP were a finite resource.

And Dizzy had given her permission.

Barely able to peek through eyes still wounded by the assassin’s blinding powder, Connor unleashed a Fireball that engulfed both him and Dizzy. He might have given up the double fire damage from the Dragon’s Grasp Staff, but both Jaden and Dizzy were humanoids.
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No XP came up.

No loot dropped.

Panting for breath after the adrenaline rush of battle, Connor kept his sword at the ready until his vision cleared, then took stock of his circumstances.

The throne room was a wreck. He couldn’t even tell where Jaden had been when that Fireball caught him up in its inferno.

However much damage the rest of the room had suffered, the Mountain Lord’s Throne appeared unscathed.

Connor wondered whether he ought to sit down or wait for Dizzy to make it back.

Of course, since they’d both be respawning at the Warrens Memorial, neither had an advantage getting back here.

Risking that he wouldn’t see her again until they were outside the game, Connor sat down.

No Quest Journal entry popped up. None changed. He even double-checked.

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 0/1

It was still right there in his journal.

What the hell?

REPORT BUG

“I’ve taken the Mountain Lord’s throne and I’m still not getting credit for either killing the assassin who’d sat there first or usurping it myself.”

A grating scrape of stone from behind caused Connor to twist in his seat to see where the noise originated.

At the back of the throne room, a hidden door slid open.

Out walked a taller, brawnier version of…

Connor!

Armored in plate and carrying an identical sword sheathed on his hip, the false Connor strolled out casually, dabbing at the corners of his mouth with a napkin.

“You could have either waited until after dinner or joined me,” the doppelganger replied in his voice.

On his guard, Connor stood with his blade up and spells at the ready. “Who are you?” He backed down the stairs, keeping the possibility of an exit always ready.

“Mountain Lord Connor.”

“That… that’s messed up.”

The Mountain Lord nodded his agreement. “Yeah. But I like this version of me. Better than the last couple, I’ll say that much. I think you’re actually going to get the job done.”

“What job?” the real Connor demanded. “I you think I’m teaming up with you⁠—?”

The Mountain Lord let out a cackling laugh that somehow still came across as dorky. “Dude. You don’t even. I can’t explain it. And I can’t let you win. There are hidden rules, and they enforce those harder than you can believe. But just know that I don’t harbor any ill-will toward you.”

Connor took another step back toward the throne room door. “Thanks. Nice to know.”

“Where do you think you’d even run? The only way out is through. Come on. Bring it.”

The taunts made no sense, except that they were really doing the job of keeping Connor off balance. What was this copy of him talking about? And why was it kitted out like his knight from last game?

Had something weird happened with that Slow Time spell?

Was Spire of Fate somehow recursive?

REPORT BUG

“My old character is still in the game.”

He didn’t expect THAT to do much, but it felt proactive.

The Mountain Lord drew his sword. “If you don’t start this, I’ll have to.”

“Aaaaaaaaah!”

The Mountain Lord moved faster than any human possibly could have. Half a throne room’s gap between them vanished in an instant. The identical companions of his own Sword of the Mountain hacked down and exploded in pain.
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HP: 100/424

With no real other options, Connor Crack Souled… himself?

520

Bonus upon bonus upon bonus tore the Mountain Lord’s soul to utter shreds. To Connor’s shock and horror, his foe remained on his feet, a pace away, leaning on his Sword of the Mountain like a crutch.

“Thank you. You’ll be good at this. Trust me.”

“How are you still alive?”

The Mountain Lord coughed weakly. “Privilege of an end boss. I get last words.” He shambled toward his throne but collapsed onto the steps.

He rolled the dying Mountain Lord onto his back. “What did you mean before? About rules. About … about stuff you couldn’t say.”

Mountain Lord Connor smiled without opening his eyes.

+12
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The corpse vanished.

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: COMPLETE

Connor ascended the steps.

He sat on the throne.

Just in front of him, a white rectangle appeared in space. A glare of light flooded through, too bright to squint against.

Curiosity begged him to cross through.

“No,” he told the intrusive thought aloud. “Not going anywhere. Not without Dizzy!”

You have to.

The voice in his own head sounded like Kelli. Not the Kelli who’d been voicing Kelindra for the narration and help menus, but the scientist and lab proctor who handled Arnold the fleshy unemployed dude in the chair in Austin.

“I’m waiting for Dizzy.”

You can’t stay. Haven’t you been in the game long enough?

“I’ve pulled like five all-nighters in a row by now. I can wait a few more minutes to make sure she’s OK. I’m not budging until she gets back.”

“Connor?” Dizzy asked. She sounded like Bella, but this wasn’t a voice in his head. “How did I get here?”

He leaned aside and peered past the wall of white light, shielding his eyes against the blinding onslaught.

“I can hear you!”

“Same,” she said. “Does this mean you won?”

“No. You being here means I won.” He sprang from the throne, dodged the white portal, and kissed her fiercely.

She didn’t let him go. Not quickly. Not readily. But eventually. “I was halfway back when… I was just HERE all of a sudden. What happened? And who is this voice I’m hearing?”

“My proctor. I think it’s time to leave.”

Dizzy huffed a sigh of relief. “Awesome. I’ll need to run home for a quick shower and a change of clothes. Then, we’re heading out for dinner somewhere shitty and cheap that won’t kick us out until closing.”

“Deal. But first, I think we need to walk out that portal.” He held out a hand.

Dizzy took it.

They counted to three and jumped through.

Together.


CHAPTER 32
WHITE ROOM



And the pair emerged together into a room that looked more like a data center than part of any fantasy world.

UNDEFINED SPACE

Even the UI didn’t know what to do with them or their location. Lab coat-wearing men and women looked up from laptops and terminals at Connor and Dizzy’s sudden arrival.

“Transit flagged,” one of the scientists called out. “You can speak freely.”

Kelli came up to them, clapping. “Bravo. This is new. This is… unexpected.”

Isaac, the lead scientist for Anachronism Interactive, scowled from his seat atop a nearby desk. “I’m not sure I like this development.”

Kelli ignored the two adventurers and confronted her boss, brimming with energy. “Just think about the possibilities. The greatest love story in any video game ever.”

Connor shared a wary glance with Dizzy. He tried to think at her but the words came out as regular speech instead. “I feel like we’re the cosplayers who stumbled into the tech conference at the same hotel.”

“Sorry,” Kelli told them as she diverted her attention. “But you’re, like, my pet project. We’ve had a couple non-Connor Mountain Lords, but you come through time and again for us.”

“What about me?” Dizzy demanded. “I’m Mountain Lady now, right?”

Isaac slid off his desk and approached the little clique that was forming by the … well, by where the portal had been. There was no sign of any portal to Spire of Fate ever having been there before.

“We can work something out,” Kelli told her. She turned to Isaac. “The story guys can work this in, right?”

“I don’t know,” the senior scientist said. His expression defied easy categorization. He had the look of a man who found a marshmallow clover in his Frosted Flakes and couldn’t figure out whether he should just eat it. “And I definitely don’t see this is as even a top 5 video game romance, let alone an all-time winner.”

Re-energized, Kelli put up a finger. “But it’s real. REAL. They believe it. It’s real to them, and it’s real in ways that will resonate with players on levels that they wouldn’t have thought possible.”

Connor gestured back and forth between him and Dizzy. “I think you’re jumping the gun here. We’re just going to grab dinner after hours.”

Dizzy nodded. “Yeah. I’m not sure I’ve physically touched him out in the real world.”

Connor scowled. “That time Lucas wanted a breath mint, and I was handing them out to everyone…”

“Nope. No skin-on-skin contact.”

Kelli and Isaac exchanged a look.

“What?” Connor snapped. “Don’t gimme that… we’re still in a simulation here. When can we get out? We’ve, you know, made some plans.”

Kelli addressed her boss. “They want dinner. They want sex. They want cuddling and sharing toothbrushes and⁠—”

“Excuse me,” Dizzy cut in. “That’s rude as fuck. And I never said anything about… about anything past dinner.”

Kelli grabbed the nearest laptop and swiveled it so the screen faced them. “Say what you want. But we’re monitoring thoughts you’re not expressing, emotions you still won’t admit to yourselves.”

“Kind of a spoiler, isn’t it?” Connor dared to ask. “Shouldn’t some of this, you know, not be shared to a whole fucking group?” He spread his arms, and dorky lab coat people went back to huddling over their work.

Isaac twitched a smirk. “You two won’t remember this place. We’re not saving your active memory for long-term access.” He put a hand on Kelli’s shoulder. “I’ll consider your proposal. Set them up post-scanning. Tell them they’re perfect for one another. See what the flesh-and-blood Arnold and Isabelle do with that information. Do a little social media follow-up. If they stick together, maybe you’re onto something here.”

“So, you’re setting us up with that dating screening thing you promised?” Connor asked.

“Oh, God,” Dizzy moaned. “They really are brainwashing us to fall in love.”

“Worse fates…” Connor said with a twinkle in his eye.

“I think we have a couple iterations to go before declaring a winning Mountain Lord for the Open Beta,” Isaac declared. “But I think a dual boss might work. I think the romance angle is a little weak, still, real or not. Do something with it? I have an investor call in five. I gotta jet.” With that, the lead scientist winked out of existence.

Kelli stepped into the vacated spot so that two pairs of gaping eyes were fixed on her. “OK. A few simple questions for each of you, then I’ll let you go. OK?”

“What kind of questions?” Connor asked. These people were being suspicious as fuck.

“Simple ones,” Kellie reiterated firmly. “First of all, what are your names?”

“Connor.”

“Dizzy.”

“Your real names?” Kelli prodded. She was tapping on a laptop. “Try now.”

Connor considered for a moment. “Sir Connor? Or did I get the Mountain Lord title? I can’t access my character stats.”

“I’m just plain Dizzy. I reject all titles, noble or otherwise.”

“And each other. Who is your partner in real life?”

“Isabelle. Just like Isaac said,” Connor answered emphatically.

Dizzy poked him. “This is Arnold.”

Kelli nodded at this information. “Interesting. Gonna have to do a little buffing and polishing there. OK, this one’s more personal, but I assure you, neither of you is going to remember, so be totally honest.”

Dizzy cringed a little. “This can’t be good.”

“If you could change one thing about the other to make them a more ideal love interest, what would it be?”

“Dizzy’s perfect. Don’t change her.”

“Connor could be a little more open and trusting… just with me. Nobody else.”

“I’m plenty open with you!”

“How many times did I think you were going to betray me because you’re constantly acting sus as fuck?”

Connor turned to face Dizzy, ignoring Kelli and all her white coat associates. “How was I sus? I was always on your side? If anything, you ditched me.”

“If I’m perfect, then maybe I had my reasons…”

Kelli cleared her throat. “I really am looking for something to tweak here. Even if it turns out to make your relationship worse, I’ll have more data than just leaving things as is. Just pick something.”

Connor hesitated.

“If you don’t come up with something, I’ll just got with bigger boobs,” Kelli teased.

“What?” Dizzy snapped. “I accidentally maxed out the slider at character creation just rushing to get to the classes first.”

“We should make sure no one worries about their losing their class selection by taking their time. I’ll make sure that gets into the tutorial. As for already maxed? Well, I know the person who sets those limits, and she’d be more than happy to expand your options.”

“Come up with something,” Dizzy ordered. “Maybe you want me less bossy? Huh? Huh?” With each question, she poked Connor in the sternum.

Connor just pretended to ignore her. “A little friction in a relationship sounds fun. Whatever. I refuse to lie and say she’s not perfect.”

“Dick!”

Connor pointed at his Mountain Lady as he asked Kelli, “She’s really not going to remember this, right?”

“Don’t make me regret telling you that…” Kelli warned.

Connor took Dizzy by the shoulders. “They say we won’t remember this, but I’ll take that as a challenge. I barely know you out there and our relationship in here has been… non-standard at best. Maybe they’re right about us being meant for one another. Maybe it’s brainwashing bullshit. But I’m willing to get on this roller-coaster with you and take that ride. You in?”

“If I remember any of this? Yeah.”

They kissed.

The simulation faded around them.


CHAPTER 33
HOUSEWARMING



“Hello!” Shane called out as he let himself in the front door. “You should really lock that!” His voice echoed off bare walls, and he navigated a maze of cardboard boxes on the floor. He carried a crock pot in two hands. Following him inside, Savannah closed the door behind them.

Arnold waved them over. With the open concept main floor, the kitchen had an unobstructed view of the front door. “Come on in. The neighborhood’s safe enough that the only reason we’d lock it is because Ramon is starting to play with doorknobs.”

Water in the sink ran as Arnold rinsed dishes, one by one, as Calvin unwrapped them from the moving box and handed them over.

Izzy waddled as she set the table with damp dishes. “I’d really been hoping to get in here a month ago…”

“But closing got hung up on dumb crap,” Arnold cut in, shortening what could have turned into an evening-long rant if he left his wife to vent to their friends.

Bonnie was unwrapping cling film from the food they’re brought and transferring everything to the table. “We get it. It was two broken contracts and a lawsuit for us.”

The table got set. The potluck dishes filled every empty spot.

They passed casserole dishes and scooped from Shane’s crockpot of chili and grabbed dinner rolls that Arnold had snagged on a quick trip to the grocery store before everyone arrived.

After dinner, they caught up on stuff that old roommates missed out on now that they lived apart. The work obligations, the school schedules, the everyday minutiae that kept them apart melted away.

After dinner, Bonnie poured glasses of sparkling grape juice in lieu of champagne. The home stretch of Izzy’s second pregnancy was no time to slip in the real deal. It was a boy, due smack dab in the middle of summer break, just as they’d planned. And it wouldn’t be their last. Arnold had promised to keep getting her pregnant until they had the girl she wanted, or she called off the quest.

Their first, Ramon, was staying with his grandparents until they got his new ‘big boy’ bed assembled—a job for tomorrow. Tonight was a victory lap for the home-buying process.

“Thank you all for coming,” Connor said as he led the toast. “A home is a place for family, and you’re all family here.” Glasses clinked. Everyone sipped. It wasn’t good sparkling grape juice, if there was any such thing, and no one felt a particular obligation to finish theirs.

After the toast, and as Connor and Calvin worked on clearing the table, Shane dropped the most Shane information he could have brought along with him.

“Hey. Did you hear they announced the Spires of Fate open beta?”

Calvin cocked his head. “When did the start calling it Spires of Fate instead of Spire of Fate?”

Connor chuckled as he loaded plates into their dishwasher for its maiden voyage. “Wow. Can’t believe those guys are still trying. After that alpha…”

“Hey, it was fun,” Izzy teased. “And it was nice seeing what they did with all that technology. Wasted on a glorified demo.”

“Maybe it’ll be better once they get the custom hardware?” Calvin suggested. “I heard the in-house setup is a whole different world.”

Bonnie scowled at him. “We are not buying some over-sized helmet and spaceman gloves so you can play better at a video game.”

“You could try it, too,” Calvin wheedled.

Bonnie snorted. “As if.”

“What about you guys? Tell me you’re not geared up for this,” Shane persisted.

“I dunno…” Arnold waffled. He shared a smile with his eight-months-pregnant wife. “I have a lot going on in my life. Not sure we’re going to have time for much gaming once we’ve got two running around.”

Shane pushed back his chair and stood stiff as a soldier. Extending one rigid arm, hand flat, he indicated their box-strewn disaster of a living room. “You haven’t taken the cling wrap off your couch yet, and we were pulling dishes out of boxes as we set the table…”

Under his breath, Calvin mumbled, “’we’, he says.”

“Yet you’ve got two gaming desktops with monitors back-to-back on a folding table, and two new rolling chairs assembled. I literally had to reach behind the toilet to turn the water on after I took a shit in your bathroom, and you’ve got your internet connected. DO NOT TELL ME you two aren’t stoked for this release.”

“It’s not a release, it’s an open beta test. They’re stress-testing hardware with a larger user population and some tweaks from that alpha a few years back. It’s not a big deal.” Izzy glanced away, realizing she’d said too much.

“Hah!” Shane countered. “You know an awful lot for someone who isn’t going to be playing it. I call bullshit.”

“Small ears,” Bonnie called out. Then, realizing that anyone under the age of 30 was either being babysat or currently attending medical school, she ducked in embarrassment. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

“Look,” Connor told everyone. “We have a good thing going here. I’m taking some time away from the business for the new baby. Izzy’s on break and not starting her internship until fall. MAYBE we’ll find some time to sneak in a peek at Spires of Fate for the beta.”

What he didn’t mention, and that Izzy was complicit in hiding from the rest of them, were the two Anachronism Interactive boxes in the basement with complimentary Augmented Virtual Reality headsets that Isaac had forwarded to their old place just before they moved.

Oh hell yeah, they’d be playing the beta.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Ready for more Pixelate?

Continue your adventure with book 3, Open Beta

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
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WIZARD/BLOOD MAGE CLASS – CONNOR’S PROGRESSION


LEVEL 1:

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard

LEVEL: 1

HP: 10

MP: 10

ATK: 1 (0 + 1 ATK from Apprentice’s Staff)

DEF: 3 (2 + 1 DEF from Red Gobo Hat)

Skill:

FIRE BURST – Damage 3x your current level.

LEVEL 2 (LEVEL 1 + 1,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: None

CLASS: Wizard

LEVEL: 2

HP: 16

MP: 15

ATK: 2 (1 + 1 ATK from Apprentice’s Staff)

DEF: 5 (3 + 1 DEF from Red Gobo Hat + 1 DEF from Snazzy Purple Robes)

New skill options:

IMPROVED FIRE BURST - Add your ATK to the damage of your spells.

MYSTIC ARMOR - 10 MP - Increase your DEF by your level.

BATTLE MAGE - Able to use Swords, Maces, and Axes. Add your ATK value to your spells. (Gained by floating to future selection.)

LEVEL 3 (LEVEL 2 + 2,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Wizard

LEVEL: 3

HP: 24

MP: 20

ATK: 6 (2 + 4 ATK from Ravager’s Sword)

DEF: 6 (4 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Elder’s Robes)

New skill options:

EFFICIENT CASTER - Your spells cost 1 MP less.

SILENCE - 10 MP - Create a pocket around a creature or item that suppresses sound.

LEVEL 4 (LEVEL 3 + 4,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 4

HP: 65 (40 HP + 25 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 7 (3 + 4 ATK from Ravager’s Sword)

DEF: 7 (5 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Elder’s Robes)

New skill options:

INVISIBILITY - 15 MP - Turn yourself or a target invisible. Lasts until the subject deals or receives damage.

ZAP - 4 MP - Shoot an arc of electricity that deals damage equal to 4x your level.

CRACK SOUL - 8 MP - Attack the vital spirit of a target for metaphysical damage equal to 5x your level. Killing blows yield HP equal to your level. Does not affect objects or creatures with no soul.

LEVEL 5 (LEVEL 4 + 8,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 5

HP: 95 (60 HP + 35 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 11 (4 + 4 ATK from Ravager’s Sword + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 8 (6 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Elder’s Robes)

New skill options:

JUMP - 5 MP - Leap up to 5 feet per level either vertically or horizontally.

FIREBALL - 20 MP - Launch a sphere of fire that explodes for damage equal to 3x your level to multiple enemies.

BONE SHACKLES - 20 MP - Render a creature immobile and unable to attack.

LEVEL 6 (LEVEL 5 + 16,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 6

HP: 137 (82 HP + 55 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 12 (5 + 4 ATK from Ravager’s Sword + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 9 (7 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Elder’s Robes)

New skill options:

IMPROVED FIREBALL - Increase the radius your Fireball by 50%.

FROST AURA - 30 MP - Surround yourself with an aura of cold that deals damage equal to 2x your level periodically. Lasts until you cast another spell.

DRINK SOUL - Remove the soul of fallen enemies to gain 5 HP.

LEVEL 7 (LEVEL 6 + 32,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 7

HP: 171 (106 HP + 65 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 21 (6 + 12 ATK from Venom Edge + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 11 (8 + 2 DEF from Hedonist’s Beret + 1 DEF from Elder’s Robes)

New skill options:

N/A (Due to in-game bug)

LEVEL 8 (LEVEL 7 + 64,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 8

HP: 209 (134 HP + 75 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 19 (7 + 9 ATK from Grasping Dragon Staff + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 11 (9 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Snazzy Purple Robes)

New skill options:

TELEKINESIS - 10 MP - Move objects from afar. Max weight is 20 lbs per level. Lasts until concentration broken.

ICE BLAST - 25 MP - Blast an area in front of you for cold damage equal to 4X your level to multiple enemies. Slows movement of any who take damage.

ARMORED MAGE - Able to make proper use of leather and chain armor. Wearing such armors will not prevent spellcasting.

SUMMON SOUL - 12 MP - Bring a creature toward you. Affected creature cannot move or act until you perform another action. Does not affect objects or creatures with no soul.

LEVEL 9 (LEVEL 8 + 128,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Unhallowed

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 9

HP: 254 (164 HP + 90 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 20 (8 + 9 ATK from Grasping Dragon Staff + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 12 (10 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Snazzy Purple Robes)

New skill options:

WARLOCK - Double your ATK for the purposes of adding to spells.

BLOOD SIPHON - 0 MP - Drain HP from an enemy equal to 2x your level. Continues to drain until you take another action.

LEVEL 10 (LEVEL 9 + 256,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Queen Slayer

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 10

HP: 304 (199 HP + 105 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 21 (9 + 9 ATK from Grasping Dragon Staff + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 13 (11 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Snazzy Purple Robes)

New skill options:

SLOW TIME - 50 MP - Slow time to a crawl. You may act normally. Duration depends on frame of reference.

TELEPATHY - 15 MP - Link your mind to that of another for direct communication. Lasts until a new partner is chosen or until another effect requires mental focus. (Gained by floating to future selection.)

LINK HEALTH - Share a combined HP pool with another participant. Damage to either one subtracts from the shared pool. Lasts until you both die.

LEVEL 11 (LEVEL 10 + 512,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: the Queen Slayer

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 11

HP: 364 (239 HP + 125 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 22 (10 + 9 ATK from Grasping Dragon Staff + 3 ATK from Marksman’s Gloves)

DEF: 14 (12 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 1 DEF from Snazzy Purple Robes)

New skill options:

LIGHTNING STORM - 25 MP - Lighting crackles through any number of targets as you direct it, dealing damage equal to 6X your level.

SHIELD OF INVULNERABILITY - 20 MP - Increase your DEF by 2X your ATK. Lasts until replaced by another defensive spell.

STORE SOUL - 5 souls - Create a gemstone that houses your soul. Upon death, you can expend the gem to respawn at your point of demise.

LEVEL 12 (LEVEL 11 + 1,024,000 XP):

Character stats:

NAME: Connor

TITLE: Sir

CLASS: Blood Mage

LEVEL: 12

HP: 424 (279 HP + 145 MP)

MP: 0

ATK: 35 (11 + 24 ATK from Sword of the Mountain)

DEF: 22 (12 + 1 DEF from Elder’s Headdress + 5 DEF from Mercenary Warlock Robes + 4 DEF from Warlock’s Gloves)

New skill options:

FOLK HERO - +20 Attack and +20 Defense against tyrants.

NOBLE BLOOD - Birthright to claim the Mountain Throne (if it were to become available).


CONNOR’S INVENTORY


CHARACTER EQUIPMENT

WEAPON: SWORD OF THE MOUNTAIN - +20 ATK. Deals double damage against humans.

ARMOR: MERCENARY WARLOCK ROBES - +5 DEF. +5 bonus damage to lightning spells.

HELMET: ELDER’S HEADDRESS - +1 DEF.

BOOTS: PENITENT BOOTS - Your spells that deal damage cost 0 MP.

GLOVES: WARLOCK’S GLOVES - +4 DEF.

ACCESSORY: BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC - Enables the user to learn Blood Magic spells. May influence the reactions of those who see it.

INVENTORY

	4,251 COINS

	FISHING NET

	WATER BREATHING POTION

	BRIDGE KEY

	STANDING TORCH (2X)

	LIT STANDING TORCH

	KAWAIIAN GLIDER

	COURTYARD KEY

	ANT MEDALLION - Designates the bearer an official representative of the Antaur people.

	CLOAK OF THE COLONY- Allows the wearer to return to the Antaur Colony (single use).

	MAP-MAKER’S WAYSTONE - See the location of hidden doors on your minimap.

	POTION OF TELEKINESIS (2X)

	UNSIGNED TREATY PROPOSAL

	VALOROUS LANCE

	GAUNTLETS OF SMITING

	TAMING ARROW (3X)

	ARMORED MERCENARY ARMOR

	ARMORED MERCENARY SHIELD

	APPRENTICE'S STAFF - +1 ATK.

	APPRENTICE’S ROBES

	APPRENTICE’S BOOTS

	RAVAGER’S SWORD - +4 ATK - You drain 3 HP with each attack.

	GRASPING DRAGON STAFF - +9 ATK. Your fire spells cost double and deal double damage.

	SNAZZY PURPLE ROBES - +1 DEF. Spells cost -1MP.

	MARKSMAN'S GLOVES - +3 ATK.

	COMMANDER HELLGAIN’S BATTLE ARMOR - +18 DEF.



MOUNTS

Mounts are personal transportation allowing different modes and speeds of travel throughout Spire of Fate. Once purchased, Mounts will remain loyal to their owner, and are not transferable in any way between players, though certain Mounts may allow multiple passengers.

	DONKEY (XOTE)

	CLIMBING SPIDER (WILBUR)




QUEST LOG


COMPLETE QUESTS:

SLAY THE MOUNTAIN LORD FOR ELDER LOHDOH: 1/1

PRESENT THE SPEAR OF KLK’LK TO QUEEN TSK’TK: 1/1

DEFEAT THE SILVER KNIGHT: 1/1

OBTAIN THE TREASURE OF WIT FROM THE TRIAL OF WIT: 1/1

BRING THE BOOK OF BLOOD MAGIC TO THE ALTAR OF BLOOD: 1/1

RETURN THE ELDER’S KEY TO ELDER MUPMUP: 1/1

SLAY THE SEA FROG: 1/1

EXPLORE THE UNDERSEA CAVE: 1/1

BRING SPINY REEF FISH TO NEEDEEP: 5/5

HELP CELESTRA AVOID HER FATHER: COMPLETE

KILL GOBOS FOR BEEDEEP: 5/5


WORLD ZONES


Kawaiian Islands - The starting zone. A south pacific jungle island populated by adorable plush animals and friendly villagers.

Lookmano Sands - A thriving port city where Kawaiians ply various trades and offer leveling quests and upgrades to players.

Watali Reef – This Barrier Reef, filled with Spiny Reef Fish, challenges players’ swiftness as they race against their breath meter.

Nokon Woods – A lush forest of towering evergreens trees and mossy vegetation, intermixed with deciduous trees.

Walking Hills - Foggy horror movie nightmare of endless hordes of zombies emerging to attack.

Bone Moat - The defensive trench protecting the actual spire from those down in the Unalive hills, the moat filled not with water but with animated skeletons that swarm any hapless players who fall in.

Black Catacombs - A bog standard dungeon environment with stone walls, intermittent torches, and ghouls with "ice pick claws." Rather than a downward exploration, the catacombs wind their way UP the interior of the spire.

Hard Pass - The spire cleaves in two partway up. On both sides, switchback trails lead upward. A scattering of long rope bridges connects the sections of the spire, while white clad Gobos wave magic staffs to summon winds to blow players to their doom in the Bone Moat far, far below.

Antaur Colony - A nest of tunnels higher up in the mountain. These were carved by the Antaurs, an insectile species at war with the Dragonoids who serve the Mountain Lord.

Warrens of War – Just below the spire’s summit, a group of scaly, winged bipeds called Dragonoids have carved out a city within the Mountain Lord’s iron mines. Diligent, bureaucratic, and brutal, they defend both the mines and the skies outside from intruders and rebels alike.

Cloud’s Overlook - The first chance to look down from the very top of the mountain. Dark storm clouds roil BELOW the peak, while incongruous sunshine bathes the evil environs above.

Curtain of Tyranny – An encircling perimeter of towering walls that surrounds the Mountain Lord’s fortress complex. Mercenaries man the walls, firing arrows at all who approach.

Terror Keep – The Mountain Lord’s outer defenses include this solid, utilitarian structure of stone and iron. Armored foes await inside, and the Mountain Lord’s chief lieutenant, Commander Hellgain, will fight to the death to prevent passage through it.

Garden of Souls – After the grim and dreary environs atop the spire, the Courtyard offers a touch of sweet air and beauty. Lush, landscaped greenspace can lull the players into a false sense of security however, since this is where the Mountain Lord’s guard dragon resides.

Castle Imperious - Mountain Lord's throne room and site of the final battle.
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CLOSED ALPHA INTERNAL BUG REPORT


BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: N/A

Bug: “I have a leftover accessory from a previous play-through. Map-Maker’s Waystone.”

Developer comment: Since when do the entitled elite complain about gaining a leg up from their inheritance?

Resolution Status: WILL NOT FIX

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: N/A

Bug: “Yeah, still haven’t fixed that Log Out issue. Gonna be a biggie if you want this game to see release.”

Developer comment: Yeah, works fine. Account is flagged for non-logout.

Resolution Status: WORKING AS INTENDED

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: Gobo Camp

Bug: “Not so much a bug as a suggestion. But actual Santa hats would be perfect for these guys. Basically make them look like cannibals or whatever. I don’t expect XP for this one, but if you don’t mind a little constructive criticism, I wouldn’t say no to an offsetting refund for your cursing filter.”

Developer comment: OK, this would be hilarious. Maybe a holiday-only cosmetic.

Resolution Status: REFERRED TO ART TEAM AS LOW PRIORITY

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: KAWAIIAN VILLAGE

Bug: “There is no way the music shouldn’t be going before I arrive at the tavern. I should hear it from outside and it should be in-progress when I enter. If you need a trigger, use me getting to the village.”

Developer comment: Softened the edges of the sound penetration to extend beyond the perimeter of the tavern in a diminishing gradient of volume, with options to account for steep drop-off (for fully enclosed buildings) or not (for buildings with open windows and/or doors). We should apply the fix to other buildings with significant noise levels. Spinning up new bug reports for each.

Resolution Status: RESOLVED

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: Lookmano Port

Bug: “I woke up with no memory of last night. I got in-game drunk on in-game booze and have real-life missing memories. Please confirm that this was just role-playing cinematic stuff, and that I actually wasn’t up and running around doing stupid shit when I⁠—”

Developer comment: Alcohol coefficient was set wrong for the booze in the Kawaiian Village. We don’t have any long-term physiological effects programmed in, so the mental debuff was just stacking to the point where judgment and memory were non-existent. Just needed to fix one value in a table. Those fruity Kawaiian drinks went from denatured alcohol to wine coolers.

Resolution Status: RESOLVED

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: N/A

Bug: “Not sure if this is a bug or a mistake in game design. Why did I only get 10 MP this level when I got like 20 last time? Feels bad, man. Do better.”

Developer comment: Technically, it’s not a bug bug. But I see the point. A few of the classes have weird hiccups like this. Balance team will be reviewing all the leveling tables before the beta release. I’ll just put a note in that file.

Resolution Status: DEFERRED TO BETA

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Dizzy

Zone: BLACK CATACOMBS

Bug: “Blood Mage’s speech bubbles before and after taking Book of Blood Magic are too similar. I see what you’re aiming for with the bone background, but it’s too subtle, especially since they were already white before.”

Developer comment: Yup, we cheaped out on the graphic design for an interim alpha feature. Since we’re implementing voice text in the beta, I’m opting to ignore minor cosmetic bugs that go away once the alpha ends.

Resolution Status: WILL NOT FIX

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: N/A

Bug: “Yeah, the phrase ‘Just like grandma used to make’ does NOT imply anything about actually having a grandmother. I don’t. No family at all. Holidays blow chunks. Thanks for penalizing me in-game for not even CONSIDERING THE POSSIBILITY that someone might not mean it literally.”

Developer comment: “SORRY FOR YOUR LOSS”

On a side note, I warned you that the “real world” filter needed to account for sophisticated linguistic understanding of idioms and colloquialisms. Pay for the damn upgraded model, already! No need for our team to reinvent the wheel.

Resolution Status: RESOLVED

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: White Gobo Village

Bug: “Yeah, think I got screwed out of a skill-up on Level 7. I got interrupted before I picked, and I seem to have lost any ability to get back to that.”

Developer comment: For some reason, the Wizard 7 leveling table had “1 SKILL POINT” written in as plain text rather than as a pointer to the Level_Skill_UP function. Easy fix going forward. Going to quietly leave the player alone rather than gunk up a character that’s already overpowered.

Resolution Status: RESOLVED

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: N/A

Bug: “Hey, that title reminds me, I wasn’t getting notifications of titles gained before. Pick one: do they let you know when you gain a title or not. I don’t care which, just pick a lane.”

Developer comment: Holy hell! I did some digging on this one. Apparently, titles got added to the Road Map no fewer than three different times. So no fewer than three different people independently coded functions to assign them. While it would be easy to go into each one, pick a handling of notifications, and just make them all match, we’re going to sit back, relax a little, and do this the right way.

Resolution Status: ADDED TO BETA ROAD MAP (ONCE)

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: THRONE ROOM

Bug: “I’ve taken the Mountain Lord’s throne and I’m still not getting credit for either killing the assassin who’d sat there first or usurping it myself.”

Developer comment: He sat in a chair. He hasn’t killed or usurped anything at the point this bug was filed. In a way, I kind of don’t blame him. There have been enough bugs that this one seems plausible. But, c’mon man. Give it a second to at least check your assumptions.

Resolution Status: NOT A BUG

BUG REPORT

Reported by: Connor

Zone: THRONE ROOM

Bug: “My old character is still in the game.”

Developer comment: I’m starting to feel bad for this guy. Is that one of the milestones on the way to full sentience? Eliciting empathy from humans? If so, he’s only a few steps from realizing what he is.

Supplemental comment: This is an incredible development! We need to keep pushing on this imprint. Push, push, push. Almost there! -Isaac

Resolution Status: WORKING AS INTENDED (BETTER! -ISAAC)


LITRPG BY XAVIER P. HUNTER


Pixelate

You'll never become the main villain if you're not willing to die a bunch as the hero.

Arnold O'Connor is a gamer who just lost his office job to AI. Short on cash, he can appreciate the irony of taking a job at an indie gaming company looking to train their monster AI. But Anachronism Interactive isn't looking for players to copy from, they're interested in gamer brains to scan.

After being run through a series of psychological tests while hooked up to a brain scanner, Arnold finally gets a chance to check out the game these scientists have been making. Already questioning his sense of reality after all the mind games and brain twisters, Arnold finds himself immersed in a world that's both utterly real and disconcertingly incomplete.

As each iteration of the company's flagship game releases, Arnold is drawn farther and farther into the alternate reality. And as the game world becomes more real, the real world begins to fade away entirely.

His only hope of escape lies in ultimate victory.


Armored Souls

100 tons of walking steel. One human heart.

Sgt. Reggie King wakes up from a battlefield injury to find himself physically intact. But the hospital staff insist he’s not fit to return to duty. As part of his psychological recovery, they introduce him to a game.

Armored Souls is a tank game on steroids. Giant, walking mechs called juggernauts engage in interplanetary wars as noble houses and mercenary factions wage endless battles for supremacy. For the pilots of these juggernauts, the rewards are glory, cash, and XP.

What follows is an epic struggle against the forces arrayed against him, from rival gamers to entire factions looking to crush Reggie underfoot. To survive will take all his military leadership, perseverance, and maybe a little help from some new friends.


Metagamer Chronicles

Gary Burns thought he’d created a masterpiece. Instead, he’d created a prison for his friends—and himself.

Gary Burns just wanted to create the greatest RPG campaign of his gaming career. But a freak magical accident sucks him into the very world he created—as himself.

Surrounded by heroes who look and sound like his friends, Gary is forced to play out the story he wrote. Worthless in a fight, Gary must prove himself valuable even if it means feeding the team insider knowledge.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Xavier P. Hunter was born at the dawn of the video game age. He grew up with a game controller in his hand, moving from Atari joystick through PS4 controller the way a hermit crab outgrows its shell. His little league was RBI Baseball, his first date was Princess Zelda, and his first unpaid internship was leading raids in World of Warcraft. He lives in a world of pixels and frame rates, coming out infrequently to eat and that sort of thing.

Most of his writing is done while patches download or when servers are down for maintenance.

Like most superheroes, he operates in meat space under an assumed name.
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