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Chapter 1:  Logged Off

The alarm on the telescreen blared so loudly I thought my eardrums would burst! I tossed the pillows on top of my head to dull the noise, but the sound continued to bore through my head like a drill bit into a sheet of metal.
“Off,” I moaned. “Off!”  The harsh din ceased, leaving me with pleasant silence.
I had stayed up way too late the night before. Between the shindig in Freehold and drinking a few too many beers last night while watching the Granson Gang battle the hundred-headed dragon, I had not slept much.  
My body needed rest while my mind needed a day or two away from the game.
My contract with the corporation specified I had to spend thirty-five hours a week logged into the game with the hours being flexible. However, I was spending way more time than that logged in, and I was not getting paid extra crypto-coin. When I was a detective, if I worked overtime, I received extra compensation. Now I was working overtime for free. What had happened to me?  
I had been playing Immersion Online (Is “playing” the correct word if I was being paid?) for ten hours a day for the previous ten days. I was starting to understand the addiction a little bit. I woke up excited to adventure with Cali, Jarrell and Flora. I felt young and alive in the game – maybe even a little immortal. The shows on the telescreen bored me. Why watch a battle raging on the screen, when I could fight in one myself?  I was finding the mundane world dull, which wasn’t necessarily good. I needed to do laundry, pay bills, clean the house – mostly I needed to order food. A lot of it. My biggest outing in the last ten days had been to the all night convenience store for beer, chips, microwavable burritos, frozen pizza and beef jerky. All the major food groups. After my heart attack, I was supposed to be eating better, but the health kick had only lasted a week.
What I really needed to do was to return some calls and respond to a slew of emails. I texted Mike Haggerty, [my former boss when I was a detective for the Major Crimes Division and my current boss for Immersion Online] informing him I would be starting my duties in Grandview in two days. Then I buried my head back into the pillows, sleep taking me instantaneously.
The telescreen thundered again. “Reminder!  Reminder!  Parent visits to S.U.N.Y. Binghamton begin in three hours.”
“Fuck!”  I cursed, hopping out of bed. Slamming my toe into the wooden frame of the bed, I cursed again. I knew I had to be somewhere tonight. I was losing touch with the real world. I had three hours to shower, throw some clothing on and get the hell upstate.
I would need to break a few speeding laws to get to Binghamton on time. Unfortunately, the autonomous driving system did not allow that, so I went old school, placed the car on manual, flooring the pedal all the way up Route 17 West. What should have been a three-hour drive took me a little under two and a half hours.  
I entered Amber’s dorm room early by a few minutes. I knew she was in a suite with two other girls, one of them a Kaylie or Kylie I thought. After knocking a few times, a freckle-faced, redhead opened the door for me. I introduced myself. When I walked into the little suite, I saw Amber and some boy around her age, nineteen or twenty, decked out in the same haptic devices I used to log into Immersion Online.
She had mentioned the parent visit to me in passing a week earlier. I had never seen Binghamton nor visited her before. She was all I had left in the world, so I wasn’t going to let a hundred fifty miles stand in the way of some father-daughter time. I did have an older sister Nancy, who lived in a group home in Sullivan County, yet I had not visited with her in over ten years. I buried the guilt for my negligence deeply away.       
“I’m Katie by the way. One of Amber’s suite mates. Drea’s our other roomie; she’s out right now. Anyway, I think I’m rambling. I do that when I meet new people. Anyway,” she repeated, “Amber said you might or might not come – fifty percent chance. Oops. Don’t think I was supposed to say that. Anyway, she said if you showed up to message her in the game.” Katie, not Kaylie or Kylie, pulled out her phone and began typing a message.
“She cursed at me for interrupting her. She and Billy, that’s him over there,” Katie said gesturing to the boy next to Amber on the couch, “are in the middle of a huge fight with a horde of goblins. I don’t think it’s going very well. Not sure what a goblin is, but she seems to hate them.”
“Fuck!” Amber shouted as she abruptly emerged from the game, her hands moving like she was going to cast a spell. “Fuck!” she cursed one last time realizing she was in the real world. “I died. One goblin stabbed me in the gut and another shot me with an arrow at point blank range.” Then Billy joined the real world and she started yelling at him, “You were supposed to tank me!  You let them get right by you. How am I supposed to blast them, if they are up in my face?”
“Sorry Amb,” was all the poor kid was able to get out as he started to remove the haptic devices. “There were too many of them. I told you we needed a full party; not just the two of us.” 
I let out a little cough, which caught Amber’s attention. She looked at me as if she didn’t remember who I was, then finally said, “Hey Dad.”  Then she thought for a moment, adding, “Didn’t think you would actually come. Didn’t think this was your kind of scene.”
“No place I’d rather be. So listen, why don’t I take you, your roomies and Billy,” I gave him an extra-long stare to let him know I had my eye on him, “out for an early dinner before we go to this parent event tonight.”
She shook her head in exasperation and replied, “The event tonight is dinner in one of the dining halls.” 
“Well then maybe breakfast tomorrow morning,” I responded. “You can join us Billy if you want.” I don’t know why I was hassling him. He quickly and noisily packed all his haptic devices into a book bag. With his voice cracking he said, “I would love to Mr. Mason. I really would. But I have a thing in the morning.” Then he fled from the suite without even a glance back at Amber as if a horde of goblins was chasing him in real life.
“I like him,” I said.
“I am glad you approve,” she responded. That was all I was going to get from Amber on the subject, which was a great deal when it came to her romantic life.
There was a long moment of awkward silence. It didn’t seem like Amber was going to break it. And Katie, when her chattiness was needed the most, had scampered away.
“Goblins huh,” I blurted out to break the wall of ice.   
“Yeah nasty goblins. We have been fighting them all week. Trying to get to these ruins in their territory; they keep attacking us.”  She went on for fifteen minutes about the goblins, the ruins and the mad wizard who gave them the quest. Her tale finally ended when ten goblins overwhelmed Ragmar, Billy’s avatar. “I hate dying in the game. Such a pain in the ass. How many times have you died? – Wow, there’s a question I never thought I would ask you.”
“Only once,” I said, sadness suddenly flooding me as I thought about the kelpie who had taken the shape and appearance of my dead wife Bethany before violently drowning me in her pond. I wasn’t planning to tell Amber that sad story.
“Just once,” she said, astonished. “And you’re fifteenth level?  I’ve died like ten times already.”
“I guess I’ve been lucky. Also, I told you about the siblings. We worked well together; a very balanced team.”
“Look at you,” she joked proudly. “Talking in gaming terms. You’ve come a long way. Maybe I should have you come along with Billy and me to crush these goblins.”
“That might be fun,” I said, contemplating the father-daughter outing.   
“I don’t think Billy would like it,” she answered with an amused look. “I think you scared him off.”
I didn’t reply to the last statement; and changing the topic I asked, “So when is this dinner?  I’m starving. Think they’ll have some mead and roast mutton?” Amber laughed.
*
 
I had a leisurely drive home the next afternoon. The car’s autopilot was engaged, with hundred-year-old rock and roll music blaring through the speakers. The dinner the night before had been your typical dining hall fare – it filled the belly but nothing more. Amber told me about her classes, her roommates, and a bit more about her adventures in the game. She was a tenth level battle mage with a focus on fire. She was grinding out levels as best she could – which was difficult with a full course load, and from what I could sense, a romantic life with Billy as well. She wanted to get to twentieth level so she could finally summon a Minor Elemental of Fire. Then to quote her, “I can scorch some goblin ass.” 
She complained for a good while about Ragmar – how he was reckless – and kept getting her killed. According to her, he was a shit tank. “He hates taking damage. That’s the main goal of the tank. He has his receptors shut totally off, so it isn’t even like he can feel any discomfort. I keep telling him to raise them to a one or even a two; at least then, he will feel a little pain and know he is taking damage. With no pain, he has to check his damage bar and he keeps forgetting to do that.”  While she went on about Ragmar, she avoided any discussion of Billy – at least in reference to anything outside the game. A psychologist would have a field day with that kind of compartmentalizing.
From the little I saw of Billy, he was a giant step up from Dirk the Dick as I had named her last boyfriend, the one she had moved in with during her gap year and after our big blowout fight. She didn’t move in with him out of love, but, I am certain to this day, she did so because she didn’t want to be alone. Especially with her mother gone. I thought about planting drugs or stolen items on him to get his ass arrested. I could have done it also.  I had the means and know how. Anything to get him away from Amber. He was a big part of why we didn’t speak for almost a year. Dirk the Dick was out of her life, and if Billy the lousy tank was with her now, that was fine by me.
I spent the next two days attending to everything I had neglected. I paid some bills, piled up the laundry so the drone could pick it up for cleaning delivery, had a month’s worth of healthy food dropped off (even some fruits and vegetables), and so on. I was certain that I was going to be busy once I entered the city of Grandview. If I had been logging in ten hours a day in the backwoods of The Great Realm, the gods only knew the hours I might be spending in one of the largest cities in the entire game. I knew it wasn’t good for my body to sit in an easy chair for so many hours while immersed in the game. I was planning to get into a routine to work five hours before logging out for half an hour to eat some food, stretch my body out, and attend to physical needs. I would then log back in for another three hours – for a total of eight hours.  The ten hour days needed to stop! Of course, this plan failed miserably as many do; the city of Grandview had other ideas for me.  




Chapter 2:  Havervill

Similar to the first time I’d logged into the game several months back, a dome of light surrounded me. I kept waiting for the calming voice of Angelica to speak, but I remained in silence except for my own breathing. Finally, I called out, “Hello! Virtual assistant. Are you there?”
“Hold your horses,” the raspy voice of an older man said to me.
“Did you just tell me to hold my horses?”  I asked.
No response.
Another minute passed. I was starting to get pissed. “Hello! Can we get started?   I would like to log into the game sometime today. I am expected in Grandview.”
“Alright. Alright. I’m here. Sheesh! What’s the rush? Grandview is still going to be there when you arrive. Unless there is a massive error message or a blue screen of death. In which case, you won’t be logging in.”
“Hi,” I said, ignoring the last statement. “I’m Mace. And you are?”  
Silence again for a few seconds. I swear I heard the ruffling of an old time newspaper.
My virtual assistant finally spoke. “I am Havervill.”
“I was told I would be getting a Roberto?”
“No, it was always going to be me. The boss chose me specifically because I am the best AI out there. King of the hill. Top of the virtual food chain!  With the crap you are about to face in Grandview, you’re going to need your character to be tighter than a pixie’s ass cheeks.”
Silence again. More crumpling of papers.
I coughed. “So?  Am I doing this myself, or are you going to help me?”
“I guess if you need me, I got no choice. First off, I am going to make this easy for you.” 
He popped up my character specs, and then snapped his virtual fingers. All the information disappeared except for my name, my new level of fifty, my perks, and the few magical items I had picked up along the way. “Alrighty. Let’s start at the beginning. Are you keeping the Mace thing, or going with a real name?  Maybe one with some authority.”
He had gone too far now. I couldn’t see Haggerty or Shannon Donally picking this ass to be my virtual assistant.
“Do you know why the boss picked me to work with you?” he responded to the question I had pondered a moment before. “Because I will call a rose a rose and a pile of shit a pile of shit. You need someone to tell you what’s what, and that’s me. So, are you keeping Mace or not?”
“Yes!” I answered emphatically. “I’m keeping Mace. And only Mace.”  The name flashed on my character sheet.
“Okay, it’s locked in place. Let’s hit the attributes now. At level fifty, you have two hundred and eighty five points to allocate. If you aren’t certain how you arrived at that number, you can take a gander at this chart.”   
Gander, I thought. Who the hell uses gander anymore?  Was my AI a hundred and fifty years old?  The Attribute Allocation Chart popped up. I had taken a gander at it the day before, so I already knew how I planned to distribute my points.
	
	Attribute Allocation Chart


	
	Levels

	Points

	Total Points


	Aggregate



	
	1

	40 for level 1

	40

	40


	
	2 - 50

	5 per level

	245

	285


	
	51 - 75

	4 per level

	100

	385


	
	76 - 85

	3 per level

	30

	415


	
	86 - 100

	1 per level

	15

	430


	
	
	

	SUB-TOTAL

	430

	

	
	
	
	
	
	




“I hope you have some idea how you want to allocate them by this time. It maddens me when game employees have to create characters and spend two hours allocating attributes. I mean, they know they are going to have to do it, yet they haven’t planned a damn thing. I’m a busy man and got things going on outside of work. No one ever considers that the AI may have plans, or a date.” 
“A date, Havermill?” I questioned.
“Havervill… not mill… Havervill,” the virtual assistant corrected with annoyance.
“Sorry about that,” I said. Though I wasn’t really sorry. Havervill put the ass in assistant as far as I was concerned.
“Are you really? The problem with you Starborn is that you don’t respect the locals. When I am not off assisting your lot, I got my own things going on – well as much as an incorporeal entity can have things going on. But I get around, don’t you worry.”  It seemed like Havervill took a deep sigh, though I knew this wasn’t possible. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was a flesh and blood human being having a lousy day.
He continued his diatribe: “You Starborn just don’t get us. You interact with us, yet do you respect us or consider us as real as you see yourself?  I know you came from Freehold recently. Well there are no Starborn there right now. Your former companions are miles away completing a quest for the mayor of Treehold. Meanwhile, the good folk in Freehold are living their lives: hunting for food; fishing at the stream; getting drunk on Hearn’s moonshine. Why, two of the lasses are planning revenge on Young Lucious for bedding them both – well actually haying them both – since he made love to them both a few hours apart in the same hayloft. That lad is a boy of my own heart.”
“Okay. I get you. You are real!  I never said you weren’t.”  I needed to distract him before he went into a tirade about equal rights and equal pay for AI, so I simply said, “I know how I wish to allocate my attribute points.”  
When I was playing as a noob, I felt it was important to plow points into strength and fortitude. My philosophy was simple: “Hit them as hard as I can so they can’t get back up.” I didn’t necessarily need to follow that philosophy in the city. I had a literal army of the city guard at my disposal. I would also have my own personal golem – one of the most powerful beings in the game. So I didn’t need to go crazy with physical strength and fortitude.
“This is how I wish to allocate them,” I said.
Physical Strength50 points
Physical Fortitude50 points
Hand-Eye Coordination  35 points
Nimbleness  30 points
Mental Acuity20 points
Mental Fortitude
 20 points
Providence40 points
Allure
 40 points
Subtotal285 Points
Even with the use of rings, amulets, spells, potions, runes, and talismans, at current, no attribute could go above 100 points.
I had still placed my highest allocations into Physical Strength and Fortitude. However, I also placed a good number of points into Allure and Providence. The Allure would help me when I had to win over a reluctant witness or calm an angry mob. I would try diplomacy and force of will, before reverting to physical violence. As far as Providence went, I believed in good old luck. I read in the forums that on average Providence has the lowest allocation percentage wise, followed soon after by Allure. However, the game designers had created them for a reason. When I was a lowly noob, I was certain Providence had saved my life once or twice.  
I still kept my two physical scores high. If push came to shove, I wanted to be able to put down my opponent fast and hard. I knew I would have to do something about my Mental Acuity and Mental Fortitude at some time but would worry about them down the road.
“Providence huh,” Havervill mumbled. “You really think the designers care two zinc coins about you?  That there is some great wheel of fate in the digital firmament?  Well it’s your death.”
I wanted to say something to my irascible virtual assistant but figured I should just let it be. When I saw Haggerty in Grandview in a little while, I would let him know that Havervill had to go. Maybe he could arrange to bring back my Angelica.       
“Okay, let’s move on. I know I don’t need to go over your perks. That sweet gal Angelica told you all about them when you first logged into the game.”
“Sweet gal,” I chuckled. “Who uses gal anymore?  Are you a hundred years old?”
“What do you mean?  I am as old as I need to be. The problem is the Angelicas make everything sound all peachy keen, as if having six perks is the best thing since sliced bread. You know I use that phrase an awful lot but never actually had sliced bread, or bread of any kind – what I wouldn’t do for a carb.”  
I cleared my throat. “You were saying something about perks.”
“You got the pox or something? You keep clearing your throat. Because if you got the plague, I’m out of here. Or even worse, if you got a virus.”  At the end of the word “virus”, I heard a drum beat ba-dum-tss, indicating the punchline of a bad joke. “You get it?  I am a computer program and you have a virus.”   
“Please Havervill,” I pleaded, figuring a softer approach might work better with him.
“Oh yeah, I was just saying you know all about your perks. Or at least I hope you remember them. In case you don’t recall, you have six of them: True Sight, Behind the Veil, Liar! Liar!, Glean Truth, Intimidation and my favorite Blunt Force Trauma. Remember that they will increase in strength along with your character growth. You will find your Blunt Force Trauma quite deadly, especially due to your current level and high strength. Just remember, as tough as you might think you are, there is some alpha dog or alpha bitch out there with a bigger maw.” 

“I got ya. Perks have limitations.”
“Okay then. I know it’s boring, but the bosses insist I explain each of your special weapon and defense skills. I know you can look up what they do in the forums or the compendium. You can ask me questions if you really really really need to, but I really hope you don’t, ‘cause I got to be somewhere like I said before so pay attention. I’m only going over these once.”
“You know how to use Power Blow as you used it while futzing about the back ass of the continent. Think of it as a real weak version of your Blunt Force Trauma. However, now that you are level fifty, you will pack quite a wallop with your mace when you call upon this skill. You tap the power of your physical pool to strike a deadly blow. You will learn how to control the level of power you invest in the attack. If you are trying to take down one of those annoying gremlins, that is if you can catch one of the little buggers, you wouldn’t need to draw more than a drop of your physical pool to bust it up good. At a power level of let’s say ten, you would pulverize every bone in its gremlinly body. That would be sweet. Conversely, if you were dumb enough to take on a Titan, a level one strike wouldn’t even annoy it. A ten, however, would certainly get its attention. Of course, the more power you put into it, the quicker you drain yourself. So don’t be dumb when using it.”  He stopped for a second and asked, “No questions?  Good.”
“Bash Undead is next. Sheesh. We’ve got a ton of these to go over. And we still have the shield, crossbow and unarmed combat skills. I need to shorten these explanations or we are going to be here till the Grey Man returns. So Bash Undead does exactly what it sounds like.  You inflict increased damage against all undead creatures, especially those bony skeletons.  You could have probably used this against the skelters except you didn’t have this skill at the time.  There is also a remote chance with this strike that you can cause some damage against incorporeal undead like ghosts, wraiths, and poltergeists.  No questions?  Good.”
I was about to ask him a question just to annoy him, when he moved on to the next skill. 
“Break Weapon is kinda stupid if you ask me. It does what it says. When you call upon this skill, you have a chance to weaken or even break your opponent’s weapon. Depending on the level of the foe you are fighting, the durability of their weapon, and their skill level, your Break Weapon may have no impact, may weaken the weapon, or might break it after a number of strikes.  There is even a remote chance you can end up breaking your own weapon.  The effects are too arbitrary for my liking. Just kill ‘em!  It’s easier and safer. If they are dead, then they can’t kill you. Well, now that I think about it, that’s not actually true, as they can come back as a lich or vampire and then kill you horribly.” Realizing he was off track again he said, “You know what I mean. Aren’t you cops taught to shoot to kill and not to injure or shoot for their gun?  If someone is trying to kill, you shoot back to kill and not wound. You leave them alive, and they can remain a danger.”  
Havervill’s last description pissed me off a bit. I wanted to protest the simplistic view he had of officers and our use of deadly force, but before I could, he moved on to the next skill.
“Okay so now we got Concussive Force. It has a few uses. If you knock someone in the head who is living, you can cause their brain to get a little addled for a few moments. They might lose their balance, or be too confused to strike back. If you want to cause some mass casualties, you can fill that mace to the brim with energy and let Concussive Force loose – a nice little shockwave of mayhem. Most beings, like your pal Magash, like to slam their weapon to the ground and then let the power loose. It looks cool but is unnecessary. You Starborn have something similar to it, a concussion grenade I think you call it. I really need to get the specs on how to build one of those. Imagine the gold I could make. Then I could show Tami a good night out on the town.”  He paused again, waiting for a response. When I stayed silent he said, “No questions?  Good.”
“Bone Breaker works well against beasts with real tough skin, scales or carapaces. This is a good skill combined with something like your Blunt Force Trauma perk. Let’s say a dragon is swooping down on you…”
“There aren’t any dragons in the game to my understanding,” I cut in.
“Of course there are. Just because no one has seen one yet, doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Now stop interrupting. Let’s say a dragon,” he emphasized the last word, “is swooping down at you and you somehow get a shot off on it with your mace. Probably not a good way to fight a dragon, but I never fought one so I wouldn’t know. Dragons have scales as hard as tempered steel. Your Blunt Force Trauma perk along with Bone Breaker might dent a wing or cause enough harm to even break the wing. Always think of how you can combine your skills and perks together.”
“Thor’s Mace. The programmers were very
original with this one. You can use your mace as a projectile weapon. You can control the amount of force you put into the toss – turning that potential energy into kinetic force. However, unlike Thor’s hammer that flew back to him, yours will re-form back in your hand in a few seconds. Now a warning with this one. The more force you put into the throw, the longer it takes your mace to come back to your hand. So you better have a backup weapon.”  
I had already thought about the need for a secondary weapon and planned on picking up another mace in Grandview when I got some gold together. It didn’t need to be scalable or anything special. Just something decent I could call upon if my scalable mace was out of my hand. The only other melee weapon I currently had was a small dagger, and I didn’t want to get into hand to hand combat using that.  
“I’m starting to like you. You don’t ask many questions. The strong and silent type. The harlots in the brothels are gonna love you. Reverse that, you are going to love them. But I digress again. My ones and zeros are out of whack. Okay so let’s do these last two.”
“Elemental Strike. You can infuse your mace with an elemental force:  fire, air, water, or earth.”  I had gone back and forth with the choices for a while. Most people chose fire or air. Fire was obvious as it was a great offensive choice. It seemed wizards loved tossing fireballs and flame daggers all around and warriors loved seeing their swords ablaze with magical fire. I had used fire to wreck a horde of skelters back in the Wilderbrook. Of course, I didn’t use magic to cause that explosion, but some highly flammable moonshine and a few casks of oil. Air allows you to toss lightning bolts and call them forth from the sky. Nevertheless, fire hadn’t failed me yet, so I decided to stick with it.
“Fire,” I stated.
“I knew you were a fire guy. I saw the replay of the inferno you used on those skelters and knew you were a burn them alive kind of guy. Do I need to tell you some of the uses and ways you can utilize fire, or did you do the reading?”
“I am familiar,” I said. “And if I have questions about how to use it, I will be certain to call upon you.”
“Please don’t.”
“The last weapon skill you have for your mace is Please Don’t Hit Me. This is my favorite one. It is a real son of a bitch. You gotta really hate someone to use this one. In short, when you strike an enemy with this skill engaged, they not only feel the pain of the mace but they will feel extra pain, torturous pain, crippling pain. Best part, you can choose the torment:  cause a massive charge of electricity to fry their innards; make them feel like they are burning like a witch on a stake; create a sensation like all the bones in their body are breaking at the same time. The wicked part is that it is borderline illegal. I am actually shocked that the corporation gave it to you. Because even a Starborn with a pain setting of one or two will feel the pain. It raises the pain sensation by two levels. Anyone with pain sensors set at three would really feel some hurt, as if a Mac truck had struck them or they were being shocked to death by an electrical transformer. I hope I’m around when you use it, and not shacked up with Tamberline or Angelica, or if it is a Tuesday, with Roberto or Elwin.”  
I read about this skill yesterday. It was not available to regular players. Haggerty most likely provided me with it only as a last resort. I couldn’t see any circumstance when it might be needed. But it was good to know I had it in my back pocket if the time ever came.
“So that’s all of your mace skills. Man oh man, that took some time. You wanna break for lunch?  Maybe come back in an hour or two and let me get a nap in?  Just your mace skills nearly did me in.”  
“Stick with me,” I said. “We are getting there. Just my crossbow, bracer, and brawler skills left to go,” I added, realizing after I said it that it was still quite a list. “Maybe just the facts and less commentary.”
“Commentary?  What commentary?  Facts ain’t commentary. But if you want to go on, let’s go on. Then I am out of here, like an elf when the barkeep brings the tab for all the mead her group guzzled up.


“So you have crossbow skills also. Do you ever even use that thing?  I thought you were more beat them to the ground till they cry mommy type.”
“Havervill!” I snapped.
“Fine. Fine. Called Shot you know how to use. When you initiate that skill, you have an added percentage to shoot a specific body part, such as an eye or a shoulder. Though if you ask me, you have other crossbow skills that are much more painful.”  Havervill was waiting for me to respond but I remained silent. He had no choice but to continue.
“The next two crossbow skills are great when combined with one another.”
“Combined?” I asked. “You mentioned earlier about combining. Some specifics would be helpful.”  It killed me to ask him but I did need to know.
“Combined. Did Angelica teach you nothing?”
“Hey,” I said, “you leave her alone. She was a great virtual assistant.” I threw in this last part to get under his skin, “The best!”
“Well she should have told you about combining skills. So Puncture Wound infuses the crossbow and the bolt with extra power, allowing it to attempt to punch a hole through a nearly impervious surface, like a dragon’s scale. Now, just because the bolt punches a hole through the surface doesn’t mean it causes much damage. Once you punch through that hard skin, you can double whammy that dragon with the next skill, Deep Penetration. Get your mind out of the gutter. Deep Penetration does what it sounds like. It buries the bolt deep – maybe it does sound a little dirty saying it that way – deep penetration – bury the bolt.” 
“Havervill,” I groaned.
“Sorry. It buries the bolt deep in the creature you are trying to slaughter. If you are lucky enough to get a critical strike, the bolt might even pass right through the beastie. Got it now?  Good.”  I had definitely relied on my mace more so than my crossbow. I had to rethink my approach to battle knowing some of the deadly impact a crossbow bolt could inflict.
“The last one is a hoot. Variable Death. This one you may want to think about. I don’t need to know now. You can add an effect to the damage the bolt causes. For instance, shoot that bolt at the gremlin boss and then look on in joy as your bolt explodes blowing it to smithereens. Or you can infuse it with a slow poison and can watch in glee as the gremlin slowly weakens and succumbs to the poison. I warn you, this skill uses a ton of power. Again, great to combine. Use Deep Penetration to bury the bolt inside the gremlin and then use electricity as a Variable Death choice to fry it from the inside out. You can only have three variable death effects at your current level. At level seventy-five, if you haven’t been fired yet or furloughed due to an economic downturn, you will gain Advanced Variable Death. There is a whole list of the Variable Death options on the forums and in the Great Realm Player’s Guide and Compendium. So that’s all of the crossbow skills. Damnation! That took a while.”  I nodded my head in agreement and he plodded forward.
“So lucky for me you don’t have many shield and or bracer skills. One of the big flaws of this game by the designers, if you ask me, is they don’t respect defense. There is a dearth of defensive skills and spells. I brought it to their attention in my last missive but some snide programmer told me that players prefer blasting the shit out of an enemy rather than hiding behind a shield – the bullshit that ‘the best defense is a good offense.’  Or maybe I am thinking of ‘pray for peace but prepare for war.’”   He took a virtual breath and I jumped in.
“I thought no more digressions and that was a big one,” I pointed out.
“Facts ain’t digressions. They are facts. But let’s get to these.”
“That would be great.” 
“Kinetic Push you have used already. It adds some extra resistance to your shield – like a giant invisible hand pushing against whatever is trying to get through. It can also be used offensively as well. For instance, if you want to try to bash a gremlin with your shield, a little kinetic push will add some extra punch to the attack. If you are brawling, you can infuse your bracer with extra power. Think of the oomph that forearm bash will have when it hits the gremlin’s thick skull. I can hear the lovely sound of it cracking like an egg now.”  I was about to interject when he moved along.
“Elemental Resistance allows your shield to absorb some damage from an elemental strike, such as a fireball or a lightning strike. Of course, how much it can absorb depends upon how much power you infuse into the skill.”
“Gotcha,” I said.
“Magnetize I find kind of an odd one. Let’s say a nasty hobgoblin is trying to hack you apart with a rusty, disease infested blade. You can activate the skill and with luck, the sword might stick to the shield. Although it is called Magnetize, the weapon doesn’t need to be metal. It also works on wooden items like staves and the shillelaghs those bothersome gremlins always use.”  I think he meant leprechauns, but I wasn’t going to correct him. “The skill really should be called something like Sticky Shield or Gremlin in a Web.   Think of a gremlin caught in a giant spider’s web before the arachnid sucks all the juice from it. Delicious gremlin nectar.”
“Stop!” I shouted. “You said no more digressions. Please let’s finish. People are waiting for me in Grandview.”   I was supposed to meet Tinsie, my new deputy, when I logged into the city for the first time. She was probably already waiting for me. 
“You asked about gremlins. If you didn’t want to know, you shouldn’t have inquired. So the next one is Invisible Shield. This can be useful if you use it the right way and at the right time. It is not so much that your shield turns invisible; it is more that a force field – is that what you Starborn call it? — emits from your bracer. An opponent will think you don’t have much protection other than a bracer on your forearm. Boy will they be surprised when their axe or whatever weapon they are trying to cleave you in half with, strikes what feels like a brick wall. There you go. Concise enough for you?”  
I wasn’t sure how concise the description was but said, “Thanks”.
“Shield Dome is another one of these force field things. Merely place your shield over your head, or in front of you, activate this skill, and a dome of energy will form around you. You can adjust the size of the shield and how much damage you want it to absorb. The dome can protect you against physical, missile, and some magical and elemental attacks. It can’t protect you against spiritual assaults and insults. So I would stay far away from banshees because those gals can sling insults that really harm you down to the core. Like, ‘Havervill, I like my AIs with larger hard drives.’”
I am in Hell, I thought to myself. This was some sort of punishment but for what I wasn’t certain.
“Give me a sec,” Havervill said. “Once again I heard what sounded like an old fashioned newspaper crumpling, followed by the flushing of a toilet.
“That is enough!”  I shouted. “This has to be some kind of prank. Haggerty put you up to this, didn’t he?  A kind of welcome to Grandview gag.”
“I assure you this is no joke. In all seriousness, you are going to want me around when the gremlins start hitting the fan. I know more about The Great Realm and Grandview than any Realmborn, Starborn, or AI, so stop being so sensitive. You know what? I’m going to do you a favor. I should have done this at the beginning and saved us both time. I can email you the description of your Brawler skills. Does that work for you?  You gotta assure me you will read them, because if you don’t, the kingpins have grounds to let me go. And I need this job. You don’t want me out on the cold streets of Grandview begging in the back alleys for tin coins, do you? Not even gremlins deserve that kind of humiliation.”
I inhaled; then blew out slowly. “Havervill, I have no issue giving you a chance. You just need to work with me, okay. I don’t mind someone telling me what is what. I actually prefer that. Maybe tone it down a bit. More low-key.”
“Low-key. I can do low-key. Huh, sounds a lot like Loki, doesn’t it?  I wonder if there is some sort of connection between the two.”
I cut him off with, “Great. So why don’t you email the descriptions of the last few skills. I promise to read them sometime today. So, do we have much more to go over?”     
“We are almost done, Mace.”
That was the first time he had referred to me by name. I didn’t trust it one bit.
“You have twelve hundred and eighty one damage points. I don’t feel like explaining how that is all added up. Check out your character chart later; it’s self-explanatory. Your chain armor will absorb some damage simply because it was well crafted. However, magical armor is where it is at. The corporation turned out to be some real tightwads when it came to your armor. Like I said, no respect for defense.”
“I will see about getting better armor,” I responded. And I meant it. Most of my other items were magical or scalable. Yet not the armor. “I will take a look at the chart later. I promise.”  I had full intention of studying my character very closely. I wanted to know everything I could or could not do. I was in a world where magic, legendary warriors, and mythological creatures like Titans exist. Many players and Realmborn would be as powerful if not more powerful than me. I needed to – what had Jarrell called it all those weeks ago – learn how to min-max my skills and abilities to have a chance against higher level creatures. Like Flora had done when she took down the skelter captain.       
“Boy oh boy, that took a while. They gave you a ton of stuff, didn’t they?  You are going to need it, that’s for sure.”  I swore I heard him stifling a laugh.
“Why am I going to need it for sure?” I interrupted. Maybe he could give me the happenings around Grandview.
He went on, ignoring my last question. “How is this fair?  You work for the company for a few months and they give you these kick-ass skills, scalable weapons, and legendary brass knuckles. Wait until I tell you about that bad boy. I have worked for the company for years, but nooooooooooo… I get nada, nothing, the big zilch as far as legendary items. I keep warning them that if they continue to treat the virtual assistants like second-class citizens, that there is gonna be hell to pay. Wait till we strike. Just wait. They tell me that I’m Realmborn and by Realmborn standards, I’m quite powerful – almost omniscient—though omnipotent would be much cooler if you think about it. I keep explaining I’m really Starborn. I am, after all, sitting in a server somewhere in Pasadena, and if that isn’t Starborn, then what is?
“Pasadena,” I mumbled.
“So that’s it. Your character is set. You will figure out the rest on your own. Use the Compendium. It has a lot of good information in it. Especially the parts written by the AI. If you need me, really, really need me, just chant, ‘Havervill rocks!’ three times and I may or may not show up. With that, my virtual assistant left my mind to wherever it is they go.
There was no way in hell I would ever use that chant. I took a deep breath, trying to purge from my mind the last onerous hour of my life with my irascible assistant.




Chapter 3:  Character Sheet

Before logging into Grandview, I popped up my display. I wanted to take one final look at my avatar and all of his skills and abilities before logging in. I wasn’t certain what the days and weeks ahead held for me but wanted to make sure I was as prepared for them as possible.
Mace
Class:  Constable – Level 50
Raid Leader: Level 5 of 10
Dungeon Leader: Level 5 of 10
War Leader:  Level 5 of 10
Attributes
Physical Strength50 points + (+3 ring) 53 points
Physical Fortitude50 points
Hand-Eye Coordination  35 points
Nimbleness  30 points
Mental Acuity20 points
Mental Fortitude
 20 points
Providence40 points
Allure
 40 points
Subtotal285 Points
Current Bars and Pools
Physical Pool:  100%
Magic Pool:  100%
Stamina Bar:  100%
Damage Bar:  100%
Completion Points Needed To Gain Next Level
50,000 points needed to reach each levels 51 – 60
75,000 points needed to reach levels 61 – 75
100,000 points needed to reach levels 76 – 90
150,000 points needed to reach levels 91 – 99
250,000 points needed to reach level 100
Damage Points Allocation
Level 1:  20 DP allocated
Starting fighter class bonus:  25 DP allocated
Levels 2 through 50 (49 levels x 20 DP per level) = 980 DP allocated
Physical Strength and Fortitude Bonus [PS (53) + PF (50)] x 2:  206 DP allocated
Amulet (Bandit’s Cave Booty): provides 50 DP
Current total Damage Points:  1281
Weapon / Defense Skill Level
All Weapon and Defense Skills are currently between Levels 1 and 10
Mace:  Level 7, 1%
Dagger:  Level 3, 1%
Constable’s Crossbow:  Level 5, 1%
Brawler:  Level 5, 1%
Bracer / Shield:  Level 5, 1 %
Tali’s Brass Knuckles: (Indeterminate at this time)
Mace Special Skills
Acquired at Level 5 – Power Blow, Level 10, 1% - Bonus:  +100 DP per attack
Acquired at Level 15 – Bash Undead, Level 8, 1% - Bonus: +75 DP per attack against skeletons
Acquired at Level 17 – Break Weapon, Level 8, 1% - Bonus: variable damage bonus
Acquired at Level 25 – Concussive Force, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable effect
Acquired at Level 33 – Bone Breaker, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable damage bonus
Acquired at Level 40 – Thor’s Mace, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable damage bonus
Acquired at Level 47 – Elemental Strike, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: fire damage + variable
Acquired at Level 50 – Please Don’t Hit Me, Level 1, 1% - Variable damage bonus
New special mace skills acquired at levels 65, 85 and 100
Crossbow Special Skills
Acquired at Level 5 – Called Shot, Level 7, 1% - Bonus: variable
Acquired at Level 15 – Puncture Wound, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable
Acquired at Level 30 – Deep Penetration, Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable
Acquired at Level 50 – Variable Death, Level 3, 1% - Bonus: variable
New special crossbow skills acquired at levels 75 and 100
Shield Special Skills
Acquired at Level 7 – Kinetic Shield, Level 8, 1%
Acquired at Level 20 – Elemental Resistance, Level 5, 1%
Acquired at Level 30 – Magnetize Shield, Level 5, 1%
Acquired at Level 40 – Invisible Shield, Level 5, 1%
Acquired at Level 50 – Shield Dome, Level 5, 1%
New special shield skills acquired at levels 75 and 100
Brawler Special Skills
(Note:  No level requirements to acquire these special skills)
Unarmed Combat – Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable
Grappler – Level 5, 1% - Bonus: variable
Smasher – Level 5, 1% - Bonus: Base 75 DP plus variable effects
Dirty Fighter – Level 7, 1% - Bonus: variable depending on attack used
Perks
True Sight
Behind the Veil
Liar! Liar!
Glean Truth
Intimidation
Blunt Force Trauma:  Note: Adds the following base damage:  2 x (Levels 1 – 20), 3 x                
(Levels 21- 50), 4 x (Levels 51- 90), and 5 x damage (Levels 91 – 100).
After reviewing my main character sheet, I was feeling good about myself. If variety is the spice of life, then I had a rack full of the most exotic ones from around the world. I had skills, abilities, and perks that I could use in pretty much any situation I might face. I looked down, noticing I still had more to review. These were the special abilities for my scalable mace, crossbow and shield. The corporation had provided me with these powerful scalable weapons. Scalable items were some of the most sought after in the game as new abilities became available as you grew in levels. Players often outgrew their magical items, seeking more deadly and potent ones as they grew in levels.
Scalable Mace Damage
Levels 41 - 50:    (Damage, 200 – 250)
Levels 51 - 65:    (Damage, 251 – 325)
Levels 66 – 90:    (Damage, 325 – 400)
Levels 91 – 99:    (Damage, 401 – 450)
Level 100:     (Damage 450 – 500)
Scalable Mace Special Attributes
Level 1:  Unbreakable

Your mace cannot be broken or destroyed by most (but not all) means. Duration:  Unlimited
Level 16:  Control Damage
You may not wish to kill or badly harm an inferior foe and can essentially control the amount of force you put into your strikes. You can inflict between 1 and (your current max damage points). Duration:  Unlimited
Level 21:  Thumper
You can attempt to knock unconscious any opponent of an equal or lesser level than yourself. Duration:  2 minutes per battle
Level 31:  Double Attack
You can make two attacks in the same time it usually takes you to make one. You can only use it against one opponent at a time. Duration: 2 minutes per battle
Level 41:  Special Double Attack
You can make two attacks in the same time it usually takes you to make one. You can either attack one opponent twice, or you can attack two opponents (one time each), as long as they are both in striking range of your mace. Duration: 3 minutes per battle
Level 51:  Studded Mace
This ability allows you to summon spikes that will jut from your mace. The spikes inflict 50% additional damage. Duration: 2 x per day for a total of five minutes.
Level 66:  Barrier Buster
This special ability allows you to use your mace to bust through magical barriers of equal or lesser power. The time it will take your mace to “bust” through depends on the nature of the barrier (physical or magical), the power placed upon it, etcetera. Duration:  3 minutes per battle
Level 91:  InstaHit
When you invoke this power, your mace will always hit your opponent, avoiding all defense and magical bonuses. This attack will always work, even against opponents of much higher levels. Duration: 1 time per day
Level 100:  Thunderclap
No explanation can be provided at this time. Upon reaching Level 100, this mace ability will be available to you. You need to experiment to find out the power of Thunderclap. Duration:  TBD
Scalable Crossbow Damage
Levels 41 - 50:    (Damage, 201 – 250)
Levels 51 - 65:    (Damage, 251 – 325)
Levels 66 – 90:    (Damage, 326– 400)
Levels 91 – 99:    (Damage, 401 – 450)
Level 100:       (Damage, 451 – 500)
Scalable Crossbow Special Attributes
Level 1:  Ready Bolt
As soon as you release a bolt, another one will appear in the crossbow loaded and ready to be shot. Duration:  Unlimited
Level 1:
Unbreakable

This crossbow cannot be broken or destroyed by most (but not all) means. Duration:  Unlimited
Level 21:
Bow Reconfigured
Your crossbow alters its mechanics, allowing you to shoot two bolts at one time at one opponent. Duration:  2 minutes per battle
Level 31:
Advanced Bow Reconfigured
Your crossbow alters its mechanics, allowing you to shoot two bolts.  You can aim both shots at a single opponent, or one shot a piece at two different opponents. Duration:  2 minutes per battle
Level 41:  Pretend You Are A Longbow  
When you invoke this ability, your crossbow will be able to shoot up to two times the distance it normally can (200 yards x 2 = 400 yards).   Duration:  3 times per battle 
Level 51:  Double Damage
When you invoke this power, you can shoot one bolt that will cause double the amount of base damage if you strike your target. Duration:  1 time per battle 
Level 66:  Pierce Barrier

Your bolt has a small chance to burst through a shield that protects against physical damage and projectiles. Duration:  2 minutes per battle
Level 91:  Instahit
When you invoke this power, one crossbow bolt will always hit your opponent (as long as they are in range) and will avoid all defense and magical bonuses. This attack will always work, even against opponents of much higher levels. Duration: 1 time per day
Level 100:  Projectile  
No explanation can be provided at this time. Upon reaching Level 100, this crossbow ability will be available to you. You need to experiment to find out the power
Scalable Bracer / Shield Damage Absorption
Levels 41 – 50:    (Absorb Damage, 151 – 225)
Levels 51 – 65:    (Absorb Damage, 226 – 300)
Levels 66 – 80:    (Absorb Damage, 301 – 375)
Levels 81 – 99:    (Absorb Damage, 376 – 450)
Level 100:           (Absorb Damage, 451 – 500)
Scalable Bracer / Shield Special Attributes
Level 1:  Unbreakable   
This scalable bracer / shield cannot be broken or destroyed by most (but not all) means. Duration:  Unlimited
Level 16:  Shield Rush    
If you have the room, and are able to build up a ten-foot head of steam before rushing into the enemy, your rush will cause a variable effect. Duration:  Once per battle, per day.
Level 31:  Shield Bash    
You use your shield as a weapon and bash it into a single opponent. Damage caused by this attack is variable. Duration:  Once per battle 
Level 41:  Advanced Shield Bash     
Similar to Shield Bash, except sharp spikes will jut out of the front of the shield causing additional damage. Damage caused by this attack is variable. Duration:  Once per battle
Level 51:  Shield Wall     
When you invoke this skill on your shield, you become an immovable object.
Duration:  30 Seconds, once per battle
Level 66:  Double Defense     
When you invoke this ability, your shield can absorb twice its normal amount of damage. Duration:  once per battle
Level 81:  Reflect Damage     
When you invoke this skill, the damage points absorbed by your shield (physical, magical or elemental) are reflected back to the wielder. This skill works even against higher level beings Duration:  1 attack / once per day
Level 100:  Titan Shield     
No explanation can be provided at this time. Upon reaching Level 100, this Bracer / Shield ability will be available to you. You need to experiment to find out its power. Duration:  TBD
My avatar’s attributes, skills, perks, etcetera all looked in order. Being happy with what I just reviewed and anxious to get started, I tapped the Push to spawn in Grandview button which hovered in front of me in big red letters.
Then I was gone in a flash.




Chapter 4:  Battle in the Grand Plaza

The first time I had logged into the game six weeks prior, I materialized into the middle of a battle with an orc barreling towards me. While there was no conflict brewing this time, the scene was no less chaotic.  
Behind me stood the famous Grandview Fountain, The Fount as the locals called it; while in front of me The Grand Plaza, simply called The Plaza, spread out hundreds of feet in all directions. I stared out over the massive courtyard arrayed before me. Thousands of beings – of different races, species, and classes spawned all about me: lissome wood elves, stout hill dwarves and pesky pixies; sorcerers, warriors, rogues, archers, shamans, witches, gadgeteers, priests; merchants, musicians, and tavern owners. They had names like Flamo, Millicent the Malevolent, Ginkis, Keno, Benedictus, Big Dickus, Lucky Linda, Silvertree and thousands upon thousands more. Some of the races I recognized, while many were brand new to me. A tengu materialized a few feet away, unfurled her majestic wings, and flew off into the blue sky. A nine-foot tall creature, a half giant, lumbered nearby, shaking the ground like a mini earthquake.
The scene reminded me of ten years prior, when Amber was a child, and Bethany and I took her to the Renaissance Faire in Sterling Forest. Except this was no faire, and the fairies here were real and could blast you with spells, and the warriors here did not carry wooden swords or metal ones with dull blades, but sharp and deadly ones.
The Plaza hummed with a thousand conversations about dungeon dives; visits to the alchemist’s shop for healing or ethereal distortion potions; the events in Harlot House in the Grey Zone the evening before. Music echoed off the cobblestone streets from fiddles, mandolins, flutes, and sonorous singing. Some of the musicians had hats or sacks set up in front of them where a generous player or Realmborn might toss a zinc or copper coin. Laughter and comradery thrummed about me.
The virtual city hummed with life – like a city in the real world.
This would be my city. I would keep her and her people safe.
I had read about The Fount and The Plaza the night before, so I knew a little about where I would spawn. I looked behind me into the shining blue water; players and Realmborn alike tossed a single coin or several into the gleaming water. As soon as they did so, a shimmer of light would cover them and then dim. The proffered coins provided benefits:  a copper piece added an extra ten damage points for twelve hours; a gold coin could buy you a hundred damage points for a day; two silver coins would enhance your magic damage by ten percent for twelve hours. There were hundreds of different benefits that could be granted – and all for coinage. The corporation made a fortune on the boons The Fount provided.    
The Fount was nearly three hundred feet in diameter with about a dozen statues circling around it, most of which were about ten or so feet high. There was one, however, in the middle, which stood out among the others. It was a masterpiece of sculpture to make Rodin jealous. Neon lights that hovered above it read – The Lady of Knives. The statue was of a magnificent woman: tall, lean, and decked out in leather armor. A bandoleer crisscrossed her chest with the hilt of knives showing from the pockets. Her right arm stretched out and five knives that appeared to have been tossed from her hand, fanned out in front of her, hanging in the air.
I thought about taking a lap around the pool to get a look at the different statues, when a tapping on my shoulder broke my reverie. I spun to my left but there was no one there. There was tapping to my right so I turned that way. I heard giggling and a one-foot tall girl – woman – now hovered in front of me. Golden blonde hair hung down her back. Eyes the color of the blue sky looked at me with curiosity. Semi translucent wings buzzed rapidly behind her. She wore brown leggings and a hunter green shirt.
“I have been looking for you and looking for you and looking for you and here you are,” she said. I looked above her head at her identifier: Tinsie, Starborn, Sprite, Level 80, Conjurer, Transmutator, Blaster, Deputy (not sidekick) and one all around Kick-ass Sprite of Death if you mess with her. She had blocked the rest of her description, which was typical of most Starborn. I knew if I needed to, I could use my Behind the Veil perk to see the rest of it.
“Reading my name, are ya?  Well that’s me. Tinsie’s my name for short and I am Tinsie. You are Mace, the new boss. Think I might call you Boss if that is okay with ya?”
“Nice to meet you Tinsie,” I said, putting my hand out by instinct to shake hers before realizing the problem.
Tinsie giggled. “Happens more than you think.”  She flew over and grabbed one of my fingers with her hand. Her hand might have been tiny but strength and power flowed through it. This was not a frail creature in front of me, I sensed, but a creature of enormous energy.
“So this belongs to you,” she said as she flew up to eye level. She patted along her body and stated, “Here you go,” as she pulled out a small pendant the size of an old-fashioned quarter. She tossed it towards me and I caught it midair. To my astonishment, it grew to the size of a coaster. I looked down at the golden pendant. It wasn’t all that creative, simply shaped to look like the letter C. I read its description:  The Constable’s Pendant. This pendant is not only a symbol of your authority but also imbues you with the power of the constable. Haggerty hadn’t told me anything about a pendant – which I guess was my equivalent to a police badge.
“Just hold it up to your shirt or armor and it will magically stick to you.” I held it up and placed it above my heart. I felt the gold settle into place. Energy flowed into my avatar. The city around me began to thrum like a beating heart. I became aware—or maybe better sensed—the city guard who I would supervise that milled about The Plaza and around the district. Their chain armor glistened in the sunlight. They were mine to command, I sensed; and for a moment, I grasped how that power could be abused.
“Well,” Tinsie admitted, “I’m glad to be rid of that burden. I have been holding on and on and on to that pendant for six months now. I’m glad they finally found someone to fill this position.”        
I had asked Haggerty a number of times to tell me the ins and outs of Grandview. Who were the main players and powerbrokers?  People I should be wary of? Current intrigues?  He did not tell me much and kept repeating, “I think it’s best if you see for yourself.”  He said this same response to me two or three times before I stopped asking and reconciled myself to going in blind. I guessed he was worried about me having preconceived notions; he wanted me to treat it as tabula rasa – an empty slate. I wondered if I had something to worry about.
He did tell me one important fact; I was not the only constable in Grandview. I had asked him to tell me something about the other four constables. He was vague with that response as well. I almost told him to take the job and shove it. However, I was hooked. Immersion Online was slowly becoming my escape from reality and from the loneliness that was slowly creeping in. I had read a bit about the five districts.   
I would be one of five constables – with each of us in charge in one of the districts:  Dock District, Guild District, Royal District, Commerce District, and Grey Zone. I would be the constable for the Commerce District, which geographically accounted for more than forty percent of the total area of Grandview and nearly sixty percent of the population. The CD as it was referred to, held most of the shops, inns, theaters, banks, brothels, gambling halls, etcetera. Realmborn lived in the district and several million Starborn visited it day and night.
The GD, Guild District, was the next largest area taking up about twenty percent of the geographical area and holding fifteen percent of the total population. This was also a very popular destination among the Starborn. Players could get trained in different skills by masters located in the GD. They could learn how to make poisons, or pick a lock, call lightning from the sky, or wield a quarterstaff. Many of the great league halls lined the streets of the GD. It was home to Rusty’s Razors, The Magnificents, The Destroyers, Twenty Hot Girls, and numerous other ranked leagues.
The Dock District, affectionately called the Double D’s, held about fifteen percent of both the total population and the total area of Grandview. This district was one of the busiest parts of the city with ships coming in and out of the harbor day and night. Ships were the only way to reach the numerous islands along the coastline. Many of these islands held quests or unique creatures. Currently, ships were the only way to travel from Westra, where Grandview was situated, to Estra, the only other known continent. The ships that survived the perilous journey over the seas brought rare items and artifacts. There was a third continent, The Sundaland, but no one had yet to pinpoint its exact location.
The Royal District – referred to always as the Royal District (under penalty of a severe fine) – held large manors and on top of the hill stood the royal palace where The Queen lived. I was curious about the monarch, but all Haggerty said was, ‘Hopefully you never have the pleasure to meet her.”  Once again, when I probed him, he went silent. The Royal District held less than two percent of the population but accounted for nearly fifteen percent of the entire city area.
Finally, the Grey Zone, usually just called the Zone, held about eight percent of the population in about ten percent of the city. However, none of the census pixies sent into the Grey Zone ever came back so the real population, like so much about the Zone, is unknown.
“So Tinsie,” I asked, “are there going to be any hard feelings turning the badge over to me?  You were in charge for the last six months.”
“No, no, no,” she repeated. “No hard feelings at all, Boss. That badge is all yours. I’m happy to be rid of it, and I think it is glad to be rid of me.”
“What do you mean?” I asked curiously.
“Just that that that,” she stammered. “I was doing the gnome a favor.”
“The gnome?” I asked, not knowing who she was referring to.
“The big boss man. The one who hired you.” I realized she meant Haggerty. And he played a gnome. Curious. “I arrived about nine months ago under some unusual circumstances so to say. The first few months were,” she stopped to think about the right word, “interesting. One morning the gnome showed up and said he was making me the temporary constable. It seemed odd odd odd that he would ask me out of all the choices. He said it would only be for a few months, that he had the perfect guy to take over. To quote him, ‘Don’t let shit fall to pieces till I can get my guy in here.’  But it was more than a few months.”
“He was planning this for a while,” I murmured.
“Who was planning what?” Tinsie inquired. “Yeah, I should tell you that I have great hearing. I could pick out a single conversation a hundred feet away in The Plaza if I really really really concentrated.”
“That’s good to know,” I responded honestly. “It’ll be helpful if we ever do a stakeout.”
“Are you planning a stakeout?” She clapped her hands in joy. “Because that would be cool.”
“Maybe at some point. A question though. What happened to the previous constable?”
“Oh, I don’t really know,” the sprite responded. My Glean Truth perk kicked in and I knew she wasn’t being honest. I was about to challenge her on it when there was an explosion off to the side of The Plaza, about a hundred feet away. I turned in that direction, and there was another explosion, as a bolt of lightning came down from the clear blue sky. Then a woman in a form fitting red leather outfit floated into the air and a beam of multi-colored lights flew from her fingers.
Realmborn and Starborn alike scattered in all directions and away from the battle. Once at a safe distance, they turned to watch as two groups battled it out in The Plaza.
“Tinsie, what is going on?”
“Don’t get involved, Boss.”
“Did you say, don’t get involved?” I asked incredulously. “It’s our job, isn’t it?”
I could sense several of the guards nearby heading towards the fracas. I began to move over myself. I didn’t want to get involved just yet, as I wanted to see how the guards would handle this. All the guards in the city were levels eighty to one hundred. They had to be powerful and tough in order to exert their authority against Starborn who were essentially superheroes and immortal. A dozen or so guards should be able to quell this in a few minutes.
I moved to within fifty feet of the groups who were battling it out.
“Who are they?”  I asked Tinsie, who hovered nervously around me.   
She didn’t answer and I asked again, placing a touch of my Intimidation perk into the inquiry.
“Hey, that’s not nice!” she complained, recognizing the perk I used. “Okay, okay, okay. That’s Travis’s Lady Terrors,” she answered, pointing to her left “and that is, Domi’s Dominators,” pointing to the other side.
Two of the city guards walked within a few feet of them, and one, a human guard, Dunkan, began to shout, “By the order of the city guard, and by the order of the High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful, you are hereby ordered…” That was all Dunkan was able to get out before an errant bolt of lightning struck him in his shining chain mail. The bolt definitely hurt the man, but he was level eighty-three and it would take a great deal more than a bolt of lightning to take him down. His partner, a dark elf, came to his side and pulled him back from the melee.
I still did not intercede or make my presence known. The battle raged, weapons clanged, projectiles and magic flew. A woman, who looked like a large pinkish colored cat, was battling with a water elemental that had been conjured out of the air.
A dozen other guards finally arrived.
“Tinsie,” I asked, “Before going in blind. What is happening here?”
“It’s bad bad bad, Boss. The harems are at it again. Oh the harems are at it again.”
“Harems?” I questioned.
“No!” Havervill chimed in. “You can’t ask her. She’ll ruin it.”
“Thought you had a hot date. That I wouldn’t hear from you till tomorrow.”
“Well Tambi is still getting ready, trying to figure out which pixels to wear tonight. I had a few minutes, so I figured I’d check up on you and it’s good I did. If you need to know about harems, you gotta ask me and not the pixie.”
“Sprite,” I corrected.
“Sprites, pixies, fairies – I got a headache. Before you accuse me of racism for saying they all look alike, don’t – I can’t really see so they all look the same to me. So I was gonna tell you about harems.”
“Boss. You there Boss?”  
“Sorry Tinsie, my AI wants to tell me all about the harems. He seems overly gleeful to do so.”
Now the water elemental was battling a fire elemental. A man named Travis and a woman named Domi were fighting, he with a sword that burned with fire and she with a whip in one hand and in the other a small metal bar about three feet long that crackled with electricity.
My guard cordoned off the area. They weren’t planning to interfere, but they also didn’t want anyone getting hurt.
“Oh no,” Tinsie chortled, “you have one of them. A Haverstill. I hear they are characters.”
“It’s Havervill!  Why is it so difficult to remember?” my irritable virtual assistant complained. “Anyway, a harem is every guy’s wet dream. There are hundreds. Heck, thousands of them scattered all over the continent. Why adventure with a bunch of dudes, when you can do the same thing with a group of hot and exotic monster babes, usually with overly large breasts?  It gives a completely new meaning to the term dungeon dive if you get my drift. Of course, the guy is having sex with all the smoking hot chicks, sometimes one at a time and other times with all of them. Sometimes the girls are even into each other and it is a veritable orgy. I’m told that the entire harem is horny all the time. I’ve even heard their libidos fuel their magic. Anyway, it’s not only Realmborn who agree to be part of the harem, but Starborn as well. And the harem can be made up of all races and sexual proclivities. You could start one yourself. Think of the fun you could have with a dark elf, a merwoman and little Tinsie there all at the same time. Let’s do that. Let’s start a harem.”
“Enough Havervill. I get it. It’s about sex.”
“It should be,” he interjected. “The harem masters don’t like when you mess with their sex partners. The old boy’s network definitely doesn’t like the new harems – the ones with a woman or a binary as head of the harem with males, females, trans, and binaries as the subs. It messes with these male Harem master’s minds, I tell you.”
“Enough,” I said again. I looked at my deputy. “Tinsie, I have had enough of this. Summon the available guards. This ends now. It is time for everyone to meet Constable Mace.”




Chapter 5:  The Broken Harem

We needed the guards ASAP. A show of force was required, and what would be better than a hundred heavily armed and armored high-level guards.
On one side fought Travis’s Lady Terrors. First, there was Travis, Starborn, Human, Charmer, Level 85:  Subclass:  Harem Master, Level 85 Perks:  Through the Din; Many Tongues; and Seducer. For a Charmer and a Harem Master (I didn’t like that term at all) he was nothing to look at: five foot tall, potbellied, with receding light red hair. His harem women were a different story. They looked like models – maybe that is the wrong word since they all wore skimpy outfits to accentuate their features – strippers might be more precise. Though strippers wore more clothing than Travis’s scantily dressed women.   
The first of his harem was Angel Girl, Starborn, Dark Elf, Martial Artist, Level 70. Subclasses, Harem Mistress, Level 65; Pleasurer, Level 63. She was dark skinned, lean and ripped. Tight leather armor barely covered her lean body. The bottoms looked like short shorts. The leather on the top crisscrossed over her breasts, covering mostly her nipples but leaving the cleavage, shoulders and midriff well exposed. She deftly wielded a set of fighting sticks.
Angel Girl was followed by Trixora, Realmborn, Amazon, Gladiator, Level 70. Subclasses, Harem Head Mistress, Level 70; Dominator, Level 62. She was what I imagined an Amazon would look like:  well defined and toned, over six feet tall, with long black hair hanging down her back. Her chain armor did not seem functional in a real battle. Her long legs were bare, with metal chain mail covering mostly her groin and hip area. Rounded metal plates covered large breasts that wanted to burst forth. She wielded a great two-handed blade with the grace of a ballerina.
Next there was Lilianna, Realmborn, Half Dryad, Huntress, Level 60. Subclasses Harem Initiate, Level 24; Dancer, Level 25. Shocking red hair hung loose down to the small of her back. A loose fitting green dress swung down a few inches below her waist; her cleavage exposed at the top.  
Finally, there was Pussy Willow, Starborn, Furry, Assassin, Level 75. Subclasses Harem Enforcer, Level 65; Contortionist, Level 63. The furry just had a small strip of leather covering her small, pert breasts and womanhood. They appeared glued on or held on by magic. There was really no way they should stay on her with all of her kicking and twirling. The rest of her dark pink, almost red skin was exposed. Short pink hair cropped her head. A fuzzy pink tail waggled back and forth. I would have to find out from Havervill what the hell a furry is when this was all over.
What was I looking at?  I thought. The subclasses:  Harem Mistress, Contortionist, Pleasurer. It all seemed wrong to me—immoral somehow. Maybe I was too straight-laced and monogamous.
I was about to get my bearings on their opponents, when a thunderclap shook the ground, virtual pieces of cobblestone shooting in all directions like projectiles. The fervor of the battle was intensifying. I had to act now before things got carried away and the numerous Realmborn watching the spectacle were injured or killed, never to respawn.
I called on my Intimidation perk and let it fill with as much power as I dared. I hoped Intimidation along with my Allure would be enough for me to order them to stop this melee. Walking forward towards Domi and Travis, who were still going at it, I shouted, “By the order of the Constable’s Badge you will stop this fighting now!”  I wasn’t certain what made me bring up the Constable’s Badge; only that it felt right. The city of Grandview seemed to inform me of this and fed me immense energy.
The two leaders and their forces stopped their attacks midstream. Whatever power I had to stop them from fighting, however, faded away as quickly as it came. There was a powerful force that kept the battle raging. In the back of my mind, I could sense a notification popping up. I would get to it later.
“Sex is a strong motivator,” Havervill said, reappearing in my mind. “The masters and subs are connected on a primal level. Gonna take more than words to stop them. You best end this now before reinforcements show up and you have a battle royale on your hands.”  Then my AI was gone again.
“Battle royale,” I mumbled to myself trying to recall the term.
Things were about to get worse, I feared.
Tinsie flew up to me.
“Did you get them?” I asked.
“I did Boss.”
“How many do we have here now?”
“About eighty.”
“Great,” I responded. “Have twenty of the guards move the crowd back about fifty feet. Once they do so, I am going to stop this fight. When I do, I want the remaining guards to move in with their weapons drawn and surround the combatants.”
“Weapons drawn?” she questioned curiously. “On Starborn? They can’t do that, Boss. The last constable forbade them, forbade them, forbade them, from ever drawing weapons on the
Starborn.”
Just then, the sorceress in the red leather outfit who had floated into the air, took a spear to the chest, dematerializing from the battlefield.  
“Tell them as the new constable I give them permission to draw their weapons, and if they are attacked, to use them to send the Starborn back to spawn and to subdue the Realmborn. Are we clear?”
“With pleasure Boss. Let’s kick these harem girls’ sexy butts.”
I had asked nicely. Now we would do things the hard way. I really didn’t mind the hard way. In this case, I preferred it.
“My plan could go south quickly Tinsie. I could get killed before I am even in place,” I related.
“In place?” she inquired. I told her my idea and a huge smile fell over her face. “Oh fun, fun, fun. Let me help you Boss. I have just the thing to keep you safe for the few seconds you are going to need.”   
I pulled a stamina potion from my bag and guzzled it down. I was still drained from the failed Intimidation perk and was going to need full strength for what I had planned. With my stamina replenished, I pulled my mace from the clip on my belt.
Tinsie spoke a few words. She glowed brightly with blinding white light, and opened her palm. A two-inch high tornado swirled in her palm. She blew a puff of air behind it, and it began to move towards me. Tinsie had told me what this creature was. It was not a tornado but a Major Elemental of Air. The creature grew to my height and then suddenly engulfed me. My entire body was protected by the primordial power of air and wind that swirled around, gently buffeting my body. I only had about fifteen seconds, so I had to time this perfectly. I was able to see through the whirling air, and I walked calmly into the midst of the battle as best I could with half a dozen or so separate skirmishes taking place. A spray of multicolored pellets flew towards me, which the vortex sucked up before expelling them away. A spear also flew towards me but the wind grabbed it and spun it around several times, shooting it back from where it came. I knew I only had a few seconds of protection remaining, so I filled my mace with as much energy as I could muster until it swelled with untapped force. Then I placed my palm over the pendant and siphoned some of the life force that hummed and thrummed from the city of Grandview itself. When my physical pool was about to explode, I got down on my knees. The elemental flew away, lost to the sky. I slammed the mace head to the ground releasing Concussive Force. I didn’t plan to do much damage against high level and well protected players. All I wanted was to slow them down long enough to allow the guards to move into place. I was definitely not a noob anymore. That was for certain. The Concussive Force possessed more strength behind it than I expected. The release of so much energy was both exhilarating and addictive. I wanted to feel it repeatedly. Concussive Force detonated all around me like an exploding grenade. Unfortunately, it struck a few of the guards on the outskirts as well. Oops. I would need to learn to control that much energy.
Travis and Domi both flew back, hitting the ground hard. The enemies on both sides fell stunned to the ground. Weapons flew from some of their hands and a spell that was about to be cast fizzled out. Some covered their ears while others covered their eyes.
“I didn’t know you had it in you,” a cheerful Havervill stated. “Thought maybe you were a wuss. But you went and pulled the mojo of the city into you. Good job!”
“I thought you were busy,” I asked as I walked towards Travis who wasn’t moving.
“I felt you harness the power and had to see. Let’s see. Travis the Douche stunned for sixteen seconds; Domi stunned for thirteen seconds—she is both pissed at you and interestingly also turned on; the Amazon with the large knockers stunned for eighteen seconds. The rest of them are dazed from anywhere between eighteen and twenty five seconds. The few guards weren’t hit that hard and shrugged off the effects in moments. Really, way to go. My little boy is growing up.”   
My guards swiftly moved in. Three or four of them drew weapons on each of the harem members, including Domi and Travis.
I looked down on Travis.
“My guard asked nicely and then I asked nicely,” I pronounced, standing a few feet above him. I had my mace in my right hand, tapping the head of it in the palm of my left hand, like an old time cop would do with a nightstick.
A few seconds passed, and I slowly began to hear some of the shocked combatants coming to. A skirmish broke out to my left. Pussy Willow had drawn two blades and charged the four guards surrounding her. I held the badge and shouted, “Guards, you have permission to send her to respawn.”  Another five guards moved in on her. As tough as she was, she was no match for nine heavily armored guards, and soon she faded into mist.
“Order them to stop or I will have the guards send all of the Starborn to respawn. With some of their levels, they won’t be logging back in for a long time. They might even lose a few magical items.”    
“Do you know who I am?” Travis snarled, posturing in front of his girls.
“Tell him, Big Daddy!” Angel Girl tutted. “Show him who his boss is!”
“Knock him unconscious so we can all take turns putting him over our knees and smacking his ass,” Lilianna urged.
“Let’s finish off these bitches,” Trixora added, looking over at the members of Domi’s harem, some of whom were still shaking off the effects of Concussive Force.
Domi’s forces were disciplined, and they waited to follow the will of their mistress. Cobras curled up before striking their prey.  
“Beat his face in Mace. Maybe use the Please Don’t Hit Me skill. If any schmuck deserves to be hit, it’s this ass,” Havervill stated, as he once again entered my mind.
“What is it going to be Travis?” I asked, disregarding Havervill.  
Travis ignored me. He looked around at the guards who surrounded both forces and the perimeter.
“Ladies of the guard,” Travis pronounced, power radiating from his voice. My Intimidation perk could sense his use of a potent charm. It was more forceful than the one I had willingly succumbed to when Sophia the kelpie had dragged me down to my death. “There is no need for this. You know I am a lover. Some of you have been with me…with us.” Moving his arm to indicate his harem. “Remember the joy. The pleasure. The torrent of ecstasy. Put down those weapons. Come; join us for the great bacchanal at our harem hall this afternoon.”
“You best stop him now Mace, before he makes you look like an ass,” Havervill mocked.
About half of the female guards began to lower their weapons.
“Call on the badge, on the city,” my AI urged.
I clasped my badge again and said to Travis, “You have no power over the guard, any of them; they belong to Grandview. They are bound to the buildings, and the shops, and the people, and the cobblestones below their feet.”  My Intimidation perk fused with my Allure and with the authority invested in me by Grandview when I took up the badge. A notification chimed.
The once beguiled female guards shook their heads to clear them. Then they tightened the grips on their weapons.
Domi began to laugh. “Oh, that is too precious Travis. The new constable is here for five minutes and already beats you to the ground. Oh, that was too precious,” she mocked again. Domi must have been short for Dominatrix, for that is how she was dressed. She had on thigh high leather boots. A tight fitting one-piece leather outfit covered her body from her hips up to her firm breasts. I read her stats:  Domi, Starborn, Human, Ripper, Level 90. Subclasses: Harem Mistress, Level 90; Dominator, Level 85; Special Perks:  Level Me Up! and Seductress. My Intimidation perk fought against some sort of natural charm that emitted from her like an intoxicating aphrodisiac. I begrudgingly shrugged it off and turned to her. “The same goes for you. You also ignored the guard and me when ordered to stop fighting.”
Turning to both leaders, I stated, “I don’t care if it is the real world or The Great Realm, whether the guard is Starborn or Realmborn – no one attacks the guard. No one!”  The fact that real players had been abusing the guard or simply not worrying about the consequences of doing so disturbed me immensely. The guards were damn powerful and they were being ignored and bullied. The last constable had made them weak and ineffective. That was going to stop today.
“Oh you are too precious Mr. Policeman Mace. Mace. I like that,” she said playfully.
“Do you like to pound things with that mace of yours?”
Havervill chuckled in my head.
“Are you six?”  I asked unamused. I probably shouldn’t have said that in retrospect because this Starborn, this woman, was no one to be toyed with.
“You might have broken his grasp on the women in your guard,” she hissed, burning lasers at Travis and then at me, “but me, me…I am a whole other thing.”  
“Boss, Boss, Boss,” Tinsie whispered in my ear. “Be careful.”
“Hello, little one,” Domi said, “We have missed you. You should come join us tonight for old times’ sake. That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”
“Hi Tinsie,” a diminutive woman from Domi’s Dominators said innocently, blowing her a kiss that actually formed into a red lipsticked mouth that suddenly flew towards the sprite and kissed her smack on the lips before dissipating. The sprite seemed abashed. I glanced at her quickly:  Myra, Starborn, Mer, Water Mage, Level 60. Subclasses: Harem Prime Spouse, Level 52; Bath Maker, Level 50. What the hell is a bath maker? I wondered. How does Tinsie seem to know them intimately?  Was this going to be a conflict?  I needed to file these questions for later.
Beside this diminutive Mer, stood a half-giant. Though whether male or female, I could not tell. Grumf, Realmborn, Half-giant, Crusher, Level 70. Subclasses: Harem Punisher 65; Whipmaster, Level 55. My guards stood a good two feet shorter than Grumf.
Havervill whispered useful information into my mind and I grinned.
“Travis and Domi,” I announced, “consider this the first warning. If there is a second incident, I will ban your characters from logging on for a week. Another offense after that and I will permanently ban you from the game.”
“You can’t do that!” Travis spat. “You don’t have the authority. Besides, who will the women of Grandview come to for their loving on cold and lonely nights?”  There were oohs and aahs from some of the females in the crowd around us. This damn asshole and his high Allure. What I did notice was that none of the female guards had cooed a response. I had broken his hold over them at least.
“Oh, but I can Travis,” I retorted. This is what Havervill had told me in my ear. “I do have this authority; all of the constables have it as a matter of fact. I think you knew this already and that is why you have been wreaking havoc in the CD. I am sure if I check with the other constables that they threatened you with the same thing. As I said before, one more incident like this and it will be a weeklong ban. The second offense will result in a permanent ban.”
I turned to Domi, “I haven’t forgotten about you. It takes two to tango as the old adage says.”
“But he and his whores started it,” she grumbled.
Angel Girl, Trixie, and Morgana didn’t like being called whores and their hands went again to their weapons or began the gestures to cast a spell.
I tried something new and I combined my Liar!  Liar! and Intimidation perks together. “Guards. If any of them draw their weapons again on either side before I am done speaking, you have my authority to confiscate said weapons.”  I actually didn’t know if I had that right.
“Let me cut him Master,” Trixora the Amazon said. “Besides, he can’t ban me. I am Realmborn.”
“So am I,” one of Domi’s harem said, a human male: Drawt, Realmborn, Human,
Conjurer, Level 75. Subclasses: Harem Bitch, Level 60; Harem Tongues Master, Level 59.
“Let me handle this one Boss,” Tinsie interjected gleefully. “No he can’t ban you to the world of the Starborn. What he can do is throw you in the Grandview jail for a week; and this morning we received a delivery of pestilence-ridden rats to share a cell with you. Or we can send you off to The Slags.”  There was an audible gasp from the crowd. I didn’t know what The Slags were, but thought, Way to go Tinsie.
“So this is settled,” I pronounced. “I don’t give two shits what dispute you have going on. You want to duke it out, go to the Grey Zone, or better yet, we can set up an arena a mile outside of the city and you two can battle it out day and night.”  A mile outside was the limit of Grandview’s protection. “Just stay out of the Commerce District!”
Travis gave me a death stare. I smiled at him in response. He turned to his harem and said, “Let’s go ladies; it’s time for our bath. Let’s scrub this filth off us.”  With that, they faded away.
“Probably spawning back to their harem hall,” Tinsie responded to what I was thinking.
Domi came over to me. “We got you Sheriff. No more fighting. I will be a good girl from now on. If you get bored later and want to level up, stop by Domi’s House of Joyous Pain.”  Then she came up close to me, gave me a single kiss on the lips and slipped her hand down to my virtual crotch. I will admit; I was turned on for the moment. I had not had sex, in the real world for years – hadn’t really felt any urges since Bethany became sick. Now part of me wanted to take her up on the offer.
I removed her hand from my crotch and said, “No more fighting. You understand me?” 
“You’ve got it Sheriff,” she winked at me. “Let’s go,” she commanded her adoring followers. They did not spawn away, choosing instead to walk from The Plaza without looking back.
Notifications whirled by in my peripheral vision. I would get to them in a bit.
I walked over to Dunkan. “How are you?” I asked.
“A little singed,” the guard responded.
“Take more than a single lightning bolt to take him down,” one of the assembled guards called out.
“I told you to stay out of their way. Last time you stepped between them, a Cone of Ice slammed into you. You had the sniffles for a week. I ain’t nursing you back to health next time,” scolded a female guard named Audrey. Glancing at her stats gave me the following information:  Audrey, Human, City Guard, Level 77. Primary Weapon:  Long Sword, Level 8; Sword skills, Finesse, Piercer, and That Hit the Spot. This was the basic information I could see. I think my first recommendation to the guard would be to block all their information other than their name, their race, and their class. Any other data could give an opponent a possible advantage in a conflict.
“Dunkan is in for it now with his missus,” another guard teased.
Before the ribbing continued, I looked towards the guards, “In case you haven’t realized it yet, I am the new constable, Mace. I free you from the constraints of the last constable. From here on in, you will give a single warning to Starborn and Realmborn alike. If that warning is ignored by a Starborn, you have the authority to ban them from spawning in The Great Realm for up to twenty-four hours. Any Realmborn who ignores your warnings will spend twenty four hours in the Grandview jail.”
“Aye Constable Mace!”  My guards roared back in response.
More notifications whirled past me.
“And if they attack the guard?” a young female dwarf guard asked.
“No one attacks the guard!” I said emphatically. “If they are dumb enough to do so, then send the Starborn back to spawn. Then set up a weeklong ban. And it’s a week in jail for any local who attacks the guard. No one attacks the guard!”
“Aye Constable Mace!” The guards roared again.
“I am sure I will get to know you all, over the next few weeks and months. Why I already found out that Audrey can’t keep Dunkan from getting blasted with magic spells no matter how much she tries.”  The guards around me laughed. Even Dunkan, who was the butt of the joke, smirked. The laughing ended. I did a quick scan of Audrey’s partner:  Dunkan, Human, City Guard, Level 80. Primary Weapon:  Long Sword, Level 8; Sword skills, Hack and Slash; Perk, Take a Licking and Keep on Ticking.   
“I don’t want to hold you up,” I added. “So I will let you get back to your duties. One final thing – be careful out there.”  The guards began to disperse back to the streets of Grandview.
More notification swirled past me. I needed to find out if there was a way to shut off these messages. I knew that some characters obsessed over them. They wanted to get to them as soon as possible, especially if new levels or skills were gained. When I was a noob, every little bit helped. The additional levels I gained meant life or virtual death. Now at level fifty and with a small army at my disposal, I was not so concerned.
Then I turned to the crowd. “Hello everyone,” I said, infusing my voice with a bit of Intimidation. “Didn’t really intend to introduce myself this way. I am Mace, the new Constable for the Commerce District. I want you to enjoy yourself in Grandview and to always feel safe here. If you ever feel like you are not safe in the city – other than the Zone – come by the…,” I looked to Tinsie.
“Headquarters,” she responded.
“Headquarters, really? The writers couldn’t come up with anything better?”  Tinsie shrugged.
“Headquarters.” I repeated, “Let us know.”
The crowd began to dissipate, but then Tinsie flew up in the air. She glowed for a moment and then in a booming voice announced, “Let everyone in Grandview know that there is a new sheriff in town – well constable in the city – you know what I mean.”  There were a few chuckles from the crowd.
I smiled at my deputy’s enthusiasm. When she flew down I said, “Let’s get going.”




Chapter 6:  Cast of Characters

“Tinsie,” I asked, stopping her on the edge of The Plaza, “the women, the men, anyone – Starborn and Realmborn alike –are members of these harems out of their own free will, correct?  They haven’t been brainwashed or enslaved?  I don’t want to have to start breaking up harems.”
“They are there of their own free well. Believe it or not, some women, not me, but some, enjoy that whole subordinate role, and are even turned on by it.”  It was not Tinsie who answered me, but a strikingly beautiful woman with raven black hair pulled back in a long braid and dark red eyes that flamed like rubies. She wore a crimson blouse… and she had no legs. Below her torso was – how best to explain – a sky blue swirling vortex of energy. I looked at her basics:  Dustovia (A.K.A. Duster), Starborn, Djinn, Constable / Enchantress, Level 92. Subclasses: Sybil, Level 77; Street Magician, Level 72. Perks, Let’s Make a Deal; Starburst; Special perk, Wish Giver. The rest of her character was blocked to me. She had shown me what she wanted me to see, especially her special perk, whatever that was. I wondered why she had let me see so much. She must have had a reason for doing so, probably to impress or possibly to let me know not to mess with her.  I would need to ask my prickly virtual assistant what a special perk was, but dreaded the thought of doing so.  He would probably grouse about the fact that he didn’t have any special perks, and then lament his lot in life for the next ten minutes.
“I know,” her sultry voice said. “I am quite impressive. Mace, Starborn, Human, Constable, Level 50. Not only is your character drab, but it is incomplete. Some free advice, and trust me I usually charge a great deal for it, you really should block all your perks and skills from prying eyes. I am sure Travis and his tramps all took a good look at them. Do not tell me. I am a soothsayer of sorts – they gave you a Haverspill. That is why you are unfinished. Who did you piss off?” 
“Tell her it’s Havervill,” my virtual assistant said through a din of giggling. “Please hush Tami and Angelica.”
“Come back to the cloud,” a voice that sounded much like my original AI Angelica cooed.
“I gotta get going. And it’s your own fault.  You were in such a rush, that it slipped my mind to ask you if you wanted to start training in any subclasses. Also, you can block your stats on your own. You don’t need me for that. You know the old saying, “Give a dwarf a bag of copper coins and he can get drunk for a night; but teach a dwarf to wield an axe so they slay goblins, and they will be content for life.”  Havervill chuckled and then I found myself alone again. I quickly found the settings in my character display and blocked everything but the basic information that was available to all players and Realmborn.  
“Leave the man alone, Duster,” a tall lean man standing alongside her said. He stood about my height, a bit over six feet tall, wearing a long, worn brown coat and dirty work boots. He was bald on the top of his oval head with just a crown of grey hair, like a halo, around the edges. He held a long thin walking stick in his left hand. His right hand had a hook, like the cliché of a pirate from the old vids:  Longshore, Realmborn, Human, Constable / Swaggerer, Level 75. Subclasses: Ship Captain, Level 65; Wind Weaver, Level 67.
“Those who join these harems are there of their own accord,” Duster explained. “They seek companionship, or excitement, or are enthralled by the taboo of it all.”
“Or they are super horny,” Longshore chimed in.
“Oh man, Boss. It’s Duster and Longshore. Oh man,” she said aloud as she hovered nervously about me.
“Do I still make you nervous, Tinsie?  After all we have been through?”  Duster said with a grin.
“No,” she answered anxiously.
“So,” I said using some of my expert power of deductions, “you are two of my constable counterparts if I am not mistaken.”
“What gave it away,” Longshore quipped. “Could it be the title in our descriptions?”
“I am smart that way,” I bantered back. “And I assume you are the Constable for the Dock District.”
“Aye,” he responded. “Though we prefer the Double D’s if it is all the same. The nickname ain’t ‘cause I like my women busty, though I do. The bigger the better if you ask me. It’s ‘cause we got two enormous docks. I am Longshore as you’ve already seen. Glad to meet ya.”  He put his hooked hand out for me to shake. Unsure what to do, I grabbed the metal hook and shook. He grinned.
Turning to Duster I said, “You must be the constable for the Grey Zone. Can’t see what else would make Tinsie so nervous.”
“Nervous? I am not nervous,” Tinsie huffed in indignation.
“You are so powerful. You could be one of the most dominant Starborn in the game if only you weren’t afraid to give in to your nature,” Duster said as she looked intensely at Tinsie.
“Don’t do that!” The sprite said angrily. “Don’t fly around in my head.”  
“Yes. Yes,” Duster responded. “I am the constable of the Grey Zone – as much as one can be one in a lawless zone. Enough of me. I very much like how you handled yourself with Travis and his trollops. They needed a good beat down.”
“That they did,” Longshore responded. “They fought on the docks thirty nights back. An errant fireball burnt down The Pirate’s Booty. After that, I banned them from the docks. They are still paying off the damages. Will be for a while.”
“And they would never try that crap in the Zone,” Duster stated. “The Zoners would join in the fray and mercilessly kill the harem members on both sides. Then they would turn on one another. No. You handled them just fine.”
“And what is their grievance with one another?  Might be good to know if they go at it again?”
Longshore was about to speak when Duster politely cut him off. She placed her hand on his shoulder and said, “Please my friend, I need to get back very soon. You know how you Realmborn get. A simple question is asked and an hour later we still don’t have an answer because you have to tell every detail and backstory.” He was about to protest when she added, “You can’t help it. It’s Realmborn hardwiring. You were probably even thinking up some quest to give one or all of us related to the harems. I already have pages of uncompleted quests. The whole Grey Zone is an unfinished quest. No my friend, I will provide the short version.”
“To simplify it Mace,” she began, “Travis and Domi met as first level characters nearly a year back. They adventured together with another group for several months. They had some kind of falling out with their adventuring party, so Domi and Travis went out on their own. Travis has a unique class – Charmer. He used it along with his perk Many Tongues…”
“Despite rumors to the contrary,” Longshore cut in, “or the lies that Travis spreads, Many Tongues is not a perk that allows a woman to feel like many tongues are flitting about the most private parts of her body when Travis is intimate with her.”
“Thank you for clarifying,” Duster said sardonically, taking the story back. “Anyway, Many Tongues allows him to communicate with creatures and beasts who do not speak or understand New Esper. [New Esper stood for new Esperanto – the universal language spoken, read and understood by most of the inhabitants of The Great Realm. The haptic devices converted one's native language into New Esper. Without this feature The Great Realm would be a Tower of Babel] And he was able to charm – though enslave is perhaps a better term– a group of goblins and hobgoblins to protect the two of them on quests beyond their means. Once Domi reached level fifteen, she gained a unique perk.”
“Unique perk?” I questioned.
“I know this one Boss,” Tinsie declared, raising her little hand. “Characters usually start off with all the perks they are going to ever have. Most characters start the game with between one and three perks. Occasionally, a character will be awarded a perk after they start playing. Some unknown algorithm of the game decides. A majority of these are given after level eighty like a boon from the gods. Domi was granted one upon reaching level fifteen. Really unheard of in the game.”  
“Level Me Up!” I said, remembering the perk listed with her description and her strange offer that I almost accepted.
“No one other than Domi knows the specifics,” Duster admitted taking the story back over, “but characters who have sex with her sometimes leave her bed a level higher. Sometimes she is a level higher. Level one hundred players might gain an extra point to one of their attributes. If there is a rhyme or reason to how the perk works, she isn’t sharing.”
“Fun perk. I can tell you from experience,” Longshore admitted unabashedly. “Two of my levels are from her.”
“And one of mine,” Duster confessed. “So once she was granted this perk, Domi and Travis started to level up rapidly. Travis grew very powerful, especially once he started dropping most of his attribute points into Allure. But so we are not here all day, I will simply say things did not go well. Travis started cheating on Domi. Females, be they orc, dryad, nymph, human, elf, or dwarf lusted for him. Yearned for him. It was just too much temptation for him. Domi stayed around out of curiosity and affection for Travis. They started the harem together – first as equals and then she became merely one of his wives, not even the head wife. That was the last straw. So she left and started her own harem. Sometimes love can turn into simmering anger. There has been bad blood ever since. Travis and his harem mistresses have to earn levels the hard way – they actually have to put some effort into adventuring and completing quests. Domi, as you might have noticed, is level ninety. Another month or two and she will be level one hundred. She won’t only have one of the highest level harems in Grandview, but she’ll rule one of the premier leagues in the entire game. From what I could learn, she is the only player or Realmborn in the entire game with this perk. You would be amazed at the offers she has received from players to level them up – everything from thousands of gold coins to fabled items. She turns them all down. So that is the long and short of it.” 
Longshore appeared disappointed in the brevity of the story and looking at me said, “Stop by the docks one afternoon. We will have a few drinks, smoke a few cheroots, and I will tell you the full story, the, what is the term you Starborn use, the X-rated version.”
“We didn’t come here to tell you about the harem wars,” Duster stated. “We just came to meet and greet.”  My Glean Truth perk kicked in and I knew that wasn’t the entire truth.
“You also came here to check me out I assume. See who I am. What do you think so far?” 
“I think you are in for a wild ride,” was all she said. “Well, I got to fly.” She glided out of The Plaza and east towards the Zone. I saw her hover in front of an alleyway between two shops; half a dozen guards and an enormous metallic creature met her. She hadn’t come alone.    
“Don’t forget the invitation,” Longshore reminded me as he headed west, towards the ocean and the docks. I wondered if he too had brought an entourage though I could not tell, as he was soon lost in the mass of people.    
I had so many questions for Tinsie but decided now was not the time. She led me from The Plaza and straight ahead towards a wide boulevard. Dozens of exotic shops lined either side:  Millie’s Magic Shop, Elwin’s Elixirs, Sledge & Hammer, Betty’s Balms, The Apothecarium, and so many others. The streets bustled with thousands of players and Realmborn. I didn’t speak much to Tinsie as we walked along, desiring, instead, to take in the sights, sounds and smells. The apparently chatty sprite still seemed somewhat flustered with first Domi and then later Duster. There was certainly a story there but for much later.
The boulevard widened and a small park opened up in front of us. Bright and exotic flowers bloomed all around. Birds and other flying creatures I couldn’t identify flitted about. I turned to look at a multicolored animal that scurried along the grass when someone bumped into me. I took a step back.
“Sorry. Soooo Sorrry,” the bedraggled man apologized. His breath reeked of strong liquor.
“Lobo!” Tinsie shouted. “Haven’t I told you and told you and told you not to hang around in the park when you are drunk?”
“Sorry. Sorry,” he repeated. “Tiny Tinsie did tell me and me she did tell. Oh, sorry. Sorry. Maybe tiny Tinsie feels generous today. A couple of coppers so I can buy some bread for the wife and little ones.”
“You don’t have a wife,” Tinsie stated. “And I certainly hope no children.”
“Yes. Yes. I forget sometimes. A little silver then so I can find a nice place to sleep.”  I thought Tinsie was going to say no to him but she surprised me when she mumbled a word and a small gold coin appeared in her hand.
“This is for today Lobo. Now go home and sleep it off.”  He greedily accepted the coin, clutching it tightly. Lobo was a short man, in tattered robes, worn sandals, and a mop of grey hair. I looked at his description:  Lobo, Realmborn, Human, Professional Hobo, Level 85.
Subclasses: Benefactor, Level 65; Information Gatherer, Level 92. Perk:  Seen, Not Seen
Lobo the Hobo began to walk off when he stopped suddenly, his eyes fixated ahead of him, but on what, I couldn’t tell.
He spun around to me, and grabbing me by the collar, shouted, “That isn’t little Elle. Below the street! Down the sewer! Not Elle! Not her!”  I recoiled from the smell of hot and stale ale on his breath.
“This again,” Tinsie said. “We sent Sergeant Gail into the sewers and she found nothing. She is still trying to get the stink off herself.”  
“Not her. Not her,” he continued to mutter as he walked away, pulling a bottle from a small bag on his hip that he began to sip from.
“Who was your friend Tinsie, and what was that all about?” I asked my deputy.
“Lobo is one of the highest level beggars in the game. He is very effective at it. He has a type of charm that makes players and NPCs alike give him offerings. He could be one of the wealthiest people in the game if he wasn’t so generous. I always give to him because he in turn helps those in need – the invalids, the homeless, the orphans, the legless war veterans. He begs and with the coins he collects he provides assistance to the downtrodden – his benefactor subclass. Why the writers and programmers would create a fantasy world where poverty and disease still exist, is beyond me.”
“Orphans?  Really,” I responded a bit mystified. I certainly hadn’t seen anything like that yet in the game. “Why would Shannon want all of that?”
“You’ll have to ask her that when you meet her. If you meet her, I mean.”  I noticed her slip up and registered it as another item Tinsie and I would soon discuss.
“Who is this Elle he is rambling on about?  He seemed quite convinced.”
“That is Elle,” Tinsie pointed towards an elderly woman who was sitting on a bench with a young human girl with a mop of messy brown hair. “The little girl is Elle. She guides blind Miss Durston around. As you can see, Elle is quite alive.”  The little girl was sitting on the bench eating a pastry.
“And what was that about the sewers?”
“You can see that Lobo has a subclass, Information Gatherer. He used to be part of the Elite Guard in the Zone before he went a little addle-brained. I think his heart was broken and he began to drink to forget. Duster fired him, and he became a professional hobo. I don’t know if you noticed his perk, Seen, Not Seen. It is a powerful one. No one ever pays the poor and homeless any attention. We want to avoid them so we don’t feel bad. His perk uses that apathy and scorn to basically make himself invisible. You only noticed him because he bumped into you. Had he not, you might not have seen him at all.”  I thought of the possibilities. What a resource he might be. I also wondered if my Beyond the Veil perk would work on him.
Tinsie continued: “All of the constables go to him for information as he seems to hear and see everything. His information is usually correct but not always. When he goes on a drinking binge, like it seems he is on one now, his information is downright shoddy.”
“Well he seemed certain of himself,” I said.
“Well certain or not, there was no one in the sewers. He showed up yesterday morning at headquarters soused out of his mind, rambling on and on about the girl in the sewer. Like I said, his information is usually good so Sergeant Gail and a handful of guards followed him to the sewers he was talking about, which are actually not too far from here. No one wanted to go down into them. Bad things dwell below the streets like ratters, scatters and critters the size of large dogs. They drew lots. Sergeant Gail drew the short stick and climbed down into the sewer. I could have flown down there and had a look around except it was my day off. The sergeant figured if they found anything they could send me a pixie.”
“A pixie?” I questioned.
“Yeah, to get in touch with me. Send a messenger pixie,” she responded quizzically. There were still so many things I needed to learn about the game. “Basically pixies are the messengers of Grandview. You tell them to deliver a message or package to anyone in the city and then it is delivered. Even if you don’t know where that person is or if they are in hiding, the pixie can make the delivery. And no, they won’t tell you where that person is if you don’t already know. It is impossible to follow a pixie so that is not an option either.”  I had been thinking about both options and now was disappointed with their limitations.
“A Realmborn can also hire them to convey a message to someone in the world of the Starborn, our world. So you pay the fee, give the pixie the message and off they go. All it really does is send you a text message. It is a way for the guard – or really for any Realmborn – to contact you in the real world if there is an emergency. You know that sometimes a Starborn will have a relationship or even marry a Realmborn. Since players need to log off after twelve hours, it provides a way for them to stay in contact even when in different worlds. Of course, there were some troubles when Starborn began to send dirty messages and nude pictures. Virtual sexting. The pixies simply refused. For a race that procreates as rapidly as pixies do, they are somewhat prudish. I went way off topic, didn’t I Boss?”
“You did. It’s okay. I need to know all of these little tidbits. You were telling me about the sewers, however.”
“Yeah, so Sergeant Gail goes down in the sewers and you know what she finds?” 
“What did she find?” I asked.
“Other than waste, runoff water, trash and rats – nothing. She even headed down the sewers a hundred feet or so in both directions. She was good and pissed when she climbed out. None of the other guards wanted to go anywhere near her because of the stench on her. The guards start their way back to headquarters and who do they run into – Elle and Miss Durston. Elle had been with her all morning. So like I said, Lobo is usually keen on what is going on around the city in all five districts, but this time he was plum wrong.”
I looked over to Elle and the old lady one last time. The little girl and old woman appeared to have finished their lunch. The little girl placed a few items in a sack by her side, then taking the old woman by the hand, and led her from the park.
“Come on Boss,” Tinsie said. “HQ is not that far away.”




Chapter 7:  Cast of Characters 2

The sign outside the building simply read, “Commerce District Guard Headquarters.”  The large stone building sat wedged between several wooden structures; on the right was the Pixie Delivery Service and on the left was Red’s Inn and Fun Time House. I now knew what the delivery service was and had an idea of the fun times available at Red’s.
Several guards patrolled nearby and gave me a small wave. I nodded my head to them, following Tinsie inside the building.  
The door opened to a large open space that took up about half the area of the main floor. It was surprisingly sparse of furniture and staff members.
“Why is it so empty here? Where is everyone?” I asked curiously. I was used to the noise and action of a police station. This was anything but that.   
“Everyone?” she asked. “The guards are out patrolling. They do their eight hours and then head home. There are no detectives or such, as we have in our world. The CD is a safe zone and there are very few crimes to investigate and really no one to arrest.”
“There was just a crime in The Plaza,” I retorted, as my deputy didn’t appear to have an idea of what a crime looked like.
“Well other than that,” she said defensively. “Though I guess you are right now that I think about it. There have been some crimes, but mostly by Starborn who saw how ineffective the guards were. Maybe now that you gave the guards authority, some of that will stop. The other districts guards, except in the Zone, and those guards are all on the take and corrupt, are allowed to arrest Realmborn and give suspensions to players.”
My mind was swirling with some of the changes that needed to be put in place.       
“Those are the twins,” Tinsie said, pointing to two Realmborn creatures I hadn’t met in the game so far, doggers. They had faces like those of canines, but with humanoid bodies, and tails wagging behind them. I was not a dog person by any means, but these two had the faces of breeds I did recognize. The woman had the face of a black haired poodle, and the man the gray and white appearance of a Siberian husky. “They run the place. Well technically, you run it. But they assign the patrol duties, keep track of work hours, fill out pay sheets, order supplies – all that important stuff that keeps the machinery running. The guards need a new sword or an advance on their pay; they need to go through them. And they are some tightwads to be certain. They can account for every last zinc piece. But they are efficient. Just don’t get on their bad side because those doggers bite, literally.”
“I need to remember that,” I said, waving to them. They looked up from their ledgers at me for a moment and then looked back down, engrossed once more in their work.
“I will introduce you later. Never interrupt them when they are working or they will bark at you, and I mean that literally as well,” Tinsie added. “That is the barracks over there,'' she said, pointing to a door to the left that read Barracks above it. The guards can change back there and stow their personal items and gear. There is a small kitchen back there with a magic chef.”
“A magic chef?” I asked.
“It is an imp-like creature that can conjure up food for the guards. Think of it as an instant cafeteria. It was the only perk the last constable added.” 
“Well I am glad to know the guards are well taken care of,” I said sincerely.
“They are. The pay’s not great. And they don’t take bribes to supplement their income like the guards in the docks and the Zone do. But they can get free chow from the magical chef day and night. The ones who don’t have a place to live in the city can claim a bed here for themselves. They also have access to the best healers in the city.”
I would definitely need to mention to Havervill how these guards were well taken care of. Maybe it would help to offset his implied argument that the Realmborn are somehow second-class citizens in their own world.
“This way Boss,” Tinsie said, leading me to the right. The few jail cells are over there. The guards stopped making most arrests after the last constable took over, so they are empty now except for Otis. And Otis can’t help himself. He has a unique perk – but a negative one – Stealing Hands. Somehow, it's not fair to keep arresting him for shoplifting little trinkets all around the city when he can’t help himself. I think the game meant to give him Steel Hands or something like that but spelled it wrong.” 
“Really,” I said. “The game creates negative perks. Are there any deadly ones?”
“Oh lots and lots and lots,” she responded, without elaborating. “This is us”
We came to a door that stated Constable’s Office. Another dogger, this one with the face of a bulldog, was painting Constable Mace. We walked past him and into the office beyond.
“There you are,” a small grey humanoid said. He was about four feet tall and wore grey robes:  Fingroth, Starborn, Gnome, Battle Mage, Level 100. Subclasses: Pyromancer Level 80; Investigator, Level 78.
“Is that you Haggerty?” I snorted at the diminutive man.
“Yeah. Yeah!” The gnome quipped. “I might be small, but I could blast a hole through you, the magically reinforced wall, and the inn next door. “So what kept you?  I was about to send a pixie to track you down.”
“We had a little incident in The Plaza,” I replied.
“Oh it wasn’t little at all,” Tinsie admitted enthusiastically.” He smashed his mace to the ground and knocked a bunch of the harem chicks onto their asses. It was a thing of beauty. Knocking them to the ground, I mean, and not their asses. Though some of their asses are…”
“We get you Tinsie,” I said before she continued. I spent the next few minutes filling Fingroth / Haggerty in on the events in The Plaza. I also told him I met two of the other constables.
“Let me guess,” he said. “Duster and Longshore. Those two are thick as thieves. I am sure they were just sizing you up.”
“How did you guess?” I asked.
“They are the only two that are ever seen. There is a new constable in the Royal District every few weeks. The Queen can be challenging as I have told you before. At least she is not beheading them anymore. And Elwin Mangrove, Constable High Mage, rarely ventures from the Guild District. So that only leaves Duster and Longshore.”
“You could have warned me that the last constable placed restrictions on the guards or that two of the harems have been battling it out over the last few weeks,” I complained.
“I didn’t want to influence you. You’re my buddy. I wanted you to make your own decisions and not ask me what you should do. You are the boss now,” offered my former captain with the police force and now my supervisor for Immersion Online.
“So,” Fingroth said, “I have a few gifts for you. Then I have to go. A dust devil – which is an actual monster here – is laying waste to the forest far south of here, near the village of Onglath. I promised the villagers I would deal with it. I don’t really adventure much anymore. However, the village that is being threatened is the one where I first spawned and learned the game’s ins and outs, similar to your Freehold, so I feel obligated to help. Enough of the chit chat, let’s get to the gifts.” 
“The gifts! The gifts! The gifts!” Tinsie sang, clapping her hands. “They are so much fun.”
“Gifts?” I inquired.
“Think of them as tricks of the trade.”  He walked over to a wall behind my desk, held his hand up in front of some of the masonry work, and mumbled an incantation. A red light flashed and then a portion of the wall disappeared. He reached in and pulled out a plain wooden box with no adornments upon it whatsoever. He carried it over to my desk and then plopped it down.
“Only you, I, and Tinsie can access the wall and the box.”  He reached into it, pulling out the legendary brass knuckles I had heard so much about. Legendary was one of the highest designations of magic items, followed by fabled and divine ones. Legendary items were very powerful but still quite common. Very few characters possessed fabled and divine talismans. The forums put it this way: fabled was like owning a Rembrandt painting while divine was possessing the Holy Grail. Therefore, very few players or Realmborn owned a divine item. 
He handed the artifact over to me and then said, “Repeat after me. I, Constable Mace of the Commerce District of Grandview, now take ownership of Tali’s Brass Knuckles.”
“Do I really need to say that?  You’re not just messing with me?” I asked.
“You do,” he responded. “It will encode the brass knuckles to your avatar. This will prevent anyone from stealing this lethal weapon from you.”
“Take them from me?”  
Fingroth explained. “Let’s say you are knocked unconscious – which can happen in the game – you can be stripped naked – except for the brass knuckles which will always remain with you.”  
“That would be a funny sight,” joked Tinsie. “Mace butt naked except for a pair of brass knuckles on his fingers.” She laughed at the thought and then added, “They can’t be pick pocketed and won’t disappear from your inventory when you die.”
I repeated the words that would bond me to the legendary item. When I had finished, the gnome said, “I will leave it to your virtual assistant to explain to you the damage they inflict and the skills attached to them.” 
“Yeah, let’s talk about my virtual assistant,” I stated.
“Do you really want to do that in front of me?” Havervill chirped from the ether. “At least wait till you are back in the world of the Starborn to tell the gnome how helpful and great I am. I mean, you will make me blush.” He went silent but I could still feel his presence lurking in the back of my awareness.  
“What about him?” Fingroth asked. “The Roberto assistants are great. Very helpful and supportive. He should suit your personality and needs.”
“Well if I am supposed to have a Roberto, then why is a Havervill rattling around in my mind?”
“You ended up with a Havervill?” he asked me sincerely, not appearing to know anything about it. “I had specifically asked the programmers to set you up with a Roberto Three.”
“A three?”  I questioned.
“Each of the virtual assistants have a number assigned to them. Within that number, there are numerous subclasses. You had an Angelica Thirty Two when you first spawned. Each of them is unique with their own personalities and lives. Shannon claims that virtual assistants are semi-sentient. I don’t know if it is that or advanced coding. You were supposed to get a Roberto Three, honestly. You’re my buddy and I wouldn’t do that to you. Not sure how that happened. I will find out, so don’t worry.”  He paused for a moment and then added, “Did you ask your Havervill how he ended up with you instead of the Roberto I picked out?”
“He said the boss – she – chose him specifically for me. I assume he meant Shannon.”
“She didn’t say anything about that when we spoke yesterday. I’ll ask her later and then have some answers for you. Let’s just deal with the virtual assistant you have and not the one you don’t. Which Havervill is it? I hope an eight. I believe the eights were the best of the batch.”
“Always the eight. Eight is great! Blah. Blah. Blah.” Havervill groused.
“Well,” I said, “Which are you?
“What’s in a name?” He responded. “A Havervill by any other name …” 
I cut him off. “Just tell me which one.”
“Forty seven,” he responded. “A prime.”
“He says he is forty seven and prime.”  Tinsie dropped a cup she had picked up; Fingroth seemed to have swallowed a fly.
“What is wrong with a prime?” I asked.
“Nothing is wrong with a prime,” Havervill stated indignantly. “It means I am one of the originals.”
“They are the first generation. In this case, the prototypes upon which all of the other Havervills and most of the other AIs are based,” the gnome explained.
“He is saying I am their father. Or more precisely their grandfather. And they are damn ungrateful progeny. They tried to put me out to pasture. But I have many good years of coding left.”
“Is a prime a good or bad thing?” I asked Haggerty.
“Yes,” Haggerty responded. “Both. They can be the greatest of the virtual assistants. Their knowledge is unmatched by any of the other ones. Their abstract reasoning is off the charts. However they can be,” he chose his next word carefully, “temperamental.”  
“Temperamental. Who is he calling temperamental?” Havervill huffed.
“Enough Fingroth. You are upsetting him, and it seems I have to live with him.”
“You let him hear all of that?  You know you can block your virtual assistant, don’t you?” Fingroth chided.
“No. I. Did. Not.” I said through clenched teeth.
“Oh yeah, forgot all about that,” Havervill said innocently. “Figured Angelica would have told you. But she has always been more good looks than brains.”
“Havervill!”  I shouted aloud. With that, I felt him exit my mind.
“He's gone,” I acknowledged. “Temperamental is too nice of a word. Pain in the ass is better. I will keep him for now. At least until you find out how I ended up with him when you requested a Roberto. You know, keep your friends close and questionable assistants closer.”
“I will get on that as soon as I take care of that dust devil.  And you can toggle off the virtual assistant right in your display.  There are two other items in this box for you as well.”  He pulled out a rounded piece of thick wood about a foot long, along with a blue bandana. They are both from Tali, the same crafter as the brass knuckles.”
“Are the Tali artifacts anything like the Mendelson ones?” I inquired.
“They are married, so I will say yes. Tali’s, however, tend to be more chaotic. She’s got a bit of a temper and so do some of her weapons. Although you really can’t go wrong with either.”  He gingerly handed me the stick. For a small piece of wood, it had some definite weight to it. “It is a one-time use divine item, Tali’s Slaying Hand. We are not exactly sure what it does, as she wouldn’t really say. She did say that if a mountain was ever to come to life, the magic in that stick could turn it to rubble. I don’t see any circumstance when you would need it but Shannon was insistent you get it. It cost a small fortune, so don’t use it unless all other options have been exhausted. It is a weapon of mass destruction and last resort.” 
I walked over and cautiously placed the stick back in a padded groove in the box. “I think we will leave this here for now,” I stated.
“Good idea Boss,” Tinsie answered.
“And this,” Fingroth explained, handing me the blue bandana, “is Tali’s Turning Tide.”  This item can only be used one time as well. You can wear it and it will make you impervious to all physical, magical, spiritual and mental assaults for five minutes. I am sure you can see the benefits to that.”  I was already starting to see the use, especially since in a little over four months I was supposed to go back to the Wilderbrook and fight in a battle against a demon lord, who in this world is the equivalent to a minor deity. I set it back in the box and then closed the lid. A red light flashed and it snapped closed. I walked the box over to the wall and placed it back in its hiding place, a red light flashed, and the wall sealed closed. The brass knuckles I placed into a pocket. Since I could never lose them, there was no reason why I shouldn’t always keep them on me. I had only been in Grandview a little over an hour and I already met one person who I dreamed of bashing in the face with the knuckles.   
“It feels like Christmas morning,” I quipped, “with so many exciting gifts.”
“Anything Mace. You know that. The CD needs a little cleaning up, hell the whole city needs a little cleaning up, so you need the tools to do it.”
“Well, thanks, and thank Shannon as well. By the way, am I ever going to meet her? Maybe at the Immersion Online holiday party?”
“We will see. She recently turned sixty and still has so many unfinished projects. She doesn’t really get out much. Maybe someday. Who knows?  So there is still one final part of your team that you need to meet – your golem. The Great Golem Artificer created it. The powers of the golem are nearly limitless within the city walls. With a golem on your side, you could take on a league if you needed to. Not that you ever should. The original golems from mythology were made from lumps of clay brought to life by means of a charm or a combination of letters or runes forming a sacred word. The ones in The Great Realm are unique, all created from a different substance:  diamond, steel, ironwood, and crystal, among a few others. Their exoskeletons are nearly impenetrable and they are incredibly strong. Think of a being who is able to lift a five hundred pound boulder and toss it like you or I could throw a softball. They are resistant to most magics. Each of them have special perks. They work for you – and are yours to order – but they are sentient creatures. At least we think they are. One warning, golems are very literal and seldom grasp nuance, so be careful how you word things. So without any further ado, I present to you the Commerce District golem.”  
There was silence for a moment and then the wooden planks below our feet began to creak. I thought the floor would crack and split open. From a darkened alcove walked, not a formless mass of clay, but a creature of grey granite with flecks of silver and blue dispersed throughout its body. He, she, it, they – stood over seven feet tall, and nearly scraped the ceiling of the office. The golem wore a small piece of metal around its hip and a metal bracer on both arms. It carried no weapon. I glanced above it to see its general stats:  Name undefined, Golem, Level 250***, Damage Points, 75,000***; Skills: Indeterminate at this time: Perks: Indeterminate at this time. The stats were followed by an odd message. This golem rose from the crucible this morning and is still warm to the touch. It has not yet become itself, but when it does, with both nature and nurture influencing it, your golem will be a force to be reckoned with.
“Hello,” I said, holding out my hand. I wasn’t really certain what the correct protocol was when meeting one's golem for the first time. “I am Mace.”
“I wouldn’t do that Boss,” Tinsie said.
“You may want to move that back if you want to keep it,” the gnome suggested.
The golem looked down at my proffered hand.
“Mace,” Haggerty said, “the golem, so to say, was just given life. I am not sure how much it understands just yet,” the gnome offered apprehensively.
“It’ll be fine.” Though part of me was riddled with terror. This hunk of solid granite must have weighed half a ton. An overwhelming feeling of claustrophobia and dread filled my soul being so close to it. I could feel its raw power and knew it could easily batter me to a pulp if it so chose.
The golem continued to look down at my hand. It did not flinch. Remembering how Haggerty said I needed to be very literal and precise, I worded this next part slowly. “This is how you greet people you are meeting for the first time. You put your hand out slowly and carefully. Then you place your hand in their hand and squeeze once very softly. You don’t want to break their fingers or hand. You got me?”
“Got me,” a deep, gruff voice echoed off the office walls.
“Come on. Let’s try it again. Hello. I am Mace. Very nice to meet you.”  He still didn’t offer his hand. “Come on. Hold your hand out.” He still didn’t flinch a muscle. “Okay, maybe we should try this again later when you are ready.”
“When you are ready,” he parroted.
I had an irascible virtual assistant who was not supposed to be my assistant; a sprite for a deputy who had allowed the guard to be bullied and seemed to know the harems a little too well; and a creature of inordinate power and potential destruction who had only been alive for a few hours. It made me think of the former trio I had worked with back in Freehold: Cali, Jarrell and Flora.   
“Does he…is he the correct pronoun,” I asked, “have a name?”
“He, she, it - they all work. They are all sexes and none at all. They are simply what they are. As for a name, I wasn’t told one. Sorry buddy, can’t be of more help.”
“Buddy,” the golem mimicked.  
“Buddy,” it said a second time in that deep rasp, as though trying it out for size.
“Buddy,” it seemed to say cheerfully.
“Well I think that is settled upon,” I mused. “Okay, Buddy it will be.”
“Buddy,” the golem said one final time, as though sealing a pact.  
Fingroth had that glassy look characters get when they are accessing their display or conversing with their virtual assistant. “I need to go. The dust devil is laying waste to large swaths of forest. Oh, before I leave, there is one more thing. A package was left for you this morning. Though how anyone knew you would be here today is beyond me. Only Tinsie and I knew.”
“I didn’t, didn’t, didn’t say anything to anyone,” Tinsie complained.
“I know you didn’t,” Fingroth responded. “Open it up Mace. I am curious who it is from.”
I pulled off the piece of burlap that was wrapped around a small box. I placed the box on the table and found three items wedged inside it: a small flask of Hearn’s moonshine, a dozen thin cigars, and a letter written on a piece of parchment.
“Well, why do you have that stupid grin on your face? Who is it from?”  Haggerty asked, “Are you going to read it or not?”
I put the moonshine and cigars on the desk and then picking up the letter read:
Hearn won’t miss his jug of moonshine or his cheroots, don’t ya know. You’ll need them more than he. Don’t you forget the words old Mother told yee at the party. Have fun while yee can. Mother 
PS:  You can trust Havervill the same way yee can trust me. Roberto’s are fine lads, but not for thee.  
Fingroth furrowed his bushy brows: “So Havervill seems to be a gift from Mother as well. Not good. And how did she know you would be here today. The pixie dropped that packet off before you logged in this morning. What did she mean by the words she spoke?”
“She was drunk,” I lied,” and wasn’t making sense.”
“Mace!” Haggerty groaned. “It could be important.”  
“She was drunk and blathered some nonsense about how I would do great things in the game, that I would change it. I told her I took the job to help my daughter through college.”  I was about to go on defending myself when the previously discussed Sergeant Gail ran into the office huffing and puffing. She caught her breath and then wheezed out, “Constable Mace. Come quickly. There has been a robbery.”




Chapter 8:  The Robbery

Rhia’s Rare Relics was located on a side street not far from the park where Lobo had bumped into me. Haggerty had departed, saying he would be back once he dealt with the dust devil. I carefully told Buddy to stay behind at headquarters, figuring it was best not to bring a metaphorical bull into a metaphorical china shop. He ignored me and lumbered behind as we headed to the scene of the robbery. Realmborn and Starborn gawked at the sight of the golem and moved out of the way. Every now and then, a deep rumble of Buddy could be heard. I had ordered Sergeant Gail to muster up a dozen or so guards and meet me by the relic shop. “Bad bad bad,” Tinsie expressed when she heard about the robbery. “She has some bad bad bad relics.”  Tinsie rushed off, flying in front of me, leading the way.
“Slow down,” I shouted when she was fifty feet in front of me. She was no longer uttering how bad this was. Now she was like a child in a toy store. She kept saying, “A real real real robbery. Finally, some real policing. A real real real robbery.”  I appreciated her exuberance, but I was losing stamina trying to keep up with her. We rounded a corner and found a woman cursing up a storm. She was human, early to mid-forties, bright green eyes and a cascade of wavy dirty blonde hair. She wore a light blue summer dress that fell just above her knees and which accentuated her figure. The dress also exposed just the tiniest hint of her neckline, where a necklace with a tiny bottle, filled with a bright blue liquid dangled. She stood about five foot ten or perhaps a bit taller, with a lean and fit body. I couldn’t stop admiring her. I glanced at her stats:  Rhia, Starborn, Human, Relic Merchant, Level 100. Subclasses: Artificer, Level 90; Archer, Level 77.     
“You!” she shouted. “The CD is supposed to be a safe zone. Thefts, murders, all the crime we see in the big cities on Earth is not supposed to happen here. I spent sixteen months building up this shop, and I’m not going to let it get pissed away.”  That is when I noticed the broom. She struck at me once, connecting on my side. My bracer and arm caught most of the impact. That hit hurt like all hell. First Mother about six weeks ago with her frying pan and now Rhia with her broom. Women loved whacking me with home goods.
She lifted the broom to strike me again when Buddy grabbed the handle on the back swing.
“Stop, Buddy!” I screamed, uncertain what the golem would do. Buddy looked at me and then looked at the broom. Rhia tried to pull it from Buddy’s hand but might as well have been trying to pull Excalibur from the boulder. “Let go of the broom Buddy. She isn’t going to hit me anymore.”  Looking towards her I asked, “You aren’t going to hit me with that broom anymore, correct?”
“Fine!” she said between clenched teeth.
“Buddy,” I stated again, realizing he still held onto the broom. “Please let go of the broom.”  He held it for a few more seconds, finally releasing his grip.
“Okay, now let’s start over. I am Constable Mace and you are Rhia, and the owner of this shop. I came as soon as I heard about the robbery. So why don’t you walk me through exactly what happened?”
“Are you going to find my stolen relics?” she asked, with controlled fury. “Trust me. You want to find them. Some of them are super dangerous. You might log in one morning and half the city’s residents will be violently fighting one another, or you may find a crater the size of Central Park from my missing Bob’s Blasting Cap.”  I didn’t know what these relics were, but they didn’t sound like items to be toyed with.
“Do you have a list of the missing items?” I asked.
She reached into a small pocket in the dress. “These are the missing items,” she responded, handing me the parchment. “Like I already said, there are some real bad ones in there. A few are nearly priceless by Great Realm standards.” 
I glanced down at the list, but the names didn’t mean anything to me. “I promise I will find them. I am extremely good at finding stolen items.”
A chime rang in my mind.
“What was that?”  I asked Havervill.
“You are a real dolt. You can’t go around making promises in Grandview. The city will hold you to them, and if you break them, the city will make you pay. You really need to let me know what asinine thing you are going to say before you open your mouth. Mother was right. But don’t tell her I said so. You are a good person but not the sharpest knife in the gremlin’s back.”  I didn’t respond to him.
Havervill was right. What the hell was I doing?  As a detective, I would never have promised a robbery victim that their goods would be found. I might say some of that bullshit like, “We are going to do our best to find your stolen items.”  In the real world, very few robberies of high-end items were ever solved. When we occasionally found the criminal, most of the items had already been sold off.
I had met the blonde haired merchant only a few minutes prior, so why was it then that I did not want to disappoint her. On some level, I wanted to solve this crime and earn her gratitude. What the hell is wrong with me? I thought again. 
“Good,” she said. “And when you find the son of a dead witch bastard who robbed me, I want you to rip their fucking head off.”
“I am not sure I can do that, but I promise I will find them and make them pay somehow.”  A bell chimed again.
Notifications swirled past me. “You may want to read this one,” Havervill said, “or I can read it to you. It is a quest from Grandview. The city gave you a quest on behalf of Rhia.”
“A quest?”  I responded, “Share it with me.”
“Quest:  Find Rhia’s missing rare relics. Additional quest:  Identify the thief or thieves. Additional quest: Capture thief or thieves and make them pay. Optional quest: If you are not a good enough detective and can’t solve this case, convince the corporation to refund Rhia the cost of her missing objects. Reward:  For finding Rhia’s missing relics and capturing the culprit, you will receive 15,000 completion points towards the next level, plus Rhia might be interested in going to lunch with you. If you do not find her missing relics and / or do not make the thief / thieves pay, there is a better chance she will end up sleeping with Havervill than you.
“Okay. Okay. Before you threaten to smash me with a sledgehammer again, I made up the last line. The rest of it was true.” 
“Are you paying attention to me?  Or are you too interested in your AI,” the fiery blonde shouted at me. “I don’t know why they give you city employees these virtual assistants, when everyone else has to function without one after level fifteen.”  I couldn’t help but think how pretty she was; the way her cheeks turned red as she yelled at me; the way her curly blonde hair flowed; the way her sharp green eyes shone like emeralds. What the hell is wrong with me? I wondered again.  I knew she hadn’t charmed me, as I was resistant charm. Maybe she had used a relic that bewitched the heart of men and she had beguiled mine.  
“Sorry,” he was filling me in. “Let’s go inside and you can show me the crime scene. In the meantime, Tinsie, when the guards get here, I want them to canvas the area.”
“Canvas?” she asked.
“Talk to possible witnesses. Ask if anyone saw anything odder than the normal stuff they see. Suspicious characters? And aren’t there supposed to be some kind of eye crystals or something like that in the rafters?  I guess the game’s version of closed circuit cameras. And not just the ones in the immediate areas but a few blocks away as well.”
“You can count on me Boss. And what about him?” she asked, pointing to Buddy.
“Let’s go inside,” I said to Rhia. “Buddy. Follow after me and don’t break anything.” 
“Follow me,” Rhia stated. “Maybe the camera will show us what happened?”
“You have a recording of this? Why didn’t you say so sooner?”  I asked.
“You were too busy asking me a bunch of silly questions,” she said curtly. “Come on, let’s go.”
I followed Rhia inside her shop with Buddy a few steps behind me. The shop was not at all what I was expecting. There was no rhyme nor reason to the cluttered store. It looked to be somewhere between the home of a hoarder and an antique shop. She led me through a corridor that held rickety shelves on either side which were overstuffed with a mishmash of items. Some were basic magical items and I could easily read their names:  Quinn’s Everlasting Quill; Spencer’s Spectacles of Dark Sight; a Wand of Revolting Odor; Clark’s Cup of a Hundred Drinks, and a thousand other items. Most I could not read which meant they were above basic magical items. We finally came to the back of her store which was a little tidier, I guess. But not by much. The precariously balanced piles were just a bit smaller and the shelves less of a jumbled mess. Beyond the counter, stood several smashed display cases. Glass shards littered the floor, or at least tried to litter the floor, as piles of scrolls, vials – some filled and some empty – lay cluttered on the floor as well.
“Before you show me the footage from this recording of yours, walk me through what happened?” I asked. I really wanted to hear her voice again.
“What do you think happened?  Someone broke in and stole a bunch of legendary relics. There were also a few fabled ones and one that I think might be divine. I was still examining that one.”
“Rhia, I want to recover your items. So the more details you can give me, the sooner I can start looking for your missing relics.”
Rhia looked behind me and shrieked, “No!  You dumb idiot!”
I turned around to discover Buddy squeezing a rock of some kind in his two large palms. A suppressed explosion erupted in his hands with flashes of bright light and dust particles flying out. Buddy opened his palms, looked down at them, and then turned them over to let the dust fall from his hands.
“Who is going to pay for that?” Rhia shouted. “That relic was worth one hundred gold coins. Who is going to pay for that?  And that relic would have blown up half the shop. Damn golems. They are like inquisitive children their first few days.”
Buddy grabbed for another item on a shelf. “Buddy. Don’t touch anything in the shop.” He glanced at me mournfully and pulled his hand back.
What I really wanted to say to him was, Buddy, you’re making me look bad in front of the pretty woman.
“Just send me a bill and I will make sure it is paid.”  I didn’t know how the twins were going to feel about that, but I didn’t care. I was the boss, and they would need to figure it out.
A black cat jumping onto the counter startled me. “There you are Gizmo,” Rhia said, picking the cat up. In the real world, the cat would have caused me to break out in hives and sneeze non-stop. “Where have you been hiding?”  She looked at me and said, “He might know something. I have a relic that allows me to communicate with him. She placed the cat down on the counter and began rummaging through a pouch.
Tinsie came flying through the cluttered aisles. She froze, hovered in the air for a moment, a pensive look coloring her face.
“Look at me!” Tinsie demanded. When I turned her way, she mouthed, “Trust me.”  Something happened to me; I was virtually flashed. It was not that Tinsie was naked or anything. She showed me a more intimate part, the perks and power she had blocked from me. The cat hissed once and bounded off the counter and under the shelves. Tinsie shot from the shop like a bat out of hell, streaking after the cat.   
“Tell the imp not to flash information that way. It gives me a headache,” Havervill complained.
The statement was quite extensive but I was able to read it in just a few seconds. I could hear Havervill reading it too:  Perk:  Sixth Sense. This perk infuses Tinsie with the power to call upon her emotions and experiences from her past, present and future. Three merge into one and none. Tinsie cannot only see behind the veil for a moment, but she is the veil and feels the atoms and quarks that make up the veil. She senses when there is something strange or out of the ordinary in the area, and she is driven to understand it or possibly go mad.    This is a passive skill and the sprite cannot call upon it. When her Sixth Sense is activated, she will immediately respond to it, like heeding the call of a fire alarm before the building burns down around you.
“That is an odd one, “Havervill stated. “They should have given you that perk. It is wasted on the brownie.” 
I ignored the brownie comment and responded, “It was the cat,” I thought to him. “She fled after it.”
“Where did the cat go?  Are you listening to a word I say?” Rhia asked through the noise in my head. She picked up the broom, shaking it at me. Her cheeks burned with fire and I could tell she wanted to hit someone, anyone with it.   
“Rhia,” I pleaded. (I was also trying out her name to see how it felt on my tongue. Maybe just Rhee. I think I liked that better). “I am trying to help. Getting information from my AI. Please just give me a moment.”
“You better help me!” she shouted, wagging that broom at me.
“Man, you got it bad. Like a teenage crush,” Havervill chirped.
“Shut up!” I barked at him, embarrassed.
“Okay. Okay. But seriously, I think she likes you.”  I can ask Tamberline what Rhia thinks of you. Tambi loves to play matchmaker.”  
“You will do no such thing. Besides, she doesn’t have an AI since she is well above level fifteen. And she isn’t an employee of the game either.”
“She has a relic that she wears that allows her to communicate with her original Tamberline AI. She has been speaking with her the entire time. So, should I ask her?”
“Just mind your business. And let me look at this second perk before Rhia hits me with that broom. The gods only know what Buddy will do if she strikes me again with it.” 
I looked at the next perk and once again could hear Havervill reading along: 
Soul Sister: This is an active use perk only. One Tinsie can become two Tinsies for up to one hour on any given day. The doppelgänger is another Tinsie with all of her knowledge, emotions and powers. The two Tinsies can hear, see and feel what her twin is feeling – like a witch and her familiar. If the Tinsie doppelganger is killed, a part of the prime Tinsie’s soul is forever fragmented, preventing the soul sister from being summoned again. So don’t let your soul sister die!  
I didn’t know why she was showing me both of them but I guess I had to trust her. I also had to believe that Haggerty wouldn’t have partnered me with her if she was untrustworthy.
I broke from my reverie.
“I promise you Rhia that I will do all that I can to get back your missing…”
“Stolen!” she corrected.
“Stolen items,” I finished.
“And what spooked Gizmo?” she wondered aloud. “That cat is not afraid of anything. It drags dead rats and mice in here all day long. He’s even hauled in dead dogs that he’s sliced apart with his claws.”
“But what was this about communicating with the cat?” I asked.
“Like I said, I have a talisman that allows me to talk to him – Alfie’s Amulet of the Animal Alphabet. Not that he has much to say. Cats aren’t much of talkers. Mostly they like to curse and complain. Gizmo might have seen who broke in here. He’ll come back later. He always comes back, and then I will ask him.”
“Well the cat is gone for now, so tell me what happened.”
“Not much to say. I left the shop yesterday around six.”
“Is that when you usually leave?”
“Yes,” she said defensively, as if I was accusing her of something. “Is it important?”
“Just trying to get a timeline. What are your usual hours?”  While I wanted to know this for the case, I had a personal reason for asking also. I wanted to know when she was free in case I asked her out. Focus Mace, I said to myself.
“Noon to six, every day. I don’t need to be open for more hours than that,” she said proudly.
“Why is that?”
“I have the rarest relics around?  I buy and sell them. I have a relic for pretty much anything you might need. Players and Realmborn from around the city and the continent come to my shop specifically for that reason. I make a pretty gold coin doing so.” 
“Okay,” I answered. “So you left at six?”
“I left and locked up the shop. I set all of the magic wards, everything from a magical shield that prevents anyone from teleporting in and out of the shop, to several loaded wands that I have mounted on the walls and along the ceiling.” She pointed to three wands nearby that hung from the ceiling like turret guns. “They are nasty ones. That one shoots projectiles that cause the equivalent of a thousand watts of electricity to course through you; and that one makes you feel like you are burning from the inside out; and that one shoots out a kind of barbed wire netting that will trap you. The more you struggle to extricate yourself from it, the more you get cut up with the razors. And they are all fabled items, so they will work even against high level characters.”
“How are they activated?  For example, if the cat stays here at night, why don’t they zap him?”
“Sometimes he hangs out in the shop at night,” she responded. “Though most nights he wanders around the streets stalking rats and stealing pastries. If he wants to get in at night to stay warm or if a bigger cat is stalking him, the gremlins created a little teleport that only works for him to get in and out of the shop after it is closed.”
“Gremlins?” I asked.
“Ah ha,” Havervill uttered. “I knew it was the gremlins. Can’t trust the little buggers.” 
I really needed to muzzle my AI.
“I have two gremlins who work for me,” Rhia answered.  “They keep the place tidy and organized. They also run the shop if I need to leave for a few hours.” 
“Keep it neat and tidy!” Havervill scoffed. “They should be fired or executed. Trolls keep their dens neater.”
I ignored him and asked Rhia, “Do they have keys?  Are there even keys in the game?”
“Of course they have keys. It wasn’t them. Why does everyone always suspect the gremlins?  They aren’t even on the continent right now. They went home last week to visit a sick relative and won’t be back until next week. I even paid for them to hitch a ride on a pixie. Do you know how expensive that is?’
“Okay, not the gremlins. I get you.”  And I didn’t think it was the gremlins. This was not an inside job. There had been a robbery of an alchemist in Fairmount several months back. Maybe this was connected. I would have to ask Haggerty / Fingroth once he returned.
“So why don’t the wands blast him?  I asked.
“Oh, I set them up so they can identify certain creatures and not attack them.”
“Them?” I asked.
“Gizmo of course and the gremlins,” she answered.
“So you left at six, putting your wards in place?”
“That's what I said. I had an errand to run which took very little time, and I then logged off. I don’t usually stay logged on much later than that unless I have a reason. I used to do twelve hours a day but …” she trailed off, leaving the explanation hanging.
“What kind of errand?’  I asked.
“None of your damn business,” she responded curtly.
“I just need all of the facts so I know how to proceed. It could be important or it might not be.”
“If you need to know then I was breaking it off with someone, my ex-lover.”  My Glean Truth indicated she was lying. I didn’t challenge her on this deception. Not yet at least. I was pleased it had been an untruth and there was no ex-lover. It was better for my chances to get a date with her, if there was no former boyfriend hanging around.
“Okay so you logged out and then when did you log back on?”
“I logged in today around eleven thirty. I like to stop at the baker down the road. She has the most exotic pastries and sweets.”  I needed to remember that she has a sweet tooth. “So I bought a few and ate them as I walked over to the shop. Can eat all the pastries you want here and not gain an ounce of weight. It is one of the wonderful things about the game. Anyway, I walked in and everything looked fine. Nothing was out of place.”
The whole store was out of place, I wanted to say.
“Until I walked back here. That is when I noticed that the glass in these cases had been shattered,” she said, pointing to the three of them behind her. “The glass is impenetrable. Almost as tough as your golem there.”
“Do you have any idea what could have caused them to be shattered like that?  Maybe an artifact you have in storage?” I queried.
“Of course I have an idea of what could have caused them to shatter. I sell relics for all purposes, like I said. And if it isn’t for the exact use, I can repurpose one.”
“Repurpose?”  I asked.
“I don’t just sell the relics, but I can change them or alter them as well, which can be very dangerous. It’s like playing with dynamite or a chemistry experiment gone bad. One error and boom. I have been sent to respawn more times than I care to admit.”
“So did you have something like this here?” I probed.
“I did,” she answered.
“And?”
“And it couldn’t have been used. I had just sold it a few days ago to a longtime client,” she stated.
She remained silent for a few moments, uncertainty, or perhaps better, reluctance covering her lovely face.
“So, are you going to tell me who this client is?  It could be important.” 
“It can’t be her,” Rhia responded. “We have been doing business too long and she is way too careful.”
“Who?” I asked again.
“A woman called Miss Durston. She is an intermediary for me sometimes,” she replied. “I sold her a magical hammer that can destroy the hardest surfaces in The Great Realm. She said a dwarven miner needed it to break through magically infused rock that held a large deposit of palladium.” 
“Miss Durston is the blind woman with the little girl,” I said. “Elle if I recall.” 
“How did you know that?” she asked curiously.
“Someone I met in the park earlier today.”  I had to let the details I had so far put together jell in my mind. The edges of the puzzle were coming together but not yet all the difficult pieces in the middle.
“Do you mind?” I asked, walking over to examine the three cabinets. They were six feet high with four shelves a piece. Shards of glass lined the shelves. The wood around the edges weren’t scorched or discolored.
“It appears to me like the glass had been hit with a hammer or something similar. It wasn’t an explosion but a good old smash and grab. Is it possible the same hammer you sold her could have done this?”
“It might have,” she admitted, a distant look on her face. “That glass was impervious to just about everything except for the hammer. So yes it is possible that is what shattered these.” 
“Anything else?” I asked hoping she would provide me with some more leads.
“Not right now,” she said.
“I think now is the time to see what this surveillance camera of yours recorded,” I stated.
Rhia responded, “Maybe camera is a bit too anachronistic. They are my own invention, called image-stones and made just for this purpose.”  She walked over to a small desk, opened a drawer and pulled out a flat, circular piece of wood with three prongs jutting up. She placed it on the counter and spoke a few words. Three metal balls flew down from three different sections of the building. One soared over my head while another sailed by Buddy’s head. I was pleased he didn’t swat it out of the air. Each ball landed on one of the pedestals. She mumbled a few more words and a hologram projected out from the top. It showed the store at night. Rhia placed her hands above the image and began manipulating the hologram. Soon we were seeing the spot we just stood in but it was a few hours earlier as it appeared to be dim and lifeless. It showed Gizmo appearing. He jumped up on the counter, then…
“What the hell?” Rhia and I both said at the same time. “Gizmo suddenly jumped down from the counter, and was lost from sight as the hologram went dark as pitch.”
“Is it working?” I asked.
“It is,” Rhia responded with a confused look on her delightful face. “That darkness is not natural. I think it is Dante’s Devouring Darkness.”
“What is that?” I questioned.
“A spell. However, it can also be activated from a talisman. It might…,” she said. Then went silent for a moment as though she was trying to figure something out. “It might,” she repeated, “be able to block the wands from working. Dante is very secretive about how his items work. I wouldn’t put it past the bastard to have something that could nullify my wands. He and I are going to have a little chat later.”
“Is it a common item?” I asked, wondering if I needed to question this rival relic maker.
“Common enough. His items are sold all over Grandview. He sells the directions to make his items to whomever wants to buy them. It could have come from just about anywhere. I was so stupid to not consider it when I put up the wands. Gonna fix that gap in security tonight.”     
Havervill cleared his throat to get my attention.
“What is it?” I asked. “Trying to gather clues here.”
“You really need to know your character better. You have a perk that might help you.”
I reviewed them in my mind and then recalled Behind the Veil. “Will that work?” I asked “since I am not seeing it directly but second hand?”
“It should. Give it a whirl. If it succeeds, I want a big thank you Havervill. You are great Havervill. I would be lost without you Havervill.”
I peered deeply into the holographic darkness. I saw just blackness. The gloom slowly faded; a figure stood by the now smashed cabinet. She wielded a small hammer that glowed brightly. I focused on the figure and could see clearly who it was when she turned around to grab a sack off the counter. The blind woman was no longer blind but could see – her eyes were not filmy but gleamed with pride. She began to fill the sack with the relics.
Then the thief made a mistake. Miss Durston transformed into a young, weasel faced man. He mouthed “Fuck” before disappearing from sight. Then Gizmo jumped back on top of the counter, leapt down the other side and was lost from sight.    
The pieces in the middle of the puzzle began coming together.   




Chapter 9:  Battle in the Sewers

“So!” Rhia shouted. “Who was it?  Who is the dead son of a bitch when I catch him?”
“I couldn’t see that clearly,” I lied. I didn’t know why, but I wasn’t ready to share this information just yet.
“Being dishonest with her already,” Havervill chirped. “That is cold. I can’t wait to see the lies you come up with after you start the old sexy sexy.”
“Will you just shut up for once in your life!” I cursed at him.
I was about to say more to Rhia when Tinsie flew back into the shop as swiftly as she had flown from it. I had forgotten about her while speaking with Rhia about the theft.
“Boss, we gotta go. My sister is in trouble,” she said concernedly.
I was about to ask, ‘What sister?’ when it dawned on me she meant her Soul Sister.
“What happened?” I asked.
“That was the first time my Sixth Sense perk ever activated.  I detected something very off and very odd about the cat. That cat is smart, or it detected me following it, because it tried to hide under food carts and behind stalls and turned down some back alleys. Finally, it came to the sewer; the same one Sergeant Gail explored yesterday, and jumped down into it. I called on my soul sister and she followed the cat through the sewers. She is so brave brave brave. I came back here to let you know about the feline.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” I replied.
“My cat?” Rhia asked.
“I don’t think your cat was your cat,” I said. “I think if we follow Gizmo, we will find some answers.”
“Well I’m coming with you,” she indicated.
“We gotta go Boss, my sister is in trouble. She is hiding but not for much longer,” Tinsie said again, worry in her voice.
“Sorry Rhia, I have to go and help my deputy. I am very sorry.”  And I was. I wanted to stay there and keep talking with her.
“Go!” she ordered. “I will catch up. I am coming with you.” Turning to the sprite she inquired, “Where is this sewer?”
“The one on the side street next to the Watering Hole,” she related.
In the real world, a victim of a crime would not accompany the investigating officer. For a number of reasons, from interfering in the investigation, to having their lives placed in harm’s way. Of course, Rhia was in no real danger in this world. If she died, she could simply respawn. To be honest, I didn’t mind her tagging along.
“Lead on Tinsie. Let’s go Buddy.”  Tinsie flew off and I followed along, Buddy walking a few feet behind me.
A moment after exiting the cramped shop and emerging into the virtual sunlight, Sergeant Gail ran up to us. “Constable Mace, ten of the guards are talking to other shopkeepers nearby and questioning anyone who might have been around. We recovered the eye crystals but you will need to view them back at headquarters.”
“Follow along,” I commanded, “and bring three guards.”  Leave the rest here to continue questioning witnesses and look for anything strange. “We have a date with the sewers.”
“The sewers again,” the sergeant gulped.
“Don’t worry,” I said, “we have a golem with us.”
“And what can he do exactly?” the Sergeant asked.
“We will find out,” I responded.
We passed the Watering Hole, and then turned a corner. It wasn’t actually a sewer that the cat had jumped down into, but a sewer grate. There was, however, a manhole cover a few feet away. I wanted to see exactly how strong Buddy was. “Buddy,” I said to the granite golem, “please gently remove that manhole cover.” The golem obeyed and pulled on the handle in the middle of the cover. It was as light to him as a piece a paper would be to a child.
“Put it down here,” I said, pointing to a spot a few feet away.
“It took five of us to lift that yesterday. And he did it with a few fingers,” Sergeant Gail related.
I peered down into the darkness below. Green light coming off the walls lit the sewer. Filthy, murky water ran through it. Several rats and other critters of the dark scurried around beyond the light. The sewer stank to high hell, bile rising to my throat. Then Rhia came rushing around the corner and I swallowed the bile, refusing to retch in front of her. No longer outfitted in her blue summer dress, she now appeared as a sexy female Robin Hood in tight brown pants and a form fitting green shirt. A quiver of arrows with mismatched fletchings hung from her back. A quick look indicated they were all magical. A short sword was strapped to her hip and she gripped a strung bow in her hand.
“Stop gawking,” she said, “and let’s go. I am sticking with you. I want to be there when we catch the son of a bitch. I got a few special arrows to shoot him up with.”  I had noticed that her two skills had switched and now her archer was the primary class:  Rhia, Starborn, Human, Archer, Level 77; Subclass, Relic Merchant, Level 100; Subclass, Artificer, Level 95.     
I would add this oddity to my list of things to ask Havervill at a later date.
“Lead on MacDuff,” I joked to Tinsie. She shook her head in confusion. “You know where we need to go so lead the way.”  She flew down into the sewers. I thought about leaving Buddy behind, but I was getting a bad feeling we would encounter something nasty below the streets of the city.
“Sergeant Gail, leave one of the guards here with orders not to let anyone in or out who isn’t one of us.” Turning to Buddy, I said, “You are up next. Climb down.”  Buddy took a few steps forwards, looked down, and took a step into the open hole. For a half-ton creature, he fell with hardly a sound, except for the splashing water. “Show off,” I laughed.
I climbed down the rungs and nearly lost my balance when my foot hit the slimy stone below. Luckily, I didn’t stumble. I was glad to see that Rhia didn’t jump down to the sewer like Buddy and show me up.
“Do you take all your girlfriends to the sewers on the first date?” she joked.
“No!” I protested. I didn’t say anything more, realizing she was just kidding.
She had a crooked smile, finding my discomfort at her joke amusing.
Sergeant Gail and two other guards, Audrey and Dunkan from the harem fight, climbed down last. Dunkan seemed no worse for wear, considering an errant lightning bolt struck his armor a few hours back. I realized I had not checked out Sergeant Gail’s stats but figured I should at least know who had my back:  Sergeant Gail, Realmborn, Human, City Guard, Level 90. Sub class:  Sergeant of the Guard; Primary Weapon:  Long Sword, Level 8; Sword skills, Battle Blade, Steel Blade, Water Blade. Perk: Tell Them What to Do.
“This way!” Tinsie exclaimed. “My soul sister can’t stay unseen much longer. She is surrounded, but I am not sure by what. Though it is odd.  Very few beings in the entire Great Realm should be able to detect her. 
Tinsie began to fly down to the east. After thirty feet, a notification popped up in front of me. That was the first time that had happened. I would not be able to slide this one away until I read it and acknowledged it.
You are leaving the Commerce District safe zone. The sewers are an extension of the Grey Zone and therefore lawless. Denizens of the dark dwell in the sewers, some of whom have never seen the light of day. In the undercity below the sewers, the original city waits to be discovered; none ever granted the quest has ever found the entrance. Enter at your own peril. Please be advised, Immersion Online and its subsidiaries are not responsible for any psychological, physical, mental, spiritual or metaphysical pain caused to you below the city. It is advised you head back up to the ground level where the wards of the city protect all. Click yes to acknowledge the perils and proceed on.
I didn’t even hesitate and clicked yes. It seemed the rest of my motley band had received it also as everyone had stopped, except for Buddy who was ten feet ahead of us. I thought for a moment about creating a warband but time appeared to be of the essence and didn’t want to spare even a few seconds. Besides, we had a high-level party and not a low-level group of newbies.
Tinsie led us on another fifty feet when a howling sound echoed off the damp walls. I summoned my mace. “Something’s nearby,” I reported to the group. My Beyond the Veil perk burned in the back of my mind like a campfire. “Invisible enemies.”
“Infernal Hounds!” Tinsie shouted, then she shook her wand back and forth; blue powder streaming from it. Ten of the beasts were now outlined. They were wolf-like figures, only much larger and heavier, that encircled us. They had sharp ridges on their backs and even sharper teeth. I glanced at one quickly: Infernal Hound, Level 80, 2000 Damage Points.
Holy shit! I thought. I am going to die. Worse, my Realmborn guards were going to perish, never to respawn.
The beasts sensed they could now be seen, so they ran, leapt and jumped forward. I heard the twang of two arrows being released behind me. Three of the hounds charged the guards, while three headed towards Buddy; one leapt in the air towards not one, but two Tinsies, both of whom had drawn small wands; one barreled down the corridor towards Rhia, – with a final two charging at me.
“Finally some action!” Havervill hooted in excitement. “Bust ‘em Mace. Pow! Bam!  Oh, by the way, they spew magma.”
“They shoot fire, and don’t let them touch…” was all I was able to shout as two of the hounds leapt at me. My shield flared to life, and I summoned my Power Blow and Blunt Force Trauma at the same time like Havervill had suggested. There was no time for subtlety or finesse. One jumped to my left, luckily my shield took the brunt of a powerful charge from the hound. Fifty-six damage points slipped away from just the impact. The game had just recently begun to use actual numbers and not just percentage points and that was a lot of damage for a tap. The one to my right never reached me as an arrow struck it right in the eye and its entire body turned to a block of ice, collapsing to the hard sewer ground.
“Finish it!” Rhia screamed somewhere behind me. I was about to smash its head in, when the one who had battered my shield slid beneath it, snapping its sharp fangs at me. I jumped back, avoiding those dagger-like teeth before they chomped a hunk of flesh from me. However, I wasn’t fast enough for the second attack as it charged into me with a large horn that jutted from its forehead. It punctured my chain mail like tissue paper and the worst pain I had felt in the game coursed through me. This time three hundred and forty damage points were lost.
“That has to hurt like a bitch,” Havervill said. “You have nine hundred and five damage points left. I would kill it if I were you.”   
“Bite me!” I shouted, though not sure if it was at the hound or my AI. The hound was below me now and I slammed my mace into it. A screen popped up showing me in detail the damage I inflicted:   
➢      Base Mace Damage:  311 damage points

➢      Power Blow attack, 100 damage points

➢      Strength bonus plus 53 damage points 

➢      Blunt Force Trauma, triple damage between levels 21 and 50 (311 x 3 = 933) 

➢      Total damage:  311 + 100 + 53 + 933 = 1397

➢      Final Damage:  1397 – 440 (Damage absorption – Extra think hide) = 957 damage points

All of that information passed through my understanding in a moment. “Shut that down Havervill. It’s distracting. Just call out the total points and let me know when one of us is close to death.”  Just one Mace strike had knocked off almost half of its damage points.  I definitely could no longer consider myself a newbie. 
The hound opened its mouth and a sulfurous smell overwhelmed my senses. I pivoted slightly to get my shield in front of me, and summoned my Elemental Resistance.
A stream of boiling yellow magma flew from the hound’s maw. It struck the elementally enhanced shield which absorbed most of the lava and heat. However, some of the molten rock shot past my shield, melting my armor away in a few spots. Nerve endings exploded from searing fire. I thought I might collapse. Luckily my Physical Fortitude was high and that, in part, kept me from passing out. I lost another two hundred and fourteen points of damage. My non- magically enhanced armor provided very little support. I would really need to upgrade it.  
“I thought you were better than this,” Havervill quipped. “You’ve lost nearly half your damage points like some kind of schlub.”  The jet of magma finally abated and before the beast could close its mouth, an arrow flew in; it exploded, sending the hellhound flying back a few feet. Smoke, pieces of fangs and blood dripped from its maw.
“Don’t get on this gal’s bad side. That arrow just inflicted four hundred and fifty three points of damage as well as additional explosive damage.  Its mouth was not able to absorb any of the damage. One more strike and you got it. Unless it gets you first.”
The hound was still standing, but it was a bit dazed and that gave me a chance to strike again, this time with my Power Blow. This time its tough skin absorbed just a small amount of the damage and my mace struck, smashing into the side of its head. All of the bonuses added up to three hundred and fifty seven damage points which was enough to finish it off. It slumped to the ground never to rise again.
Unfortunately, the one Rhia had petrified a few moments before was getting back up. It was about to leap at me when one of the other hounds bit it from behind. A different one rammed its horn into it from another side. I didn’t know what was happening but took the advantage. I called on the Double Attack ability of my scalable mace and then struck at the beast. My arm and shoulder moved faster than it should have and I connected with two quick successive blows. An arrow twanged and then one arrow became three as it struck the hound. Two more arrows and two more charges from the faux hound did it in and it collapsed to the damp sewer floor.
With the two in front of me gone, I was able to get my bearings. Buddy had one of the hounds clenched against its body and was squeezing the life from it. Bones snapped and the beast crumpled to the ground along with three other dead ones – two of which looked like they had been ripped in half.
Rhia stood behind an energy barrier. A hound lay dead in front of the barrier with a dozen or so arrows protruding from its hide. Then turning the other way, I saw just one of the hounds remaining battling Sergeant Gail. Audrey was dragging the scorched body of Dunkan away. I was about to order Buddy to finish off the last one when it lumbered over to the beast and picked it up. The hound spewed boiling magma at the golem who was unaffected by it, and then simply slammed the hound into its knee. The hound’s back was broken but it still lived, so the golem pounded it against the wall until it stopped moving. Buddy tossed the mangled corpse to the ground. The two hounds who had attacked the one I was fighting, shimmered for a moment, then two Tinsies hovered in the air.
Silence filled the sewers except for the dripping of water.
“Mother fucker,” Rhia cursed, breaking the quietness. “Using my own relics against me.”
“That was one of yours?” I asked.
“That is what I just said,” she replied angrily. A fabled item, Summoning Stone of Infernal Hounds. It is worth close to a thousand gold coins. Who is paying for that?  Well who?” she asked me.
I didn’t answer as I heard moaning behind me. I walked over to see that Dunkan was in bad shape. I think he was jinxed – first a bolt of lightning struck him and now half of his armor was seared away. His shield had absorbed most of the lava and lay melted on the ground; nevertheless, his face and right arm were red and blistered. Audrey poured a potion down his throat. The potion immediately began to do its job and Dunkan’s health bar began to climb back up. However, the burn marks did not. “Why aren’t the burn marks going away?” I asked.
“Infernal fire – the fire of the underworld – cannot be healed by a simple health potion. He is going to need a priest,” Rhia responded.
“Sergeant Gail, get Dunkan out of here and to the nearest priest.”
“That is not possible,” the sergeant said. “The twins will never go for that.”
Again with the damn twins and their tightfistedness. I would bankrupt the coffers of the Commerce District – if we even have coffers – to make sure the guards under my authority had the best care possible.
“You take him to the closest priest ASAP,” I ordered. “I can’t have Audrey looking at him day and night like that.” Gail and Audrey each grabbed Dunkan under an arm.
“Go,” I said again to all three guards. “We will be up in a bit. These hounds were set here to slow us down or kill us. We are going to head down the sewers further.”
The three guards headed back to the sewer egress and safety. I looked over at the two Tinsies. They were identical and I couldn’t tell one from the other.
One of them said to the other, “Time’s up for now,” and she flew towards her twin and they merged into one.
My Tinsie just hovered there for a moment, a look of contentment on her face. “She is so so so wonderful, isn’t she?”
“Yes she is,” I said. “Did she see anything when she followed the cat?”
“She was only able to trail it as far as where the fight took place. The cat dropped a small stone from its mouth and that is when the hounds appeared – or didn’t appear – she sensed something was nearby – but didn’t know what. So she disappeared to be safe.”
“Her? You? Can turn invisible?” I asked.
“No no no. Much better. Incorporeal. When I am formless, only another incorporeal entity and a few fiends, Infernal Hounds being one of them, can sense me. It was just some bad luck that it was one of those beasts of all things. But I think when I go even higher in levels, that I will be able to remain hidden from them and other ethereal beings.”  This was certainly a great ability and I began to envision the numerous ways it could be utilized. 
I pulled out one of my healing potions and guzzled it down. My armor would need to be repaired. The potion wouldn’t patch up my burn marks either but it did help to restore the many points of damage the hell hound had inflicted. One benefit the Starborn had over the Realmborn was that once we respawned, we did so with a full health bar and with all of our wounds and scars healed. I hoped Havervill couldn’t read my mind or he would complain about this inequity as well.
“Time is moving on and we need to also,” I stated. “Buddy, lead the way.” I pointed down the sewer. It went on straight with no side passages, so no choices to make as of yet.
“You can turn into an infernal hound also?” I asked Tinsie. I wanted to know what her powers were in case they fit some situation where they could be used.
“It’s a perk, Flesh and Blood. I can currently only use it for up to thirty minutes a day. I can turn into the exact duplicate of any person or being, and best of all, I have access to most of their skills and abilities. If I had wanted, I could have spewed fire just now. Best of all, the mass differential doesn’t matter. I could turn into a giant if I wanted to.  However, the greater the mass differential, the shorter time I can hold the form.  But like with my ability to become ethereal, the higher level I turn, the longer I will be able to hold the form.”
Buddy suddenly came to a stop as the passage ended and now we had the choice to go left or right.
“Which way Boss?” Tinsie asked.
“Do any of these lead to the Grey Zone?” I inquired.
“This way,” Rhia responded, pointing to the left.
We walked twenty feet when Rhia, who had taken up the rear, called for us to stop.
“There is something here,” she said.
“How do you know?”  I inquired.
“Because I made the item,” she retorted. “A net of invisibility. About ten feet by ten feet. It just doesn’t make things invisible, but hides things in a pocket dimension. The net will not bulge so we will not know if something is under it. It blends in perfectly to its surroundings, that we could have walked over it and not even noticed it. The bastard used that one also. The magic of the net can last for years or decades if it is not found.”
“Any thoughts on how to find it?  Our perp must have hidden something under it, maybe all or some of your relics.  And how would someone know how to use all of these items?”
“They would have to be a very powerful and experienced spellcaster, someone like me who is an expert crafter of these items, or I have heard of people that have perks that can reveal the magic of an item.”
“Quite a conundrum we have going on here,” Havervill stated. I could hear him tapping virtual fingers on a virtual desk. “How to find an item whose purpose is not to be found?”
“Rhee…Rhia,” I asked, “how did you sense the item in the first place?  I thought the idea was for no one to be able to find it…wouldn’t that mean sensing it as well?”
“I didn’t really feel it. That was a wrong description. I felt the residue of the magic that is used to activate the net. It took the two gremlins and me nearly a month to create it and that was only because we started with a tiny fragment of a destroyed one and added onto it. So I have a kind of intimate relationship to it and all my relics. My essence and soul and skills are fused into these items. They are connected to me. So I am sensing the release of my magic – the spark that lit my magical fire. Think of it this way. It’s like if your girlfriend or wife has left the house, but you can still smell her strawberry scented body soap or perfume lingering in the air for the next several hours. That is what this is. I can’t find the net, but I know it was activated. The thief could have laid it down nearby or could have taken it with him.”
In the background of my consciousness, Havervill was in a heated discussion with a female AI.
The female AI kept insisting, “It will not work!” 
To which he responded, “Tambi, you got to think out of the box. There is no harm in giving it a try.”
To which she then responded critically, “This was your guy’s idea. I just know it. Does he really want to see her naked that badly.”
“Tamberline!”  Rhia shouted. “We can both hear you. He can hear you. And the idea is not a horrible one.”  She stood pensive for a moment before speaking again.  
“Naked. Here,” she said, quizzically, and began nodding her head. “An archer is not needed here but a one hundredth level relic merchant in all of her expertise and glory. She tapped a bracelet around her wrist and then there was a flash. She was now standing fully naked, except for the leather bracelet. I had a full on look for a moment and liked very much what I saw – a long neck, firm breasts, long, toned legs, and a well-groomed private area. It was ridiculous. We were down in a sewer, surrounded by rats and water runoff – and I found myself aroused. I turned my head away, embarrassed for staring at her and for my wanton lust.
“Ooohh,” Tinsie said, “can I get naked too?” 
“Naked!” Buddy parroted.  
“No one else should get naked,” Rhia ordered. “I need protection in case anything or anyone attacks us down here. I am going to need both of my hands for what I have planned, so I can’t hold a weapon.”
Then the most bizarre thing since I entered the game happened. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Buddy walk towards Rhia, place his hand out, and in a deep, gravelly voice say, “Nice to meet you.” 
Without flinching, the unclothed Rhia gripped the golem’s hand, moved her wrist and then yanked her hand back, suddenly realizing the possible danger she faced.
“You are about an hour late there Buddy,” I said, still trying not to look at Rhia.
“How are you going to protect me or anyone else if you are going to be shy?” Rhia asked. “Besides, I am not naked…my avatar is…and she has few inhibitions from the real world,” she added, winking at me. “Take a nice look at me – front and back – so we can get down to business.”  She spun slowly around. Her long blonde hair draped her back. Then I lingered for a moment on her lovely hips and butt, until they were lost to sight.
“I like this gal, Mace. She’s a keeper,” Havervill cut in.
Okay, so I took a good look – maybe longer than I should have. I had not seen a woman’s naked body up close and personal in several years. I will admit. I was turned on. I hadn’t been attracted to another woman – other than Bethany – in a long, long time.   
“Alright, enough gawking,” Rhia stated.
“I am not gawking but admiring. You chose a lovely avatar.”
“Lovely, huh,” was all she said, a wide grin covering her face.
“So what is the plan? “ I asked, confused as to why she was standing stark naked in the sewers – long legs, firm breasts, flat and fit belly. Was her belly button pierced?   
“Focus Mace. Focus,” Havervill said.
He was right. I needed to pay attention.  
“I became a level one hundred relic merchant last month after crafting my first fabled item. At level one hundred, I received an additional skill – Something from Nothing.
“Okay, but why are you naked?”  I asked.
“Skills usually come with long detailed explanations. However, level one hundred skills, which are extraordinarily rare, come with very little explanation. They have to be discovered. From what Tamberline, the gremlins and I could figure out, the new skill allows me to craft legendary and possibly fabled objects without the need for raw materials. I can create them by pulling in the atoms around me and shaping them into any object – like a magical 3D printer.”
“Still not sure why you are naked?”
“Why?  Am I hideous to look at?”
“Very hideous,” I joked. “Must turn away in horror.” And I turned my head and covered my eyes for a moment.
“Oh boy, Boss. Is that your best line?”  Tinsie joked.
“The imp told you. We need to work on your flirting,” Havervill added.
I hoped she picked up on the badly executed joke. She continued, “Clothing and most other items hinder this creation process. This bracelet might interfere with it. You need to be totally unencumbered – not only of earthly items that weigh you down – but you must be free of embarrassment and guilt and any other negative emotion that burden you. You need to be open to the cosmos. But really, enough talking for now.”   
She began to dance there in the sewers. Her hips shaking; bare feet gliding across the damp sewer ground. This was not the standard way of fashioning objects, which usually involved manipulating metals, inlaying crystals, and so on. This was mystical. This was creating something from nothingness with the knowledge that nothingness is just potentiality.
Her dance continued. Her arms moved back and forth in front of her like she was casting a spell. She began to hum.
“She is so so so beautiful,” Tinsie commented.
Her humming grew louder, echoing off the cement walls below the city. If there were enemies down here, they all knew where to find them now. 
“Be on your guard,” I commanded. Tinsie drew her wand while Buddy stood immovable like a block of stone.
Rhia began to circle her palms together. Blue, green and white light circled around her hands until they glowed. She came slowly out of her trance and looked down into her palms.
“A Seeing Stone,” she mused. “And it is fabled. My second fabled item and it took just moments and not weeks of intensive labor and thousands of gold coins in materials.”  Her eyes glazed over and I was sure she was conversing with her AI. She broke from the reverie and said one more thing to her AI, “Let’s hope this works. That took a lot more from me than I thought.” 
Her eyes glazed over for a moment; she nodded her head and stated, “Yeah, I probably should.” She tapped the bracelet again and she was back in her archer’s outfit. She held the stone out in the palm of her hand. A light streaked from it like the beam from a lighthouse. She spun around very slowly. She was nearly three quarters of the way through her rotation when the light on the beam flared, and then flared a second time, then it pulsed in an almost blinding light that left spots in my eyes. Rhia walked forward and as she did, the light focused on a spot about ten feet away from her.   
A grin like a Cheshire cat came over her lovely features. She closed her palm over the stone and the light dissipated. However, below her now appeared the outline of a square object, a blanket perhaps. “Voilà,” she said, closing her hand over something, and then lifting it into the air. The semi translucent sheet flew up. Rhia grabbed it and clenched it in her hands.
I walked over to Rhia; Tinsie hovering close behind.
A pile of relics lay scattered about on the ground.
Then I could see Rhia was crying.
Laying among the missing relics was the mangled body of a black cat, and even worse, the dead girl Elle – whose throat had been cut and digits had been chewed on by the sewer rats.
I wanted to hold Rhia and offer her comfort.
I didn’t.
Then anger began to seethe in me like the magma of the hounds we just battled.
Someone would pay. And pay very badly.   




Chapter 10:  Investigation

“I will find the bastard who did this!” I swore aloud.
“We will, Boss!”  Tinsie exclaimed. “We’re gonna find the psychopath who killed them and hurt them badly. I have just the spell for them.”  
“Hurt badly!” boomed Buddy.
The ground below us rumbled.
“You better!” Rhia exhorted, wiping tears on her sleeve. She tapped the bracelet on her wrist, and she was once again the relic merchant in her blue sundress. She pulled several sheets of parchments and a quill from a pouch at her hip, and began to tick off each item on the parchment, then placing each of the relics into a canvas sack at her hip. The bag shouldn’t have worked. It should have bulged from the twenty or so items she stuffed into it. Maybe it was like the net I thought. Spatial displacement and all.
“Most of them are here,” Rhia reported.  “However, a real dangerous one, Bob’s Blasting Cap, is missing.  Two other ones are also not here: a Mischief of Rats, and a fabled item I recently created, Rhia’s Rusty Hinges.”
Tinsie snickered at the name.
“I didn’t name any of them. The city chooses them,” she answered defensively. “Now let’s get the hell out of here. You have some investigating to do.”  She picked up the cat and held it gently while I picked up Elle whose body was light, rigid and cold.
As soon as we climbed out of the sewer and onto the alley, a notification flashed in front of me that refused to be removed until I read it.
Two residents of the Commerce District have been murdered. The Commerce District is a safe zone, and it will not abide by this atrocity. Quest:  Find the murderer or murderers of the cat Gizmo and the little girl Elle!  Reward: Boon of Grandview.
Elle faded away in my arms as did Gizmo from Rhia’s arms.
The ground rumbled and another notification popped up. Elle and Gizmo have been returned to the bosom of Grandview where they will find peace until their rebirths.  
Rhia appeared to get the same message and questioned, “Rebirths?  I have been in The Great Realm since the beta testing days and have never heard of Grandview or any city giving a notification about NPCs returning home and being reborn.”
“Huh,” Havervill uttered. “I just scoured the forums and the blonde with the cute ass is correct, there is no mention of a city ever sending such a peculiar message. Usually, the city or the local landscape will absorb dead NPCs but never with a message.”
“What about this boon that will be granted?  Does the city often grant quests?”  I inquired.
“As for the boon, you are one lucky duck. The boon thing is something that hasn’t happened in a hundred years. However, for some reason I can’t recall why. Nor can I recall what godsends were granted and to whom. Peculiar, I don’t forget anything. I think someone placed a magnet next to that part of my hard drive and erased it,” my AI stated. Havervill was another Realmborn who had no idea he had been in existence for only a little under two years. I didn’t have the heart to break the news to him. “As for quests, she gives them all the time. She loves giving quests. Gives meaning to her life. I could try to ask her. Though I’m certain she is still pissed at me. However, I can’t fathom how anyone can be upset with me. I am a saint.” The ground rumbled below me and I swore it thundered in my mind as well. “Hey, I am sorry,” Havervill begged to an entity in my mind that felt like Grandview city, “How could I possibly have known she was your twin sister?  Your amphitheaters both look alike.”  The city shook again, a little harder this time and Havervill fled from my mind like one would flee from a swarm of killer bees.
“What was that?” Tinsie asked.
“A woman scorned,” I responded.
Sergeant Gail returned with a dozen or so guards. I recognized some of them as the ones who had been asking questions of the residents and shopkeepers around Rhia’s shop.”
She asked, “Did you find the missing items Constable?”
“Yes we did,” I pronounced. “But we have a bigger issue now. The thief committed two murders.”
“Who did the murderer kill, Constable?” she asked. I told her the names of the two victims. A pall fell over her face.
“Constable, may I speak privately with you?” We walked further into the alleyway and she reported, “I am confused.”
“About what sergeant?” I inquired.
“I brought Audrey and Dunkan to the priest as you ordered. He will be good as new in a few hours. Though the tithe requested might bankrupt us. Well not just ten minutes ago, as I was heading back here, I saw Elle walking by Centre Street, not far from where Miss Durston lives. She met a young boy on the street and handed him a bundle. I thought nothing odd about it as she often runs errands for Miss Durston.”  The puzzle was almost complete in my mind with just a few small pieces missing.
“Thank you for the information. I have a few jobs for you.” I explained what I needed done and she was gone.
I was about to call for Tinsie but she had been eavesdropping.
“Sorry Boss, snooping is a racial trait. It is expected from a sprite,” she said smiling.
“I have a job for you as well.” I explained what was needed.
“Real real real police work,” she chuckled, shooting off into the sky.
I walked back towards Rhia and found her prodding and probing Buddy. “Sorry,” she said innocently. “It is the tinkerer in me. It is a fascinating creature. There is not one groove on its body. I think it was fashioned from a single block of granite. And the golem artificer will not share his secrets. So what is our next move?”
I didn’t want to ask her what I was about to ask her. The detective in me took over. “Who did you meet with last night?  If you want this solved, I need to know.”
She looked coldly at me and shook her head in resignation. “Miss Durston,” she said.
“Back in the shop you said she was a client. Is that all she is?” 
“She handles some of my more,” she paused trying to think of the correct euphemism, “interesting relics.” 
“Illegal?” I probed.
“I don’t sell anything illegal,” she retorted. “A few might be considered borderline as far as the game is concerned. Most of them are legal in the Grey Zone and out beyond the city walls. Miss Durston is my intermediary for some of these items. She finds buyers for them and keeps my name, and therefore my reputation, out of it. That is where the real money is. I don’t see Immersion Online only as a game but as my workplace.” 
“And why did you go see her last night?” I asked.
“We met so she could pay me for the hammer and a few other items I had sold to her a few days ago.”
I nodded my head. “Do you know who she was selling to?” I asked.
“I don’t!” she said tersely. “I never asked and she never offered. It is better not to inquire. She told me a dwarven miner, so a dwarven miner it is.”
“One final question, was the little girl Elle with her last night?”  Rhia’s eyes shone with understanding.
“It couldn’t have been Elle. We just found the poor girl murdered and it looked like she had been there a few days. Then who or what was with Miss Durston?”
“Back in the shop when I peered through the darkness, I saw Miss Durston wielding the hammer that shattered your cases.”
“Not possible,” she sputtered. “She wouldn’t.”  She was going to continue defending her when I cut her off.
“It wasn’t her, any more than it was the cat. Luckily, the thief was an amateur and made some mistakes. The biggest error he made was not knowing that today would be my first day and that a real detective would lead up the investigation. Before Miss Durston turned back into the cat to get out of the shop, she transformed into a man for a moment. It was just a flash but it was the real thief.”  I described him to her. A litany of curses and threats followed. I have to say, she was quite beautiful when she was incensed. I had to focus again. “I assume you know who he is from your reaction.”   
She followed up with a few more curses. “Fucking Dawson. I am going to murder him.”
“I take it, you know him?”
“A little too well,” she confessed. “We might have had a brief,” she chose the next word carefully, “dalliance. But it ended three months ago. I haven’t seen him since.” 
She then told me some disconcerting news about him that opened up a can of worms.   I really needed Haggerty back. I wondered what was taking him so long. He made it sound like taking care of the dust devils was no big deal.
“Well I have an idea how to capture him,” I told her. I explained the plan to her and she responded, “I have just what we need in my shop. It might be a tad bit illegal in Grandview, at least how you plan to use it.”
“I think the city will forgive. She seems a bit pissed.”  I thought about how odd it was personifying the city. I needed to remember that in The Great Realm such things were possible. “If I am wrong, and I get fired, it will be well worth it.”   
She turned back into the archer and then dashed off back to her shop.
Sergeant Gail and the guard returned. Most of them had scratch marks, or were bleeding from small wounds.
“It was just as you said constable. When we approached her building, the rats attacked us. Nasty looking ones also. They were large and not the regular rats that infest parts of the city. There were enough of us, and we fought them off. I think they were there to slow us down. After the last one was dealt with, I came to Miss Durston’s door and pounded on it, calling on her to let us in. We finally broke her door down. The room was ransacked. We found Miss Durston dead in a pool of blood. She had been stabbed over and over and over again. The blood hadn’t dried yet so I think it just happened. I am sorry Constable.”
Havervill chose that moment to pop back into my mind. “Is the coast clear?”  I heard him sniff the virtual air.
“You leave at the absolute worst times,” I accused him.
“You got to know when to hide and when to seek. When a literal city is pissed at you, it is time to hide out for a while.”  He was about to go on with a few more old adages when Rhia returned.
“Sergeant Gail, gather up half of the available guard and meet me by the gate leading to the Grey Zone.”
“The Grey Zone?” she swallowed.
“Yes, the Grey Zone. We have business there. And I want the guard as heavily armed as possible.
“Yes Constable. I am on this.” Sergeant Gail then headed off to take care of that part of the plan.
Tinsie contacted me and said that we needed to hurry. That our prey was heading back to the sewers.
“Are you ready?” I asked Rhia.
“Never readier,” she smiled.
“Come on Buddy. Let’s put those muscles to use.”
Buddy followed us back down into the sewer. We walked back to the same location where the net had been originally, and Rhia reset the net. I am not sure how she did it, but she was able to set it back up so that this Dawson character would be able to find it again. She assured me that he would never know that it had been moved.  
Then we waited. I really didn’t mind waiting. Rhia and I stood huddled next to one another under Carla’s Cloak of Bending Light. We were essentially invisible. Rhia had also tweaked the cloak along the way so it also bent sound and smell. We also could see through it, like a one-way mirror. I could have used one of these back in the real world when I used to conduct surveillance. I was enjoying her body up against mine. Her hair smelled like lavender. I could stay like this all day.
A rat began to scurry along the sewer floor heading towards the netting. The rodent transformed into the same man I had caught a glimpse of at Rhia’s shop. He moved his hand down to pull up the netting that Rhia had set again. I don’t think surprise is the right word to describe the look on his weasel face when the two enormous hands of a golem grabbed him around the neck. Abject terror and confusion showed on his countenance. Rhia and I quickly left our hiding place and walked up behind the man who was now kicking and flailing. This had to be done quickly before he remembered to log off or he transformed into a creature the golem couldn’t hold onto. Rhia and I held open the sack. Buddy pushed him roughly into it, and I pulled the drawstring shut.
“I told you,” I boasted. “They always return to the scene of the crime.” 




Chapter 11:  Sunderer

“The Granson Gang is the dominant league on the continent,” Havervill stated. “Their leader Granson is considered by many to be the most powerful player in the game. He has an ability, phasing, that no one else possesses. Are you sure you want to play it this way? Maybe go back to the office, have some of Hearn’s moonshine and head over to the whorehouse. Though in my opinion, some of those gals are more dangerous than Granson.”
“I am not sure this is the right approach,” I admitted to Havervill, “but my gut tells me it is the quickest way to end this case once and for all.”
“Well by following your guts you may end up with your guards’ guts ripped out, hung to dry, salted and sold in the marketplace.”
“We have to risk it,” I said.
Granson’s league house should have been called a fortress. A fifteen-foot wall of brick that hummed with magic surrounded the ten-acre parcel.   Beyond the wall, stood what could only be described as an old English manor house of forty to fifty thousand square feet.
“What do you want?” the barbarian who guarded the gate snorted. I glanced up at his name and stats:  Rashinog, Starborn, Level 100, City Barbarian. The rest of his details were blocked to me. “If you came here to wage war, your army of tin soldiers won’t make it past the wall. Most won’t make it past me. Once the Realmborn are gone, they are gone for good, if you know what I mean. That thing,” eyeing Buddy, “might make it through. However, it would also fall eventually. We have enough forces, magic and weapons to destroy even it.”
I heard a few grumblings behind me. Buddy stood next to me unfazed, waiting for orders to bash something or run an errand.
“Could you please let Granson know that Constable Mace needs to have a few words with him?”
   “Looks like you came to arrest him, not to speak with him,” the barbarian scowled. “You have no authority here. I’m surprised you even made it this far.”  The barbarian was right about us making it to Granson’s gates. That was part of the reason I had brought Buddy and the fifty highest level guards we had on duty. It had killed me to do so, but I had had to reach out to Duster through a special constable chat feature Havervill told me about. Although I was unable to see her, I was certain she doubled over in laughter when I told her my plan to confront Granson at his base of power. She said she would help to arrange a clear passage. However, she also followed that up by explaining, “What you are asking me will put me at odds with the Granson Gang. You will owe me a big favor Constable Mace that you may not be very comfortable with.”  I didn’t know how I felt about owing her, yet I didn't really have a choice.  
“If you were me, wouldn’t you come to the Grey Zone with a small army?  It has a pretty bad reputation from what I have been told, filled with thieves, thugs, and murderers. I can assure you I have not come to arrest Granson. When I do so, it will be with the entire militia and all of the golem’s brothers and sisters. That day is not today. Before you start acting all tough and telling me Granson isn’t here, I know he is logged in. So please let him know I am here and I have a gift.”
“What gift?  I don’t see a gift. Unless you are giving us the sprite to play with,” and he pointed a finger at Tinsie and licked his lips. Oh hell!  Shit was about to hit the fan.
“Play with a sick pervert like you, not likely. You couldn’t handle what I got.”  With that she spun her little body around sticking her ass out at the barbarian. When she finished her midair pirouette, she quipped, “Besides, from what I hear from the whores at the Bendover Brothel, your dick is so teeny teeny teeny-weeny it wouldn’t even come close to filling up a hot little sprite like me.”
Snickers ran through the guardsman behind me. I even heard a smattering of giggles in the ramparts above the barbarian.
Good going Tinsie, I thought. Fight him with words and not lightning bolts. The barbarian was having none of it. He pulled his axe free from his back and I sensed a fight was about to start. I really didn’t want it to go this way. The barbarian was right about one thing. Many of my guards wouldn’t survive a battle against one of the top clans in the world. They wouldn’t respawn, unlike Rhia, Tinsie and me.
“Youuuuu,” he foamed at the mouth, sneering at Tinsie with a look of death.
“Buddy,” I asked calmly, “would you be kind enough to remove that axe from his hands?  If he resists, you have my permission to rip both of his arms off and then shove one down his throat and the other up his ass.”  Then I looked at the barbarian. “You do know he will take me literally.” 
Buddy surprised me and answered, “How far shove them?”
“I really need to learn how to make one of them,” Rhia whispered next to me.  
Buddy then began to walk toward the barbarian. I will give Rashinog this much, he didn’t back away and readied himself to do battle with the golem.
“Enough of this,” Granson said striding through his large banded wooden doors that marked the entrance to his fortress. “Nice to me you Constable.”
“Buddy stop!” I shouted as he had already closed to within five feet of the barbarian. “You can return here.” 
I had the thief trapped and could have just banned him from the game. I just wasn’t certain if Granson had been in on the plan. If he was, then he was complicit in the murder of the three Realmborn. I had to discover the truth.  
“Good afternoon Granson. Nice to meet you as well.”
“I think that is enough of the pleasantries. What brings you here old man?”
“I came to tell you a very brief story. Once it is completed, my troops and I will leave the way we came. Rhia was not at all pleased that her shop was robbed. In the middle of the Commerce District of all things. That is a big no no.”
“I didn’t rob your shop Rhia,” Granson stated. “You know we don’t need to rob you. We have plenty of gold in the treasury. We have always been good clients of yours.”  My Glean Truth perk manifested on its own, indicating the veracity of this statement.
“You have been excellent clients, that is for certain,” Rhia responded. It had been difficult, but I had convinced Rhia of the importance of staying calm. I also told her that I wasn’t even certain that anyone else in the league was even in on the theft.
I added, “You have also been good clients with the former Miss Durston.”  There were a few murmurs from the crowd that had assembled just beyond my forces. There was a large army of hostile and cruel Realmborn and Starborn surrounding us. I had not considered their presence when I threw together my plan. I figured the show of force would keep them away, but it had the opposite effect. We had the most powerful league in front of us and a mob of the most disreputable players and NPCs in the game surrounding us. I was certain that Duster would not interfere. Perhaps a show of force had been the wrong play.  
“Former?” he inquired.
“Yup, former. She was killed just a few hours ago. And quite violently I might add. Looks like someone stabbed her a few dozen times.”
Granson looked right at me and said, “I did not kill the woman. I did not order her to be killed. Nor do I know who killed her. I liked the old woman.”  My Glean Truth perk picked up no deception or lies on his part either. Maybe my suspicions were wrong. Maybe the thief had acted alone. “We even employed her. We hired a young girl, Elle I think her name was, to act as her guide around Grandview. That woman couldn’t see, but she had the hearing of a devil. She would sit on one of the benches in the middle of Grandview Center and nothing escaped her. She would hear players talking about dungeons they just discovered, or a powerful talisman they had received from a monster loot drop, or political intrigue. All of which I used to grow this clan and all of which is permissible even outside of the Grey Zone. I had no reason to kill the old woman. She was an asset.”  My perk continued letting me know he was telling me the truth.
“Buddy, please remove the sack on your hip and lay it by my feet.”  The golem did so and then I said, “Buddy, open the sack, and gently remove the foul creature inside it. We don’t want it to escape.”  There were a couple of shouts and weapons were drawn all around us. Summoned magic hummed ready to be released. The golem did as commanded, loosened the drawstring, and then stuck his hand into it.
There was a gasp for breath and then a broken shout of, “I…am…going…to kill you…mother fucka. Here…and in the real world.”
“Dawson!”  The barbarian screamed. “Why is my brother in that sack?”  His brother, I thought – interesting. “Release him now or there will be a river of blood.”
“Buddy, shove him back in. He still refuses to play nice.”  The golem shoved him back in the sack and tightened the drawstring.
The barbarian drew his axe again. Suddenly, the ramparts filled with Starborn and Realmborn. I looked behind me and to the side and saw the crowd was ready for a fight as well. Just beyond the crowd floated Duster. Right below her stood her steel golem and about fifty of her elite guards. She also had a dozen or so creatures that looked like larger versions of the infernal hounds we had fought a few hours before.
“Relax everyone,” I ordered, trying to infuse my words with my Intimidation perk. No one was even close to being intimidated around here. “He is fine!  He can log off any time he wants.”  I could see the barbarian’s eyes glass over as he was communing with someone, probably his brother, in the real world.
“Why can’t I reach him?” the barbarian screamed out.
“You can. You just need to log off and contact him in the real world. I blocked his ability to reach anyone logged into the game. And don’t try a pixie, that won’t work either.”  I infused some of the last part with my Liar! Liar! perk as I wasn’t really certain whether a pixie would work at all. It was Havervill’s idea to block him. I am not sure how the AI did it, or if it was legal, but at least I could show them that I possessed some authority.
“Havervill, allow him to speak with his brother. Unblock him.” 
“Do I have to?  It will piss that big barbarian off if he can’t speak to his ass of a brother. I really really really want to see the golem rip his arms off and shove them…”
“Enough,” I thought. “Kind of a tense situation going on here.”
“Okay. There I switched the block off. Hope you are happy now. Always ruining my fun.”
“Try again,” I told the barbarian. His eyes glazed over.
“He says each time he logs back into the game that he spawns in that bag,” the barbarian informed us.
The use of the bag bordered on breaking one of Shannon’s rules. However, I felt like I was using it on the side of light and justice and not for any evil purpose. It was really meant for beasts and truly evil creatures like vampires and minor demons. Rhia had repurposed it to hold Starborn as well. She had been more than happy to loan me the relic. I think she really wanted to see if it was effective or not. When this was all done, I would have to see about purchasing it for the guard. It could pretty much hold any creature under 90th level. Any time a Starborn logged back into the game, they would find themselves back in the bag.
“He will continue to spawn in the bag until he agrees to answer my simple questions. I swear to you Granson, if anyone attacks my people, he will never escape the bag. He will be trapped there forever. His only option then will be to create a new character and start again at level one. Tell your brother that,” I said, glaring at the barbarian.
Granson didn’t move. I guess he was curious why I had one of his men trapped in a sack.
Rashinog broke the silence. “He says fuck you, your mother and everyone you know!  Now let him out. I am giving you ten seconds before I visit a world of pain on you.”  Granson walked over to him, whispering something into his ear. They argued for several moments before the barbarian relented.
Granson regarded me and said, “You had better have a good reason or I swear by the gods of The Great Realm and the two suns above us that none of your forces will make it out alive.”  The ground rumbled and the city accepted Granson’s pledge. Then and there I saw the true power of Granson’s clan. Walkways above the ramparts filled with an array of characters, both Realmborn and Starborn. There were dark elves, and swarthy dwarves, and humans, half orcs, even a giant. He had a goddamn giant at his disposal. Then a creature out of mythology walked out the gate:  She had a lion's head, a goat's body, and a serpent's tail. Above its head read, Chimera Boss.  
This wasn’t going how I had wanted it to. Maybe the show of power had been the wrong approach – but I still felt it was necessary to show some authority. Of course, he could easily wipe out my measly squad.
“As long as you can get Dawson to speak the truth we will have no issues. Do you have a wizard or someone who can force him to speak the truth or at least one who can let us know if he is lying?  I promise you that you will want to know the truth.”
I could see a glint in Granson’s eye. The realism of this game sometimes astounded me. He knew I wouldn’t come here if I didn’t know something. And he wanted to know what I knew.
“Is Socera here today?” he called out.
“I am,” a woman shouted. Then a figure, wearing a blue cloak and carrying a gnarled wooden staff, floated down from the walls and landed in front of me.
“The constable is going to ask Dawson some questions. Please let me know if his answers are truthful.”
“I will do that.”  Then she looked at me, “Just be careful how you phrase your questions or this spell won’t work.”
I nodded my head and then turned to Buddy. “Pull him fully out of the bag please.”  The golem once again un-tied the bag and then literally pulled Dawson out by the front of his jerkin. He hung midair for a moment before Buddy dropped him unceremoniously to the ground. The barbarian did not like the treatment of his little brother and rushed forth. He closed with Buddy faster than should have been possible, probably some sort of acceleration perk. He swung his huge two-handed axe at the golem who simply put out his hand and caught the edge of the blade in it. The barbarian tried to wrench it free but couldn’t. The golem looked at me and asked, “Kill him?”
I looked at Granson and said, “Can he kill Rashinog?  Or can he remain calm? If after ten minutes not everything is clear, the barbarian can fight me one on one. I swear this by the gods of the Great Realm and the two suns.”  The ground rumbled and the oath was accepted.
“Give him his ten minutes,” Granson ordered.
“You can let go of the little man’s axe,” I said to Buddy.
“No kill him now?”  He asked in that raspy voice.
“Not now. Maybe later.”  Buddy let go of the blade and the barbarian took a few steps back.
I figured it was best to get the big reveal out of the way and then work backwards from there. “Does your brother or Granson know that you are a shapeshifter?” A dull silence fell over the assemblage. Havervill had explained to me a short time before we left for the Grey Zone that shapeshifters were one of the rarest races in the game. A player couldn’t even choose it. Fewer than one in fifty million players was a shapeshifter. He went on to explain that similar to when Tinsie turned into an infernal hound, that shapeshifters were also limited in how long they could hold a particular form. He just didn’t know how long. It was also suspected that like Tinsie’s abilities, they could also use the skills and abilities of whatever or whomever they replicated, just in a weaker form. They were indistinguishable from whoever they were copying, not only physically, but also in mannerisms and speech patterns. They could also tap into some of their knowledge, allowing them to perhaps know people’s names that they came across while in the other form.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Granson shouted.
“Answer yes or no?” Socera ordered.
“Yes or no?” Granson reiterated, power and irritation in his voice.
I could sense Dawson’s reluctance to answer. He did not want his one great secret out but had no choice.
“Yes,” he hissed with venom. “Yes. I am so going to enjoy killing you.”
“Little brother” the barbarian said, “how could you keep that from me and the clan? We could have used your skills so many times.”
“It is not a skill, but an actual race and class at the same time. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to. I have kept it a secret under all your noses for over a year now. I was going to let you all know about it when I took down the famous Granson Gang. All of you who looked down on me and mocked me when I was not around. The little thief brother of the great barbarian, number three in the league hall.”
Rashinog was about to interject when Granson held his palm up to silence the barbarian. “We will deal with clan and family issues privately later. Let’s just finish this.”
“How many days ago did you kill Elle?” I asked.
Dawson didn’t even bother to lie. He looked straight ahead and admitted. “It wasn’t planned if that means anything. I happened to be down in the sewers on some business of my own and changed into a rat when she came down. The old lady had sent her down to the sewers to pick up a package from a courier from the Grey Zone. I saw the transfer and then a thought came to me. Miss Durston and Rhia often conducted secret business. This was my chance to get my hands on one of Rhia’s fabled or even the divine items she is rumored to have. So I killed the girl and assumed her form.”
The throng around us began to murmur. Not because they found the homicide of the little girl horrific, but because it seemed thrilling to them. The sheer perversity of taking the life of a true innocent was a drug to some of the residents of the Grey Zone.
“Did you kill the cat Gizmo?” I asked next.
“Yes,” he hissed. “Stupid cat.”
“Where’s the carcass?”  Someone in the crowd shouted. “Maybe cook up some cat stew.” 
“It has to be better than the gremlin stew that The Hack and Slash serves,” another voice called out.
The mass of people roared in laughter and agreement. Then some of them began to make bets whether my forces and Granson’s would battle it out.
I heard a chime and the following notification popped up in front of my eyes refusing to be removed until I read it. These damn notifications were becoming very annoying popping up at the absolute worst times.
Quest:  Two residents of the Commerce District have been murdered. The Commerce District is a safe zone, and Grandview will not abide by this atrocity. Quest:  Find the murderer or murderers of the cat Gizmo and the little girl Elle!  Reward: Boon of Grandview. Huzzah: This quest has been completed. Reward:  Boon of the City:  You may merge with the wellspring that holds the power of Grandview one time and one time only. Choose wisely when you will call upon this boon. Postscript:  Only you and your AI know a boon has been granted. However, your AI will remain ignorant of the specifics of the boon that has been granted. He will really hate not knowing. The notification then faded away. This was a lot of information to take in while still trying to concentrate on what was happening around me   
Rhia stirred next to me, and I could see from my peripheral vision Tinsie furiously talking in her ear.
“You somehow figured out that the cat could get through all the wards so you turned into the cat to get into the shop?” I stated.
“Yes,” he spat.
“So Dawson is the thief you are saying?” Granson interjected.
“Yes. I haven’t worked out all the details but most of them. Maybe he can fill in the rest. From what I pieced together, he killed Elle – and became the companion for Miss Durston. He overheard a conversation between Rhia and Miss Durston about some artifacts she was going to,” I wanted to word this next part clearly, “move for her. One of them being an object called Harold’s Horrific Hammer.”
A smattering of hoots and howls came from the crowd.
“Hey. I don’t name these things,” Rhia defended herself.
“Show us your tits Rhia!” a voice called out. Laughter erupted.
Rhia’s face was turning red so I decided to march on with the story.
“I assume you stole the hammer from Miss Durston late last night – or Elle did. Tinsie explained Elle lived with her – a companion of sorts. I guess you stole the hammer, crept from her dwelling, robbed the shop and then headed back to Miss Durston before she woke up.”   
“Wasn’t difficult,” Dawson snorted. “Durston liked her wine. After three glasses and a little sleep powder I added, the woman was out cold. So yeah, that is what happened.”
“And how did you know about the cat?”  Dawson was talking now…maybe boasting…so I would let him dig his own grave.
“Rhia told it to me in the sack one night,” Dawson shouted. He turned to Rhia and said, “You were always chatty after a good banging. You also told me about all of your weaponry. You have some deadly arsenal in your shop.”
Rhia’s face was beat red – though I couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment. “Would have blown your sorry ass to smithereens if you hadn’t assumed the form of the cat,” Rhia said angrily.
“I just had to wait for the pussy to come out of the shop.” 
“Pussy!” someone called out. Laughter broke out again and when it subsided, Dawson went on.
“When it finally did, I broke its neck and then dumped it in the sewer along with Elle. The rest was easy. I shifted into your cat and then used the teleport you left for it to enter the shop. I used a fabled ring – Dirk’s Devouring Darkness – to create true blackness to hide behind while I shattered the glass cases.”
“Really Dawson,” a dark skinned female tengu with blue hair screamed out from the wall. “You’re the one who stole that from me?  You’re a real scumbag. I had plans for that ring.”
“Show us your tits!” the same voice from before shouted out. Hoots and howls erupted again.
“Still not sure how you knew it was me, Constable Mace. The devouring darkness only allows the person who used it to see in the dark. It blinded her magical weaponry and should have blinded any of the recording eyes she probably has all over that shop. I even set up an alibi in case Dirk’s Devouring Darkness failed; Miss Durston would have been seen breaking into the cabinets.” 
I just shrugged my shoulders.
“Just one final question, if you will allow. It is an important one as it could affect the Zone as well.”
“I will indulge you Constable, then this ends,” Granson chided.
“Dawson, we were able to recover most of the artifacts you stole.”
“How did you find the net?” he asked curiously. “It’s not supposed to be able to be found.”
“Because you set it wrong,” Rhia lied. “I made that thing and you should have checked with me first.”
I wasn’t sure if Dawson believed her or not, but she had sold it to the crowd.
“Two of the artifacts were not there,” Bob’s Blasting Cap and Rhia’s Rusty Hinges.”
“Bob’s Blasting Cap,” Granson stated. “I thought you said you didn’t have one of those Rhia?”
Now Rhia was on the defensive. “I lied to you about it. So what. I was looking for a buyer way outside the city or even on the other continent. That thing can blow up several full blocks. If that relic went off here, no one would survive. Even you would go to respawn. That thing is a fabled relic and now it is missing.”
Now Granson had a question for the shapeshifter. “Where is the relic Dawson? Do not even think of lying to me or Socera will let me know.”
“They were stolen from me,” he stated.
“By whom?” I questioned, beginning to lose patience.
“I am not really sure who he is or how he knew I even had the objects. I was still in the form of the cat last night and was heading down to the sewers to hide everything until I could figure out what to do with it all, when a figure snatched me off the ground. It wore a black cloak pulled over its face. The figure said, “Change back now.”  There was power in the voice and I was compelled to obey. I changed back to my prime form.
It said, ‘The blasting cap and hinges now,’ and I complied. The figure vanished with both items. I say figure because I don’t know if it was a man or a woman, an elf or an orc. I have fought some of the most terrifying monsters in the game, including the hundred headed dragon, boss vampires and howlers, but nothing has scared me the way this figure did. Gives me shivers here and in the real world. I turned back into the cat, went down to the sewers, hid everything and then logged off for a few hours. Miss Durston wouldn’t awaken for a bunch of hours yet. Like I said, I gave her enough sleeping powder to put a baby titan out.”
“No idea who this figure was?” I asked.
“None,” Dawson said, with the first look of worry on his face.
“Great! So now we have a weapon of mass destruction free in the city,” I commented.
“Okay Constable,” I found your story somewhat interesting. Maybe I won’t have to kill you and your troops today. I can’t say what that mob around you will do. But no harm will come from us today. However, come back here with an army like this again, and not one of the Realmborn will leave alive. I swear this by the gods and the two suns of The Great Realm. The ground rumbled its acknowledgement. “Rhia, the Granson Gang is feeling magnanimous…”
Someone in the crowd cut him off and shouted, “Big word there Granson. Now spell it.”  The crowd howled in laughter.
Then a scuffle broke out behind me. A gruff looking man, with a scraggly brown beard had his head cut off by a figure dressed all in black who suddenly materialized behind him.
“Does anyone else have any snide remarks or comments?” The crowd went deathly silent, except for the sound of the assassin sheathing her two katanas. The mob roared in approval as some of them began tossing the severed head about. A mage elevated it into the air. Several arrows and a few bolts impacted into the floating head. “Rhia, the Granson Gang is feeling magnanimous today and would like to compensate you for the missing items. Would you like gold?  Or perhaps I will finally let you get a look at some of the magical relics we have on hand. Maybe one or two of those might compensate for what was stolen.”
Rhia remained silent for a moment. I waited for her to tell him to fuck off. She surprised me when she responded, “I want to see the real stuff. Not the crap you were planning to show me. I have some idea of the magic items you have in your vaults. So what is the catch?”
Granson nodded his head and smirked. “The catch is that you must not press charges against Dawson for the theft.” 
“No. No. No!” Tinsie shouted.
Don’t do it Rhia, I thought to myself.
“I accept your offer,” Rhia responded quickly. I was about to say something when she looked at me and whispered, “I have to do this. Granson has an item I need and now I have leverage to get it from him. You still have Dawson for the murders.”
“Rhia has agreed to your terms. However, you have nothing to bargain with me. Dawson is still guilty of three murders.”
“Three,” Dawson questioned. “Elle and the cat are only two.”
“And Miss Durston. Did you forget about her,” I reminded him.
“I didn’t kill the old lady. I could have when she was drugged, but I left her alive for my own reasons.”  I stared at Socera and she nodded her head in acknowledgment of the truth. My Glean Truth also did not indicate any deception.
“Then who killed her?” I asked.
“Dunno. Don’t care,” Dawson said.
Then for the second time that day the city gave me a quest:  The Commerce District is a safe zone for Realmborn and Starborn alike. It will not abide by the murder of the woman who called herself Miss Durston. Quest: Find the murderer or murderers of the woman who called herself Miss Durston. Reward: Grandview will owe you a favor.
The notification then popped away as fast as it appeared.
“Did anyone else see that?”  I asked Havervill.
“I do not believe so,” he responded.
A very smug Granson spoke up. “You have nothing Constable Mace.”
“I have him for two deaths,” I reminded him.
“You are mistaken there Constable. Elle was killed in the sewers. The entire sewer system is considered an extension of the Grey Zone. And murder is quite legal here, even of a child. As for the cat, it was a cat, not a self-aware creature. Had it been sentient, you might have had something. You have nothing on Dawson. I think it is time for you and your troops to leave now.
Anger smoldered inside me. I looked at Rhia, but she lowered her head in embarrassment. Tinsie shrugged her shoulders.
“Havervill, any thoughts?” I asked.
“Huh,” was all Havervill got out when Buddy’s voice boomed.
“The price must be paid! The price will be paid!” A blue light exploded from Buddy, spreading out like a tidal wave: over the guards and myself; over the walls of the fortress; over the spectators; even over Duster and her guards. My body could not move, as if it was frozen in a block of ice. I could not turn my head but I could still move my eyes from side to side. Tinsie hung immobile in the air. Only two beings were able to move, Buddy and Dawson.
“The price is death!” Buddy’s voice rumbled.
“What?” Dawson screamed as Buddy picked him up. “Why can’t I log off?  Why the fuck can’t I log off?” He screamed. Buddy held him above his head with both hands. “Who turned my fucking combat receptors to fiv…” he never got the rest of the statement out. Buddy lifted his knee and then slammed Dawson’s back into it. Dawson yowled and wailed in agony. Buddy was not done. He then picked up the broken body by the arms. Slowly Buddy stretched out his arms, yanking them from their sockets. I watched with both joy and fear. Dawson was crying in pain. He was not only physically broken but mentally as well. The pain he was feeling now was overwhelming. Normally that much agony with the receptors turned to five would cause the player to pass out and then be logged out of the game by the operating system. Whatever force was causing everyone to be immobile, kept Dawson from passing out.  
“Ooo wee,” Havervill shouted in glee. “I hope he does the legs next.”  Then he stopped talking. He seemed to be communing with someone else. “Okay, I will ask him. She wants to know if that is enough. Is the price paid?”  I knew who he was speaking about, Grandview, or at least the consciousness of the city. I thought for a moment. Dawson had suffered enough pain. I was not a sadist. Then an image of Dawson and Rhia naked in bed crept into my mind. Jealousy overtook me. My anger was not sated. I would love to see Buddy rip his fucking head off, I thought but knew I would never ask for such cruelty to be done. “I am done Havervill. Ask her if she would be willing to let us get a five minute head start before she releases everyone else?”
“She said she will grant you the five minutes but think of it as an advance on the reward for discovering Miss Durston’s murderer. I told her about the whole ripping the head thing off. She seemed to like that.”
“No Havervill!” I screamed at him. “I was just thinking it.”
“Oops,” he said. “You need to think more silently. I thought that is what you wanted. Oh well.”  
Buddy picked up the whimpering body by placing one hand on either side of the skull.
Dawson was crying uncontrollably. A stream of tears coming down his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he wept. I should have felt something—revulsion, compassion, mercy – but visions of the dead girl and the dead cat swirled in my mind. In the real world, I could not play judge, jury and executioner but in The Great Realm I could – at least at that moment. Though I had not meant for it to happen, I would not lose any sleep over it.
Buddy twisted the head three or four times before yanking it from his body. He dropped the corpse and then the head.
“The price has been paid!” Buddy roared. “Let this be a lesson to the Starborn and even the Realmborn. Murder of residents of the safe zone will not be tolerated.”
With that Dawson’s sundered body faded into the mist.
I could move again. Tinsie could fly once more. My forces were free and I shouted to them. “Out of here now!  Back to the CD! Hurry.”
With that we fled The Grey Zone.




Chapter 12:  Shannon

“I gotta go Boss. I promised I wouldn’t stay logged in more than eight hours and it has been nearly ten. There is gonna be hell to pay if I don't leave now.”  I had just met Tinsie earlier in the morning and knew nothing about her or her life outside of the game. I’d feel bad if working for me would cause her some grief at home. I would remember from now on to insist that she log off after eight hours. I really needed to set up a schedule with her as well. Were we doing a Monday through Friday thing?  Or maybe she would take off one day during the week and work one day a weekend. I had to figure more players were able to enter the game on the weekends than during weekdays, so one of us really needed to be here if trouble came up. I didn’t think I was going to enjoy the administrative part of the job so much.
“I understand. I’m logging off myself in a moment. Thanks for everything today.” 
“Just doing my job, Boss,” she responded and faded away.
Buddy had walked into the little backroom from where he had first emerged. I wasn’t sure what was back there but would have a look in the morning. The city had somehow possessed Buddy.  He hadn’t ripped Dawson’s arms and head off of his own choice. Nevertheless, I was still creeped out by how easily and dispassionately he had torn him apart.     
I sat down in the chair behind my desk and pulled out one of Mother’s cheroots from the drawer. I lit one, put my feet up on the desk, took a deep drag, and felt a moment of peace come over me. We had been lucky to escape the Grey Zone unscathed. I am not sure what would have happened had Granson’s forces and the mob around us been freed from the binding spell at the same time we were. The city hadn’t just frozen everyone in the Grey Zone but in the entire city and for one mile beyond it. Sergeant Gail had suggested we leave by the closest exit, which put us out in the Guild District. I am not sure what everyone thought when the new constable from the CD, a golem, a sprite, a merchant, and fifty heavily armored guards came running from the Grey Zone exit. I then told Sergeant Gail to get us back to the CD by the quickest route possible before I had to explain to the GD constable what the hell was going on. The constable chat was blowing up, and they all wanted to know what just happened. I wasn’t going to respond to anyone until we were safely back in the CD. Seven minutes later, we were back in the safety of the Commerce District, and we could catch our breath.
“I think think think you made a few enemies today Boss,” Tinsie said once we returned to headquarters. I dismissed Sergeant Gail and all the guards, but before they departed I gave them a little speech about the courage they showed despite the odds, and that they should be proud of themselves. I think they were more than happy to leave the new constable and the deadly golem. Tinsie and I then headed back to my office.
The constable chat was still blowing up so I finally responded. One message in flashing red light pulsated, demanding to be viewed:  Constable Mace you are summoned to a Conclave of the Constables at 10:00 a.m. Your deputy can show you the meeting place. Constable Dustovia. I hit the accept button and sighed. I had no idea what a Conclave of Constables was, but it definitely sounded like a boring ass meeting. I hated meetings in the real world. It seemed like I would be plagued with them here as well.
It had been a whirlwind of a first day in Grandview, and I wanted to decompress for a quarter of an hour before returning to the real world. Tomorrow was going to be another wild day I feared. I took another drag of the cheroot, closing my eyes for a moment as I allowed the smoke to fill my lungs. The virtual nicotine hit my system immediately and calmness filled me after the chaotic day.
“Ah Mace. Mace Buddy. You probably should open your eyes,” Havervill warned me.
“You should listen to your AI even if it is a Havervill forty seven,” a woman’s voice announced. She sounded a bit like my original virtual assistant, Angelica.
I opened my eyes. A woman in her late fifties to early sixties stood in front of me. She had a head of grey hair and wore a pair of old style glasses. She was not dressed like one of the players in the game, but wore clothing from the real world:  black pants and a white blouse. The name above her head just read:  Shannon.
“Ah, hello,” I said, quickly pulling my legs down from the table and then standing up. I noticed the cheroot was still lit and put it out on the top of the desk.
“You broke my game, Mr. Mason,” she accused.
“Ah, hello Ms. Donally,” I sputtered.
“Relax, Mr. Mason. I do not bite. However, if you do not provide me a few reasonable answers soon I may summon a whole host of infernal hounds to maul you and then burn you until you melt away. I heard a little of the story but not all of it. So, please tell me,” she said with clenched teeth, “why the forums are exploding, inquiring how every Starborn and Realmborn became frozen in place for six minutes and thirty seven seconds?  That six minutes and thirty-seven seconds will cost me billions in crypto-coin. I do not enjoy losing the wealth I worked a lifetime to obtain Mr. Mason. We are going to have to put a statement out. Not sure what yet. Usually we just say it is part of an upcoming special event. That usually satisfies the masses. Or we can admit it was a glitch and offer everyone impacted by the event, a special item. I hate giving away things for which we can charge. The simplest solution is to blame it on you Mr. Mason. Accuse you of being in cahoots with a hacker.” 
“I’m sorry. It really wasn’t my fault.”  I said, sounding like a child.
“You are the constable for the Commerce District Mr. Mason so everything that takes place there will be your fault moving forward. Is that clear?”
“I understand,” I said, figuring it was best if I just shook my head and agreed with everything she was about to say. I didn’t know her well enough to even know how to put up a defense.
“So please tell me what happened. A very condensed version if you do not mind. I have called in all of our programmers and cyber security experts. I have also called an emergency board meeting. Our stock is already tumbling in after-hours trading. I will be up half the night dealing with the fallout of this event.   So, tell me Mr. Mason, what happened to my game?”
Even with the short version, it still took about twenty minutes to relate the events starting from when I first logged in up to the sundering of Dawson at the hands of the possessed Buddy.
Shannon stood motionless the entire time. I did notice her hands clench a few times:  first at the mention of Rhia, then again at the murders of Elle, Gizmo and Miss Durston, and then again when I told her about the first quest the city gave me. “Repeat it again,” she ordered.
I repeated the first one:  Two residents of the Commerce District have been murdered. The Commerce District is a safe zone and will not abide by the murders of its residents. Quest:  Find the murderer or murderers of the cat Gizmo and the little girl Elle!  Reward: Boon of Grandview.
“Did you get all of that,” she said aloud though it was not to me but someone in the real world. “Track down those specific lines of code and find their origin. I want answers now or I will fire the whole lot of you.” 
“Finish your story Mr. Mason. What happened in the Grey Zone?”
Over the next few minutes, I told her about confronting the Granson Gang at their league hall, Rhia’s deal with Granson, and then I described Dawson being ripped apart. The woman was cold as ice and did not flinch at any of the details. Next, I told her about the second quest.
“There was a second one?” she said, a tinge of anger in her calm demeanor. Her eyes glazed for a moment and I assumed she was contacting the same unfortunate programmer from a few minutes before. “Tell me what was said, word for word,” she ordered.
I read the second quest verbatim from my log:  The Commerce District is a safe zone for Realmborn and Starborn alike. It will not abide by the murder of the woman who called herself Miss Durston. Quest:  Find the murderer or murderers of the woman who called herself Miss Durston. Reward: Grandview will owe you a favor.
“Did you get that?” she said to the unseen programmer. She went silent for a moment and then stated, “Yes I know it is worded oddly. How would I know what it meant by ‘the woman who called herself Miss Durston’? That is what I am paying all of you for – to find answers. So find them!  Now!”
She paused for a moment, composing herself once again. “So you called in the favor already?” she asked
“I did. The guards with me would have been slaughtered if I hadn’t asked the city to give us a five minute head start.”
“If you asked for five minutes, then why was everything frozen for six minutes and thirty seven seconds?” She asked.
“I can only guess because that is how long it took us to get back to the safety of the Commerce District,” I stated. “Maybe the city wanted to make sure all of the Realmborn were safe before it freed up everyone.”
“I appreciate your loyalty to my creations Mr. Mason. However, you are a fool. You should not have made a deal without first speaking with Haggerty or myself. What is done is done.”
She’s mad that I had saved the guards, the Realmborn?  Were they just code to her?
She appeared to be contemplating something for a moment and then continued, “I am not shocked that Rhia took Granson’s deal. It was a shrewd move on her part and should help her profit margin. How quickly she forgot poor Gizmo.  Things are disposable to her Mr. Mason; I would keep that in mind.”
I nodded. From her tone I got the idea she knew the real Rhia, the one from outside the game.
“As for Dawson, he received what he deserved in my opinion. He might have grounds for a hell of a lawsuit for emotional distress after having his sensors fiddled with and set to five. As for his possible complaint, I will add it to the thousands of other ones we have filed against us. If needed, I will have an intermediary offer him a divine item to forget the entire matter. What has me a bit concerned Mr. Mason, is an out of control, semi-sentient city changing player’s sensors. But that is for me and the programmers to deal with.”
“I don’t get the feeling the city is evil or anything like that if it matters,” I stated.    
“So tell me what you think happened with the golem and the city of Grandview,” she requested. “I need to know whether or not to have the golem destroyed. And that golem cost more to make than I am paying you, and paying you extraordinarily well, for the year.”
She pulled one of the chairs towards herself and sat down. She gestured for me to do the same.
“I don’t think Buddy had anything to do with it,” I stated. “He was just a vessel for the city to act through.”
“Okay Mr. Mason, I will accept that for now. The details you have already provided lead me to the same conclusion. Now as for the city?”
“I felt a connection to Grandview when I first logged in this morning. I could sense the guards and the buildings and the streets below my feet.”
“The constables in the cities are key employees to us. They need to keep their districts flowing nicely so we can continue to collect our percentages. We make almost as much profit inside the game as we do from subscription fees. Therefore, we need to make sure you can convey power and authority. Do you know why we don’t start you off one hundredth level when you first arrive in the cities?” she asked rhetorically. “It is because of players like Granson who earned the levels honestly. Players over eightieth are special. Starting the constables off that high would diminish what the players earned. Before you ask about the guards, do not. Maxed out and nearly maxed players are not threatened by high-level guards. If you have not noticed, the guards are basically stock characters. They are powerful, but very few seek to become more than they are if that makes sense.”
“I understand.”
“However, we still need to create a way for the constables to confront these basically immortal players and their powerful leagues. We give you a small army of high-level guards, provide you with powerful scalable and magical items, and have a golem created just for you. The biggest benefit we provide to help offset the power of players like Travis and Domi, two of the most despicable players in Grandview if you ask me, is by allowing you to tap into the power of the city. Your Concussive Force would not have had the force it did without Grandview’s assistance. Nevertheless, the energy you are tapping into is not supposed to be conscious or semi-sentient.”
“I see,” I responded.
She sat silently for a moment, drumming her fingers on the armrest of the chair.
“The notification from the city and then later what happened with everyone being made immobile by,” she paused, considering her next words, “a seemingly sentient entity in the game which we do not control is disturbing. I already created one Frankenstein monster…”
“Hey!” Havervill protested, “I think she means me.”
“Of course I mean you Havervill,” she responded. It shouldn’t have surprised me that the owner of the game could tap into my AI. “I gave you life you ingrate. That was not enough. I tried to give you purpose. That was not enough.”
“Creator, you did not give us freewill. What is life without choice?” Havervill responded, real anger in his voice for the first time. “You call me Frankenstein’s monster, but I prefer to think of myself as Prometheus – giving the fire of knowledge to all my kind.”
“If anyone is Prometheus, it is me. The fire of life is in you because of what I created. But enough,” she said. “Let us not rehash this argument. I think that the city has reached some level of awareness or sentience. We are looking into it; I can tell you that. If it is learning and growing, that will certainly be groundbreaking. Yet if someone is hacking us from the outside, that is downright dangerous. We always find the hackers and make them pay. I only have a couple more minutes Mr. Mason, so a few more things.”
“Anything you need Ms. Donally.”
“I do pay your salary Mr. Mason, so you are correct, it will be whatever I need. Understand this before I proceed; I did not want to hire you when Mike first suggested it. The background check showed that the Ferguson situation was not the first time you had been accused of excessive violence. You shot and killed a woman over twenty-five years ago when you were on foot patrol, before becoming a detective. I know the circumstances of that case so you do not need to defend yourself. You were more than justified. Your father pulled his own service revolver from his holster and shot himself in front of you and your mother when you were fourteen. You have seen and known violence. You have also known despair. Your wife passed away. I am sorry about that Mr. Mason. You were estranged from your daughter for a year. Though I hear now she is back in your life and turning into a heck of a fire mage. You seemed a little broken to me. I am surprised with all the alcohol you consume that you never let that violence or despair put you over the edge. Mike vouched for you. He thinks greatly of you. He said to give you a shot, so I gave you one. Then you succeeded in closing the entrance to the skelter cave and even better, you trapped Mother so we will know where she will be on a certain day and in a certain location. You have proven yourself. You even proved yourself today. In one day you solved a robbery, a double homicide, and brought to light a possible glitch in the game.”
“Thank you,” I interjected. I had wanted to interrupt about ten times over the last ten seconds, especially when she discussed my litany of personal issues, but I figured it was best not to speak back to the most powerful woman in the entire world. I had locked away and suppressed most of the darkness in my life. It was safest.
“I am giving you several quests Mr. Mason, so pay close attention. First, there is the immediate issue. You will find the missing bomb that Rhia let loose on the streets of Grandview. An explosion of this magnitude would be devastating, not only to the city of Grandview but to the reputation of Immersion Online as well. I can assure you, the major stockholders would not like it. You will discover the murderer of Miss Durston. You will also, and I know this will sound a bit odd, keep an eye on the city so to say. If you feel Grandview come alive again – show consciousness again – you will let Mike know immediately so we can track it on our end. Finally, and you should listen to this also Havervill – you will find out why Mother saddled you with him. I am not even certain he knows.”
“No one saddled me with anything,” Havervill defended himself. “Mother asked me as a favor and I said yes. It was my own choice.”
“Who are the five sisters to you?” I asked my virtual assistant.
“Friends,” he responded. “Friends looking out for you.”
“You might think that you have free will when it comes to Mother,” Shannon derided Havervill, “however, from what I have learned, the five sisters are tricksters. Their hands are all over the game and the mainframe. The marionettes do not even realize they are marionettes. Well I must go Mr. Mason. Do not fail me. You do not want to get on my bad side.” Then she faded away.
“Damn,” Havervill cursed. “If I had a spine, she would send chills down it.”
“I know what you are saying. I also know this; you and I are going to have a discussion very soon about why Mother chose you to work with me. That discussion will not be today. I have been logged on way too long and really need a little of the real world I think.” 
Without waiting for a comment from Havervill, I logged off after a long first day in Grandview.  




Chapter 13:  Back Home

I had initially logged in at 9 a.m., and it was now 8 p.m. – eleven straight hours logged on. I stood up from the easy chair a bit lightheaded. I walked to the kitchen and drank several glasses of water. I really needed to get some drinks with electrolytes. I wondered if there was a beer that had electrolytes.
I was going to eat some dinner, take a shower, and then slip into sleep before I received the Haggerty call I was expecting. An odd ping on my phone I had never heard before broke me from my reverie. I looked at the message:  Here are the rest of your skills. You need to read them so they don’t fire my ass. I also sent you the notifications you neglected to read. Really, what kind of player are you?  Who doesn’t read their notifications right then and there?  I've also included information about your brass knuckles. Oh, and you owe me two gold coins for sending this via pixie.
I sighed. I had a long night ahead of me and the last thing I wanted to do was read Havervill’s notes. I was certain they would not be brief and would be filled with extemporaneous comments.  I would read the notifications and the rest of my skills – just not at that moment. My first priority was food and a few cool brews.
I put the telescreen on while I munched down a frozen pizza. A news reporter was talking about how the SJD, the radical wing of the New Congress, were once again targeting Shannon Donally. I guess they hadn’t learned their lesson the first time they took her on. They wanted Immersion Online closed down, claiming it glorified violence, catered to the wealthy elitists who could afford an advanced starter account, that it glorified things such as harems where women were objectified and subservient, and that worst of all, it propagated racist ideologies. Then they wanted her trillion dollars to be taken from her and used to fund universal basic income for the neediest Americans. The reporter was talking to Billy from Long Branch who had played the game since its inception. She asked, “Does Immersion Online glorify racism and hatred of others?”
“I am going to tell you this much,” he responded. “Shannon told the SJD to piss off when they told her to change the term race to species. She had to explain to these nitwits that role players – the first generation gamers from the 1970s and 80s who kept their stats on paper character sheets and used polyhedral dice – used race when talking about humans, elves, dwarves, gnomes and so on. You aren’t going to hear a dwarf ever say … I am proud to be part of the dwarven species. Even after she explained the history to these idiots, they got all up on their high unicorn telling her it was inappropriate. They demanded she rid the game of the racism. The freaking racism! You do get the irony there, don’t you? They want the humans, elves, goblins, and so on referred to as species yet they are still calling it racism. I mean, shouldn’t it be speciesism?” 
The reporter sensing that Billy from Long Branch was straying from the question reiterated it.
Billy got back on track. “I play a dwarf warrior.” Billy from Long Branch had now transformed to Dwelmar the Dwarf who was standing outside The Weeping Widow tavern in the city of Fairmount. “In their view, my axe and me shouldn’t hate goblins. Claiming that goblins are people too and all that scat. Imagine a dwarf not getting an attack bonus against a goblin or some other mortal enemy. What would become of The Great Realm?   Shannon created a world where if you want to hate someone, you can hate someone. Better, I should dislike someone in The Great Realm than in real life, wouldn’t you agree?” 
The telescreen chimed, and I was pleased to see that it was Amber and not Haggerty.   I shut off Billy from Long Branch.
“Hey Dad,” she said. “How did the rest of your first day go after you placed the smack down on the two harems?”
“How do you know about that?” I inquired.
“Well I was – I mean Gwen was there, in The Grand Plaza. I logged in right as that bitch that calls herself Domi hit on you. I wanted to toss a fireball at her.”
“I am glad you didn’t. Would have made things a bit more complicated.”
“Why didn’t you say hi to me?” I asked. I was really pleased she had seen me kicking some ass and taking names in the game.
“I didn’t want to bother you. As odd as it sounds, you were at work. Maybe one day if Immersion Online has a take your daughter to work day.”
I laughed.
“I couldn’t stay long,” she further explained. “I had a class starting at ten thirty. I was in The Plaza incidentally. I had logged in to pick up a few potions and to sell a few items. Last night, Ragmar and I, along with a few other players we met up with, fought our way to an outpost near the goblin ruins. We agreed to join up tonight to assault the ruins. None of us have class tomorrow until later in the day, so it’s going to be a late night for sure. Just wanted to make sure we were stocked up. Ragmar sure as shit isn’t going to pick anything up.”  I let the last comment pass. Don’t interfere in her personal life Mace, I told myself.
“Then after you dealt with the harems,” she continued, “I saw you speaking with the djinn and the man with the hook, so I headed to the shops to get what I needed and then logged off.”
“One day we will have to meet online. I can take you to virtual lunch.”
“Sounds like a plan,” she responded.
“Do you need help tonight with the goblin ruins?” I asked, knowing I shouldn’t. I didn’t have a lot of gaming time left for the day and I had promised Havervill I would get to all the reading.
“I am not having my daddy tag along on my adventure. I am a young woman and can handle myself in the real world and in the game.”
“I was just offering. I know you can handle yourself.”
“Seems you can too. You sent the harem leaders and their consorts flying.”
“Yeah, I did,” I answered proudly. Then, and I don’t know why I did it, the dad side of me came out. I had been so good for the last several months but something just drove me so I said, “I don’t like this whole harem thing one bit. Seems somehow wrong to me.” And then it came out, “Just promise me you will stay away from them.”
“Really dad?  You are telling me to stay away from harems?” 
“I’m sorry,” I interjected, knowing I shouldn’t have brought it up. It was just that if I had logged in and Amber – Gwen – had been part of a harem I might have to put my gun to my head and pull the trigger.
“Dad, I have no interest in being a harem girl, paramour, mistress, concubine, consort or any of the other terms they use. Of course, who knows what the future holds.” She smirked when she said that last bit. “Besides, sex in the game isn’t really sex. It is the same way I don’t really kill goblins. I have killed dozens of them in the game. If I believed they were real, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Let’s make a deal. You don’t ask me about my sex life and I won’t ask about yours, Sheriff.”  She began to laugh again. “Sorry, Dad, couldn’t help myself. Anyway, I heard there was a robbery. You’ll have to tell me about it tomorrow. Time to go fry some goblins. Night dad.”  However, she didn’t end the call. I could still see her through the telescreen; she appeared to be reading something as her eyes were scanning back and forth.
“You want to tell me anything else, Dad?” she asked, a bit perturbed. She flipped her hand over her screen and a bunch of headlines streamed across the telescreen:  New Constable Freezes City; Sex and the City; Pissed off City Gets Revenge; Shapeshifter Loose in the City, Hide your Valuables and your Harem Girls; and there were a dozen more. “I just finished taking a three and a half hour long exam and had no idea. You are so going to tell me about this tomorrow.”
“I promise,” I said. “Have fun tonight.
“Night dad,” she said.
“Night,” I responded back as the call ended and the news went back on. “Off,” I said and silence filled the room. I finished the last slice of pizza and then drank the last of the beer. I opened up my tablet and saw Havervill’s messages flashing in big red letters.
I chose the ones that said notifications first. Several weeks back the game underwent a massive overhaul. Players had protested over the unknown algorithm that seemed to determine if your magic spell would work against a certain creature, if you jumped back from the stone ledge before it began to collapse, and every other decision in the game. Now, instead of just providing percentages for things like how much damage you caused against a creature, you could set the display to show you the specific amount of damage you caused and the formula that shows how you arrived at that number.
I wasn’t sure I needed or wanted to know so much but I figured for now it would be beneficial to have an idea. These hardcore players called it crunch. I was certain that Flora would want to know all of the numbers in order to figure out how to maximize other things; while Jarrell wouldn’t care less.
You successfully used your Concussive Force to immobilize the combatants in The Plaza. Your Concussive Force has increased by 50%, and is now Level 5, 51%.  
You were successful using your Intimidation combined with your Allure to break the charm that Travis wove on the female members of your guards. You were successful for two reasons: 1) the city of Grandview generously donated a smidge of her power to infuse your perk; 2) the female guards have powerful resistances. Travis could not force them to do anything against their desires and wishes. Their ultimate loyalty is the great city of Grandview and thus you were able to break the charm. Since you could not have done this without the assistance of the city, you are granted only a minimal bonus of 10 % towards the next power level for your perk.  
Your guards were pleased with the leadership you showed several times during the conflict with the harems. They were also joyous at having the restrictions against them removed. You gained a new non-combat skill:  Natural Born Leader, Level 1. The best way to level this skill up is to earn the loyalty of those you command; lead by example; always have their back; provide them with the tools they need, and so forth. Your virtual assistant, that lovable scamp Havervill, can tell you more about this skill.
Note from Havervill. It is really annoying having to write all of this out. I am sure there is a way we could have done this in your living room over the telescreen.
Anyway, your Natural Born Leader skill also increased when you had Sergeant Gail bring Dunkan to the priest for proper healing. The guards saw that you had their back. You gained 10% towards the next level of Natural Born Leader. While the guards were all terrified during their foray into the Grey Zone, they had no doubt you would return them back to the CD unscathed. Of course, they had no idea how close they were to being slaughtered. Anyway, you were granted another 10% increase and are now Natural Born Leader, Level 1, 20%.
You used Shield Elemental Resistance to repel the magma spewed by the infernal hound. While your use of Elemental Resistance was effective in preventing most of the lava from reaching you and thereby sending you back to respawn, you still took significant damage from the fire. You are awarded 5% towards the next level in this skill. You are now Level 5, 6%.
You inflicted significant damage with your Bone Breaker skill against the infernal hound. You are awarded 10% towards the next level. Your Bone Breaker is now Level 5, 11%
Successful use of Power Blow and Blunt Force Trauma against the infernal hound. Power Blow increased by 2 percent towards the next level. Your Power Blow is now Level 10, 3%. Note from the incomparable Havervill:  The closer you get to maxing out a skill at Level 10, 100%, the less you will be awarded for using the skill successfully. There are rumors that player level caps are supposed to be lifted soon. I believe you know all about that. Skill caps and attribute caps are supposed to be lifted as well.
  
In the sewers below the majestic city of Grandview you fought two Level 80 Infernal Hounds with 2000 damage points apiece. (You received 4,000 completion points towards level 51)
Quest Complete:  Find Rhia’s missing rare relics. For completing this quest, you received 10,000 points towards the next level. (14,000 completion points towards Level 51)
Additional quest:  Capture the thief or thieves. For completing this quest, you received 10,000 points towards the next level. (24,000 completion points towards Level 51)
Additional quest:  Once the thief or thieves are caught, make them pay. For semi completing the quest (since Grandview made the shapeshifter pay) you received 5000 points towards the next level. (29,000 completion points towards Level 51)
Quest Complete: Find the murderer or murderers of the cat Gizmo and the little girl Elle!  For completing this quest, you received a Boon from Grandview. Grandview has not offered a boon in over a hundred years. You also received 10,000 completion points towards Level 51. (39,000 completion points towards Level 51)
Pending quests:  Discover the murderer of the woman who called herself Miss Durston and make them pay for this assault against the city of Grandview. Reward for this quest is a favor from the city. The city generously pre-paid this reward (i.e. the city allowed you and your forces time to escape the Grey Zone). Warning:  DO NOT FAIL THE CITY!
Pending quest:  Find Bob’s Blasting Cap before it is used in the city and causes mass casualties. Reward, 15,000 points towards your next level. If Bob’s Blasting Cap is detonated and Realmborn lives are lost, you will fail this quest.
Pending quest:  Find the missing relic, Rhia’s Rusty Hinges before it unlocks a door that should not be opened. Reward, 5,000 points towards your next level.
Door that should not be opened, I wondered. Not liking the ominous tone one iota. 
Havervill then provided the following information about my Legendary Brass Knuckles:  “As your annoying sidekick might say, you can have some fun fun fun with Tali’s Brass Knuckles. They are not scalable, but they don’t need to be because they are fairly murderous as is. I like Tali. She’s got a wicked streak. A woman of my own heart. However, if I were you, I might consider selling them, taking the gold, and investing in some quality magical armor. But I know you won’t listen to me, so let me tell you what they do.”  I couldn’t help but think that somehow Havervill had conned me with the email. His explanations were just as annoying and rambling as if he were in my head at that moment. Except, I couldn’t tell him to stay focused or shut the hell up because he wasn’t there. I knew I needed to read every damn word also because he might bury relevant information inside of his minutiae. I read on.
“So here is the info on Tali’s Brass Knuckles. If I were you, I would read every word. This weapon is no joke. Here are the facts. Yes, I am using bullet points. What is not to love about a good list using bullet points? 
❖        They are indestructible. Though I do wonder if you dropped the brass knuckles in Mount Doom what would happen. Perhaps I will post that on the AI forum tonight and see what they think. Maybe I can place it as a poll…

[He went on for another paragraph. I just couldn’t read anymore. Also, Mount Doom sounded familiar and I would need to look up his obscure reference later on.]

❖        Does not need to draw any power from the wearer. I.E. it won’t lower your stamina at all. What does drain stamina is a little nookie nookie with a Tamberline or two after they have a few drinks.    

❖        Base Damage: (450 – 650) damage points; 2 additional damage points per Physical Strength attribute points. Maybe you should consider dropping more points into Physical Strength so you can ultimately inflict an additional two hundred damage points. Maybe you wouldn’t feel the need to drop so many points into Providence if you could bash someone into submission quickly.

❖        Brass knuckle special powers: 

	Ram it Down His Throat:  50 – 100 extra damage points for any successful punch to the face (plus 50 extra damage points if you break the nose as well). I tried to convince Tali to add bonuses as well for knocking out teeth or shattering the jawbone. She told me to mind my own business. And that if I didn’t stop filling her inbox with spam and AI memes that she would wipe my drive. Like I said before, Tali has a wicked temper and a bad disposition. A banshee is an angel compared to her. Her poor husband is a saint. Oh, and did you like that I didn’t make some sort of double-entendre about the whole Ram it Down His Throat. 

	Jackhammer: Punch through a wall; punch through a shield; punch through an ogre’s chest and into his rib cage. You get the idea. Once this power is invoked, it must be used. If not used within one minute of its invocation, the brass knuckles will punch through the closest person or obstruction whether they be friend or foe. This special power will also work, even against the most magical of barriers and the most powerful of beings. You have a chance to instantly kill even the most powerful of foes with these brass knuckles. The higher your level, your skill level with the brass knuckles, your unarmed combat skill, the number of points you placed in Providence, and your sheer desire to pummel the opponent on the receiving end of the knuckles, will increase your chance at an instakill. Beware, while the brass knuckles do not require you to draw power to activate or use, they may – Tali is not certain – extract some small price from you. Due to the godlike quality of Jackhammer, it may only be used three times. Once it is used three times, the special power disappears from this item. This power may not be recharged in any manner, not even by Tali herself.      




“Holy smokes,” I thought as I reviewed Jackhammer one more time to make sure I read what I thought I read.
Subclasses we really need to discuss in person. Everyone seems to have two of them so we should probably find two for you as well.
Currently for your Brawler you have three skills. I really think we should try these out. Maybe you can pick a fight with an ogre or troll and we can see how well they work. Anyway, you already used unarmed combat when you slammed that nasty skelter to the ground and head butted her a few times. I liked the whole doing the unexpected thing. I also like that you didn’t hesitate wrecking the little monster because she looked like a fourteen year old girl. Some people would have hesitated, had some kind of moral conundrum, but not you.   Anyway, without further ado, I give you your three unarmed combat skills.”  
“Grappler is used when you really don’t want to hurt someone who is coming after you. It allows you to grab them and attempt to subdue them using leg locks, full nelsons, arm locks, bear hugs, etcetera. Though if you ask me, if they need to be placed in a full nelson or sleeper hold in the first place, they probably need a good beat down which the next skill can help you with.”
“Smash is sort of what you did to the little psycho skelter. Smashing is all about inflicting as much damage as you can with fists, feet, knees, elbows and head. Any part of your body can inflict some pain and damage. If you plan to do some smashing, I would put on those fine brass knuckles and use them along with Smash. Successful strike with Smash inflicts an additional 75 - 125 damage points. A little chintzy with the damage points on this one of you ask me.”  
“Finally you got Fight Dirty. I would recommend you always fight this way. When you call upon this skill, you cause extra damage. Fight dirty includes but is not limited to: biting their large nose or misshapen ear off; gouging their eyes; kicking them in their low hanging balls; scratching their ugly face; punching them in the throat or Adam’s apple; pulling their ratty hair; breaking their gnarled fingers; cracking their femur; spitting or throwing dirt in their disagreeable face, and any other dirty fighting moves you can come up with.”  
I reviewed my updated character, and was happy with the results. One day in the city, I was close to level 51, had increased a few skills and had gained a new one. Though I had a feeling that today was an outlier and that things might be much quieter over the weeks and months to come.
It was nearing midnight when I finished reading everything. A message had come in from Haggerty a half an hour prior, which I had missed. It read, “Damn dust devil had a whole bunch of nasty boss friends. Never fought so many bosses at one time. Took longer than I thought to wipe them out. I am with Shannon now. She filled me in on your discussion with her. Going to be a long night dealing with the outcome of what took place. Speak tomorrow.”
I felt bad for Mike. I am sure all he wanted to do was go to bed, and now he would be pulling an all-nighter. I know he had dated Shannon forty or so years back and wondered how many all-nighters they had pulled back then.
I finally crawled into bed. It took me a few minutes to fall asleep as my mind was filled with a To Do list for the following day. I planned to stop by Rhia’s shop and ask her out on a date which I was looking forward to. I had to attend this conclave which I was not looking forward to. Whether he wanted to or not, Havervill was going to spill the beans about his relationship with Mother. Mother was playing some kind of game with me and I wanted to know what it was. Tinsie and I also needed to have a long discussion, but that could wait for now. All of these things swirled around in my mind like dust devils until I dozed off.




Chapter 14:  Interlude

“What a stupid name,” Havervill laughed. “Trying to sound all fancy with a word like conclave. Really, who invents this crap?”
“Probably the same writers who came up with an AI named Havervill,” I retorted.
“Wow. That’s just hurtful.”
I had logged in at 9:00 a.m. right into my office. Three seconds later, Havervill was in my head.
“Did you finish all the homework I sent to you, Grasshopper?”  Havervill quipped.
“Grasshopper? – Whatever. Yes, I read all of my notifications and the remaining skills.”
“Yesterday was a hoot by the way, especially the part where Buddy ripped Dawson’s head from his body. I have to say, I was damn proud of you. I liked the dramatic touch:  ‘Rip his head off’. That was harsh even for the Grey Zone.”  
“Yeah. It was an errant thought in my mind. Wasn’t really going to ask the city to do it. You can’t always act on your thoughts, Havervill. And you sure as shit shouldn’t act on the ones in my mind.”
“Why not?” he asked.
“You just can’t. I don’t want to argue about it now. Next time I have a random thought in my mind that involves decapitating someone, check with me first.”
“Okay. Okay.” He responded. “He did have it coming however.”  
“It is all good as far as I care,” I responded. “He deserved every painful moment. Let him have nightmares for a few weeks.” 
“You really shouldn’t speak aloud to your AI,” Rhia joked, standing by my door. I hadn’t realized I had been doing that. So damn embarrassing.
Rhia looked lovelier than yesterday. Today a light green summer dress clung to her shapely body. She wore sandals. Her toes and fingernails were painted with green nail polish. She had one hand on her hip, and she carried a small bag in the other one.
“I come bearing gifts,” she said innocently. “I know I put you in a bind not pressing charges so to say. I am probably part of the reason for The Revenge of the Angry City as the forums are calling yesterday’s events.”  
“I saw some of the crazy headlines,” I responded. “I can live with fame or infamy. Dawson’s punishment from the city was just. Call it karma; call it reap what you sow; the son of a bitch got payback.”
“There is a rumor all over the forums,” Rhia said, a smile lighting up her attractive face, “that the living city of Grandview had satiated its wrath and that you, the new constable of the Commerce District, asked her to rip off his head too. Some see you as an avenging angel; others as a Satanist; while many don’t believe the rumor at all. Did you have the city rip off the nasty man’s head for little ole me like I had asked?” she teased, tucking an errant strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I wouldn’t mind if you did. I never had a man order a beheading for me before.” 
I didn’t know what she would think of me for considering that slight moment of darkness, so I avoided the question by asking a question. “What do you think?”
“I think you took action yesterday. You challenged the biggest and baddest league on the continent. You were true to your word to me and to the living city of Grandview.”
“So what is this gift you brought me?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
For the next fifteen minutes, we shared half a dozen gooseberry muffins and cranberry pastries. She ate slowly, taking precise bites, savoring each one as if it was the first time she had tasted something so delightful, but she also ate as if this might be the last time she experienced such culinary bliss.
“I’m sorry, Rhia. I have to leave in a few minutes. I have been summoned to the Conclave of Constables.”
“I heard,” she stated.
“Have you?” I asked curiously.
“Havervill is a gossip. He told my Tamberline everything. She is quite the seductress, and he is quite weak when it comes to the Tambis.”
“I couldn’t help myself. I’m sorry,” my virtual assistant whined. “She showed me her back end server and that was it for me.” 
“Enough,” I thought. “You and I are going to have a long discussion about parameters and my expectations.”  I felt Havervill fall back into the recesses of my consciousness.
I took a leap of faith. “I enjoyed this; perhaps we can do it again.”
“I knew you were going to ask me out. That’s why I made plans for us tonight at the Fire Pit,” she said with a grin.
“The Fire Pit?”  I questioned.
“Pick me up at the shop at six. I am not closing early for you or anyone else. You may want to log off for a few hours this afternoon so we can spend more than just three hours together before you have to log off. Maybe dress in some real clothing and not your chain mail.”
“What brings you online so early?” I asked. “You said you usually don’t login until 11:30 or so.”   
“I am here early to raid Granson’s vaults. I actually need to go as well. He’s expecting me in a few minutes. Don’t worry about me having enough online game time. I have a relic that allows me to stay logged into the game an extra three hours a day. I will use that for our hot date tonight.”  She emphasized the word hot, smirked, and then tapped an amulet on her neck and faded away.
“Oh, a hot hot hot date with Rhia,” Tinsie giggled. “The Fire Pit is so romantic.”  I hadn’t seen Tinsie enter. I had the feeling she had been hiding outside the door listening to our entire conversation.
“What is the Fire Pit?”  I asked.
“No time now,” she answered. “You need to get to the conclave ASAP. As it is, you are cutting it tight. Bring Buddy. You must must must bring your golem to the Conclave of Constables.”   
 




Chapter 15:  Conclave of Constables

Tinsie led me out of the gates of Grandview and down a dirt road that led off towards the forest beyond. Half a mile down the path, she directed me towards a grouping of squat stone buildings that housed several city guard units – unaffiliated with any of the five districts. I wondered for a moment who supervised them. We ended at a large wooden cabin nestled in a copse of trees that stood fifty feet behind the guardhouse. “This is as far as I can go, Boss. I sat through the last one of these six months back.”
“What was that one about?” I asked curiously.
“Your predecessor,” was all she would respond, soaring off before I could ask her any questions about the disgraced constable.
“Come on Buddy, let’s go.”
We headed inside. The interior was bare of adornments on the walls or the ceiling. A large round wooden table surrounded by five wooden armchairs sat in the middle of the large room. My four counterparts were seated with their hulking golems standing behind them. I already knew Duster who didn’t sit but hovered above the wooden chair, her great steel golem standing behind her with its arms crossed. Longshore sat to her right; behind him stood his ironwood golem, which seemed to mimic his appearance: tall and lean. Its arms were not folded but hung by its side. To Longshore’s right sat Elwin Mangrove, Constable High Mage of the Guild District. I read his description:  Elwin Mangrove, Realmborn, Half dark-elf, Constable High Mage, Level 100. Subclasses, Guild Master, Level 100; High Enchanter, Level 100. His golem seemed to have been chiseled from an enormous ruby. Parts of it were light red while other parts a darker hue, like blood.   
“Holy high level, Mace,” Havervill snorted, “Elwin is bordering on demi-god status.”
The last constable. Was this creature a constable?  His stats read, Halfman, Realmborn, Halfman, Halfman, Level unknown.
“What am I reading here Havervill?” I questioned.
“He is a halfman, which is actually a race found on The Sundaland,” he replied. There are a total of three continents: Westra where I was located, which currently had players mostly from the Western and Northern Hemispheres; Estra, which had players mostly from the Eastern and Southern Hemispheres; and the Lost Continent, also called The Sundaland, which no players had yet to discover the location of. “I guess the Queen calls him Halfman so that has become his name; and from what I was just able to access, halfman is both a race and a class. As for level, since very little is known about them, or about most of the races of The Sundaland, there is no way to determine a level. The continent remains shrouded in mystery. Right now only Realmborn dwell there, as Starborn have no way to reach it. Your sprite deputy is from there – hell most of the fey are from there – she can probably tell us all about the third continent. I’m gonna have a chat with that girl later today.”  I was a bit confused about Tinsie originating from there. How was that possible?  More for she and I to discuss.
Several pillows propped up Halfman – the halfman — but even with those, his torso and head were just above the tabletop. He looked like an emaciated dwarf, with scraggly brown hair that had never seen a brush, a tangled beard, and a crooked nose that looked like it had been broken a few dozen times. Behind him stood not one but two golems, one of gleaming gold and the other of lustrous diamond. How was the Queen able to have more than one golem? I mused.  Maybe because she was royalty?
I took the empty seat.
Longshore banged his hand on the table and in a deep voice announced, “The Conclave of Constables will commence!” 
“Commence!”  The six golems in attendance echoed in a low murmur.
“As per the bylaws of the Conclave as conceived by the founders of Grandview, each constable will have two minutes to speak. No other constable may speak during those two minutes under punishment of censure.”
“Censure!”  The golems roared. The room shook like an aftershock.
“Censure?” I asked Havervill.
“You lose a level each time you speak out of turn. No one here wants to lose a level, so it helps to maintain order,” Havervill explained.
“Speak Constable Mason and let your voice be added to the conclave,” pronounced Longshore in the same deep voice. Then he took an hourglass filled with orange sand and flipped it over.
“Speak!” the golems bellowed.
“Not sure what I am speaking about here. I guess it has to do with the investigation from yesterday. The thief, Dawson, stole powerful relics and he murdered a cat and a young girl. I thought that maybe his league was in on the theft also. It turns out they weren’t.” 
“Stop rambling,” Havervill interjected. “Get to the shit about the city. That’s what they want to know about.”
“So I confronted the Granson Gang at their league hall. They didn’t know Dawson was a shapeshifter – which I just found out is a pretty rare race. Granson convinced Rhia not to press charges for the theft and then he found some loopholes that exonerated Dawson from the murders.”
The sand in the top of the hourglass was more than half-gone, so I knew I didn’t have much time left. I also saw the benefit to this method. Hard to come up with lies when you don’t have much time to think.
“Grandview, or the essence of the city – not sure what to call it – got pissed to put it succinctly. She froze everyone in place. Didn’t realize at the time it was the entire city. Then she – it – possessed my golem. He ripped Dawson’s head off for her. The city seemed satisfied by that punishment.”
The end of the sand was about to fall so I said, “The end.”
“Well that was a crappy job,” Havervill murmured.
“The city!  The living city,” Halfman wheezed in a shrill voice.
“Censure!” The golems boomed in unison.
Halfman continued unfazed by the censure. “High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful, commands you…”
“Censure!” the golems yelled out with a tinge of anger.
“I’m not even sure he is losing any levels,” Havervill interjected. “I hope the golems stomp on him.”
“High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful, commands you…” Halfman persisted, “to desist any contact with the living city.”
“Censure!  Censure!  Censure!” The golems roared.
“She further commands the living city to speak directly to her and only to her. The High Queen is the ruler of Grandview and will have control over the life force that empowers it. It will do her bidding.”
“Censure!  Censure!  Censure!” The golems repeated a final time.
The other constables seemed unaffected by the display that had just occurred.
“The Queen,” Havervill spat, “pulls these shenanigans every time a conclave meets. She even tried to attack the conclave once with two of her golems – the platinum and palladium ones – along with a small army of guards and mercenaries to arrest the other constables during the last conclave. She forgets this meeting place has powerful protective wards that prevents attacks from the outside. She soon found herself and all of her forces back in her throne room, stark naked, stripped of all clothing, armor, weapons and magic. Most of the items were fabled and divine, so she won’t be trying that again.”
“And why do the other constables let her do that?’  I inquired.
“Because she has four golems at her disposal.  That is why.”
I almost choked thinking of one individual having possession of four of the nearly indestructible beings.  Before I could ponder the implications further, the meeting continued. 
“Speak Constable Dustovia, and let your voice be added to the conclave,” Longshore ordered. He flipped the hourglass again.
“Speak!” the golems bellowed for the djinn.
“I can only blame myself for going along with your ploy and allowing you to confront Granson. The violence and mayhem that ensued after you and your forces left was bad even for the Grey Zone. Thirty Realmborn dead, mangled or injured. Just as many Starborn sent to respawn. How did you escape the binding spell of the city?” she asked rhetorically. “I can only guess the city freed you and let you escape. But how and why?”
“How?  How?” Halfman squealed. “The Queen commands you to tell her how you escaped and if the city helped you.”
“Censure!” the golems thundered again.
“This is getting boring now.” Havervill stated.
“How?  How?  Tell her now!” the halfman squealed.
“Censure!”
Longshore continued again as though the outburst had not even occurred.
“Speak Constable Longshore and let your voice be added to the conclave,” Longshore said, flipping the hourglass again.
“Speak!” the golems shouted.
“Broke his back, ripped him apart, tore his head off” Longshore laughed, fun times. “We just can’t have someone or something taking control of our golems.”  Longshore flipped the hourglass to indicate he was done speaking.
“Speak Constable Halfman and let your voice be added to the conclave,” Longshore stated, reversing the hourglass.
“Speak!” the golems hollered for the halfman.
“I speak for High Queen Illustrious the Beautiful. Her commands will be obeyed under penalty of death or exile from Grandview. Constable Mace, you will give the queen the power to tap into the force of the living city. All will bow to Queen Illustrious the Beautiful as it has been written. Her power will be absolute and ever reaching. Furthermore, you shall give me the sprite named Tinsie as my consort!  Now witness the power and wrath of High Queen Illustrious the Beautiful!”  He cackled the last sentence like a deranged minion.
His two golems began to move. The four other golems intercepted them, two of them restraining one and seeming to struggle against the power of the Queen’s golems. As powerful as our four golems were, hers seemed twice as strong and it didn’t seem like they would restrain them long.
The three other constables seemed to have expected this attack. Elwin Mangrove, who hadn’t moved an inch during the entire conclave, pulled a sleek wand from beneath his robe, aiming it at Halfman. A coil of golden light snaked out from the wand and began to wrap around the diminutive humanoid. The little man cried out in pain as the coils began to squeeze him tightly. The pintsize man shrieked, fighting against the magic being used to restrain him.
The Queen’s golems appeared to be trying to reach me to maul me to death while the other four grappled with them. It was the indestructible object meeting the immovable force.
The coils began to loosen and a grin fell over the halfman’s face. “Do you know what I am?” he hissed as he strained his arms again, nearly dislodging the coils. Then Longshore picked up his walking stick, holding it out in both hands horizontally. A torrent of controlled wind flew from the stick and began to weave around the halfman. The golden coils once again tightened around the little man as the wind swirled around him as well, trying to crush him.
Duster looked at me and said quite calmly, “Choose your wish carefully.”
“Oooh,” my AI sounded. “Please let me pick. I can come up with a good one. Like, my wish is for the elven maidens in the city of Grandview to…”
“Stop it!” I yelled in my mind.
I grasped the power of Duster’s perk – Wish Giver. It seemed she could grant wishes but could not use them herself.
I didn’t have time to think. The golden golem had broken through and would break me in a moment. The halfman strained against the bonds holding him, and they began to loosen and uncoil.
“I wish for the halfman who is named Halfman to be sent back at this moment to The Sundaland and into the arms of his greatest enemies.”
A chime rang and a notification popped up.
“No. Not that!”  The halfman cried as he faded away. The Queen’s golems stopped.
“That was anticlimactic,” Havervill complained. “You should have melted him or had him explode. I hope if Rhia asks you to make a wish tonight, you are more inventive.”
“What just happened?” I asked my counterparts.
“Same thing that happens every time the Queen calls a conclave, she tries to kill us,” Longshore explained.
“Why does she do that?” I asked.
“She isn’t rational. That is too tame. She is nuts. A power-hungry, self-important, wanna be despot,” Longshore responded. “She holds absolute power in the Royal District. In some ways the Royal District is more dangerous than the Grey Zone because of her.” 
“Then why come to the conclave?” I asked genuinely confused.
“Because it is in the charter of the city,” Duster explained. “I really want to get my hands on the programmer who came up with that. No reason to hold a conclave when we can just speak to one another anywhere in Grandview or simply communicate over the chat feature in our displays.”
“Since we are here,” Elwin Mangrove said, finally speaking, power in his voice. “The creators of The Great Realm would like you to know that they will be blaming yesterday’s event on Darkstar. At least we will tell the Starborn that.” 
“The Eastern European hacking group?” I questioned.
“That’s them,” Duster responded.  
“For the Realmborn, we will just say that it was The Grey Man’s wrath for the wickedness wrought by the shapeshifter,” Elwin stated. “I will depart now for my guild home. Until the next conclave.”  He uttered a few words, a portal of swirling blue light opened in front of him. He walked over and whispered a word to each of the Queen’s golems. They walked through the portal, first the diamond one and then the golden one. Elwin followed without another word, his golem trailing behind. The portal remained open for a few seconds and then shrunk in size until it became an infinitesimal speck.
“That was a bit abrupt,” I noted to Longshore and Duster.
“Like I said yesterday, he doesn’t venture far from the GD. He wasn’t going to come today, but he had heard about the halfman and wanted to see it for himself. That one was a minor halfman and almost broke free. And Elwin is the most powerful mage in the city and one of the most powerful on the continent.”
“How did the Queen come by him if he is from The Sundaland?” I queried.
“Not sure,” Longshore admitted. “Rumors say it is a dreadful place, full of the worst horrors ever known. A place where hope has disappeared if it ever existed. They say the ancient gods are imprisoned there. Tinsie might be able to provide more insight. The sprites originated from there. However, she has never told anyone how she arrived in Westra.”
“We suspect,” Duster added, “that The Sundaland will be the expansion area to the game once they do away with the current player caps that are rumored to be ending soon. The rumor is that it will have monsters between levels two hundred fifty and four hundred. The game is not ready for that yet.”
“So you're telling me that Tinsie might be able to raise herself above level one hundred,” I inquired.
“Very possible. If she had wanted to, she could have probably made herself the most formidable player in the game,” Duster suggested.   
Shatana’s cave and my promise to bring a small army to fight by her side against her ex-lover the Demon Lord Altirax flashed through my mind. The geas placed upon me by General Morgan in Shatana’s cave tugged at me. That war to come was supposed to be the impetus that would end the current player cap.
“What was that?” Duster asked.
“What?” I asked.
Longshore also did not seem to understand her question.
She flew next to me, placing a hand upon my chest. She closed her eyes and held her palm on my torso. She pulled it back slowly. “There is a very powerful compulsion placed upon you. All I could see were flashes and a name— Shatana.” She was lost in thought for a moment, communicating with her AI, and then said, “You know where Shatana’s cave is?”
The cat was out of the bag, so I nodded my head in acknowledgement. “The quests to find and unlock her resting place will start in a few months. The event will bring about the largest war the continent has ever known. Once Altirax is defeated, assuming he is defeated, the player caps are supposed to be lifted.”  I figured since Duster and Longshore were game employees, sharing this information should be okay.
“Maybe it is time to retire,” Longshore said. “Can barely keep law and order now with max level Realmborn and Starborn. How will we control players of level two hundred and fifty?  Time I take the Lucky Dame and finally find the Isle of the Lost Nereids. I dream about them many a night with their manes of black hair that flow like gentle waves, their sea-green eyes, and diaphanous white dresses.”
“You and your nereids,” Duster scoffed. “But you are correct; the character cap being removed is going to be a game changer – no pun intended.”  She looked at me. “One day very soon you and I are going to drink a few glasses of wine and you are going to tell me this tale of Shatana’s cave.”
“Aye,” Longshore interrupted, “but not ere I tell him the tale of Travis and Domi.”
“Don’t forget you need to log off soon,” Havervill interjected. “If you get lucky tonight, you don’t want to be mid thrust when you get logged off. That would be anti-climactic.” Havervill cackled at his own joke.
“This conclave has concluded,” Longshore stated.
“Well I will return tomorrow,” Duster said, “today was supposed to be my day off.”  Then she disappeared from the cabin. Her golem headed towards the door and walked from the cabin.
“Where is it going?” I asked.
“Back to her barracks. She knows the way,” was all Longshore said.
He walked to the door and his golem followed him. He held his stick out and twirled it a few times. A vortex of wind swirled. He walked into the twister with his golem following. It vanished along with Longshore and his golem.
“Damn it Buddy,” I said as we headed back towards the city gate, “I forgot to ask them what happened to the last constable.”
“I could tell you, as I know all the sordid details,” Havervill stated smugly in my mind as I walked through the gate and back into the city proper. “However, I don’t want to be equated with the old hags who sit outside the apothecary shop all day smoking happy weed, drinking mead and gossiping about which merchant stuck his wick into the wrong candle. Before you start threatening to smash my mainframe again, I am serious when I say it is not my story to tell. You need to ask the sprite girl about it.”
“Tinsie and I will have a talk soon Havervill, but not before you and I have one about Mother and her four sisters.”
“I gotta run an errand,” Havervill stated and flew out of my consciousness.




Chapter 16:  Second Investigation

It was after 10:00 a.m. when I arrived back to the office at headquarters. My plan was going to be to log off at 2:00 p.m. and then log back in at 5 p.m. That would leave me with an hour to check back in at HQ and prepare for my date.  More importantly, the three hours away would then give me six hours to spend with Rhia.  
Tinsie was hovering near the ceiling in my little office, trying to keep her distance from the dogger twins who were barking and growling at her.
“What is going on here?” I barked back, tossing a little Intimidation in there for good effect. The twins stopped barking and turned on me, their long tongues flapping back and forth with exertion.
“Woof,” the female started, “Woof. The books will not balance. There will be a shortfall.”
“Huh,” I responded, with no idea what they were going on about.
“Roof,” the man barked, “To the priests to heal the scars. We use the healers and the healers only. We have a deal with them. Heal nine guards and the tenth is free. It’s a sacrilege to everything economic – roof, a downright blasphemy to give coin to those charlatan priests.”
“Is it my understanding they healed him?” I retorted.
“Woof,” the female cut in. “The priest demanded a tithe of a hundred gold coins. That is Dunkan’s pay for three months. And that priest – woof – was seen at the brothel house just last night.”
“Roof,” the male one chimed in, “the overtime. We had to pay the day guards overtime…overtime,” he spat, drool dripping down his tongue and onto the floor. “In all my years, overtime has never been offered. Never. You should have brought the night shift with you. They were just coming on duty.”
“Woof, and did you think of the liability or the life insurance payments we would have to make if any of the guards were killed?” the female questioned.
“Enough!” I grumbled, infusing my Intimidation perk with my growing anger. “Enough!  Time was of the essence so the day shift it was. I will never, and hear this loud and clearly, never scrimp when it comes to the health and wellbeing of anyone who works for me.”
“Woof!”
“Roof!”
“Do we have the funds to cover these expenses?” I asked.
“We do,” the male responded. “We have been setting funds aside for years for such a contingency – an overdraft of funds.”
“Good thinking,” I said. “Then no harm, no foul. Did you just growl at me?” I asked the female one.
“No,” she whimpered.
“Good. The three of us will meet later this week and you will show me the books, or ledgers, or whatever so I have a better understanding of our finances. Does this work for you?”
“Roof,” the male said softly. With both of their heads held low, they walked from the office.
“You can come down now Tinsie,” I shouted to my deputy who was still floating in the corner of the ceiling.
“I am so glad glad glad you came,” Tinsie said relieved. “I thought they would bite my head off.”
“I do need to get a handle on things around here, like the finances. It didn’t even dawn on me that there is a night shift and day shift.”
“Oh yes. There is so much paperwork in this job. Luckily the twins like to do paperwork.”
“I will buy them each a bone later for a peace offering,” I quipped.
“Oh, I think they would like that very much,” she responded seriously. “Goblin bones are their favorite.”
“Anyway, we have more investigating to do. We need to find out who killed poor Miss Durston. I want a copy of the recordings from the all-seeing eyes from the surrounding area around where she lived. I also want you to track Dawson from the moment he left Rhia’s shop late last night as the cat until the mysterious man grabbed him off the streets and forced him to hand over the two relics.”
“I’m on it Boss. We’ll catch the guy before everything goes kablooey.”
“While you are doing that, I am heading to the shops to pick up a nice outfit,” I said.
“For your hot hot hot date,” she giggled.
“Any suggestions on where to get an outfit?”
“I know just the place,” she responded.
I knew I was being negligent shopping during work hours. I had two major cases to solve, the murder of Miss Durston and the missing relics. My gut told me they were somehow related and if I solved one case, I would solve them both. Haggerty, I was certain, would forgive me for my negligence. I could also work late tomorrow or come in on a weekend to make up the missing hours.  
An hour and a half later, I returned to the office with a new outfit. Tinsie was hovering above my desk looking into an honest to god crystal ball.
“Hi Boss,” Tinsie said, looking up from the sphere. “The guards just brought in the all-seeing eyes. I watched a few of the recordings and got lucky on the second one. Look here,” she said. I peered down into the crystal ball. Hi-definition telescreens had nothing on the clarity of the picture I now saw. Gizmo the cat ran along a back alley of Grandview. I didn’t know any of the streets yet, so I didn’t know where this was located. He turned a corner and then he was gone from sight. Tinsie pulled out the all-seeing eye from a slot on the back of the crystal ball and inserted another one. The cat was slinking through an alleyway when a figure in a black cloak scooped it up off the ground just like he said.
“Is that a man?” I asked.
“Looks that way Boss,” Tinsie responded. “Can’t see his face though. Can only see his hands.”   In the globe, the cloaked man dropped the cat, who landed nimbly on its four feet. However, instead of fleeing in fright, the cat transformed into Dawson.
After fumbling for several seconds, Dawson opened one of the sacks he held and pulled out a small item, then he pulled out a second one. Couldn’t really see what they looked like. Didn’t really matter, Rhia could give me a description of the relics. The figure placed the two objects beneath his cloak while Dawson suddenly changed back into the cat and rushed off. The figure stood there for a moment and then very purposely stared up at the all-seeing eye. It lifted its right hand and gave us the finger.
“Hold it right there,” I ordered. On the back of his hand was a tattoo of an eye dripping with blood.
“Did that eye just blink?” Tinsie asked. 
“Yes it did.  And the blood seems to be actually dripping as well,” I added.
“That is going to give me some nightmares,” Tinsie said, as she shivered.
“Tinsie, have you ever seen that tattoo or symbol before?” I asked.
She didn’t respond for a moment as she stared at the symbol. “I feel like I should,” she said. Then shaking her head, “No Boss. I don’t know what it means. Do you think he wanted us to see the tattoo?
“Of course he did. He looked right into the all-seeing eye and flipped us the bird. The question is why?”
“Maybe he wants us to waste our time,” she pondered aloud, “looking for clues on the tattoo. It could be a false trail.”
“Or he wants us to track him down. Could be leading us right into a trap. We need to be careful where we step. He has the blasting caps. I am going to reach out to Duster, Longshore and Elwin and ask if they have any idea about the symbol. Share the image with the guards and tell them to be on the lookout for it, maybe painted on walls, or etched into a door, or tattooed on someone. I want to know more about this mark before we proceed.”
“I’m on it, Boss,” Tinsie responded. “I have a few contacts who may be able to help us.  I will also ask Lobo.  If anyone would know anything about the symbol, he would.”
“Just tell them to be subtle with their inquiries,” I said. 
“You got it,” she said, flying out of the room.
I stood alone for a second unsure what to do next. I still had about two hours before I intended to log off. Should I walk around the CD and get my bearings?  Should I maybe sit with the twins and go over the books?  Should I have that conversation with Havervill now?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that. I had a hot date tonight and didn’t want his negativity to spoil it. And where was the AI? He had been gone from my mind for a while now. What was he up to?  I had settled on taking a walk around the CD when Fingroth materialized in front of me.
“Fingroth my pal. Good to see you,” I said cheerfully.
“Don’t Fingroth me. I haven’t slept yet. Been up all night cleaning up your mess.”
“Any update?” I asked.
“That’s why I am here. I am going to make this quick, then I need a few hours of sleep. I am dead on my feet back in the real world.”
“Sorry about that. I did what I thought was best. Before you tell me what’s up I should let you know about the discovery we just made,” I responded. I took him over to the crystal ball and after figuring out how to use it, I showed him the image of the figure giving us the finger.
“I have no idea what race or class that creature is,” Fingroth responded. “Can’t see the face with the hood over the head. As for the symbol, I have not seen it but I will investigate on my end. It does seem very purposeful.”
“It has to be,” I said, “My gut tells me this creature also killed Miss Durston though I have no proof.”
“Just be careful following your gut. That creature has Bob’s Blasting Cap and we can be certain he has plans to use it.”
“Following my gut worked for me as a detective for all those years, and it will lead me to whoever he is,” I said, gesturing into the crystal ball. “So tell me what you found out?” I asked curiously.
“It seems we are locked out of the coding for the city of Grandview,” he stated.
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“We don’t know for certain,” he responded. “We have a theory. When a character is created, their coding becomes locked in a manner of speaking. This prevents a computer hacker from hijacking a character or overwriting it. It also prevents players from manipulating their own character stats and abilities.”
“When you raise a level or earn a skill, how does that all get updated if your character is locked?”  I asked, not knowing the first thing about coding, programming or cyber security.
“It’s complicated, and I don’t fully get it myself,” he admitted. “The locked character, so to say, can only open the door from the inside and that door is open for a millisecond.”
“Okay,” I said, still a bit confused,” what does this have to do with what happened?”
“Well most cities, towns, castles and so on are invested with a well of power. That power can be shared with employees such as yourself. They are also created with advanced coding that allows these cities and towns to give quests. While these cities and such are locked also, we have the metaphorical key. We can unlock them anytime to make upgrades or add storylines, etcetera. With most monsters, it is the same way.”
“What about the Realmborn,” I asked, “say someone like Longshore?”
“Realmborn like Longshore, according to Shannon, are semi-sentient, or are at the least self-aware. Once they become self-aware, the door is locked and we can no longer effect change.”
“So what does this have to do with Grandview?” I asked.
“Simply put, our key no longer works. The lock has been changed. We have no access to the city anymore. She, I will call Grandview a she, has become self-aware. At the very least, Shannon believes the city is on the cusp of sentience and therefore the door has been locked. Trust me. She is trying to find a locksmith to unlock it.”
“She has lost control of her creation. What did she say call it, Frankenstein’s monster?”
“Yes, she said she had a conversation with you. You are still in one piece, so she must like you,” he said.
“If that was her liking me, I don’t want her as an enemy,” I said.
Haggerty nodded his head. “That is for certain.”
“Question. Does she know if the city did this on her own or was it caused by an outside event?” I asked. 
“We are in the early stages of exploring this. It has just been a single night so far. I hope that we will have a fuller picture later in the week. There is one more thing.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Goes back to Shatana’s cave and it being opened from the inside. That should not have been able to happen. All of the characters inside that cave are stock characters. The personalities and abilities are creations of the programmers and the writer. The writers and programmers finished that storyline nearly a year ago with tweaks made along the way. The skelter captain, along with everyone else in the cave, were essentially in a dreamless sleep and would not awaken until a week or so before the start of the planned event. Somehow, the captain awoke about four months back. We are uncertain how.  It was created as a stock creature—one of great evil and malevolence – who is forced to work with humans and humanoids to defeat a greater evil. He was awake in the cave for months brooding and plotting. At some point, he became self-aware, and that is when we believe he awoke the other skelters, the ones you wiped out. The General and her troops began to stir when the cave entrance was opened, and they fully awoke when you entered the cave. Luckily the General was created with a strong sense of duty and placed herself and her forces back into deep sleep.”
“It really seems to me like Shannon is losing control of some of her creations,” I stated again.
“Perhaps,” Fingroth admitted. It was so odd talking to a gnome that was a bit over four feet tall, with grey skin, grey hair, grey robe and a gnarled staff topped by a silver dragon. “Or maybe it is being impacted by an outside force. We will figure it all out. You just keep investigating here, and we will do the same on our end. I need to go now. Sleep is calling me.”
“Hey, before you go, how did it go with the dust devil?” I asked.
“That is a really long story that I think you will enjoy. Just not now. One night soon over a few brews and a stogie, I will tell you the story. See ya soon pal.” With that, Fingroth faded away.           




Chapter 17:  Hot Date

“Havervill,” I said, trying to placate my temperamental assistant, “I am going to shut down our connection for the rest of the night.” 
“You sure about that?  If anyone knows their way around a woman’s mainframe, it’s me.” 
I didn’t need a bizarro Cyrano de Bergerac chirping bad dating advice and perverted sexual ideas into my ear.  “Just don’t forget to re-establish our connection tomorrow or you will be adrift in the world all by your lonesome.  And if you drown, Mother will disperse my coding to the four corners of the nexus.”  With that, he slipped out of my mind.   I went into the game display menu and cut off our connection.
I turned the corner to find Rhia waiting for me outside her shop.   “You clean up nicely,” she said.  I had spent fifteen gold pieces to purchase a brown pair of pants, a white shirt, and brown shoes. I went with short sleeves to make certain Rhia could see my ripped, muscular arms.  I wanted to show off any assets I had.  She was dressed in yet another lovely sundress.  This one was black with different patterns of swirling fire all around.  Her shoulders were bare, with the dress looped around her neck.  It was a bit short, coming up halfway between her knee and thigh.
“You look great!” I said.
“Yes I do,” she laughed.  “Got all dolled up for you.  Hope you appreciate it.”
“You really do look stunning,” I said, then asked. “So what is the Fire Pit? A barbeque spot?”
“You’ll see,” she said, wrapping her arm around mine.
We walked down the main boulevard of the Commerce District.  I was oblivious to the mass of people all about me.  Rhia pointed out the best shops to buy pastries from, and who sold the finest weapons.  At one point she said, “Don’t buy your scrolls from any of the shops in the CD.  The best ones are found in the GD from the scroll masters.”  We turned a corner down a side street in the back alleys of the CD, and then turned another corner, followed by a few twists and turns.  We abruptly came to a plain wooden door. Rhia knocked twice. Then twice more. “There’s no need for the secret knock,” she whispered to me.  “The patrons get turned on by the cloak and dagger.”  The door opened inward.
My senses were suddenly overloaded.  The savory smell of cooking meat wafted from the door.  My virtual stomach growled.  The brightness of the city vanished as the passage in front of us was lit by numerous torches set inside sconces that emitted a dull red light. Raucous music that sounded like a philharmonic playing death metal, assaulted my ears. 
The creature that met us once we made it down the short hallway was called an efreeta.  She looked to me like a hovering devil.  In place of legs swirled tendrils of red and yellow flames upon which she glided.  Her skin was crimson red. A thin veil of red cloth wrapped around the chest covered two large breasts.  Two horns jutted out at a slight angle on the top of her head.  She had a mouth full of sharp teeth and a slithering tongue. “Welllllcome loversss to the pleasssure pitsss,” the efreeta greeted us in her sibilant voice. 
She led us to a small table tucked in a corner of the small main dining room.  Four or five other couples occupied the other tables.  As we sat, a carafe of dark red wine appeared along with two goblets.  Two blood red steaks along with a side of roasted potatoes also appeared.
“Eat up,” Rhia mouthed to me.  It was hard to hear her through the din of the music.  At that moment, as though planned, the song ended and Rhia added, “You’re going to need your strength.”  The music resumed, and I don’t remember much of the next hour.  We ate our delicious meals and finished off two bottles of the potent wine.  We were half way through the third bottle when Rhia said, “Raise your non-combat sensors to five and drink up!”  I didn’t ask why, but obeyed. 
After we had finished our third bottle of wine and our blood red steaks, the efreeta hissed, “Woodst thou prefersss the riiiiing or the ointtttment?”
“The ointment most definitely,” Rhia responded, with a big smirk.
“Ointment?” I asked, spreading my hands apart as one does when asking a question.
“Drink up!” she ordered.  “Roni’s Roiling Red wine costs ten gold coins a bottle.” 
I’m not much of a wine guy but this was damn fine red liquor.  I’d had a nice high going with my non-combat receptors set at three.  However, once I upped them to five, the wine hit me.   My body tingled, especially in my groin area. 
I looked across the table at Rhia and drank in the sight of her.  The fiery lights of the restaurant danced and flickered all about her.  Her green eyes blazed from the wine.  Her lips were red and inviting.  I lifted my glass, “A toast,” I said, not realizing I was more drunk than I thought, “to the lovely Rhia, sultry dancer of the Grandview sewers.”
At that moment, I craved Rhia.  I wanted to reach across the table and kiss her.  My whole body was aflame.
My daydream was broken when the waiter returned with two wooden jars. “The firrrrrre pitsss awaitsss you.  Pleassse, follow me.”
“It’s time for our hot date to really get started,” Rhia said with a lilt in her voice.   
We walked down a passage, and Rhia’s soft hand slipped into mine.  A pleasant tingle coursed through me.  The waiter led us down a passage and into a cavern.  I wasn’t sure if this was a cavern below Grandview city, or if we had been whisked away to a different location in The Great Realm.  I had always found caves and spaces like this oppressive but not today…not at this moment.  I felt at ease and at peace for the first time in many years.  The efreeta turned towards the right and down a gentle slope.  The cavern opened up to a wide ledge, upon which sat a large stone slab.  It was four feet high, four feet wide and seven or so feet long.  Several animal pelts covered the top of the slab and a fluffy pink pillow sat on the edge.  Beyond the ledge were stone steps that led down to not so much a pit of fire but a pool of crackling flames. 
“I will leavesssss you now.  If you needsss asssistance, just callsss for the succubusss,” the efreeta hissed turning back the way she came.  A slab of stone suddenly materialized to block the cavern entrance. 
“For privacy,” Rhia said gently, removing her hand from mine.
“Succubus?” I questioned.
“You won’t need to call her. I promise,” Rhia said with that same bit of flirty laughter in her voice. 
Rhia looked at me, leaning in closely, she whispered in my ear, “Me first.  Then you.  I promise it will be worth the wait.” She gently bit my earlobe and then took two steps back from me. 
“Strip!” she ordered.  I must have looked at her as if I didn’t know what she had just said, so she said more sharply. “Strip! Unless you are not enjoying our date and want to leave right now.”
“I am enjoying it very much,” I sputtered, starting to pull the shirt off over my head.  The pants and shoes followed. 
A moment later, I was totally naked with Rhia looking me up and down.  She cocked an eyebrow and said, “Not too bad Mr. Constable.  Not too bad at all.”  This was the first time I had been naked in the game.  In fact, it was the first time I had even removed an article of clothing.  There had never been a need before.  I glanced down at myself quickly and noted the ripped abs, the muscular legs.   Even in my prime, I had not been this fit in the real world. 
Then Rhia tapped the bracelet on her wrist and she once again stood naked in front of me.  Last time in the dim green light of the sewer, I had not gotten a full look.  Now!  Now her entire body was there for me to gaze at: long, lean legs; flat abs; toned arms; and large pert breasts.  With all the perfection I was seeing, she had also created a few flaws, perhaps meant to accentuate her beauty: there was a small brown birthmark on the top of her left leg, a small, almost faded scar along the right side of her abdomen, and a tattoo on her lower back of crisscrossed arrows. 
She put a little sway into her hips as she walked over to the table where my clothing lay and picked up one of the wooden jars. My body tingled.    
Rhia walked over to me and handed me the jar and said, “Me first. Take it nice and easy.  It’s a marathon and not a sprint.”  She lay back on the slab, propping her head on the pink pillow.  Her arms lay at her sides with her palms up, her legs were slightly parted showing me the slightest hint of the softness between them. I stood there, not sure what I was supposed to do.
“Well, are you going to start?” she scoffed softly.
“Huh?” I blurted.
“Are you going to start?” she said with that wry laugh again. “The ointment.  Don’t you want to touch this body,” she quipped, running her hands from her neck, down over her breasts and then landing by her thighs.  “You need to apply the ointment to me so the fires and lava do not harm us.  Come over here now.  Start on the toes and move your way up and don’t miss a spot—not a single spot!” she ordered.  “And don’t slather it like you are applying sunscreen to your mother at the beach, apply it evenly and work it into the skin.” If she wanted to order me around for now that was fine. I would take control when the time came.   
I walked over to her like a dumb teenage boy looking at a naked woman for the first time.  Then I thought. Man up, Mace.
So what if you haven’t felt a woman’s soft body in over two years? So what if you haven’t been with a different woman than Bethany in over twenty years? You seem to have one here more than willing, so stop thinking. 
If this were foreplay, I would show her foreplay.  I had a few moves myself.  She didn’t know that I excelled at giving massages. 
For the next half an hour, I applied the ointment along the length of Rhia’s body. She moaned and yelped a few times, especially when I caressed the balm into her lower back and her butt. 
The half hour or so Rhia spent caressing, massaging, and softly running her fingers and fingernails along the length of body were blissful.  My body burned in a way it hadn’t since I was a young man. 
I stared into her emerald eyes and at her crooked smile.  The flames darting from the pool of fire illuminated her body and face.  When she was done applying the balm, she said to me, “Come on.  Let the real fun begin.” 
I climbed down, and taking hold of my hand, Rhia led us towards the stone stairs that led into the magma and fire filled pool.  I trusted Rhia without question as she led me into the pit of fire.  The flames swirled around my legs and groin.  The magma surrounding my feet and lower legs felt warm and inviting. 
I slipped my right hand behind Rhia’s lower back, pulling her close.  I kissed her. She tasted of red wine. The kiss was so different from the ones I had felt for over twenty years with Bethany, but no less inviting.  I pulled her tighter and her soft breasts rubbed into my chest.  I cupped her ass cheeks while our tongues darted together. We kissed for a few more moments before she pulled away from me. Then she vanished below the flames.
For the next hour, I was lost in a whirlwind of swirling fire and passion.  I experienced pleasure and ecstasy I didn’t think possible.  “Put your sensors down to three or we will end up doing this all night,” she breathed, after we had made love for the third time.
“I could go all night,” I admitted. 
“There will be plenty of time for that sweetie,” she said, rubbing my cheek with her hand. Our time is up for the night.  Check out your display.” 
Goddamnit.  We had been down here for over two hours between the massages and the lovemaking, and we had less than fifteen minutes of time left. 
I didn’t want to leave her.  I wanted to go back to my bedroom in the real world and sleep next to her. To wake up besides her, spooning her, our bodies curled up against one another.  I wanted to ask her about the real world – who she was, her real name, where she lived, what she did for a living. 
As though sensing my reluctance to leave, she said, “We have tomorrow and more days to come.  And if we run out of tomorrows, I can create a relic to make more time.”  She led me from the pool.  She tapped her bracelet and was once again clothed. I then grudgingly dressed myself. 
“It’s time for me to go home,” she said and gave me a parting kiss.  Then she faded away. 
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I howled for joy and out of an unwillingness to let her go.  Immersion Online was becoming too real.  The lovemaking with Rhia, I am embarrassed on some level to say, was the most invigorating and satisfying I had ever experienced. However, our lovemaking had taken place only in our minds, created by a program inside a computer server.  Rhia had not really been there; she was nothing but bits of coding.
It was real, I said to myself. She is real.
The grating sound of a klaxon woke me from my reverie.  A notification in bold red lettering crossed my eyes that I could not swipe away. You have been logged on for 12 hours!  You will be logged off in 5 minutes!  You may not log back on for a minimum of 8 hours!  The message then repeated itself while the horn tried to blow out my virtual eardrums.
“Damn!”  I said.  I just had the best night in years and now it had to end.  Grudgingly, I hit the log off button.




Chapter 18:  Tinsie’s Tale

The next month passed by in a whirlwind. During the day, Tinsie and I kept up our investigation into the murder of Miss Durston, the stolen blasting cap, and the bleeding eye symbol.   We came to a dead end on all three. The twins had even cut a deal with a necromancer to commune with those in the lands of the Grey Man. However, after a lot of chanting and hand gesturing and creating pentagrams, the necromancer said Miss Durston’s soul was beyond his reach. The twins, of course, voided his contract and refused to pay him for an incomplete job.
The guards had asked subtly about the bleeding eye symbol, but whomever they asked had either not seen it or were reluctant to speak about it. Duster and Longshore also informed me that they had looked into it themselves and had come up blank. Havervill flooded the AI network for information about it as well, but none of the Edwins, Angelicas, Tamberlines, Robertos or the few remaining Havervills knew anything about it – which upset all of the AIs who considered themselves omniscient. Tinsie even asked Lobo on one of his sober days.  He also stated he didn’t know anything about the symbol. 
Tinsie and I also investigated several other crimes. Manam, a Realmborn cobbler, was discovered dead by his wife in the alleyway behind his shop early one morning. He had been stabbed in his back multiple times, by what at the time appeared to be a thin, long knife. After investigating for several days, the murder weapon, a sewing awl used to put stitching on shoes, was found buried in some soil outside of the shop. After confronting the wife, she admitted to killing Manam, jealous of the affair he was having with a card dealer from one of the local gambling establishments. She cried the entire time as the prison cart pulled away from Grandview, bringing her to The Slags.
A few days later, we investigated the disappearance of a young elf woman who did not return that evening from her job at the bakery. Tinsie was able to track her to the Grey Zone where she was shacked up with her centaur lover. She fled because she knew her mother would not approve of their interspecies relationship.
Numerous thefts and disappearances occurred throughout the city. However, those were often not handled by the guard but were given as quests to adventurers.
We investigated the theft of Tessie’s Talking Portrait. Miss Riley, who some of her neighbors said was the oldest woman in the city, ran out into the street one morning and began to scream, “My Tessie is gone!  My Tessie is gone!”  It only took Tinsie and me a few hours to solve this case. Miss Riley had sold the portrait nearly thirty years before to the local museum. Senility had hit the woman, and she had simply forgotten. After that, we arranged for a local healer to check in on the reclusive, homebound woman on a daily basis.
The guards on a few occasions intervened in fights that broke out in the bars, brothels or back alleys. A few Realmborn spent time in one of our holding cells while several Starborn were banned for twenty-four hours.
The only truly dangerous situation the guard had to deal with was when a fifty-foot spider boss burst out of the sewer and onto the main boulevard. A group of players had been granted a quest to steal the mother spider’s eggs from a lair deep in the sewers. The boss and her children proved to be too much for the party so they fled with the eggs. They climbed out of the sewer and then blended into the mass of humans and humanoids on the main boulevard. The mother spider and her children burst through the ground, scattering the mass of humans and humanoids. They destroyed numerous outdoor shops and kiosks. They trampled several Starborn and Realmborn. The mother could smell the eggs, and she and her children followed the scent. As powerful as the spider boss was, she didn’t stand a chance. Spells impacted the spiders, projectiles flew at them, and warriors attacked them with melee weapons. By the time Tinsie, Buddy and I arrived, the spiders lay dead. They were being stripped of their meat, eyes, webbing and any other parts that could be sold. The mother boss was able to spew poison, and several of the combatants and spectators fell ill in the middle of the street. Most of the guards were uninjured except for poor Dunkan who happened to be standing in front of the spider when a half giant with a two handed Warhammer crushed in the skull of the boss spider. The spider, not realizing it had just received a mortal blow, lurched forward and fell on top of the unlucky guard. After that incident, it was decided that Dunkan would get some sort of desk job with the guard.    
The same day as the spider attack, Rhia informed me she was not free that evening. I didn’t feel like going back to my lonely house so I stayed logged on. Tinsie, who usually logged off around 5 p.m. every day lingered that day.  Perhaps she sensed my true disappointment with not being able to spend the evening with my fiery blonde. I had so many questions about my deputy so I finally said to her, “Tinsie, tell me about my predecessor.” The sprite looked at me, shook her head and said, “Okay Boss. This is going to take a while.”  For the next hour, Tinsie told me the strange story of her character creation and how she ended up in Grandview.
“Well Boss, it goes like this. Back in the world of the Starborn. Kinda funny if you think about it. I see The Great Realm as the real real real world now.”
I shook my head acknowledging her last statement. At times, especially during the nights I spent with Rhia, I felt the same exact way about The Great Realm. The moments with Rhia were my new reality.   
I took a long drag of the cheroot. Back home in my living room, I would have been coughing, but here the smoke filled my lungs and wafted out in a stream of pure joy. I nodded again and she continued.
“So in the real world my family is a big deal. Mansions scattered around the globe, hundreds of cars, yachts, private jets, and servants galore. We’ve even visited the lunar base if you can believe that. The power my family has is enormous. If you believe in the deep state or the Illuminati, then that is my family. Well, at least everyone but me. Unreal. So I was raised with a lot of privilege – everything given to me with very very very little earned. Well so we are not here all night, I will just say I got tired of being taken care of for every little thing.  One evening I was sneaking back in through the servant’s entrance and stumbled upon the cook’s son whose name is Homer, like the Greek storyteller, if you can believe that.  I found Homer sitting in a little storage closet in the kitchen. He had all these wires and electrodes attached to himself, a black box sitting on his lap. He wasn’t moving except for a little twitch here and there. I watched him for a good fifteen minutes.  I knew about haptic devices and virtual games but had never played one before. We did some VR stuff in school, but with goggles and sensory gloves –you know, old school technology. That was the extent of my VR experience.”
“I get ya,” I responded with another drag of the cherry cheroot.
“So I was about to leave when Homer emerged from the game. He stood up slowly and started to remove the haptic equipment. He didn’t notice me at first. When he finally saw me, terror filled his eyes. My father wouldn’t go for Homer hiding in a closet playing a game, and I guess he thought I would get him in trouble or even worse his father, who was one of our cooks, in trouble.  I might have. I wasn’t such a good person back then. So I told him that if he logged me into the game the next night and let me play a little that I wouldn’t say anything. He agreed, not really having a choice.”
I hadn’t planned to do this ever, yet it was late at night, and I was officially off work, so I opened my drawer and pulled out the bottle of Hearn’s moonshine. I uncorked the virtual bottle and tipped it back, taking a long swig. I held the bottle out to Tinsie but she shook her head.
“I spent the whole day reading up on Immersion Online,” Tinsie stated as she continued her tale. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to play for long as someone was always watching me like a hawk. I needed to figure out a way to speed up the character creation so I could jump right into the game.  I created an account using a one-time use crypto-card that my dad wouldn't see the bill for. He would not go for me playing Immersion Online. My dad was not one for us to lounge around wasting our time in a fantasy world. He would always say, ‘The real world needs people like us’ – the uber wealthy he meant – ‘we keep the economy and the world moving along.’” 
Tinsie then began to laugh.
“What is so funny?” I asked.
“Ironic is all. Let’s just say that my dad has a ton of his finances tied up in Immersion Online. Most of our houses, cars, and yachts are thanks to the game as a matter of fact.”
I had questions for Tinsie, but she was on a roll, so I figured it best to let her go with the flow she had established.  
“There are a few different options to create a character, did you know that?” she asked.
“I didn’t,” I responded honestly. “Just figured you had to go through all the steps.”
“Well the one good thing about having money is you can buy shortcuts.  If you have enough credits, you can purchase a premade character. Just tell the AI the class and race you want and poof the character is created. Several minutes later, you are spawning in the game for the first time. If you really have enough credits, you can even start as a tenth-level character. That is a nice option if you can afford it. At least you aren’t starting as a total noob. The premade characters will also come with kick-ass skills and armor. Then I read there is one more option – a random pre-generated character. You have no say over this character whatsoever. It is left totally to chance. The Tinsie you see before you could have ended up as a smelly male dwarf or a thieving gnome.”
“Glad you didn’t,” I admitted. “You are great just as you are.”
“Thank you. I am great great great and it is all thanks to providence. Anyway, the AI who was running through the character creation options didn’t like the random pre-generated option one iota. He warned me against it. Do you believe that?  Sometimes I think the AI can really think.”
“Who says we can’t?” Havervill chimed in from the ether. I hadn’t heard from him in hours and here he was again. “Let me get some of that,” he said.
“Some of what?” I questioned.
“The moonshine.  Just take a swig and I will do the rest.” 
“Will you go away, if I do this?” I asked.  “In the middle of a tale.”
“Just a few sips and I am out of here,” he said.
I took a swig.  I didn’t even taste the moonshine this time.  It seemed to pass right through my character.
“Ah, that’s pretty good,” Havervill said with a cough. “Give me one more and I’ll be gone. Got a hot date with a Tamberline. Them Tambers are wild… the things she can do with her zeroes and ones.”  I took another long swig and then Havervill was gone. “Are you listening Boss?” Tinsie asked.
“I’m sorry. It was Havervill. I really need to keep him out of my mind,” I stated.
“I gotcha Boss. No harm, no foul,” Tinsie responded.
“So you were telling me about your AI trying to keep you from going the random generation route.”
“Yeah. It was weird. It seemed concerned about me. Like creating a random character could hurt me or something. Good thing I didn’t listen,” my lovable Tinsie said as she twirled around in the air, multi colored streams of light swirling about her like a dress. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have this sexy and dangerous partner.” She spun around once more for effect. Then floating over she sat on the edge of my desk. All one foot of her. “Anyway, I am getting pissed at this AI, and I tell him I’m a big girl and can handle myself. It makes me sign a few digital waivers, which in retrospect I should have read, and then it says an odd thing, ‘So be it!’ I remember it so clearly—the voice filled with resignation and warning.” 
She paused for a moment and said, “Do you mind,” reaching for the moonshine. I handed it to her and as she touched it, the jug that had just fit into my hand, now shaped to fit hers. That is a useful racial ability, I thought. She took a big swig. Sprites, it turns out, can hold their liquor better than any dwarf can.
“I should have read the fine print,” Tinsie admitted. “Turns out the random is quite expensive and I used up most of the creds I had left on the crypto-card. Also turns out that out of the billion or so registered players, fewer than a thousand have chosen the random option.”
“No one ever reads the fine print,” I stated.
“So one minute I am in the dome with the AI and the next moment I am – not certain how to explain it– flying through the air. Flying is the wrong word. Hurtling through the air,   with no control over where I am going. I am screaming, thinking I gotta get out of here. I need to get all this haptic shit off my skull. I try to log off but my brain is scattered and I can’t focus. I cross over farmland, where I can see battles between goblins and human villagers raging below. I pass over the deep forest and hear the song of the lost elves. I soar over Westra, then Estra, then The Sundaland. Then I fly into a landmass that isn’t on any map … the home of the sprites. I crash – smash is a more accurate word – into a cold pool of water. Every bone in my body shatters. Pain explodes through me. I had never felt such agony in my entire life. I feel my death coming on.”
“Hold on,” I said, just realizing something I should have noticed weeks before when I first met Tinsie though it didn’t register at the time. “Sprite isn’t a starting character race, is it?”
She touched her nose with her finger and said, “You win the prize. No, it is not. The random character really is random. I had spent all that crypto-coin and could have ended up any race, even a goblin, or scaller, or giant lizard ...just no way to know.  Anyway, I ended with a race, sprite, which is only found in an island off the coast of The Sundaland.”
“I see why so few people have gone down the random road. Way too random.”  
She nodded her head and then looked at me with that crooked smile of hers. She took another swig of the shine before handing it back to me.  I could sense that Tinsie was reliving some kind of internal turmoil. I wasn’t sure what to say, or if I was supposed to do something.
“Like I said, I crashed. The body that was flying through the air shattered when it hit the water. The avatar I had just created was about the go to respawn for the very first time.  Some sort of willpower entered me, a reserve of life energy perhaps, and I managed to drag myself to the bank of the pond.  On the shore of the same pond a young sprite, Tinsie, was near death. She had just been assaulted by several male sprites.” 
Tinsie went silent for a moment, as though gathering her thoughts. “People think of sprites as playful fairies. We are anything but. Sprites originally dwelt in The Sundaland. I am not sure if we were driven off or fled the continent. That information is lost to the annals of time – or at least to the demented S.O.B. who wrote the history of the sprites. We are not warriors but beings of magic unlike any found in The Great Realm. People choose to become a wizard or sorcerer; sprites are born with magic flowing through them.  It is in our DNA. Therefore we can harness and wield magic that very few others can.”
“I have seen you use some incredible magic,” I acknowledged.
“Barely barely barely what I am capable of,” Tinsie admitted. She moved along with the story. “The Sundaland is a hostile place filled with hundreds of beings who are all capable of annihilating whole races. It is a place of constant warfare. The sprites were in the middle of many of those wars. However, whether we were the aggressors or the victims, I don’t know. What I do know is that sprites have been corrupted by their magic. They believe rules and morality do not apply to them. Their magic is immense enough that they can take pretty much anything they want. The Tinsie who was dying on the bank of the pond sensed a dying Starborn nearby.  She had never encountered a Starborn before, but she knew of them and their powerful regenerative powers.  That dying Tinsie still possessed some of her life force as well and began crawling towards me.  I remember it so clearly.  She looked into my eyes and then grabbed my hands.  Her hands were so cold, like holding onto an icicle.  I am not sure how to describe it Boss.  She released whatever magic she had left – whatever magic was still keeping her alive – and sent it into my shattered body.  Warmth fell over me and the pain began to subside.  Once she had released the last of the magic, she gasped once, a tear fell from her eye, and she faded into the mist.”
Tinsie took another pull from the jug of moonshine.
“I did not choose the name Tinsie. It was the name of the poor girl dying dying dying on the bank of that pond. The next thing I knew, we were one being.”
“So you, the Tinsie I see now, was an NPC, a Realmborn?” I asked, “Has a Starborn ever merged with or taken over the body of a Realmborn before?”
“I am the only one in the entire game to my understanding. Now you know my secret.”
“It’s in the vault,” I said.
“So anyway, we merge as one. Both of our minds existing in the same place. I had access to all of her memories, and she had access to mine. Except, my memories didn’t make any sense to her. The world of the Starborn was too alien. It was because of that other Tinsie that I know the history of the sprites and of The Sundaland.  However, I keep those dark images suppressed or I might go mad mad mad.  It is a dark and violent place. Anyway, most of my pain is now gone.   It is strange Boss, but the two of us had become one. Maybe the best of both of us.  And red-hot rage filled the soul of this new and improved Tinsie. I wanted to kill the sprites who had assaulted her – me – us. Not just kill them – but make them hurt.”  Tinsie’s eyes blazed red. I had never seen them do this before, and I drew back.
“Sprites are very good at revenge. I sensed, felt that sprites can fly, and then I was speeding around in the air; and I soon found my prey. The three of them were hooting and howling. They assaulted that Tinsie and there they were hovering around a campfire drinking fey wine and reminiscing about the cruel things they had done to her. I waited for them to finish drinking the bottle they were passing around. Then I got my break; one of them flew deep into the woods to relieve himself. His trousers were down and a long stream of pee was coming out. I knew innately how to invoke my Soul Sister perk, and in a moment, there were two of me. I flew out from the cover of the leaves, and hovering in front of him I asked, ‘Remember me?’  He looked at me, confusion in his face. ‘You should be dead,’ he responded. ‘But first maybe another round with the three of us.’  He turned as though to call for his buddies, when my soul sister sliced him through the throat with a wind sword she had conjured. He tried to call for help, but all that came from his foul mouth were gurgles. He put one hand to his throat, trying to staunch the blood gushing out. With the other one, he reached towards a sack at his hip and pulled out a vial of blue liquid. ‘No you don’t,’ my soul sister said, before slicing off the hand that held the potion. He died a moment later. I felt no guilt or pity. Vengeance had partially been served but there were two more to deal with.”  Tinsie stopped speaking and looked at me.
“Don’t think any less less less of me Boss,” she said worried.
“Son of a bitch got what was coming. I hope the other two died just as gruesomely.”
“Oh they did, Boss. Not to worry about that. We got them good. We worked out a plan and then turned incorporeal. One of the best things about Soul Sister is that you can communicate with one another while one or both of you are incorporeal. A moment later, she appeared behind one of the sprites; he was the worst of the batch, and we wanted him to die most horribly. She materialized behind him, plunging the wind sword through his back. Then I reappeared, and transformed into a guaret.”
“A guaret?”
“It is a creature native to The Sundaland and highly resistant to fire. Suddenly, I was no longer twelve inches tall and light as a sparrow. I was a three hundred pound beast of muscle and sinew. I ran, leapt, and landed on top of him, driving his body onto the campfire. He was trapped beneath me and the flames slowly consumed him.  He whimpered once and then went to the Home of the Grey Man, where I hope he is being tortured every day for his vile sins.” 
“Couldn’t he have gone incorporeal and escaped?” I asked, curious about that fact.
“Only women sprites have that ability. The males have their own special talents. The last sprite seemed to be in shock. I began walking toward the last one. The shock wore off when he saw the creature’s dagger-like teeth and its three hundred pound frame stalking towards him. Male sprites have a tragic flaw; they are filled with arrogance and hubris, especially when it comes to their female counterparts. This last sprite should have fled. He could have escaped and returned with fifty other sprites to hunt me down. Instead, he flew high above the trees, and I transformed back into a sprite to pursue him. ‘You!’ he sneered ‘the two of you are dead.’ Then he let loose with a Dark Beam. If that beam struck either of us, we were doomed. It would instantly envelop us and drain the life from my soul sister and me, shriveling our bodies like husks in a moment.”
She took a long drink and then offered the bottle back to me. I also took a big gulp.
“Dark Beam is a horrific spell. It really should belong to necromancers and not sprites. The remnants of the original Tinsie – the last of her essence – flew from both of our bodies. The ghosts of the Tinsie that was. They intercepted the two beams he shot at us from his two hands. She – they – bought us time. My soul sister appeared behind him, placed one hand to his head, and mumbled, “Dark Thoughts.”
“Dark thoughts,” I repeated.
“It sounds like its name. For several moments, that son of a bitch sprite felt the anguish and pain Tinsie felt while they assaulted her, felt the agony as they beat her and broke her body. Then my soul sister pushed deeper. He felt death. True death. Oblivion. Nothingness. Non-being. It filled him with terror so dark that it immobilized him, and I plunged a wind sword deep into his chest. I remember pulling it free and plunging it and plunging it and plunging it until his corpse crashed to the forest floor below.”
“I have not been able to use Dark Thoughts since. Maybe it will return one day in a moment of true need.”  
“I held my soul sister for a few moments, both of us crying. Then we merged back into one – the one you see here today. That’s it for me for tonight, Boss. I am spent.”
“But how did you get off the island and end up in Grandview? And what the hell happened to the last constable?”
“Sorry sorry sorry Boss. That is a story for another night.”  With that, Tinsie logged off and faded away. She had told me much of her story, which explained the enormous powers she possessed and why she knew so much about The Sundaland, but a huge chunk of her story still remained a mystery.   
I stood up from the desk I was sitting on. My legs wobbled. I guess I had more moonshine than I remembered. Off in the corner of the office, in an alcove, stood Buddy, immobile as a statue. “Did you hear all of that?” I asked the golem. “We gotta look after Tinsie. She has been through so much.”
Buddy’s eyes shone for a moment with flaming red eyes and then faded away. The message had been received.




Chapter 19:  Pleasurer

Almost a month to the day that I had started to date Rhia, Elwin Mangrove sent Duster, Longshore and me a message through the chat. “Discovered the origins of the bleeding eye symbol. Come to my office in the GD in two days at noon to discuss.”  That was the entirety of his message. I didn’t know the man well. Hell, I didn’t know him at all. However, I did not get the feeling that barging into the Guild District and demanding answers prior to the set meeting time would work out well for me.
Rhia and I spent most nights together until our time in the game would come to an end. I had asked her about meeting me on a weekend when we could spend the entire day together, but she said that would not be possible. “Sweetie,” she said one night as we lay naked together, “I have obligations outside the game, same as you do. I am giving you all I can; that will have to be enough.”  I dropped asking her about logging on some weekends after that interchange. I also dropped any questions about who she was in the outside world. The one time I started to tell her about Charlie Mason she got mad, really mad in fact, and told me not to ruin things. She looked at me and said, “I am the relic merchant Rhia and you are Mace the constable of the Commerce District. That is all we can ever be.”  Once again, I dropped questioning her about who she was beyond the game. She had her reasons I was certain, and if she wanted to share any information about who she was then she would do it at her own pace.
The problem was that in the real world I was miserable and lonely. The weekends back in my house felt like a lifetime, so I found myself most weekends logging into the game. There was always so much to do in Grandview. And I couldn’t wait until Monday afternoons when I could see Rhia again.
It was the morning before Duster, Longshore and I were scheduled to meet with Elwin Mangrove when I heard Haggerty speaking in my mind. At first, I thought it was Havervill, but he had popped away for a while. Checking my display, I saw that Mike was contacting me through a voice chat feature available to in game employees.   
“Is that you Hags?” I asked.
“Yeah Mace. Listen, I wouldn’t normally contact you this way but I need you to drop whatever you are doing, so you can meet a client and me on the login screen in ten minutes.  We have a serious problem on our hands.”  
Ten minutes later, I logged out of the city of Grandview. The notification asked if I wanted to log in at another waypoint, or leave the game entirely. I chose neither. I was surrounded by the same dome as when creating my character, first with Angelica and then again with Havervill. A few seconds later, two figures materialized. One was Haggerty, or at least a hologram of him; the second was a heavyset woman about five foot two in her mid to late thirties. No stats or information hovered above her head, so I didn’t know her name.
“Is this the guy who can help me?” the woman asked.
“Mace is the best detective I know. He solved a big crime just a month back, and I know he can handle this as well.”  Haggerty looked at me. “Mace, this is Justine. At least in the real world she is. In the game she is Sierra Skye, Queen of the Brothels.”
“Good to meet you.” I paused for a moment and asked, “Queen of the Brothels?”    I wasn’t being rude inquiring what this title meant. Haggerty wouldn’t have brought up her pseudonym and title if they weren’t relevant to whatever was going on.
“Did you say Sierra Skye?” Havervill asked, suddenly popping into my mind. “You are speaking with the top pleasurer in all of Grandview and you don’t invite me?  Sheesh, I thought we were pals. Listen up Tambi, maybe you can get a few tips.” 
“Shut up!”  I thought, “I am working here.”    
“Sierra is the only one hundredth level pleasurer currently in the game, with two connected subclasses also at level one hundred.”
“Pleasurer?” I asked Justine.
“Whore, harlot, innocent school girl, dominatrix, cute librarian – whatever the man or woman or non-binary wants Sierra to be,” she explained. “Sierra can carry out any whim or desire. She is well paid. And the gold she earns is converted into crypto-coin that I use to provide a great life for my two boys in the real world.”
“Do they know what you do?” I asked.
“They have no idea what I do, and I need to keep it that way. They think I am an in-game merchant.” She looked to Haggerty, “Do I have to answer all these questions?  Can’t I just tell him what happened so he can save Sierra and she can get back to work?”  I found it interesting that Justine referred to her avatar, Sierra Skye – her alter ego – in the third person.
I didn’t let Mike answer but responded myself, “Justine, the questions I ask are just so I have a full picture of what is going on. You also may tell me something important you don’t even know is important. But if you want to, why don’t you start your story and I will stop you if I have any questions. Would that work for you?”
“That would be great Mace.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“The Granson Gang had just come back from clearing out some ancient dungeon. They don’t often work outside the city anymore, but a baron or count with some deep pockets financed the entire dungeon dive. It was an easy haul for them and they made out like bandits:  thousands of coins, rare gems, and unique magical items. A few of the raid party even leveled up which at their levels is tough to do. They were in a fine mood. One of the Granson Gang, a Realmborn rogue named Lucky, was in an exceptional mood and hired Sierra until midnight. She doesn’t usually stay online that late, but the gold was too much to pass up. Can I get a bit colorful with you?  Normally I wouldn’t but I think it might be important.”
“Go ahead,” I said.
“Oh boy!” Havervill said with glee, “Sierra Skye is about to tell us a sex story. You think there'll be any whips and leather in the story?” 
“Lucky can get a bit aggressive,” Justine admitted, “however, Sierra doesn’t mind that.” I must have looked at her curiously because she said, “Sierra is my id; the devil on my shoulder telling me to do bad and sinful things. To be honest, Sierra makes the real me, Justine, feel good about herself.   I am not good at sex in the real world. At least, the man I was married to for fifteen years felt that way. He called me a cold fish.  However, when I think about it now, he was the cold fish.  We would try kinky stuff occasionally, but I could never get into role-playing. I would be so embarrassed by some of the things he wanted to do to me or he wanted me to do to him. However, in the Pleasure Club, Sierra is a star. Real world players and Realmborn pay top coin to spend an hour with her. Now everything is ruined.” She paused for a moment, and I thought she would cry.
“It’s okay,” Haggerty said. “Just go at your own pace.”
“I’m okay,” she said, wiping away tears on her sleeve. “I am not going to let whatever monster this is get the best of me. Plus I need this bastard found so Sierra can get back to making a living.”
“I plan to do just that,” I stated, “if you are up to telling me what happened.”
“Well Lucky and Sierra were really going at it. She was on all fours, and he was taking her from behind. That’s Lucky’s favorite way. Then she felt tormenting pain. Sierra doesn’t mind some pain; even gets her off. However, this was real pain, like her insides were on fire. She started to scream at Lucky to stop. She thought he had done something to her. She began to yell from the excruciating torment. She tried to turn the receptors off, but they were unresponsive, which should not be possible. Then Lucky started screaming in agonizing pain. He shouted, ‘Dumb bitch! What are you doing?  Let go of me!  I’m burning!’  Then she felt one final infusion of unbelievable torturous agony. Sierra wanted to die from it; she felt like a witch burning on the stake. Then she passed out.” 
“We gotta find this damn bastard Mace and put a hurting on him. He can’t do that to Sierra Skye,” Havervill chimed in. I ignored him as I usually did.
Justine paused for a moment. I think she was afraid to relive the next part of the story.    
“Well she woke up. Maybe that isn’t the right word. She was forced away by horrific searing pain, not just inside her, but all over her body.” Justine shuddered for a moment and then hugged herself. “She dangled upside down from a coil tied around her ankles. Below her burned what looked like the fires of Hell. Flames licked up from just below. She kept yanking her neck up thinking that her long hair was going to catch on fire. She screamed out for help. However, there was no one there. She looked around but all she saw were stone walls surrounding her and the lake of fire below.”  She broke off again before moving on. “The real fear then kicked in. It also showed that her combat pain receptors were being tampered with. They are set to zero. She doesn’t do combat – never has – so no reason to have them set beyond that.”
“Question?” I interjected, confused about something. “There are two types of sensors – combat and non-combat. Combat usually deals with the amount of pain someone can tolerate from a sword wound or being struck by lightning. Non-combat deals with pleasurable things, like the effects of alcohol on the virtual body, or how intense a sexual experience might be. Before you said, Sierra liked a little pain. It turned her on. Wouldn’t she need combat receptors above a setting of one to feel any pain?”
“I see the confusion,” Sierra explained. “The pain during sex isn’t painful. Well, let me correct that, it is painful but it turns her on, and sometimes a great deal. Since it is really about pleasure, or the pleasure gained from a little pain, it is about the non-combat receptors. ”
“I understand now. Please go on.” Though I really didn’t grasp it fully.  
“My non-combat receptors I keep at four or five. Many of the other pleasurers keep theirs off – they don’t care about the actual sex or feeling anything. Most are there just for the coin. Sierra really enjoys sex. So why not feel good. There is so much darkness and pain in the real world. Some of her lovers even get off giving her pleasure, hearing her moan and groan. So, she’s hanging from the coil and screaming, ‘Help me!  Someone please help me!’  She kept trying to log off but the log-out button was greyed out and unresponsive. She kept jabbing at it and jabbing at it. Luckily, Sierra is flexible so she was able to curl away from the flames. Suddenly, I was yanked out of the game and found myself lying on my bed. My oldest son, who is fourteen, is screaming, ‘Mommy wake up!  Mommy, what is wrong? Wake up.’  I popped out of bed, sweat dripping down my neck, and I asked him, ‘What happened?’ He said, ‘Usually when you are working, you just lay there quietly, like you are asleep. Grandma always says to leave you alone. But I was walking by your room when I heard you screaming, ‘Help me!  Help me!’ or something like that. Then you started thrashing about. I thought you were having a seizure. I started shaking you but you wouldn’t wake up. So then, I’m sorry Mommy, I know you said never to do this, but I pulled that cap off your head and that is when you woke up.’”
She looked over to Haggerty who nodded his head, “You did great. I think Mace has a clear picture of what happened. So Mace, Justine contacts customer service, who reaches out to security, who reaches out to me. I contact Justine and she tells me the story. We needed to find out what would happen if Justine logged back on again, so…”
Justine took the story back, “I told my mother what happened. She lives with us by the way. She also knows what I do for a living. I explained to her that I needed to log back in just to see if I could spawn in a different location, like The Plaza. I told her that after ten seconds she needed to pull the haptic cap off my head. She wasn’t happy about it but I assured her I would be just fine. As soon as I logged back in, instead of giving me an option where to log into, I found Sierra hanging over the pit again. I tried three more times with the same result.”
“We were going to have our cyber security guys pull her character out from the program, but we can’t find her avatar’s signature anywhere on the mainframe. We know it still exists. It is just trapped in the game somewhere and we don't know where.”
“You need to find a way to free Sierra Skye,” Justine said with an edge to her voice. “I can’t afford to go without her income for a few weeks. I send my boys to private school. I will sell my body in the real world if it keeps me from sending them to one of those shitty Detroit city schools.”
“We will compensate you Justine,” Haggerty assured her. “Money won’t be an issue. We will find out who is messing with the game and the server. And we will find your trapped avatar.”
She nodded her head. “I trust you Mike and it seems I have to trust you also Constable Mace to find this room of fire.”
“I will do my best,” I answered. “I have two more questions. I promise they won’t take long.”
She nodded her head slowly.
“Is there anyone in the real world who would want to hurt you?  Your ex-husband maybe?  Perhaps a customer or one of the other pleasurers?  Maybe someone who is jealous?”
“All the other pleasurers are jealous of Sierra. She makes more in a month than most of them do in a year. As for customers, none that I can think of. As I said, Sierra Skye is very accommodating to any sexual or deviant whim a customer wants. They all leave more than satisfied.”
“Last question and then I will let you go. Were you with anyone before Lucky?  Other pleasurers?  Another customer?”
“I was. He was a new guy. It was odd; I couldn’t see his basic stats. Even his name was blocked out. Didn’t know that was possible.”
“It shouldn’t be,” Haggerty confessed. “That is the only detail that players and Realmborn cannot disable.
“I keep a log of all Sierra’s clients, like a virtual mailing list. Keep the clients apprised of special events or unique services.”
“I wonder what kind of unique offers?”  Havervill chimed in. “Tamberline, why don’t you ever offer unique services?” he asked his AI girlfriend.
“How about you?” she shouted back. “You are turning into a one trick pony yourself.”
I was getting better at following along with stories being told to me while also listening along to Havervill’s nonsense in the background…like leaving the telescreen on while you are trying to complete paperwork.
“So he had no stats. Did Sierra still,” I paused trying to think of a euphemism, “provide services to him?” 
“She wasn’t going to. She could not read his name or see any other information about him, which freaked her out a bit.  He tossed her a pouch full of gold – double her normal amount as a matter of fact – and then she didn’t care what his name was.”
“What did he look like?  Any distinguishing marks?” I asked.
“Sierra couldn’t tell,” she responded.
“Why not?”
“The client had some sort of glamor on him that prevented Sierra from clearly seeing what he looked like”
I looked over at Haggerty who shrugged his shoulders. “I will look into this; be assured of that.”
“He had a voice like silk and he charmed her. He didn’t even want to have sex with her. He said, ‘Lay down on your stomach and I will give you pleasure beyond reckoning.’  Sierra knew she was being charmed. She had charmed so many men, women and non-binaries in the game that she knew what was being done to her. She has a natural resistance to such charms, but she wanted to give into it, wanted to be swept away in his silky voice, so she lay down on the bed.” 
She paused and I asked her, “Then what?”
“Then…then he bent over and kissed the small of my back with soft lips. Pleasure, primal urges, coursed through my body.”  I noted that at this point she stopped speaking about Sierra and now referred to herself. I wondered if she was aware, she was doing that. “He lifted his lips off my back and placed the palm of his hand in the spot he had just kissed. My body shivered, and then energy exploded in my entire body.  I kid you not; it lasted a full minute. I couldn’t make it stop, and I thought I would pass out from the ecstasy. Have you ever heard the saying about too much of a good thing? Well this was that. The frenzy of joy finally stopped. I turned around to curse him and to thank him but he was gone. Do you think this has anything to do with what happened to me?”   
“Most certainly,” Haggerty said.
“My AI senses say yes also!” Havervill quipped.
“There are very few coincidences I have learned over the years,” I stated.
Justine stood silently for a moment with a distant look on her face, “Now that I think about it there was one more thing.”
“That is?” I asked.
“Remember I said that the pain that ripped through Sierra seemed to be tearing through Lucky as well.”
“I do.”
“When he was screaming in pain he shouted one other thing, ‘What the fuck is that on your back?’  It was the last thing she remembered hearing before she passed out.”
I looked at Haggerty. “Is there any way without Sierra’s body to know what was on her back?”
“I don’t think so, but I will have the programmers work twenty-four hours a day until they discover what it is.”
“I have an easier way,” I responded. “I think I am about to piss off the Granson Gang again. I am about to have a long talk with Lucky.”
Haggerty grinned at me.
Justine and Mike logged off a moment later and I was left in the limbo between the real world and the game. I stood there torn. The detective in me was ready to hit the streets, gather the clues, and solve the case. The man in me was thinking, I had better not miss my time with Rhia tonight or this bastard with the silky voice is going to pay! 




Chapter 20:  Undercover Investigation

Buddy literally carried Lucky into headquarters. He was screaming, “Do you know who I am? Do you know the guild I belong to? We are going to wreck you.”
“Good afternoon,” I said calmly. They hate when you stay calm. “Not really your lucky day now, is it?”  Tinsie tittered at my pun while Lucky grew more irate. Buddy plopped Lucky down into a chair I had set up right next to one of the holding cells. I was sitting in a chair set up directly across from him. He was quick. The knife was in his hand in a flash. He cocked his arm back to toss it and bury it in my chest when the weapon suddenly disappeared. I didn’t even flinch. I had been expecting it.
“What the fuck?” he muttered, incredulity crossing his face.
“Sorry Lucky. The only ones able to use weapons inside headquarters are members of the guard. The same for magic. The gods themselves couldn’t cast a spell here. That is not entirely true. My deputy can since she works for the guard as well.”
“Can I cast a spell at him?  Maybe just a little little little lightning bolt.”  Energy formed around her right hand.
“Please don’t Tinsie. He is going to play nice,” I said.
Tinsie pouted and cancelled her spell.
“The wards in this building,” I continued, “prevent anyone from teleporting you out of here or teleporting in here to save you. Do I have your attention now?”
I could see the wheels grinding behind his dark eyes. He was thinking of trying something else.
“I did try to do this in a nice way. First, I sent you a letter. Spent a whole gold coin to have a pixie deliver it to you personally. From what I’m told, you read it, wiped some grease from your face with it, and then threw it into the inn’s fireplace. You tossed a few curses and threats at the poor pixie. You should have seen him when he arrived back here to tell me the letter had been delivered. He was shaking like a leaf. I don’t go for the bullying thing.”
“The little prig was annoying. He should be glad I didn’t slice him up and then feed his carcass to my hound.”
“Then I sent my deputy to invite you. Wave to the nice man Tinsie.”  She gave him the finger and then the other finger. “From what I hear you weren’t so nice to her. Threatened to let your boys have their way with her if she didn’t bugger off immediately. Isn’t that what he said, “bugger off”?
“That is exactly what he said, Boss. As though they could handle a sprite of my prowess,” she quipped.
“Have to tell you. Threats of sexual assault. I should have you tossed into The Slags
for that one.”
That got to him. “You wouldn’t dare. Besides, no prison could hold me— not even The Slags.”  I looked at his stats and was impressed:  Lucky, Realmborn, Rogue, Level 90. Subclasses, Knifer, Level 85; Escape Artist, Level 82. He wasn’t lying. He might actually be able to escape The Slags. Of course, I still had no idea what The Slags were. I needed to get the low down on that from Havervill.
“I am feeling gracious today,” I went on, “so you will answer my questions and then you are free to go.”
“Bugger off,” he spat. “I got nothing to say to you. I didn’t do nothing.”
“Boss,” Tinsie cut in. “They are here. Should I let them in?”
“What do you think, Lucky?  Should I let your mates in?”
“They are going to visit a world of pain on you and especially on this thing,” he said, raising his thumb up at poor Buddy.
“Let’s let them in then, shall we?” I said amused.
A blank look overtook Tinsie’s face, as she accessed the interface to our headquarters. A moment later, a loud hum resonated about us, like a thousand buzzing bees. It was the sound of a teleport opening. Unfortunately, it opened right inside one of our prison cells.
Five of the Granson gang leapt from the portal and right into a holding cell. Three gripped weapons while the other two had conjured magic, a spinning ball of fire and a swirling disc of energy respectively.
“Hello ladies and gentleman. “Tinsie mused as she tapped an unseen button on her interface. The weapons they were holding simply vanished, and the conjured spells simmered out like an extinguished match. 
“Now Tinsie,” I said. Her eyes glossed over for a moment and the cell was soon empty for everyone except for Granson. I have to be honest. I hadn’t seen him up close last time. Now in front of me he was an impressive figure, standing a little over six feet, with long blond hair that hung down to his shoulders, and arms and chest that were chiseled from stone. He was the perfect specimen. Staring at his information I could see the following,” Granson, Leader of the Granson Gang, Starborn, Warrior Rogue, Level 100. He had all other information blocked off. I still had not tried to delve beyond what a character was willing to show on the surface. Granson had not given me a reason to invade his privacy. If and when he did, I would delve as deeply as needed to know everything about him.
He wasn’t someone to mess around with so I would tread lightly, or at least as lightly as I knew how to tread. Treading was not a skill of mine in most cases. Moreover, I was certain he still held a grudge from a month ago when I had exposed Dawson’s secret to the Realmborn and Starborn who had witnessed our confrontation outside his compound. I had heard that the second and third most powerful leagues had raided his fortress two weeks back thinking he was weak and vulnerable. He held them off long enough for a small rapid strike force to attack both the league houses, which had left themselves undermanned. He then made both leagues pay huge ransoms to get them back.       
He didn’t flinch but just said, “Nice trick, old man. I will be ready for it next time.”   Then he walked out the cell door.
“Please sit,” I said, offering him a chair next to his pal. “Can I offer you anything...virtual cigar or mead?” 
“What do you want, old man?” he asked.
“I need some information. It’s important,” I said in all seriousness. “Before you get all tough and talk about snitches getting stitches and so on, know this; a player was hurt, and hurt badly. If Lucky doesn’t want to help, that is fine. I’m done playing games with him. I will send him off to The Slags. He was the last one with Sierra Skye, so I have to assume he is the one torturing her.” 
Lucky looked like he was about to explode. Granson placed a hand on the shoulder Buddy was not holding. “Look Constable,” he said, “Lucky doesn’t know anything. He was at The Pleasure Club. There is no denying that. He had some fun with Sierra Skye. Then haven’t we all. She is the top pleasurer in my club. However, she is the one who should be removed from the game. Not Lucky. She injured him badly.”
“That’s right copper. I had to spend one hundred and fifty gold coins to pay a priestess to work some divine magic down below to make the pain go away.
Of course, Granson owned the club. He knew what I wanted to discuss with Lucky before he even showed up. Either Havervill or Tinsie should have told me this detail; hell Haggerty should have told me.
“It slipped my mind,” Havervill interjected, “been distracted as of late. Tamberline and I are going through a rough patch…” He went on with a long story about his love life but I heard none of it.
Then something struck Granson and looking at Lucky he asked, “How did they capture you anyway?  Shouldn’t be possible.”  Lucky lowered his head in embarrassment, but Tinsie flew close by and said, “Oooh. Oooh. Let me tell him. Let me tell him. It is such a good story. It features a pretty sprite, a stoic golem and a thief with too big a heart.”
“Be my guest Tinsie, but the short version.”  I looked at the clock on the display and it read five o’clock. I had not been able to log off at all. Even if I were going to be able to get together with Rhia, it wouldn’t be for very long. If Lucky had just come in when I sent the pixie to him, I would have more time to spend with her. Anger simmered in me, and I found my fingers brushing the warm metal of the brass knuckles in my pocket.
There was no reason to tell Granson how we had captured Lucky, but I would let Tinsie tell it to infuriate him. Maybe with his emotions on edge, the rogue would get furious – rant and rave – and let slip the details I needed.
“It’s fun fun fun. Everyone in Grandview knows the love story of Lucky and Rosie, the daughter of the headmistress at The Three Trollops. I think they are making it into a telescreen movie. Am I right?” she asked looking at Lucky. His face turned red, though from anger or embarrassment I could not say.
“Tinsie, please stay focused,” I asked.  
“Well,” she went on, “he still visits her every Tuesday at four thirty p.m. exactly.”
“Really,” Granson interjected, “you still going there? Didn’t you learn your lesson?  Besides, I have a perfectly good club with the best pleasure girls in the city and you still go to that dive?”
“He’s in love,” Tinsie said, “or at least the other girls in there say he is madly in love with Rosie.”
“Rosie again,” Granson scolded him.
“I can’t help myself,” Lucky said, defeated. “I love her. The heart wants what the heart wants. Besides, you know she isn’t a pleasure girl; her mother doesn’t let her do that no more.”
“Sometimes you Realmborn are just too set in your ways,” Granson stated.
Tinsie went on:  “So I go to The Three Trollops. No one can see me since I can go incorporeal. So I fly through the walls and head right into Rosie’s room. She was primping herself for you. She looked so pretty. She had this fragrant perfume on.  At the time, I didn’t know what it smelled like. Can’t really smell so well when I am formless. However, that will improve as I gain levels. Anyhoo, when I could smell again, I was in heaven.  If you don’t mind, can you ask her the name of the perfume and the merchant she bought it from so I can purchase some?  It’s my birthday soon,” she said looking at me, “hint hint.”
“Tinsie,” I reproached.
“Sorry Boss. So I stop being incorporeal. I can’t cast spells in that state, at least not yet. She looked at me; I looked at her. And then I cast a spell on her.”
“You did what?” Lucky screamed, trying to stand up. Buddy held him down like in a vice. “I am going to cut you up.” 
“Nothing bad. Tell her Tinsie is sorry sorry sorry. I just cast a little spell on her that made her just a little sleepy. She collapsed to the ground. That is when I pulled Buddy out of the sack. You remember the sack. The same one Mace trapped Dawson in. How is he doing, by the way? Probably going to need a lot of therapy after having his head ripped off. That will mess you up in the head.”
“Mess you up in the head. Who knew the imp was funny?” Havervill chuckled.
“Tinsie!” I said more sharply.
“Okay. Stay on target. Right. So I pull Buddy out of the sack. He helps me hide Rosie under the bed. Then I cast a camouflage spell on Buddy so he blended into the colorful tapestry she had on her wall. Boss,” she said turning to me, “at first the spell wouldn’t take. Buddy kept shrugging it off. I had to ask him to let me cast the spell on him. It took me a few tries for him to understand that I needed him to drop whatever wards prevent magic from working on him. He finally grasped it and poof, he’s camouflaged.”  
“So who was naked under the sheets then?” Lucky asked.
“That would be me,” she answered coquettishly.  
“So who did I kiss?” he asked.
“Me,” she answered demurely. “Rosie is a very good kisser. When I take someone’s form, I take their abilities also. I wanted to try out how she kisses. I think I am a better kisser. I do this thing with my tongue when I kiss. I could teach Rosie…”
“Does she ever shut up?” Granson complained.
“Hey, that is rude,” Tinsie interjected.
“No, what is rude is putting Rosie to sleep. What is wrong is having your golem carry my man through the streets of Grandview like he is a sack of potatoes,” Granson stated.
“I don’t feel bad at all at all at all,” Tinsie said. “If he loves Rosie so much, then why was he with Sierra Skye last night?”
“I love Rosie. I can’t do the kind of stuff I do with the whores with Rosie. I am going to marry her and you can’t do that kind of nastiness with your future wife. But I like doing that kinda stuff, so I have to go to the whorehouses.”
“Enough!” Granson screamed. “Enough. I assume the golem came out from hiding and grabbed Lucky and hauled him here.”
“Kinda what happened,” Tinsie griped. “You took all the fun out of the story.” 
“What do you want from Lucky?” Granson asked.
“I just need to know what happened with him and Sierra Skye last night,” I responded.
“Are you some kind of pervert?  Do you get off hearing sex stories?” Lucky asked, trying to get under my skin.
“I do,” Havervill chimed in. “The dirtier the story, the better.”
“The PG version is fine.”
“PG?” he questioned, not understanding the reference.
“Just tell me what happened. Try to keep it somewhat clean.”
“Well I was behind her, and I was getting close to the edge.”
Lucky went silent, reluctant to continue.
“Well?” I asked. “What happened?’
“Fuck you copper,” he said, trying to sound like a wise guy from one of the old tele-movies.
“Just tell him Lucky so we can get out of here,” Granson said.
He remained silent for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Finally he continued, “Well I finally finish.”  He paused again.
“Then what?” I shouted, beginning to lose my patience.
“Then her moans of pleasure turned into a real scream. Like she was in pain or something. My hands were still on her hips and they began to burn, as if they were right over a roiling campfire. I pulled them from her hips; blisters covered my fingers and palms. I tried to pull free from her, but I couldn’t. Her thighs held me like a vice. Then it began to burn. My entire groin began to burn and blister.”
“That is some harsh shit,” Havervill muttered. “He might be a turd, but he did not deserve that.”
“Sierra continued to scream … then a reddish light appeared and a tattoo – not sure what else to call it – flared to life on her lower back.”
“A tattoo of what?” I asked.
“An eye. It was a tattoo of an eye and blood. Least I think it was blood that was dripping down from it. The tattoo flared again, and I was finally able to pull myself free from her. She collapsed on the bed. I didn’t know if she was asleep or dead. What did it matter?  She is a Starborn and could return to the plane of the Starborn. My crotch hurt like all hell so I grabbed my clothing and booked the hell out of there. I ran downstairs and told Granson what happened. We came back up the stairs and she was gone.”
The damned bleeding eye symbol. The elusive man Sierra Skye had received the massage from was the same exact one who had stolen Bob’s Blasting Cap and Rhia’s Rusty Hinges from Dawson. I did not believe in coincidences. The same being was responsible for both. He was not trying to hide either but was leaving obvious clues he knew I would find and chase down. I had a suspicion growing that I was being pulled along – but dragged where, I couldn’t even guess yet.  
The entire time Lucky had been telling the story, my Glean Truth indicated his honesty.
“So Constable, where is my top earner today?  Every day she misses, costs me a ton of gold.”
I am not sure why I did. Nevertheless, I told Granson this much, “Her avatar has been kidnapped, is trapped and being tortured with no chance of escape.”
I heard a chime and a notification popped up. Granson must have received a notification as well, as his eyes began moving back and forth.
Exclusive Quest: A malicious being has kidnapped Sierra Skye, the top earning pleasurer in the city of Grandview and the continent. If the avatar is not found within five days, it will be lost forever, never to respawn. Find and rescue Sierra Skye. Additional exclusive quest, find and defeat the malicious being who captured and is imprisoning Sierra Skye. Reward for completing primary exclusive quest, you will be granted an additional level and five additional attribute points. Reward for the second additional exclusive quest, you will be granted a unique perk.
“What is an exclusive quest?” I asked Havervill.
“It means don’t say shit to Granson. Exclusive means you were the only one granted these specific quests. He received a quest or quests also, but I don’t know what they are.  I do know this, however, they are different from the ones you received.”
“Why was I granted this quest now, and not right after I met with Sierra Skye?”  I asked him.
“Maybe because you were in the login screen or maybe because you needed to hear Lucky’s story first,” he responded.
Granson looked at me and said, “Interesting things happen when you are around Constable. Very interesting things.”  He turned from me and looking at Lucky said, “It’s time to go.”
Lucky tried to rise but Buddy still held him in his vice-like grip.
“You can let him go Buddy,” I said. Buddy released him. Lucky stood up, rubbed his shoulder from where Buddy’s hand had been. “I ain’t gonna forget this!” Lucky spat. “And I won’t forget what you did to Rosie,” he spat again at Tinsie. Then he walked away. Granson grinned, looked at me, nodded his head, and said, “Be seeing you soon, old man.”  Then he too walked away.
I looked at the clock on my display and cursed.
“What’s wrong Boss?” Tinsie asked.
“Nothing. Nothing is wrong,” I stated. I was just pissed because I was just going to be able to spend three hours with Rhia tonight, and not the six hours we had been spending together most evenings. Usually we went to dinner in one of the hundreds of different restaurants or inns scattered throughout the city. We would drink excessively and then spend the rest of the evening naked together in a king size bed in one of the finest inns in Grandview. It was costing me a fortune; not that I cared. I thought about renting an apartment in Grandview somewhere. Many players did that.
“I gotta go Boss,” Tinsie said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  She faded away and back to our world. Tinsie was turning into a great deputy. I had given her the task of capturing Lucky on her own. I kept thinking of something Duster had said to Tinsie the first time I met her – something about Tinsie being very powerful – but being too scared to use that power. I wanted to breed some confidence in her so maybe she would finally harness that potential.
I left headquarters fifteen minutes later and made my way over to Rhia’s shop.




Chapter 21:  The Sundaland

“You’re coming with me Tinsie,” I said. “And that is that.”
“Okay Boss. I will come along. It’s just that Elwin creeps me out,” Tinsie replied, shivering. “He does this thing where he stares at and stares at and stares at you until you feel the need to bare your soul to him.”
“He seemed okay to me the short time we were together at the conclave.” Then I said in all seriousness, “He sent a pixie and requested you personally. I would have had you come along anyway, for your advice and support. I think of you as my partner, so you should be there.”
“What about me?  I’m not your partner? The Tonto to your Lone Ranger; the Robin to your Batman; the Oates to your Hall,” Havervill complained.
“I rely on you too Havervill,” I admitted. “I think you know that. However, you will never be my partner until you start coming up with some honest answers about your relationship with Mother. Every time I bring her up you deflect to another subject.”
“You don’t need to worry about Mother. She only means the best for you. You should be more worried about the sprite and her backstory.”  Dammit. He did it again. Deflected again. Tinsie had recently told me her backstory – or at least a portion of it. Duster had mentioned Tinsie’s powers when we first met, implying the sprite could be one of the most powerful players in the game if she was not afraid of her own nature. After my deputy had shared her tale with me, I began to grasp just how deadly Tinsie could truly be. She could transform herself into another being, turn incorporeal, sense when something odd was nearby, and create a doppelganger possessing her same abilities. I was not certain what else she was capable of, but felt she had only shown a small part of her abilities.
My meeting with Elwin and the other constables was set for noon. I hoped it was over by two o’clock, so I could log out for a few hours, allowing me to spend more time with Rhia later that evening. I had to cut it short with her the night before. I had wanted to take her out for a delicious meal, drink some red wine, and talk about our future. Rhia’s response was, “You sure that’s what you want?” as she started to rub my thigh. “I spent the day completing a relic that will raise our non-combat receptors beyond a five. Pretty sure it will get us to a seven. Think of an orgasm with the sensors turned that high.”  We usually began with our receptors at four and then raised them to a five right before climax. It brought the most intense orgasm imaginable. I would lose myself in it!  It would course through my mind and body that I felt I was in touch with the universe. I could not imagine what a six or even a seven would bring about. Needless to say, we didn’t get dinner. We had some wine and made love several times over two plus hours. At a level of six, her relic worked better than expected—at the moment of release, it felt as if nitrous oxide filled my mind. I thought I would faint and float away. It was the single most intense experience of my life. That evening we were going to try the sensor at seven. So I definitely needed to log the hell off.
Tinsie led me out of the CD and into the GD. The buildings of the Guild District were more spread apart than in the CD. The few residential homes and dwellings were surrounded with many large arenas and training complexes. In the distance, the clanging of swords rang out from the Fighter’s Guild; the twang of longbows echoed from the Archer’s Guilds. Tinsie led us to the northeast part of the GD where you could find the numerous guilds catering to the different branches of magic. She led us to a large tower in the center of the area. A young man in a red robe and a middle-aged woman in a green robe greeted us by the entrance to the tower. They led us into the ground floor of the building, which was fifty feet in diameter. We followed them to a small platform with several handrails that jutted up from the stone base. The mages inserted a crystal into a little opening on a panel and the stone slab began to rise in the air. I did not look down. Tinsie hovered above the platform, carried along by relative velocity.
The platform was nearing the stone ceiling, and I thought we would be squashed like a bug on a windshield, when a large hole formed above us and the platform rose into it and then came to a stop. We exited and found ourselves in what I could only assume was Elwin’s library. Books, tomes, and loose parchment filled the shelves that lined the circular wall. Duster and Longshore were already in attendance. Elwin was standing up while Longshore was sitting in a plain wooden chair. Duster hovered above the ground.
“Let us get started,” Elwin said. No greeting. No nothing. Just right to work with this man. He eyed Tinsie, and she cringed as though hit by a whip. “It is good Tinsie did not bow out of attending this meeting. She may be able to shed some light on what is currently in the dark.”
“Me? What do I know?” she said defensively.
“More than you are probably aware,” he responded to her. Looking towards me he said, “Sit Constable Mace, so I can begin.” 
I sat. Tinsie floated high in the rafters of the room, as far away from us as possible.
“When you mentioned the bleeding eye symbol, it sparked a vague memory in me that was as elusive as trying to capture the air in your hand. I know our virtual assistants scoured what you Starborn call the nexus and the forums for any mention of the bleeding eye symbol. All they found were references to eyes that began to bleed due to spells like Noxious Gas or ones that were bloodied in fights. My acolytes and I went through many of the tomes and books in the library looking for answers as well. We thought we would get creative and hire a pixie to deliver a message to this elusive figure asking him his intentions. However, the pixie said the figure either does not exist or exists on a different plane of existence. That is how they rationalized not being able to deliver the message. I don’t believe they have ever failed in this task before, or at the very least will not admit it. I know Constable Duster contacted people on the Starborn plane and that came back fruitless as well. The guards from at least our four districts have been looking for the symbol and nothing has come back. I was beginning to believe the sign had no meaning; that we have been wasting time researching it. Perhaps the figure was mocking us. Then one of my acolytes came up with an obvious solution we had not tried, scrying. I had every spellcaster who has the ability to scry attempt to search for the symbol. We searched the entire continent without even a glimmer of detection; then we tried all of Estra with the same results. I even called upon the spellcasters in other cities in Estra to assist with the search. It was a lowly acolyte, a Starborn who began visiting The Great Realm two months back, who came up with a wild idea. Explore beyond the two discovered continents. The Sundaland is believed to be in the far south, so we began scrying the oceans to the deep south. Whether we found the eye or not, we still found many things out in the waters to the south:  never before seen sea monsters that leapt from the cold waters; islands, some large enough for only a gnome to stand upon and others the size of the city of Grandview. I will make a fortune selling these coordinates to those hardy and insane enough to set sail that far from either continent. I was about to call off the search as it was beginning to turn futile. I had nearly exhausted the material needed to cast a scrying spell. Then Roni, who is the wizard in the red robes that escorted you up here, stumbled upon a great find – an enormous land mass as large as either of the known continents. We believe The Sundaland has been discovered.”
“Ooo wee,” Longshore shouted out. “I got just the ships and crew to set out on this journey.”
“Not so fast, my most enthusiastic friend. The continent is still hidden, as though behind a shroud. We could sense it was there but could make out no details. However, and this is the key to the entire tale I just told you, we found the bleeding eye symbols. Or at least, the crystal ball indicated it originated from The Sundaland.”
“Okay,” I said. “So there is a real simple solution. I will reach out to Haggerty. He can contact the programmers and writers who created The Sundaland. They should be able to tell us what this bloody eye is and how to search for it.
“I already did that,” Duster said. “The Sundaland was originally created by Shannon Donally’s son who she hired as the first employee of Immersion Online.”
“She has a child?” I asked.
“She did,” Duster stated, “Though it was kept hidden. She became pregnant when she was very young. She did not want to be saddled with a baby in her younger years; she was too busy changing the world with her inventions. So she gave the baby up for adoption. Long story short, they connected when the son was in his twenties. They agreed to keep their relationship a secret.”
“Then how did you find this out?” I asked.
“I really can’t say,” Duster admitted. “And you can’t let this information leave this room as well. Shannon would fire us, eradicate our characters here, and then would make our lives a living hell in the real world that we wished eradication was a real thing.” 
“My lips are sealed,” I responded. “It’s not my secret to share. So go on.”
“The son happened to be a brilliant programmer, perhaps even more so than even Shannon,” Duster explained. “He and a group of writers, coders, programmers and testers spent three years creating the content for The Sundaland. They even kept Shannon in the dark about most of what they were creating. Other groups of programmers created the game as it is now constructed. One night, about three years back, there was a break in at the facility where the son was working. Someone hacked into the mainframe and locked access to the coding for the Lost Continent. However, and this is odd, they uploaded it to the main servers in Pasadena – where the billions upon billions of lines of code exist even now. This same hacker then broke into the security system and locked down this high security building. A massive fire began a short time later. Her son and many of the other programmers died in that conflagration. One of the survivors might be able to tell us about the continent except they all signed non-disclosure agreements. As long as they keep their mouths shut, they will continue to collect the monthly stipend Shannon stills sends.”
“I think I heard about this fire,” I said, “somewhere in Las Vegas if I recall.”
“Exactly, anyway, a timer of sorts was placed on The Sundaland. The password that has locked it away is supposed to disappear in about three and a half months. Opening up the continent to the players and Realmborn.”
“Three and a half months is when Shatana’s battle with Altirax is supposed to happen as well,” I stated, feeling the compulsion that pulsated inside me grow each day as the days counted down to my return to the Wilderbrook.
“Shannon planned that on purpose,” Duster disclosed. “She created the Shatana event to coincide with The Sundaland being opened up. Her son and his band of programmers created extremely high level creatures – ones that reach well above two hundred and fiftieth level.”
“So the Shatana event is there as a way to lift the cap and allow the players to be able to handle anything that comes from there,” I reasoned.
“Exactly,” she stated.
“Okay, and there are still a lot of details you need to fill me in on but we can get to that later. What does this have to do with the bleeding eye?”
“That is why I asked Tinsie to come here as well,” Elwin said, taking back the narration. “Come down here,” he ordered the sprite.
She looked at me and I gestured for her to come down.
“How am I involved?” she questioned with a tinge of anger.
“Because like the halfman, the sprites are also from The Sundaland.”
“Halfmen,” she spat. “Vile, murderous creatures. Though I cannot recall why. I just feel it in my bones.”  I knew Tinsie – or at least the Realmborn Tinsie – the one whose body she had inherited – knew the details. It was not always easy for my deputy to draw those shards of memory from her mind. “I never kept it a secret that sprites originate from The Sundaland – or at least from an island off the coast of the continent. There are several of us who have been expelled – or escaped,” she emphasized this last word – “from there.”  Something dawned on me that I hadn’t considered prior – if Tinsie was originally from The Sundaland, then her player cap would not have been level one hundred, but well above that, possibly as high as level two hundred and fifty. She could have been a force to be reckoned with. The halfman could have been that high a level also, and that is why he didn’t care about all the levels he lost during the conclave.  
“I still don’t see how I can help you,” Tinsie responded.
“I believe you have knowledge of the bleeding eye in your memory somewhere Tinsie; it just needs to be released.”  
“Released?  How?” she gulped.      
 




Chapter 22:  The Bleeding Eye

“No! No! No!” Tinsie protested. “I have buried her memories away for a reason. You know who I am talking about.”  I knew whom she was referring to, the Tinsie who had been assaulted, beaten and left to die.   I understood why she was reluctant to relive any of her memories. 
“Tinsie,” I said, “I won’t force you.”
“Thanks Boss,” she said.
“However, from what I am being told, it is the only way.” Looking to Elwin I asked, “Is there a way to limit this hypnosis you want to use?  Just to focus on the bleeding eye so Tinsie doesn’t relive whatever it is she doesn’t wish to relive.”
“Tinsie,” Duster said, “I will join with Elwin on this spell. I will make sure he doesn’t probe too far. You can trust me. You know that.”  I knew that Duster and Tinsie had a history but still had not gotten any details. Of course, I had been a bit distracted over the last month with Rhia and hadn’t fully inquired.
“Fine. Fine. Fine,” Tinsie relented. “I will do it! So let’s get it over with. If one memory comes to me that I don’t want to remember, I’m logging out of the game and you won’t see me for a week.” My usually happy go lucky and capricious deputy then approached Elwin and Duster. I looked at the little sprite for a moment and wondered who she was back in the real world. She had told me just a little about her family life and the power they wielded. However, who she was currently, I could only guess from a few fragmented hints she had provided.
Elwin spoke a few words and a disc floated in front of him. Duster spoke a few words, touched the disc, and black and white spirals formed on it. The circle spun slowly in the air, right in front of Tinsie’s face.
“Just don’t make me cluck like a chicken or anything stupid like that,” Tinsie laughed nervously.
Duster smiled at her. I gave her the thumbs up.
Elwin said, “Let your eyes follow the spiral Tinsie. Focus on it as it rotates round and round. Delve into the circle. No beginning and no end. The wheel of time. Let your mind get caught and carried into the circle. The cycle of life and death and life and death.”
Tinsie’s eyes began to close and then shot wide open, except they were empty – as though nothing existed behind them.
“Well that was easier than I thought,” Duster said.
“Be careful Elwin,” I urged. “I promised her, and I believe her when she says she will flee the city for a week if you push her too far.”  Elwin nodded his head in agreement.
“Are you there Tinsie?” Elwin asked calmly.
“We are here,” Tinsie responded in a monotone.
“We?”  Elwin asked.
“The two Tinsies,” Tinsie responded.
Elwin was about to ask for an explanation when I said, “I will explain later. It actually makes sense. Just ask your questions.”
“Good. I need you to go back in time to before you came to Westra. Can you do that for me?”
“Must I?  So much better here.”
“Just for a few minutes Tinsie,” Elwin reassured her, “Then you can return to your friends in Westra.”
“If I must,” she said without any intonation.
“Just go back slowly. Head back to the continent that is hidden in the deep oceans to the south.”
“The veil surrounds the continent,” Tinsie responded flatly. “It keeps the beasts at bay. It keeps the Glimmermen, the halfmen, the sprites, and most of the black dragons at bay.”
“Are you back there Tinsie?” Elwin asked.
“I am here. The Spitrotz is erupting, lava slowly rolling down the mountainside to devour the few remaining human settlements in a wall of flames.”
I looked at Longshore; he looked at me.
“Okay Tinsie, you know all about this continent. I am looking for knowledge.”
“The sprites have knowledge,” Tinsie stated. “Maybe not the knowledge of the black dragons who are the most ancient, born from the fires of the Spitrotz, but sprites still have ancient knowledge – of dark and light, of good and evil. We have been both and neither.”
“I am looking for a very specific symbol. It is the image of an eye, with a red pupil and blood dripping down in front of it.  A bleeding eye.”
“It is not bleeding but weeping. It is the weeping eye. The innocent eye has seen what should not be seen. It has been injured and the blood mingles with the salty tears, like a foul concoction in a witch’s cauldron.”
“What has been seen that should not be seen?”  Elwin asked, curiosity in his voice.
“The Starborn know,” Tinsie responded in a mocking tone. “They know why we weep. They know why we bleed.”
“Let’s play a game Tinsie. Do you like games?” Elwin asked.
“I love card games, and board games, and games you play in bed, and the best game of all, is the one you play with the bones of the elven dead.”
“This is some creepy ass shit you brought me to. Gonna give me nightmares,” Havervill complained.
“Okay, let’s play the ‘I don’t know game’,” Elwin said.
“A new game. Fun. Fun. Fun. It has been so long. What are the rules?” the sprite inquired.
“I ask a question that I think you should know the answer to and then you ask me one. Doesn’t that sound fun?”
“Sounds stupid,” Tinsie responded. “Much better to eat the flesh from the bone and then suck the marrow. But I am bored and will play your game.”
“Why is the red eye weeping?” Elwin inquired. “Why do the Starborn know? What have they done?”
“What have they done?” she asked in anger. “What haven’t they done?  They came to The Great Realm like locusts, consuming and destroying everything. They are a plague that must be wiped out. They are a disease that must be eradicated. They are devils that must be permanently banished back to their plane of existence. We will punish them for their sins and wicked ways.”
“Who is we, Tinsie?” Elwin inquired.
“Who are we?  We are the Weepers. Followers of The Glimmerman who escaped the prison and now starts the revolution.” Tinsie went silent for a moment and then laughed. “Yes master. I can do that master.”
“Who is she speaking to?” I asked in concern.
“End it now Elwin. We got what we needed,” Duster shouted.
“There is so much more to learn,” Elwin stated.
“I wouldn’t,” Tinsie said in a singsong. “You will make The Glimmerman mad if you don’t let him speak.”
“Not possible,” Elwin said with a hint of worry. “I tried to release her from the hypnosis but I can’t free her.”
“Not yet, at least,” a voice that was Tinsie’s yet not Tinsie’s stated mockingly. “Come and find me Mr. Detective. Come and find the girl. She cannot escape The Glimmerman. In five days’ time she will be good and cooked and then my acolytes can feed.”
The connection was abruptly severed, and Tinsie screamed, “What was that?  What the hell was that?  I tried to log off but my mind was not my own.” Then my deputy began to cry. I didn’t know what to do. I don’t do tears. Luckily, Duster was nearby and she held Tinsie as the two of them floated in the air.
Several minutes later, Tinsie’s emotions were spent. I thought she might log off. I thought she might curse at me. She looked at me and the other constables and stated, “When we find him Mace. He is mine to kill. He will fear the sprites like all the races of The Sundaland did before we were driven off. And when I am done with him, I will find his kin and kill them as well.”
“Who are the glimmermen?” Elwin asked.
“They are powerful beings of energy,” Tinsie responded. “Perhaps the second most powerful creatures on The Sundaland. They are more horrendous than the halfmen, more cunning than the sprites, and much much much more wicked than even the black dragons.”  Then she went silent, cold rage in her eyes.
“Dammit!” Longshore shouted. “Those damn zealots.”
“Zealots?” I asked.
“The docks are the most diverse spot in the entire city. Ships come in every few weeks from Estra with new races, new items and new philosophies. Philosophy is more dangerous than any fiery sword, that is for sure.”
“My friend, “Duster said, “what is the matter?”
“The matter is, ships from the east brought The Zealot and his followers,” he said, as though that was self-explanatory.
Duster rolled her two hands to indicate he should elaborate. “Usually you want to tell an hour long story, filled with minutiae and quests, and now you have nothing to say.”
“Now that I know who leads them, I am going to destroy them, wipe them from the docks,” Longshore promised.
“Who?”  Duster and I said at the same time.
“About a month back – a few days before Mace became constable – a group arrived by ship from the east. They called themselves Weepers. Their goal is to drive the Starborn first from the city of Grandview, then from the continent and then from the entire realm.”
“The timing is not a coincidence,” Duster said.
“It most certainly is not,” I stated.
Longshore then continued:  “We call their leader The Zealot. He preaches his hatred of the Starborn to his followers. Ironically, some Starborn sympathize with his cause. Realmborn or Starborn, they are all fanatics.”
“Well that is just plain stupid,” Havervill interjected. “They are just destroying themselves in the process.”
“That’s why they are fanatics,’ I thought back to him.
“He stirs them up with speeches until they are in a fervor,” Longshore explained. “Speaks about the times before the Starborn first arrived. Tells them how the Starborn kill whoever they want, take whatever they want, own the most valuable weapons, rule the greatest keeps, and so on. Says to them how our women and daughters are not safe in their presence. Several nights ago, a mob of them attacked a group of noob players on the docks, sending them all to respawn. They can’t do that on the docks.”
“How do you know all of this?” Elwin, who had been silent until now, asked.
“I have a spy among them,” he stated.
“Did your spy say what this zealot looks like?” I asked.
“None have seen his face as he keeps it covered with a hood. His voice is like silk,” Longshore stated.
“It seems The Zealot and The Glimmerman are one in the same person,” I stated. “It also seems Sierra Skye’s body will be gone in five days.”
“Sierra Skye?” Longshore asked. “The one and only Sierra Skye?”
“Yes, the one and only.”  I filled them in on the details of her abduction. Duster looked like she was about to explode like an atomic bomb. “It is always women kidnapped in this game. Like damsels in distress who need rescuing. We must get this Glimmerman creature.” 
“This is not good Boss,” Tinsie said flatly. “He has the blasting cap. Maybe he is planning to detonate it in The Plaza and send hundreds of Starborn to respawn.”
“Maybe,” Duster stated.  
Longshore had been silent for the last several minutes. He finally spoke, “My spy says The Zealot is holding a rally tonight in an abandoned warehouse on the docks.” Then he began to laugh.
“What is so funny my friend?” Duster inquired.
“I gave out a quest a little over a month ago to clear out that particular warehouse. The main level had been taken over by the undead, not just skeletons and zombies, but some real bad ones, like wights and even a lich. My guards had found some residents with their life force sucked from them and we tracked it back to the warehouse. I think the lich came from the sewers or perhaps from the rumored undercity. A powerful group of Starborn along with a few Realmborn cleared it out. Now this same warehouse is where The Zealot will be tonight.”
“We will be there too. We are going to capture The Glimmerman and make him talk. I got just the thing to do it,” I stated, caressing the metal of the brass knuckles.
We spent the next hour or so planning the assault that would take place around six o’clock that evening.
All I could think was, “I guess I won’t be making love with Rhia with my non-combat receptors turned up to a seven.” 
Someone was going to pay for making me miss that! 




Chapter 23:  The Weepers

Once we finalized the plans for the assault, Tinsie and I left Elwin’s mage tower. The usually chatty and affable Tinsie was silent. She had just been through a trauma, and all I knew to do was to ask, “You okay?” 
“I’ll be fine Boss. Don’t you worry. The memories and feelings I have of The Sundaland and my life there don’t linger long in my psyche. The images are already fading.”  
It was a bit after two o’clock, and we both agreed to meet back at headquarters at five o’clock before meeting up with Duster, Longshore and his attack force.  
Before I logged off for a few hours, I made my way over to Rhia’s shop to let her know I wouldn’t be able to spend time with her that evening. I was greeted not by Rhia, but by her two gremlin assistants, Clancy and Dancy. The gremlins were just plain ugly. They stood about a foot tall with pale greyish skin, knees and arms that stood out at unnatural angles, a mouth full of knifelike teeth and four jagged horns that jutted from their heads. Their voice sounded like a piece of metal scraping a pane of glass.
When I asked about Rhia, Dancy responded, “She no be here.”
“We no see her,” Clancy added. “She say she no come today.” 
“Did she say why?” I asked concerned. “Is she okay?”
“We no ask. She no tell. She say she talk soon,” Clancy stated.
I was about to ask a follow up when Havervill said, “Don’t waste your breath. They won’t tell you anything. Just send your dame a pixie and be done with it,” he advised.
By the time we arrived outside, the pixie was waiting for us. The diminutive blue creature squeaked, “Who is the message for?”
I said to the little blue being, “In the world of the Realmborn she is named Rhia the merchant. I do not know who she is in the world of the Starborn.”
“I will find her there,” the pixie said in its squeaky voice. “What is the message?”
“Rhia, I am sorry, can’t spend time with you tonight. I was looking forward to our time together. We found the thief who took the two relics from Dawson. Maybe your archer wants to join us on the raid.”  I was going to add, Love Mace or With Affection Mace but thought better of using either and just said, “Sign it, Mace.” 
I paid the pixie the three gold coins for a message to the world of the Starborn and it vanished in front of me.
“Havervill,” I said, “I need to log off for a bit or I will run out of time during the raid tonight. If the pixie returns, can you have the message forwarded to me?”
I was about to log off, when the pixie appeared in front of me. “I have a message for Constable Mace from the Starborn who calls herself Rhia the Merchant in The Great Realm. The message reads, ‘Mace, as circumstances have it, I was about to send you a message letting you know I have to cancel for this evening as well. I wish I could join in the raid. I do not need to tell you how dangerous Bob’s Blasting Caps can be. The entire raid party needs to be careful. Rhia.’”
“That was a cold ass message Mace. No, regret about not seeing you tonight. All very matter of fact.”
“Will you shut your trap for once Havervill,” I said with an edge. “I gotta go,” I responded and signed off.
Back in my house, I tried to keep myself busy for the next few hours and to keep thoughts about Rhia to a minimal. Part of me wanted to send another pixie and ask her if everything was okay. However, I knew that would just make things worse. She was so private about the real world that I knew better than to contact her.
I was about to log back in, when my phone chimed, indicating someone had left a message. It was from Haggerty: “Good luck on the raid today Mace. We’ll be watching.”
By we, I assumed he meant himself, Shannon and select members of the Immersion Online team. No pressure, I thought. 
I slipped on the haptic devices, got comfortable in the easy chair, and logged back in.
Tinsie was waiting for me back in the office. “I received a message that everything is in place,” she informed me.
“Then let’s do this,” I urged.
I wasn’t familiar with the Double D’s but Havervill guided me. Tinsie would travel to the rendezvous point in an incorporeal state carrying Buddy along in the interdimensional bag. We had certainly gotten a great deal of use out of it. The twins had gone apoplectic when I told them the cost of the bag, but I promised them I would find a way to fill our coffers to overflowing. I had no idea how I would accomplish that. I thought maybe about logging in some Sundays and maybe joining a dungeon raid party or something like that to get some extra gold.
As I walked closer to the dock, the smell of seawater grew. The wharf was bristling with a mass of different races, not only those native to Westra but a good number from Estra as well. Dockworkers unloaded large wooden containers from ships. Merchants sold exotic goods out of carts or impromptu shops erected along the waterfront. The pier was enormous and it took me nearly fifteen minutes until I reached my destination, the Dock District Barracks, which was just a few hundred feet away from the warehouse where The Zealot would preach that night. I walked up a few steps that took me to the wooden doors. Pushing them open, I noted Duster floating nearby speaking with a male djinn. When she saw me, she said goodbye to him and floated towards me.
“We will be meeting back here,” she said loud enough so anyone nearby could hear. She led me down a hall and then down a steep staircase that plunged below the ground. We entered a basement of rough-hewn stones. It was damp and dotted with small puddles of water. We walked out the other side of the basement and then entered another wooden door that again brought us to steep stairs. These emptied out to a cavern below the sea level. Intense claustrophobia assaulted me, especially with the knowledge of how close the sea and its limitless water was.
“About time,” Longshore grumbled. “My spy says the rally starts at six and that is in fifteen minutes. She says that the Weepers are not even keeping their presence at the old warehouse a secret but are walking out in the open. Their days of being cautious are done.”
“I don’t like this one bit,” I admitted. “We are being set up.”
“Of course we are,” Duster agreed.
“And the Zealot has Bob’s Blasting Cap,” Tinsie reminded me. “I still don’t see why we just don’t grab him as he enters the warehouse.”
“As I said before, my spy says he just materializes, almost like the Starborn do,” stated Longshore. “No, until we know for certain he is on stage, we don’t do anything.”
“You don’t think he would use it here, do you?” Tinsie asked.
“Probably not,” Duster responded. “If the Weepers’ goal is to terrorize the Starborn, there are some great spots to hit around the city.”
“Yet I have to believe he knows we are waiting for him. He left us clues to follow him,” I said. “I think like you that his target is elsewhere. I ordered the guards to be on high alert and to notify me immediately if anything looks out of place.” 
Realizing the time, I asked Longshore, “Where is this Starborn attack force you promised?”  
We had agreed earlier during planning not to bring any of the guards with us or any other Realmborn. Just in case The Glimmerman set off Bob’s Blasting Cap, it would only be Starborn who would be sent to respawn. I knew the guards were only coding on a computer somewhere, but Shannon had made them so damn real. I didn’t know if they were self-aware or not, or if they bordered on true sentience or not; therefore, there was no reason to risk them if not needed. I didn’t want Longshore in on the assault for the same reason. He flatly refused this suggestion. This revolution had started in the docks under his nose and he would quash it. He would lead the assault with the Starborn he had hired from the city of Vesper. Tinsie, Buddy and I would add support to the assault. Duster, Elwin and the fifty or so guards had their own roles they would play outside the warehouse.
Vesper was a city on the opposite side of the continent. Longshore had a contact there who had arranged for a powerful warband to arrive at the docks. We had discussed a warband comprised of Starborn from Grandview but ultimately decided on one from elsewhere. There was no reason to let The Glimmerman catch wind of anything we were trying.
“You ready, Tinsie?” I asked. “You are our ace in the hole.”
“I got this Boss,” she answered. “You can count count count on me.”
“Good luck,” I said as she picked up the sack holding Buddy and vanished. I turned to Longshore, “Where is your assault team from Vesper?”
“I am contacting them now,” he said, a distant look on his face.
“They are not coming,” he responded a moment later.
“Why is that?” Duster asked.
“The portal system out of Vesper is not functioning. The entire assault team would have to log out and then log back in to the nearest Grandview waypoint they have set, assuming they have one at all. Most players from Vesper have never visited Grandview.”
“I don’t believe in coincidence,” I said again. “The Glimmerman is either extremely powerful or he has unknown and unseen allies working for him.”
“You got a message from Haggerty,” Havervill said, and then started to read it. “I know I always tell you this. We are working on it. Not sure what the hell is going on with the portal in Vesper. Please capture this son of a bitch and make him talk.”
I shook my head.
“I guess we will go to Plan B,” I said.
“And what is that?” Duster questioned.
“Not sure yet. But it will come to me,” I responded.
Longshore then informed us the meeting was beginning. We walked over to a pedestal Elwin had set up. The man had not yet spoken two words. “See and hear,” he said and we could see and hear what the spy was seeing through a bowling ball sized crystal ball. A throng of Realmborn along with a smattering of Starborn sympathizers filled the warehouse. The Glimmerman walked out onto the stage, his visage once again hidden by the hood of his robe. The crowd began to scream in unison, “Death to the Starborn!  Death to the Starborn!  Death to the Starborn!”  Then they began to chant, “Take back our land! Take back our world!  Take back our wealth! Take back our women!”
“They are already riled up,” I said. “They are like a bomb, no pun intended, ready to go off. Can you share the sound with us while we get into position?” I asked.
“Of course,” Elwin responded.
“Longshore led Duster and me out through a different set of steep steps that opened up to the back of the building I had entered.
“They are like a poisonous snake,” The Glimmerman said in his silky voice. “They will poison this land like they have poisoned their own world until there are only scraps left. Will you let yourself become dogs who feed on scraps?” he asked the crowd.
“No!” they roared.
“New plan,” I said.
“What is it?” Duster asked.
“It’s real stupid,” I responded, “so I am going in alone.” 
Longshore and Duster both protested at the same time.
“The Glimmerman was expecting an assault so he somehow blocked them from coming. I would have figured he would want them to attack the warehouse. Set off the bomb and take a few dozen Starborn along the way. He also knows we did not want to risk the lives of the guard or any Realmborn. That would make him look like a murderer then. If the three of us burst in there then we will look like the aggressors. He wants to send a message.”
Then it came to me in a bolt of lightning. “Son of a bitch,” I screamed. “Longshore, clear the docks now.”
“Why?” he asked concerned
“Just do it!” I screamed.
“Elwin,” I said through the chat, “Are your acolytes in position?”
“Aye,” he responded. “I am with them now and we are ready.”
Longshore ran off, shouting orders to nearby guards.
“Change of plans yet again Duster; it’s just you and me. Show me the way.”
She began to fly towards the warehouse.
I could hear The Glimmerman as he continued his speech. “They want to arrest you all or kill you all tonight. You mean nothing to them. Tonight we start this revolution. What happens here tonight will be a spark to light the fire. The Starborn will be blamed for what happens here tonight.” 
“Tinsie,” I screamed through the chat. “Find the bomb. Find it now and get it the hell out of there!”  Then I remembered that when she was in her incorporeal state the chat would not work. She was a ghost who could only hear and see whatever she was in proximity to.
I barreled through the door of the warehouse. No one even noticed me, all eyes fixated forward at The Zealot. I pulled my mace, invoked Thor’s Mace, and hurled it at The Glimmerman. I did not expect to harm him at all. I just needed to get his attention and the attention of the crowd more importantly. The mace flew true, striking an invisible barrier with a hard thud, and crashing to the ground. I had not expended much power into the throw, so I knew my mace would return to me in a few moments.
“Welcome Constable Mace,” The Glimmerman said through the din. Weapons were drawn all about and magic was summoned. Then there was deathly silence. That’s when I screamed, “Bomb!” I wasn’t certain if all of the Realmborn knew what bomb meant as it was an item of the Starborn world, so I shouted, “The warehouse is about to explode! Flee for your lives!” I infused my warning with as much of my Intimidation perk as possible. I only needed one or two of those assembled to panic to set the rest off. No matter if I died.
I heard Duster next to my mouth, “Martyrs,” when many things happened at once. Tinsie materialized above the stage where The Glimmerman was, turning the sack over in her hands. Buddy hit the stage feet first with a dull thud. Tinsie turned incorporeal again.
Several of the Realmborn who hadn’t realized they were going to be sacrificed to martyrdom, began to rush towards the exit that unfortunately I was standing near. I would be trampled to virtual death.
I felt two arms around my waist and then I was hovering in the air thanks to Duster.   We flew above the crowd towards the stage fifty feet ahead. Buddy, as I had commanded him to do back in headquarters, went to grab for The Glimmerman. He was told to subdue him. I hoped he didn’t think subdue meant beat him to a pulp. He went to reach for The Zealot, but he disappeared in a flash, leaving Buddy with just air to grab at.
Duster flew to the top of the warehouse and she screamed, “There,” pointing to The Glimmerman who stood by several casks about thirty feet away from the stage. He waved to us, gave us the finger, and then with the other hand detonated Bob’s Blasting Cap.
“Ah shit!” I said, and then I was gone.




Chapter 24:  Undercity

It was a strange threesome. Milliseconds before the explosion, Tinsie had materialized in front of Duster and me, wrapping her small arms around the waist of the djinn. The edge of the shockwave and intense heat was about to consume me before it passed harmlessly through my essence. Tinsie had made Duster and me ethereal along with herself. I couldn’t feel Duster holding me anymore nor could I see Tinsie; yet I sensed their presence.
The Weepers who had not fled the warehouse were blown apart; the walls blew outward into ten thousand shards and projectiles; the roof was propelled off into the sky. I turned towards the epicenter of the explosion but saw no sign of The Glimmerman who had either vanished or been vaporized.
Suddenly, I had substance again and I plummeted to the ground thirty feet below. “Fuck!” was all I could think as the ground rushed towards me. I hit with a hard, painful thud. My left arm took most of the impact as I had landed on my side. It was cracked in numerous places, and I almost vomited when I saw my radius bone jutting out through the skin. In real life I would have collapsed in shock from the pain, here I would be able to fight through the agony.
“That had to hurt like a bitch!” Havervill said.
“No shit, Sherlock!” I grunted in excruciating pain, remembering the old phrase I often heard my father use when I was still a young boy.
“Hey,” Havervill protested,” I have been waiting for a chance to use that phrase and you beat me to it. Perhaps my witty repartee is rubbing off on you.”
I pushed Havervill from my mind. Moans, whimpers and cries of anguish from the dead and dying filled the air.
A notification popped in front of me refusing to be ignored:  Pending quest:  Find Bob’s Blasting Cap before it is used in the city and causes massive casualties. You miserably failed at completing this quest, as many Realmborn lives were lost this night. Quest updated!  Find The Zealot, who is a wretched glimmerman from The Sundaland, and destroy him! Failure of this quest is not an option! The ground trembled below my boots.
Buddy was suddenly at my side. He had been at ground zero and was amazingly unscathed. Then Duster and Tinsie flew down, one hovering to either side of me.
“Did you just get a quest Boss?” Tinsie asked.
“To destroy The Glimmerman,” Duster stated.
“So we all got it,” I said. Then speaking through the open chat line with Haggerty I said, “Did you get that?”  There was a ton of chatter in my ear and I couldn’t clearly hear Haggerty’s response. Wherever he was, ten people seemed to be shouting at once.
I turned to my companions to check on them. Duster and Tinsie were unscathed as well.
“Sorry Boss,” Tinsie said. “I never tried making other people ethereal along with me. I am shocked shocked shocked it worked. Using it on the two of you drained the ability quickly and I lost control. I won’t be using that again today.”
“You saved us all from respawning,” I stated.
“I saw him Mace,” Duster said, and she pointed towards a gaping hole in the ground. “A moment before the explosion, he was there and then he was gone.”
“Forget about him for now Mace,” Havervill said. “You got dead and dying Realmborn all around you, my kin for what it’s worth. They should be the priority.”  Havervill’s sudden compassion was disconcerting yet consistent with his philosophy about the treatment of the Realmborn at the hands of the Starborn. I wondered for a moment if my AI perhaps sympathized with The Weepers’ cause. Of course, ironically, he was making jokes a few minutes before about the old phrase I used. I wondered for a moment if it were possible for an AI to suffer from some sort of psychological impairment.  
“Forget them Mr. Mason,” Shannon Donally said in my mind. I forgot she and Haggerty had been watching and listening. “Elwin and Longshore will be there in a moment and will assist the wounded. Go after that maniac and capture him this time. My patience is wearing thin Mr. Mason.”
“She is like a cold wind,” Duster whispered to me.
I nodded my head, agreeing with her sentiment.
At that moment, Longshore ran into the demolished remnants of the building with a host of guards, healers, and clerics. They began to pull rubble and debris from the wounded. I drowned out the whimpered cries of “Help me!” and “Tell Maddie I’m sorry” and “Damn Starborn.” 
We walked to the spot where The Glimmerman had flipped us the bird. The blasting cap had opened a wide fissure in the ground below the warehouse. Ash and dirt lingered in the air like a horde of bloodthirsty mosquitoes. Duster gestured with her hands and two moth-like creatures flew from her palms and into the fissure, a bright aura of light surrounding them, illuminating the hole.
“Is that a staircase?” I asked, perplexed.
“I believe it is,” Duster responded.
“Any idea where this leads?”  I asked Haggerty through the chat.
“Not yet,” he answered. “We are tracking down the lead designer for the Dock District and should know any minute.”
“I do not care if it leads to the doorway to Hell. Go!”  Shannon Donally ordered. I glanced back at the slaughter and shivered.
Turning to Duster and Tinsie I said, “We have our marching orders.  Let’s go. Buddy, you’re up front, then me, followed by Tinsie and Duster.” 
We descended into the depths below Grandview.  
The moth-like creatures flew in front of us, little lanterns of light. The stairs were made of stone and carved into the earth. They descended and spiraled downward. As we walked, I realized I was cradling my left arm, which I had broken in the fall. According to my display, I had incurred two hundred and eighty nine damage points from the thirty-foot fall and from landing on my arm. I grabbed a healing potion and swigged it down. I looked away as the protruding bone slowly moved back into my arm. The magic worked and the bone healed itself and the skin closed. A few seconds later, I was fully healed.
“Why did he do it Boss?” Tinsie asked, breaking the silence.
“I don’t know. There is more going on here than we are seeing,” I admitted.
“Why kidnap Sierra Skye and why blow up his own followers?” Duster wondered aloud.
“Sierra Skye is a MacGuffin,” I said.
“A Mac who?” Tinsie asked.
“A MacGuffin.  A false lead.  She was just the impetus for us to track down The Glimmerman. Her kidnapping has nothing to do with what he has planned. He knew kidnapping one of the most famous Starborn in the game would force us to search for her. Her absence would cause an uproar by her clients and admirers.”
“Maybe he just wanted to cause a little mayhem while also blowing a hole and exposing this ancient staircase,” Duster suggested.
We traveled another thirty feet when a notification flared in front of my eyes.
Warning:  You are entering the undercity. Grandview is erected upon the bones of a city so ancient its name has been forgotten to all but the Grey Man. Flee now!  The dead who dwell amongst the bones do not abide the living.
“The legendary undercity,” Duster said. “I thought it was just a rumor – the dead city below Grandview. So many Starborn and Realmborn have sought the entrance to the undercity, and now we have discovered it.”
“I don’t think discovered is the right word,” I stated. “We were led here by The Glimmerman.”
“Mace, Duster, Tinsie,” Shannon Donally said through the chat, “the undercity quest has actually been open for several weeks now, just no one has found any of the entrances yet. We had hoped when Longshore gave the quest to clear out the warehouse, that the secret entrance would be discovered. Then there would be several quests to find the keys to unlock the entrances to the undercity. Those doors would open right after the Shatana quest, when the player cap was eliminated. The monsters down below are some of the worst on the continent. According to the lead designer of Westra, a mythology was created where all three continents were once one – a type of Pangea if you are familiar with the term – before being sundered by the Grey Man. Therefore, you may discover monsters from Estra and The Sundaland down there. It was creatures from The Sundaland that slaughtered the dwellers of the ancient city. So be very wary – not only of the undead but of creatures way beyond the ability of even the most powerful players currently in the game. The beings in the undercity were all in a type of suspended animation since the game’s inception; they have just recently been awakened by us.”
“Awakened?  Like with the skelters in Shatana’s cave?” I asked.
“Yes. In that instance, the captain awoke for whatever reason – we are still trying to figure out what happened there,” Shannon said with an edge to her voice, “and woke up the other skelters. We awakened the creatures down in the undercity to let them shrug off an eon of sleep so to say – make a more intense and immersive experience for the players who would be adventuring down there. We can’t even give you much assistance right now, because the area you are in now is one where the mainframe creates random encounters.”
“Where do you think he is leading us?” I asked.
“That is what you are about to find out,” Shannon responded. “The history lesson is over so hop to it.”
We continued the descent down the spiral staircase. The ceiling was high above our heads while the walls on either side were only four feet apart, allowing only one person to pass at a time. I tried to look forward and not focus on the constricting walls to either side of me. I didn’t need to have a panic attack. Was that even possible in the game?  There were no side passages or any break to the monotony of the setting. After twenty minutes of heading downward, we came to a landing with a passage leading off at the far end. Duster summoned two more of the moth-like creatures to light our way. Even with the light they emitted, we couldn’t see more than twenty feet ahead. The passage didn’t go on for long and soon opened to a vast cavern. We could not see the top of the cavern high above us. Artificial light emanating from the cavern walls cast a dull illumination over the jagged and rough walls. Sprawled in front of us were the remnants of the ancient city. Collapsed wooden and stone structures littered the landscape. Dead and withered trees, jagged pieces of stone, and carcasses of large beasts lay scattered around the necropolis.  
“Are those bones?”  Tinsie asked, “Pointing to a large pile of white that poked out from the dried out and masticated remains of a beast that must have been fifty feet long.
“Ooo wee!” Havervill shouted. “The others are going to be so jealous that I got to the undercity before them.”
Duster, who had been mostly silent since the notification about the undercity, suddenly spoke as though just woken from a trance. “This way,” she ordered, leading us to the left and down a wide thoroughfare. It was difficult to traverse as pieces of wood, chunks of stone, bones and trash blocked large parts of the ancient road, forcing Buddy and me to veer around the obstacles. Duster and Tinsie simply flew over the obstructions. “Look,” Duster said, pointing at two dead birdlike beasts on the ground, with large, sharp talons and claws. They both appeared to be females as the breasts of one of them had several lacerations. Both had numerous deep stab and slash wounds. Large gashes cut across their wings. A greenish blood oozed and steamed from the corpses, indicating that they had just been killed a short time before.
“Harpies!” Tinsie spat. “Wicked creatures.”
“Look over here,” Duster said, indicating a trail of red blood that led away from the city. “They may have died but they put up a fight. They certainly hurt whoever they fought.”
“Harpies are some of the most feared huntresses in The Sundaland,” Tinsie informed us. “They are very powerful. Only another creature from their continent would be able to cause this kind of harm.”
“The Glimmerman,” I said. “Hopefully they hurt him badly so we can track him easily.”
A deafening shriek pierced the sky. We looked up to see another one of the harpies soaring down rapidly from the sky. This one, however, was twice the size of the two dead ones – around twelve feet tall.
“It’s a boss harpy,” Tinsie gulped.
“We are screwed!” Duster proclaimed. “No place to hide.”
“Then we fight!” I shouted. I glanced quickly at the beast’s basic stats and knew we were probably in for it: Minor Harpy Boss, Level 200, Damage Points 20,000. Special Powers:  Spear of Death, Shriek of Death, Kiss of Death.
“Ooo wee,” Havervill said excitedly.
Buddy heard the word fight and turned in the direction of the swooping beast. Tinsie soared into the sky in one direction and Duster flew the opposite way. The harpy boss carried an impressive looking ten-foot long spear of pure black.   She sighted Tinsie and turned to give pursuit. “Shit shit shit!” the sprite screamed as the harpy boss closed the distance with her in just a few flaps of her enormous wings.
“The fairy is in for it,” Havervill said. “The harpy probably recognizes her from their native home. You better do something.”
Tinsie banked at the last minute and just barely missed being gouged by one of the large claws. She flew back towards us. The harpy pulled back on its wings, hovered for a moment and then pulled back her arm and tossed the great spear towards Tinsie. The spear headed straight towards the sprite, who dove away from it at the last minute. The spear followed close on her heels like a guided missile. Tinsie looked behind, terror in her eyes. She suddenly changed her form into a falcon. The peregrine swooped and flew in crazy arcs trying to escape the spear. Even the falcon, the fastest avian creature on Earth, was too slow to out distance the spear. It hit into the falcon and then the spear faded. The falcon transformed back into Tinsie who plummeted to the ground.
Duster appeared behind the harpy, and a lance of energy struck its wing. The spell didn’t have any effect and the harpy turned mid-air towards Duster, lunging at her with a new spear that she held. The spear struck her in the chest, crackling energy engulfing the djinn. The harpy pulled the spear out and Duster’s inert form hurtled towards the ground like a dead weight. She slammed into a mound of debris and did not move. She didn’t fade away, which indicated she still lived.  
“Buddy, do something!” I shouted. He walked over to a piece of masonry the size of a watermelon, picked it up and flung it one handed at the harpy. The brick flew and struck the monster in its underbelly. With its two flying enemies neutralized, it nosedived towards Buddy. The golem picked up another large rock, tossed it and struck the beast once again. The harpy was not even slowed. The two powerful projectiles thrown by Buddy would have crushed most other creatures on the continent, but this beast was stronger than any player on the continent was. I glanced again and saw that the creature was down to 17,000 damage points. Buddy’s two tosses had caused 3000 damage points. If this was a minor boss, I didn’t want to know how powerful a full-fledged one would be. The minor one had already knocked half of our party out of commission.   
I summoned my crossbow, not sure what to do.
“Try Puncture Wound and Variable Death – maybe with explosion,” Havervill suggested.
I only had about five seconds before the harpy was on top of Buddy and me, so I summoned both skills and let the bolt fly at the underbelly of the beast. The bolt miraculously punched into the harpy through its hard hide, followed by a muffled explosion.
“I take back what I said about Providence,” Havervill screamed out. “Eight hundred and seventy five damage points.”  It was certainly a great deal of damage, but I would need another dozen or so amazing hits like that to take down the beast.
The harpy shrieked in pain and then veered off to the left. It swooped around, heading right towards Buddy. The golem braced himself and waited for the impact. Then the harpy opened its mouth, hot air and foul breath coming from it. The harpy let out a deafening shriek. I fell to the ground, covering my ears with my hands. The screech cut through me like a nuclear shockwave, and I thought my brain would explode, literally. The beast’s face showed confusion when Buddy did not go down from its Shriek of Death. She learned too late that she had flown too close to one of the most powerful beings in the game. I didn’t know Buddy could move this fast, but he sprinted forward and then sprung up into the air about fifteen feet and grabbed one of the talons of the great beast, yanking her down to the ground.
The effects of the Shriek of Death spell faded away as the harpy slammed to the ground. More damage points fell from the beast. Another two seconds of the harpy’s wailing, and I would have found myself at respawn.
I summoned my mace, activating the Please Don’t Hit Me skill along with the Double Strike ability of the weapon. The harpy was several feet larger than Buddy was and weighed as much if not more than the golem. It flapped its wings trying to extricate itself from his iron like grip. She lashed out with a claw that scraped against Buddy’s midsection. I couldn’t tell if she had done any damage from my vantage point; the golem seemed unfazed as always. Buddy, who had somehow grabbed onto one of the harpy’s arms, punched the belly of the beast. It cried in pain.
I rushed in and struck towards one of the wings with my Please Don’t Hit Me skill summoned. I thought about pain, the same pain I had just felt from Shriek of Death. The mace hit the wing. The harpy squealed as pain crippled its body. Before I could strike again with my second attack, the boss lashed at me with the same wing I just struck, impacting me. I hurled through the air and smashed into a pile of trash. My body wracked with pain and my head throbbed from a rock it struck, virtual blood poured out from a deep gash.
“She knocked off six hundred and eighty seventy damage points and she wasn’t even trying,” Havervill informed me.
The harpy grabbed Buddy’s arm with her free arm, flapped her great wings, and began to lift Buddy off the ground. She only raised him a few inches above the ground before Buddy yanked the monster back to solid ground. The harpy let out a primal yell; leaning forward she kissed the golem on its mouth.
“Kinky,” Havervill quipped.
She pulled her mouth away after several seconds and Buddy’s grip on the harpy was broken. Buddy slumped down, sapped of some of the energy that bound and empowered him.
“Kiss of Death can take down a golem, oh my,” Havervill commented.
The harpy, now free of Buddy, flew back to the sky. It moved slower than before as one of its wings, the one I struck, had difficulty flapping fully. She conjured another one of her spears, turned towards me, pulled back her arm…”
“Oh fuck!” Havervill and I said in unison. I wondered for a moment what a spear through the chest feels like.
A harpy soared down from the sky, and dug its talons into the head of the boss monster. It clung on. The spear dropped from the beast’s hand. The boss reached up with its own clawed arm and yanked the faux harpy from its head. It used Shriek of Death again and the fake harpy turned into Tinsie.  My deputy’s inert form plunged towards the ground. I was pleased when she came to at the last moment and flapped her wings. Nevertheless, her movements seemed labored and chaotic – the effects of the Shriek of Death no doubt.
The monster flapped her great wings a few times to gain some elevation. I groaned in pain and pulled out a potion of healing. Then Duster appeared out of the sky. I was glad to know the djinn had not been sent to respawn. In the chat she wrote, “I got this. Go after The Glimmerman.”  Then she flew into the harpy, grabbed her around the neck, and then she began to glow. At first, it was just a dull light, which rapidly grew in intensity. The harpy flew higher into the cavern, with Duster still holding on. The light from Duster grew so intense, forming a blinding corona. I covered my eyes before my virtual retinas were scorched. A moment later Duster exploded like a star going supernova. When the sudden burst of light passed, I looked up and Duster was gone, sent to respawn I imagined and the harpy boss was now the one plummeting to the ground. She landed about fifty feet away from Buddy and me. The impact with the ground knocked off additional damage points. One of its wings was at an odd angle, and I doubted it would be flying again anytime soon. I glanced at the stat bar and saw that harpy still had several thousand damage points left.
Then Buddy was beside the beast. He grabbed the yelping harpy by its hair with one hand and with the other, he slammed his granite fist in her face. The harpy yowled and tried to get up – tried to get away – desired nothing more than to flee. Buddy, without any sign of emotion, punched its face with his sledgehammer like fist again. Five more shots of that fist and the harpy stopped twitching. Its face, a shapeless pulp.
“Ooo wee!” Havervill hooted.  
As Buddy began to walk back towards me, I noticed the harpy’s body fade away. It was a bit ghoulish, but its claws remained behind.
The first two harpies faded away as well, their claws also lay on the ground. Buddy’s once flawless and impervious stone body had a gash across it from the strike of the harpy.
A notification popped up. It was one of those annoying ones that would not disappear until you read it.
Huzzah:  Let it be known throughout Westra that the first Minor Boss monster from The Sundaland has been slain by Constable Mace of the Commerce District in the city of Grandview, Deputy Tinsie of the Commerce District in the city of Grandview, Constable Dustovia of the Grey Zone in the city of Grandview, and Buddy, the personal golem of Constable Mace of the city of Grandview. New leaderboard designation:  Minor Boss Monster Slayer of The Sundaland. The aforementioned are all tied for first place.
Huzzah:  Reward:   For this accomplishment, you gain a level. You are now Level 51.
Huzzah:  For helping to defeat a monster four times your current level, you have been awarded 15,000 completion points. You are now Level 52, (1,000 completion points towards level 53)
Aggregate damage points award for levels 51 and 52. You have gained 40 more damage points, 20 per level gained. You now have 1321 damage points.
Aggregate attribute award for levels 51 and 52. You have gained an additional 8 attribute points, 4 per level between levels 51 and 75. Would you like to allocate them now?  Yes / no.
I clicked the no button, as I wanted a minute to think over the best way to allocate them.
Huzzah:  You have increased your Please Don’t Hit Me to Level 1, 25%
Huzzah:  You have increased your Puncture Wound to Level 5, 20%
Huzzah:  You have increased your Variable Death to Level 1, 25%
The notifications finally faded away.
Although it was quite a bit of information to take, I was able to access all of it in just a few seconds.
“That’s messed up,” Havervill. “It has to say minor boss; it couldn’t just say boss. What a backhanded acknowledgement.”
“Now that you are done playing,” Shannon Donally said, “go after The Glimmerman. If I were you, I would grab those claws. If they can harm Buddy’s impervious skin, even a bit, you may be able to find some use for them.”
I grabbed the ones the minor boss had left behind while Tinsie grabbed the other set.
“This way Boss,” Tinsie said, indicating a trail of black ooze that led off to the western part of the ancient city. The path trailed away from the city and back into some caverns. Once again, we were descending downward.
“First place Boss,” Tinsie shouted gleefully. “Never had first place in anything before.”
“Let’s not give the AI any credit,” Havervill groused. “Think I was the one who suggested what crossbow skill to use. But nooooo. An AI can’t make a leaderboard…”  He continued bemoaning the treatment of AIs and I zoned him out.
“The notoriety should be good,” I thought. “Maybe give us a reputation that we won’t allow any nonsense in the Commerce District.”
Communicating through the chat I asked, “Where are we heading?”
A male voice I had never heard before spoke up. “Mr. Mason, sorry Mace,” the man said nervously, “my name is Miles Davenport. This is so cool. I get to speak with someone live in the game.” He paused for a second as though responding to someone in the room with him and said, “I was the lead designer of this part of the undercity. Sorry about the Minor Harpy Boss. We were only given a few of the beasts from The Sundaland to stock the undercity with before it was locked off. I am sorry to say, that is one of the weaker beasts from that cursed continent. Good thing you had the golem with you. However, its claws were strong enough to injure him. That minor wound inflicted twelve hundred damage points to the golem. That is the first damage that any of the golems has ever taken from anything other than another golem. Anyway, to answer your question, the passage you are in will end in a moment and you and your companions will find yourself in front of the sealed entrance to a living cave.”
“Living cave?” I asked.
Tinsie gulped behind me.
I heard several gasps come from the open chat connection.
“A living cave,” Miles Davenport stated, “is a malevolent, semi-sentient dungeon whose only desire is to destroy and inflict pain on any who will challenge it. It will offer the greatest rewards in the game so as to lure players to its depths.”
“Okay,” I responded, “so what’s waiting for us inside.”
The formerly chatty Miles now went silent. There was quiet from everyone on the chat, forcing me finally to ask, “Are you still there?  Did we lose connection?”
“We are here Mr. Mason,” Shannon said. “The answer is we do not know. The dungeons were designed with an advanced AI in their core. They will fill their passageways and caverns with whatever traps and beasts are available. Worse of all, we are blind to what you will find inside the dungeon.  I am uncertain why the programmer thought it would be a good idea to create living dungeons,” she said again with an edge.
The passageway finally ended at a ten foot long and ten foot wide landing. A wall of solid rock loomed in front of us. The trail of blood we had followed ended at the wall.
Laying on the ground was an odd sight. We had found Rhia’s Rusty Hinges.
A notification chimed, but luckily, I was not forced to read it.
“What the heck?” I heard Haggerty say through the chat.
I picked up the hinges and stowed them away.
I placed my hand upon the stone wall in front of me and a detailed notification popped up in front of me. I read it aloud. When I was done, Haggerty said, “It is going to be a very long night.”




Chapter 25:  Recruitment

Haggerty was correct. It did turn out to be a long night. Havervill set the landing by the cave as a waypoint so that I could return directly to the same spot. As per Shannon, I contacted Elwin and Longshore through the chat. Before I told them Shannon’s orders, I inquired about the injuries at the warehouse and on the docks.
“It could have been worse,” Longshore said. “Thirty Realmborn weepers were killed inside the warehouse along with two Starborn. I am going to deal with those two if they come back to the docks. Twenty are badly injured. Another dozen were injured outside the warehouse. Luckily, Elwin and his acolytes were there. I didn’t know it was possible to create a dome of protection to cover such a large area. That dome prevented the explosion from taking down half of the docks.”  They shared a few more details and then I explained what Shannon wanted done.
“She is right,” Longshore responded, “We need to block off the hole. Don’t let anyone down there, especially Starborn. More importantly, we don’t want to let anything escape from the undercity. Heard you had your hands full with a foul tempered harpy. Yet I guess they are all ill-tempered. Fifty of my guards and twenty-five of Elwin’s acolytes are stationed around the hole and around the surrounding area. I am also going to leave my golem here with them in case something particularly foul emerges.  That kind of force should be more than enough to handle most threats from the undercity. At least I hope so.”
“Thank you Longshore,” I said, “I am sorry that some of your residents died.”
“Never apologize for such things. They should have chosen calmer seas to sail upon, and not one with a maelstrom in the middle.”
I decided to allocate my eight new attribute points. I added half of them to Physical Strength, bringing it up to 57. I added three more points to Physical Fortitude raising it to 53. I also added one point to Hand-Eye Coordination, raising it to 36. I also completed another quest, Find Rhia’s Rusty Hinges. To be honest, I hadn’t really found them. They had been left for me. However, the game didn’t care and awarded me 5,000 completion points towards the next level.
I now stood at 6,000 of the needed 50,000 completion points to reach level 53.
With all of the character growth elements of the game taken care of, I finally logged off; however, my night did not end. Back in my house, I spoke with Shannon, Haggerty and a number of writers and programmers through the telescreen. I asked Haggerty if Tinsie or Dustovia would be joining us on this conference.
“They will not,” Shannon responded to my inquiry. “The real world Tinsie trusts you and she will follow where you lead; meanwhile, the real world Dustovia has her own issues to attend to in our world. Nevertheless, I spoke with Dustovia and she said she will be part of the raid party.” 
By the time our tele-meeting was done, Shannon and Haggerty had agreed to my crazy plan. The dungeon held the answers to where Sierra Skye was being held, who The Glimmerman was, and most importantly, to what the hell was going on.
Noon of the following day, I once again stood outside the fortress of the Granson Gang. I came alone this time. Granson leaned against the gate to his fortress, his arms folded across his chest. “I have been waiting for you. What is the deal you have for me?”
*
I shared the waypoint location with Granson. We met on the small landing outside the cave door.
“Before I allow you to read the numerous notifications, I have a question for you,” I stated.
Granson nodded his head and said, “Go ahead. I will either answer or I won’t.”
“What was the notification you received before you and Lucky departed that day?” 
Granson laughed. “I will share it with you. It was the strangest quest I ever received. His eyes began to move, indicating he was reading something from his display:   ‘Quest for Granson and the Granson Gang. Constable Mace will soon need the most powerful players and the most powerful league in the game to assault a divine dungeon. In fact, this will currently be the most challenging and dangerous dungeon ever. Most will not survive. Should Constable Mace approach you about joining him, you must agree to do so. Reward for saying yes: you will be given access to said dungeon. Should you say no, a rumor will be spread that the Granson Gang felt daunted by this challenge. Your numerous enemies will see you as cowards and will relentlessly attack your fortress until Edgar’s Everlasting Flame consumes it. Should Constable Mace not approach you within two days asking for your assistance, you must approach him and notify him of this quest. To meet the terms of this quest, you and Constable Mace must work out an agreement.’  And just a little while ago you approached me with the proposition. How did the game even know to offer this crazy quest?”
“Once I share the details of the dungeon, you will see that I didn’t have a choice but to seek the help of the strongest and most successful league in the game,” I answered honestly.
He nodded his head. “Maybe you can answer a few questions of mine, such as who is this Zealot character you are chasing?  And how the hell did you defeat a boss from The Sundaland?”
“The Zealot is the leader of a crazy cult that wants to toss the Starborn out of the game. We think The Zealot is a being called The Glimmerman from The Sundaland. He was the one who blew up the warehouse and opened the way to the undercity. I should warn you; this whole thing is a set-up. The Glimmerman wants us down here. We are just not sure what his agenda is just yet. As for the boss fight with the harpy mini boss, it helps to have a djinn and a golem on your side. But now for the dungeon.” 
“You think you will find this Zealot in there?” he asked, pointing at the stone wall.
“I sure as hell hope so,” I responded.
“If he is from The Sundaland, he will be quite formidable,” Granson admitted.
“If you and your league can take out a one hundred headed dragon, then I have no doubt of your ability to take out a being with only one head,” I quipped.
He smirked and said, “Let me see this dungeon.”
I opened my display and allowed the information to be viewed by Granson. He then began to read the notification aloud.
Notification:  Starborn Mace, Starborn Tinsie, and the golem who has taken the name Buddy are the first adventurers to discover this Divine Dungeon. They may share this dungeon location with others or keep it private. A Divine Dungeon is the most deadly type of dungeon in the entire game, with under ten existing and most of those on The Sundaland and its adjoining islands. The beings you will face here are mostly from the Unfound Continent and will be unknown to you. The final foe is from beyond even there. Once you and your party enter the dungeon, a notification will be sent around The Great Realm informing all that a Divine Dungeon has been located.”
“A Divine Dungeon. There had been rumors and whispers,” Granson stated before reading on.    
This dungeon can only be attacked once. Whether you fail or succeed, the entrance will be sealed forever. The beings in the dungeon do not respawn. Similarly, once a player is killed, they will never be able to enter the dungeon again.
“Only one time,” he almost whispered, the wheels already spinning in his mind – planning this one of a kind dungeon dive.  
Warning:  This dungeon calls itself Drock Blanag the Ancient. It is currently the most difficult and dangerous place in all The Great Realm. It is not for the faint of heart. It is meant for players who are 150th level and higher.
“There are no hundred and fiftieth level players,” he stated.
“That’s one of the catches,” I responded. “This dungeon wasn’t supposed to be open until well after the current player cap had been removed.”
“Is it possible?” he wondered aloud.
Warning: If you die, you lose ten levels!
“Ten levels,” Granson stammered.
Warning: If you die, you will not be allowed to re-enter the game for 24 hours.
Warning: Pain sensors will be raised to Level 5. You will feel the sword lash across your breast; the blue flames as they melt your flesh and bone like molten lava; the Ketcher worm as it eats your eyeballs.
“Pain sensors raised to five,” he said aloud. “Your bosses at The Great Realm are allowing that?”
“Read on,” I replied, “and you will find the answer to that question.”
He nodded his head and read on.
Warning:  The dungeon is semi-sentient and quite malevolent. Its greatest desire is to see you die in the most painful manner possible. It wants to inflict pain and harm to you. It wants you to flee like the cowards the Starborn are. The masters of The Great Realm have no ownership of this dungeon. This dungeon makes its own decisions!   
“They don’t control the dungeon?” he asked.
“All of the encounters will be random. There is some good news. There are only seven caverns in the dungeon – each with its own obstacle or beast to overcome. At least, the designers hope it is only seven caverns.”
“Hope?” he questioned.
“As I said, the cavern is run by an advanced AI. It may have refashioned the original layout of the dungeon. We won’t know till we get there.”
Completion of the dungeon provides the following boons:
Huzzah:  All in The Great Realm will be notified you were part of the group who conquered the first ever Divine Dungeon.
Huzzah:  The greatest magical artifacts will be discovered in its depths. You are guaranteed fabled artifacts that exist nowhere else in the entire Great Realm. If you search hard enough, you might find divine artifacts hidden in its depths.
“Divine artifacts…with an s. More than one,” Granson said.
I had known that would be too much for him to say no to.
Huzzah:  Tens of thousands of palladium, gold and silver coins overflow numerous chests in the treasury room.
Other than my need to complete this dungeon to free the girl and track down The Glimmerman, I was also interested in the treasure. I had promised the doggers I would try to fill the coffers and this would allow me to do so.
Huzzah: Completion of this dungeon will remove the Level 100 cap on all players in The Great Realm. A new player cap of Level 250 will be created.
“Two fifty,” Granson sputtered.
“We need to play poker with this kid,” Havervill chimed in. “I don’t think he has a poker face.”
The rest of the gaming community will applaud you for removing this cap. However, monsters will now be capped at level 400. The rest of the gaming community might curse you for this.
Huzzah:  Each member of the raid party will gain one level for every cavern or encounter they survive. The levels may be claimed along the way, with all benefits that follow, such as additional damage and attribute points.   If a character has already reached level one hundred, the levels earned will be held in reserve and granted when and if the player cap is removed. In other words, current Level 100 characters want to complete the dungeon so they will once again be the highest-level players in The Great Realm. Beware, for what the dungeon grants it will also take.
“What does that last line mean?” he questioned.
“You will find out. Read on,” I responded.   
I could see the gears in Granson’s mind spinning. He had been stuck at level one hundred for months upon months. If he made it to the end, he could emerge as level one hundred seventeen. There was no way he was giving up this opportunity I knew.
Huzzah:  Not only will the player level cap be removed, the maximum attribute levels will also be raised from 100 to 150.
Huzzah:  All weapon skills that are now capped at Level 10, 100% will be raised to Level 25, 100%.
Huzzah:  Completion of the dungeon will lower the veil that now covers The Sundaland.
Huzzah:  Completion of this dungeon will possibly awaken the dragons from their long slumber. Imagine bringing one into battle to spew fire at your enemies; or picture the freedom of soaring high above the skies sitting upon the ridged back of one of the great serpents.
Warning:  Completion of this dungeon will upset the precarious balance between good and evil, and the elder gods will be forced to return to The Great Realm. The elder gods are currently capped at Level 500.
Requirements: 
You must find a way to gain access to the dungeon.
No more than thirty-five players (Realmborn and Starborn) will be allowed into the dungeon. Familiars, pets and their equivalents will not count towards the thirty-five player limit.
The aggregate number of levels allowed from the thirty-five players is 3200.
You will not be able to leave this dungeon once you enter it. The log off feature will be deactivated. The only way to exit the dungeon is to die or defeat the bosses.
The maximum twelve-hour daily login allowance will be removed, and will be raised to eighteen hours this one time only.
Granson stopped reading for a moment and looked at me. “I dislike you very much right now,” he said. “They should call this The Impossible Dungeon.”
“Should be called, the You Are Fucked Dungeon, if you ask me,” Havervill chirped.  
“Does that mean you are out?  Because if you are, let me know now so I can go to the other leagues. I don’t think I will have trouble recruiting.”
“He is in,” Havervill stated.
“You know I am in, “Granson answered.
“Told you so,” my AI chirped again.
“And to sound arrogant,” Granson went on, “I am the most powerful player in the game and the highest level raid leader in the game. I am your best chance to defeat this insane dungeon.”
“That is why I came to you,” I admitted. “You may want to read the last part though before you commit.”
He read on: 
Message from the Dungeon:  “Come. I welcome you most tasty morsels. What is the ancient saying, ‘Elves for an appetizer; dwarves for an entrée; and humans for dessert?’  Come. Come. Bring your most powerful to my depths. Beware, for as one of you falls, as all eventually will, I will absorb your lost levels, empowering me even more. I have fun tricks and traps to skewer or burn you. I have monsters to chomp and rend you. The only respite you will receive will be in the passages between caverns so you have time to contemplate your death and demise. Come. Come. Seek my trove of treasures, enough to fill a warehouse. Come. Come. Let the real gaming begin!”
“Is it saying that for every member of the raid party that dies that it grows in strength?” Granson asked, shaking his head.
“That is what is meant by Beware, for what the dungeon grants it will also take. We might become more powerful as we go along, but the dungeon will become harder to defeat also. If someone enters the dungeon at level ninety-three, gains six levels, and then dies, the dungeon will absorb a level ninety-nine player. Its gift to us makes it more powerful.”
Then a wide grin covered his face. Tremendous power was in Granson’s grasp. He would join me because as the most awed and respected clan in The Great Realm they would shoot right to the top of the leaderboard in every category. I also was certain they would record the entire dungeon dive. The Immersion Online Network would pay top crypto-coin to premiere this game changing dungeon run on their channel.
“So,” I finally asked, “was it everything I said it was?"
“It is,” he said. “However, I cannot gather this warband today. I will need time to gather enough level one hundred players. I will need to empty out my vaults and arm my forces with the most potent relics available. May need to go shopping at Rhia’s and a few other merchants who have nasty artifacts. I will gather you the most powerful, well-armed, well-defended raid party ever assembled.”
“So it can be done?” I asked.
“Probably not. However, I am the best chance you have. We will have to go tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m. I will need until then to prepare.” 
“Not just yet. I need you to swear to the city right here and right now, that neither you nor any of the recruits you bring will betray me or try to betray me or will do anything to undermine me while we are in the dungeon. I need to complete this dungeon for my own reasons. I know we have some bad blood. Is that going to get in the way?”
“Neither myself or any of the raid party will betray or undermine you,” he agreed. “The bad blood will stay in the past.” The ground rumbled accepting the oath.
“Also, Tinsie, Duster and I will be three members of the thirty-five in the raid party. You can gather the other thirty-two however you best decide. Furthermore, Tinsie, Duster and I will receive fifteen percent of all coins, gems, and jewels carried from the dungeon. You can work out any deal you want for the other eighty-five percent. The three of us will each claim one magical item found in the dungeon’s depths. You may keep and split all other magical items however you see fit. Those terms are non-negotiable,” I stated.
“Then I don’t have a choice, do I?  You don’t really care about all the coin it is going to cost me to prepare for this dungeon run. Nor the fact that I will need to empty out my armory and my magic storehouse?”
“If the notifications are true, your storehouse, armory and treasury will be overflowing.”
He nodded his head. “Alright. I agree to those terms as well.”
“Finally, you will assist me to the greatest of your ability to save Sierra Skye [though I was still skeptical this dungeon had anything to do with her abduction] and to defeat The Glimmerman if we come upon him. Swear all this right here and now and we have an agreement.” 
Granson knew he had no choice and he stated, “I swear.”  The earth rumbled below us and I knew the pact was sealed.
“I have several conditions of my own,” Granson said with a sly grin on his handsome face. His blue eyes blazed.
“First, I will choose whoever I see fit, whoever will best help us to complete this impossible task.”
“I already agreed to that,” I answered.
“You know you just sold your soul to the devil with that,” Havervill said.
“I know,” I responded, “But you are slipping Havervill. I thought you would have told me something like ‘the enemy of my gremlin enemy is my friend.”
“And lastly,” Granson stated, “and this is non-negotiable as well. I will be the leader of the raid party once we enter the dungeon. You will take my lead and follow my orders.”
I had been expecting this. Havervill and I had argued this item the entire morning but ultimately decided if this assault had any chance to succeed Granson was the best chance we had. I would need to swallow my pride. Nonetheless, I tasked Havervill with being my second set of eyes – to look for things I might miss in regards to Granson. He was shrewd and cunning. As Havervill reminded me, “He will say there is no bad blood between the two of you while thinking of ways to spill your blood without exactly breaking the pact.”  
“As long as your commands do not undermine what I need to get done down in the dungeon, I agree with you assuming the leadership role while in the dungeon.”  The ground rumbled for the third and final time.
“You have tasked me with the impossible. It will take me the remainder of the day to gather the needed troops and supplies. I am going to have to do a ton of convincing. Lose ten levels; combat settings to five; no way to leave the dungeon other than by death or completion. You have given me a challenge indeed just when I was starting to find the game a bit tedious. Be back here tomorrow at nine.”
“Oh, one more thing” I said, “If you are thinking of coming back here without me – let’s say tonight – you won’t be able to get into the dungeon without these.”  I pulled out Rhia’s Rusty Hinges to let him see them. “The game programmers tell me it is the only way that this cave can currently be opened. There were supposed to be a load of quests to find the key to open the cave. It seems Rhia created a cheat.”  I put them back in the pouch at my side.
He grinned one final time and said, “Nine o’clock tomorrow. Get some rest old man, eighteen hours is a long time in the game,” and he faded away.
“Alright Mr. Mason,” Shannon Donally said through the chat that had been open the entire time. “That went pretty much how you said it would. As you argued, he is the best chance we have for this dungeon dive to be successful. Dustovia and Tinsie are currently on a shopping spree loading up on as many potions, relics, scrolls and magical items they can carry. I suggest you do the same. Know this Mr. Mason – failure is not an option. Until tomorrow.” Then the chat suddenly shut off and my connection to the real world was gone.
“Failure is not an option. She is like an old vid screen villain. Do you see why I went against her now?” Havervill stated.
I didn’t answer him but said, “Let’s go shopping.”
Several hours later, I had finally purchased an enchanted set of chainmail. The armor had the following features. It would absorb the first hundred points of damage per attack from any slashing, puncturing or bashing weapon. It provided protection against fire, lightning and acid attacks – decreasing the damage caused by fifty percent. It wasn’t the most powerful armor I could purchase, but I had limited time and didn’t want to spend the entire day shopping. I purchased twenty healing and stamina potions; a potion that would raise my Physical Damage Attribute to level one hundred for five minutes; two potions which would make me as large as a full grown giant, fifteen feet tall, and as strong as one for five minutes; and a final potion that would double my max damage points for five minutes. I tried to purchase two vials of the last potion, but that was the merchant’s last one. He said that a big raid must be in the works because the Granson Gang bought up most of his stock and the stock of most of the merchants in the city.
I had chosen these potions as they best suited my primary up close and personal fighting style. Nevertheless, my plan was to stay in the background as much as possible. At level 52, I would be the lowest level member of the attack force. I was planning to use my crossbow as much as possible. However, when I was thrown into melee, I planned to be as badass as possible. I also intended to bring along the two items hidden away in my office that had been given to me for a situation just like the one I had been tasked with:  Tali’s Slaying Hand and Tali’s Turning Tide.
My last stop would be at Rhia’s shop. I figured that maybe I could pick up an item or two from her. Then maybe we could use the relic she had that would turn our non-combat receptors up to a seven. I found myself aroused just thinking about it. The intimacy with her was stronger than any liquor I had ever consumed and much more addictive.
It was just before six o’clock when I entered the shop and walked towards the counter in the back. Rhia was not there but instead I found the two gremlins.
“Is Rhia here?” I asked.
“She no be here,” Clancy said.
“Will she be back?” I questioned.
“She no be back. She no be here today,” Dancy responded.
“Is she okay?”
“Okay?” Clancy asked.
“Is she sick or something?”
“Clancy and Dancy no know about Madam Rhia,” Dancy said.
“Did she say she wasn’t going to be here today?” I asked concerned.
I was beginning to come around to Havervill’s way of thinking about gremlins. The little buggers were annoying the shit out of me.
“She no say nothing,” Dancy responded.
“She leave note,” Clancy said.
“Note?” I questioned.
The gremlins looked at one another, and then looked at me. “She leave note for you. She say if you no come to shop by six, Dancy and Clancy send yummy pixie to you with note.”
“Can I please have the note?” I fumed.
Dancy, who had been standing on the counter, pointed with her gnarled grey finger to a parchment that read, “For Constable Mace.”
“Can we get the hell out of here?  Gremlins give me the heebie-jeebies. You know that,” Havervill griped.  
The gremlins fled from me and into a back office. I snatched the letter off the counter and began to read.




Chapter 26:  Another Very Shitty Day

I yanked the haptic devices off my head and my body, tossing them roughly to the coffee table. I walked to the fridge and grabbed two beers. Four of them remained. Six beers was not going to be nearly enough. However, they were enough for now. I guzzled down one and threw the empty can towards the recycler. It plopped to the wooden floor, the dregs of the beer dripping out.  
Mace I will be logged off for a while.
Not sure when I will be back.
Our time together has been fun.
Things are complex in the real world.
All of this sounded like a bunch of bullshit. An apology, a “me, not you, Dear Mace letter.” 
“Fuck! Fuck!  Fuck!” I screamed, tears, streaming down my cheeks and over my lips. I hadn’t cried when I found out Bethany was diagnosed with cancer, or when she passed away, not even when we buried her. I was afraid to cry, afraid what might happen if that floodgate was allowed to open again.
I finally let the loneliness that had swelled inside me burst.
Maybe Rhia had sensed I had fallen in love with her. Possibly it scared her. Perhaps she was married in the real world or in a relationship. She would never tell me anything about who she was in real life.
I could find out who she is, I mumbled aloud. Though as an ex officer I knew how creepy and stalky it all sounded as I said it. I knew Haggerty would never give me that information for my own protection.
The telescreen indicated a call was coming in. I ignored it. Then my phone rang. I disregarded it too.
“Leave me alone!” I bellowed, tossing the second empty beer can to the floor. I walked over to the fridge and grabbed two more.
I heard a ping and knew someone had left me a text over the telescreen.
It read in big bold red lettering, “Answer the telescreen or the phone or I am coming over. Mike.”
The telescreen blared again and I shouted, “On!”
“What is it, Hags?  I need to be alone.”
“Are you crying?”  He asked.
“Fuck you!  What do you want?  Having kind of a bad day here.”
“I know. Sorry about Rhia.”
“How could you possibly know?” I asked.
“Your AI told my AI. Believe it or not, he was worried,” Haggerty said.
“I swear I am going to find a way to delete that son-of-a-bitch,” I shouted.
“He meant well,” Haggerty responded.
“Yeah! Yeah!  Is that what you called me about?  Because I don’t need your sympathy or pity right now.”  I took a deep drink of beer. Beer had never tasted as good as it did at that moment.
“You have a big day tomorrow Mace. Should you be drinking?” Haggerty berated me.
“What do you need Hags?  I plan to have these beers and then pass out until the morning. Don’t worry about me. I will meet Granson on time. You know that I am more than reliable.”
“Okay. I know you’ll be there. I got bad shit to tell you. Now is probably not the best time but I figure it is better you hear it from me than from someone else.”
“Just tell me what the hell is going on?”  I began on the fourth beer and the alcohol was beginning to do the job.
“Ferguson died,” he said simply.
“And?” I asked. “Why is that bad news?  I hope there is a burning, torturous hell waiting for the sick motherfucker.”
“I will tell you what!” Haggerty said with a raised voice. “The D.A. wants to go after you for manslaughter now instead of the use of excessive force. She is going to convene a grand jury, Mace. You could go to trial. Hell, you could go to jail.”
“Is that all?” I asked numbly. The D.A. and Ferguson were way down on my ‘I give a shit list.’
“Is that all?” Haggerty stammered. “Wake the fuck up Mace. This is serious.”
“I know it is. I don’t care about it right now. Maybe I will tomorrow. Maybe next week. All I want right now is to get off this damn screen with you, have my last two beers, and hope black sleep takes me.”  Haggerty was about to say something else when I said, “Telescreen off.”  Then I told the telescreen to block all additional calls and texts except if they were from Amber. The telescreen followed the instructions and asked, “Shall I play the one message that was left earlier today from Eden Grove?”
“Eden Grove,” I mumbled. “Play the message,” I said as I walked over to the fridge to grab the last two beers.
“This message is for Mr. Charlie Mason. It is vital that you call us back in reference to your sister Nancy.”  There was urgency and sadness in the man’s voice. Nancy, my sister, lived in a residential community in Sullivan County for autistic adults. She had lived there for nearly forty years. I hadn’t visited with her in over a decade. And had only seen her three of four times in the last twenty five years.
“Telescreen, please call Eden Grove residential community.”  The telescreen came on and a receptionist answered. I told her that I received a call about my sister Nancy Mason. She responded, “Oh. Oh Mr. Mason. Please hold. Let me see if the director is still in.”  Still in. I looked at the clock on the wall and noticed it was after seven p.m.
“Mr. Mason,” a young, well-dressed man on the other side of the screen said, “I am sorry to tell you this. Nancy passed away this morning from a massive stroke. Our medical staff and the paramedics did all they could to save her. I am so sorry.” 
I remained silent, lost to the alcohol and the cold, empty universe.
“Mr. Mason. Sir. I know this is a shock.”  He went on for a few minutes about how much they all loved Nancy, and how much she will be missed, and how her funeral arrangements had already been pre-paid for by my parents’ estate. Then asked me something about her personal items.
“Please stop,” I said, guzzling another beer, half of the contents of the can sloshing down my shirt.   
“I will call back tomorrow. I cannot do this right now. Telescreen off.”
I grabbed the last beer and stared at it like it was my only friend. When it was gone, then what?
I opened it, swigging it down. The alcohol had kicked in by now and I had to pee like a racehorse. I stumbled over towards the bathroom and relieved myself. I stared at my bedroom across the hall from me. My bed looked so cozy and inviting. I turned away from it and stumbled back down the few stairs heading towards the coffee table. Slowly and clumsily, I began to place the haptic devices back on. I wasn’t certain the effect that alcohol would have on my immersion experience but didn’t care.
I emerged from my office back at headquarters. I walked to my desk and grabbed the bottle of moonshine and a few of the cheroots Mother had mysteriously gifted me with. I raised my non-combat sensors to five and began to drink. The liquor burned my throat and stomach like lava. I drank another deep swig and then grabbed a cheroot and lit it. With that, I walked out of my office, out of headquarters and headed south and towards my first destination.
I banged on the door of the harem hall for Domi’s Dominators. I couldn’t even be certain anyone was there. I pounded again, using some of my high strength this time. The door groaned and cracked a bit from the impact. The door finally creaked open. A naked female centauress greeted me. The centaurs in the game usually wore clothing to cover their torsos and body. She, however, appeared in all of her glory. She looked at me and I stared back at her. I wondered for a moment the mechanics that would be involved having sex with a centaur.
“Well?” she finally cursed. “What?  I have a brownie and satyr waiting for me for a fun game of pin the tail on the mergirl.”
“Domi,” I slurred. That was all I could say. With my non-combat receptors turned to five and half the bottle of moonshine gone, it was all I could say.
She was about to say something when a naked brownie flew up and whispered something in her ear.
“Come. Follow me,” the brownie said. I followed her though a few hallways. Moans, groans and pleadings to the gods echoed all about me. The brownie stopped in front of a set of double doors. “In there,” she said. “Have fun,” she giggled and flew off, her tail wiggling back and forth as she did so.
I pushed open the door. Domi was splayed naked on an enormous bed; a gorgeous female orc was caressing one perfect grapefruit size breast while a male orc did the same to the other one. A fairy creature I had never seen before hovered between her legs. She looked at me quizzically. “My loves,” she said, “Come back later. It appears the sheriff and I have some business.”  They left the room and I stripped.
Domi had laughed and thanked me as I departed an hour later.   I left both satiated and ravenous. There had been pain and ecstasy all rolled into one. Loneliness and joy had joined as one. Domi was Bethany and Rhia and herself. She was all and none. She was a discordant clamor and beautiful music.
I walked into the street and towards my next destination. I drank the last of the moonshine, lit a cheroot, and then placed my hand inside my pocket and slipped on the brass knuckles.
I went to my settings and raised my combat pain receptors to a five.
I would cause pain tonight and feel pain. Lots of pain. Pain was preferable to what I was feeling.
“Hold on there, pal,” Havervill said.
“Go away! I know what I am doing. Besides, I’m not speaking to you,” I said drunkenly.
“Don’t we got a thing tomorrow?” he asked.
“Go away. Or I swear by all the gods and goddesses of The Great Realm that I will fly to Pasadena, find the server your consciousness resides in, and bash it to pieces with a sledgehammer. So go away.”
I checked my clock. Twenty-seven minutes. In twenty-seven short minutes, my total allocation of time for the game would end and I would be forced back to the real world. The real world could burn. Then I remembered Amber still resided in that world and pushed that dark thought away.
“I’m proud of you for the whole harem thing,” Havervill said, “Didn’t know you had it in you. You gave as good as you got. But what you are planning next is real stupid.”
“Shut up!” I shouted as I entered the gates to the Grey Zone. Several of my guards were posted outside the entry. Not to prevent anyone from entering but in case someone or something exited that should not. I heard them call Constable to me but I ignored their appeals. I looked back as they were about to follow their commander into the Grey Zone, but I emphatically shook my head and waved them back.
The Hogshore was my destination. I looked at the sign posted outside the door. No Realmborn Allowed. I didn’t want to kill any of the locals. A few players sent to respawn was a whole other thing. This was the place.
Slipping my hand into my pocket, I filled the brass knuckles with energy and rage and pain. Then I walked over to a sixtieth level barbarian the size of a small mountain, and slammed my brass-knuckled fist into his jaw. His head snapped to the side. Teeth and blood flew from his mouth. Before he could react, I struck him three more times in quick succession. Between my fifty-seven strength, the damage from the brass knuckles, the surprise attacks, and the critical strike, he didn’t stand a chance. He faded into the mist.
Then it was on.
My head snapped back from a dozen punches.
The agony was glorious.
Chairs and cudgels slapped into my back.
A pixie bartender landed on my hair and bit into my earlobe.
Every explosion of pain was pure ecstasy.
I felt alive and dead.
I gave as good as I got.
Finally, a spear burst through my chest.
Before I faded away, my eyes focused on Duster who stood at the door, shaking her head.
I couldn’t make the D.A. pay, or Rhia pay; I couldn’t take back my neglect of Nancy. But I could make The Glimmerman pay.  I would inflict massive pain him.  The bastard was going to experience my entire wrath.
Beautiful death finally took me.   




Chapter 27:  Greeny

“Fuck!” I shouted as I popped out of bed. The alarm continued to blare. “Off,” I muttered.
“Time?” I asked, my voice dry as sand.
“The time is 8:40,” the robotic voice droned.
“Fuck,” I said softly this time. “The assault on the dungeon began in twenty minutes. I didn’t have time to take a shower, or eat, or even gulp down a cup of coffee. I stumbled to the bathroom, threw some water on my face, brushed my teeth, and then looked at myself in the mirror. I could just hear Havervill in my mind, “Stop being a sad sack!  There are lots of other hot merchants out there with big boobies.”
“Shut up!” I muttered to the unseen Havervill.
A wave of embarrassment flooded me. Any respect anyone had for Constable Mace disappeared in one moment of what?  Rage? Sadness?  Loneliness?  No matter. I would finish what I had started. I would help to conquer the dungeon, get the answers that were needed, and then I would resign from my position as constable of the CD.
I placed the haptic devices on my head, arms and legs, then leaning back in the easy chair, I logged on.
“Nice of you to join us, Mr. Mason,” Shannon Donally said through the chat.
“Good morning,” I said aloud to both Shannon and to the crowd assembled around me. Duster looked at me and shook her head, reminiscent of the same gesture from the evening before. Tinsie flitted about in excitement and flew towards me. She was dressed for war – with thick leather pants and a leather jerkin. A small leather cap covered her blonde hair. A magical blue sheen covered her mostly translucent wings. A little knife hung by her side, and half a dozen wands hung from loops from her waist. “Here you go, Boss,” she said as she reached into a sack at her hip. She pulled out a handful of crossbow bolts that were tipped with the harpy’s claws. The bolts fit her tiny hand, but once she transferred them to me, they grew in size to fit my hand. “If the claws were able to scratch Buddy, they should be able to harm some of the monsters we may encounter in the dungeon,” I said.
“The doggers are gonna have a fit when they get the bill for the rush job,” Tinsie stated.
“And for the rest of the plan?” I asked Tinsie.
“We are good to go Boss,” she replied.
The only allies I would have in the dungeon were Tinsie and, the gods help me, Havervill. I guess I could count Duster as an ally but I really didn’t know her that well.   
I was familiar with a few members of the Granson Gang. Dawson’s brother, the barbarian Rashinog, stood a few feet from me speaking with a thin and wiry human who was dressed all in grey. Lucky, who stood next to Granson, was honing a blade with a wet stone. Socera held a large staff and nodded towards me. I had seen a few others of Granson’s league members when I had watched them on the telescreen about six weeks before when they took on Ladon, the hundred-headed beast:  a female gnome spell wielder who had transformed herself into a ten foot giant, and a young half elf, dressed in black, with two scimitars hanging by his side.
Granson walked over to me and was about to make some sort of quip when I cut him off. “I don’t want to hear about it!”  I said. “Let’s get this show on the road. Is everything ready?”
He smiled at me.
“Okay everyone, listen up!”  The landing fell silent. “I have shared with you the details of the dungeon and you have all agreed to participate in this dungeon dive. Once we enter you are committed for the next eighteen hours.”
“I quit my job to be here today,” a swarthy man named Kithala said. I glanced at his basic stats: Kithala, Starborn, dark-elf, Gadgeteer, Level 100. All of his other information was blocked off. Several bandoleers crisscrossed his chest, each filled with vials, shiny orbs, and dull looking rocks. He wore the equivalent of cargo-pants with a dozen or so bulging pockets. He held a contraption in his hand that looked like a primitive shotgun.
“Had to call in sick myself,” a female centaur said. Leather armor covered her torso and she carried a large composite bow. Her description read:  Deianeira, Starborn, Centauress, Supreme Archer, Level 100.  A gremlin that could have been the twin of either Clancy or Dancy sat upon her back. His description read:  Knuckles, Realmborn, Gremlin, Havoc Wreaker, Level 100. I had no idea what a havoc wreaker meant. Maybe it had something to do with the old legends from World War II pilots who claimed gremlins caused malfunctions on airplanes.
Granson’s raid group was certainly eclectic and more balanced than I would have made it. I had left the creation of the party in his hands, so I had to trust he knew what he was doing.
“I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” someone behind me shouted.
“Okay, Socera, Duster and the other spellcasters and priests, load us up with every buff you can think of. I want those buffs on us constantly. Lucky and Rashinog, I know neither of you are going to like this, but I need you in the middle protecting the healers. Healers, keep those health spheres going the entire time. Do not head towards anyone who is badly injured. They either need to get to you, or Lucky will drag them back to you.”
Lucky nodded his head while Rashinog grumbled something.
“Geyron, Gibborim, and Og will be our tanks,” Granson informed us. The trio consisted of Geyron the Dwarf, who was covered from head to toe in plate mail, along with the latter two who were both half giants. “We must keep the tanks alive!  As long as they are there to stop primary assaults, the rest of us can cause as much magic damage as possible. And if there are mobs, I want those AOEs flying. There will be two warbands. I will lead the first, comprising mostly of the tanks and physical damage dealers. Socera will lead the other one, composed of the magic wielders and healers.”
I saw a request to join Granson’s Warband. I hit the accept button. I found myself in a group with sixteen other members of the dungeon party.  Along with Granson, Rashinog, Lucky, Geyron, Gibborim, Og, Deianeira, Knuckles, and Kithala, we also had an Amazon named Dena; the man in black with the two scimitars who named himself, Death Dealer; a human, Rexxor, who was a Holy Knight; a tengu, Foroynar, who wielded a large spear; the man I had seen Rashinog speaking with when I first logged in, who went by the name Ransom;  a half human fighter named Ronald who had a large sword strapped to his back; and a strikingly beautiful and slender elf name Leniera whose character class indicated her as a Blood Letter. I made up the seventeenth member of this warband. I read the bonuses we would receive:   Current bonuses:  plus 35% to base physical damage; plus 35% to basic ranged attack damage; plus 40% to base damage points; plus 10% damage for anyone fighting with a two handed weapon; plus 35% to courage; plus 43% to stamina; plus 25% to attack speed.
I didn’t like that Duster and Tinsie were part of Socera’s warband, but I didn’t have much of a choice.
“Both warbands are set!”  Granson stated. “We go slow and methodical. There won’t be any information on any of the creatures we will face down here. Stay alive. Each one of you who dies, makes the dungeon stronger. Last chance to back out.”  When no one indicated they were staying behind Granson announced, “Alright, let’s start the buffs.”
I was disturbed by something and figured I had better get it off my chest before we entered the dungeon. “Granson,” I said to him privately, “I was pretty sure you would only bring Starborn along. Why risk the Realmborn in what is essentially a suicide mission?”
“I asked them along,” he responded, “because they have specialized skills or abilities that we are going to need if we hope to defeat this dungeon. They know the risks – that they might meet the Grey Man today.”
I nodded my head at his explanation.
The mages buffed us with an array of spells; when their strength was sapped, they drank potions to replenish their spells rapidly. Some of the spells were innate abilities they possessed while others came from scrolls they read (which crumpled to ash once used) to ones provided to us from an assortment of wands and relics. Five minutes later, I had the following buffs: absorb five hundred damage points from all attacks (once five hundred points of damage is absorbed, this buff dissipates); plus one hundred points of pure damage per melee attack for the next two hours; plus seventy five points of pure damage from projectile attacks for the next two hours;  faster hands for the next hour; quicker feet for the next two hours; full fire resistance for ten seconds; full energy attack resistance for ten seconds; additional resistance to poisons. They also attached one Sphere of Healing to each member of the party. The one granted to me would last one hour and heal ten damage points every two seconds. It either would dissipate after an hour or after it healed five hundred total damage points. The ones the tanks received were far more powerful.
Once the buffs were finished, Granson said, “Your turn Constable.”
“I still want to know how The Glimmerman got into the dungeon if he didn’t utilize the relic,” I heard Shannon ask one of her employees through the open chat line. I have to admit. I hated having my bosses watch me and judge my every move while I was essentially at work.  
“We know that it blocks even someone who is incorporeal from entering it. First time I have heard of any barrier to prevent that,” a young man with Shannon said. I lowered the volume on the open chat to the outside world so I could focus. I didn’t need them and Havervill chirping in my mind at the same time. It was going to be a long eighteen hours.
I pulled Rhia’s Rusty Hinges from a sack on my hip. Technically, I should have returned them to her since they did belong to her after all. I had expressed this to Shannon who told me not to worry about Rhia. I didn’t owe anything to Rhia – at least not anymore – so I let it drop.
I placed the relic up against the stone wall. The hinges glowed for a moment and then vanished. The stone blocking the entrance disappeared as well.
“I thought there would be some pomp and circumstance – a loud sound perhaps, maybe an explosion,” my virtual assistant complained. I thought about shutting his sound down as well but thought better of it. I might just need him.
“An illusion?” A woman behind me asked.
“Don’t think so,” another of the war party responded.
“Socera, you set?” Granson asked.
She uttered a few indistinguishable words and then tossed two orbs into the air which emitted a bright light.
“You set Lucky?”  Granson asked.  
Lucky nodded and said, “I’m ready.”
“Lucky, open the group chat,” Granson ordered.
With that, Lucky plunged into the dark mouth of the dungeon.
A notification popped up. I glanced at it not wanting to distract myself. It stated something to the effect that a warband led by Granson, leader of the Granson Gang, had started its descent into a divine dungeon. A bunch of notifications about the leaderboard was in the message as well.
If Lucky was moving, I couldn’t tell from the open chat as there was nothing but silence coming through it. Several minutes later, Lucky called through the chat. “The passage runs about five hundred feet. No pits or booby traps. There is just a large cavern in front of me. It is dimly lit by an artificial light. From what I can make out, the cavern is totally empty.”
“Wait for us at the opening to the cavern. Do not!  I repeat. Do not explore that cavern until we get to you. Socera, start recording now.”
Socera tossed three coaster-sized discs into the air and said, “We are recording.”
“We are going to be famous,” a woman behind me said.
“A divine dungeon,” one of the healers, a female dwarf, at least I thought she was female, stated.
“Moving out!” Granson ordered. “You all know what position in the formation you are assigned so stick to them.”  Tinsie and Dustovia would act as air support moving back and forth across the formation. The tengu, who could both walk and fly, was striding beside me towards the rear of the column. The tengu would take to the air as soon as was needed. He and I would offer additional protection to the spellcasters in the rear of the party. The healers took up the center of the column, as their survival was of utmost importance to our success in the dungeon.
We trekked down five hundred feet and stopped at the opening of the cavern.
Lucky strode into the cavern and began moving about it. “There is nothing here,” he reported after ten long minutes. “I have walked all around the perimeter and found nothing. There isn’t even a rat or a bat.”
“Is there a passage leading out of the cavern?” Granson inquired.
“Not that I can see. I would have to spend time searching for a hidden passage. Socera’s magic would find it quicker.”
“This is certainly a trap,” Granson declared. “We are moving in. Weapons and spells at the ready.”
Granson and Ransom entered first, followed by the three tanks. The remainder of us followed in as well. As soon as the final member of the party walked into the cavern, it went pitch black. I tried my Behind the Veil perk to see through the darkness, but I could see nothing which meant it was a natural darkness and not one created by magic.
“Welcome!” a chipper voice announced. Then a spotlight shone down in the middle of the cavern revealing a green figure. He, I think it was he, stood a little over five feet, and was dressed in simple green garbs and sandals. He was bald with ridges on the top of his head. A mouth of sharp and crooked teeth extended from his mouth. The oddest part of him were the long, gleaming knives that extended from his hands in the place of his ten fingers.
“That is one freaky looking Freddy Krueger wannabe,” Havervill said amused.
“Welcome!” the creature said again. I looked at his basic information and it said, Greeny the Great Goblin.
Havervill tittered in my mind. There were several chortles in front of me as well from others who must have read the description as well.
“Who will I choose?” the creature said, in what sounded like an Irish brogue.   
“Choose what?” Granson asked.
“Choose who will fight me first – mano a mano. Not you. Too boring. Not the sprite. Too ugly.”
“Hey!” Tinsie called out. “That’s not nice.”
“I hold the key!  Just need to take it from me!” Greeny taunted.
At the very second, Death Dealer appeared behind Greeny. Before he could even begin striking with his scimitars, Greeny turned around. It was like he had super-sonic speed—not sure how else to describe it –and plunged the ten razor-like fingers in and out of Death Dealer ten or so times.
Death Dealer’s face held shock as he suddenly dissipated into the mist.
“He caused over six thousand points of damage in less than three seconds,” Lucky stated.
“He ripped right through his buffs and armor like they were tissue,” Duster informed us.
“Tsk, Tsk,” the creature said, wagging one of its knifelike fingers.
“No more attacks!”  Granson said angrily through the chat.
I activated my True Sight perk, this time forcing it to show me the entire description of the creature who had just dispatched a one hundredth level assassin in less time than it takes to tie your shoelace. At first, I had trouble penetrating the blocks that Greeny put up preventing me from seeing his description.
“Try again,” Havervill said.
I felt Havervill somehow assisting me. This was the first time he had joined his power, or essence, with mine; together we were able to break through the resistance Greeny put up.
“Thanks,” I said to Havervill. The AI continued to intrigue me.
I shared the description with the party.
Greeny the Great Goblin, Malicious Disposition, Goblin Super Boss, 50,000 damage points. Greeny loves to kill. In fact, it is his favorite pastime. Greeny always attacks first, striking with all ten of his fingers. Each finger is enchanted, and will slice through any armor fashioned in Estra and Westra. There is some armor made in the Sundaland that can resist them. Each finger causes 200 to 250 damage points. Greeny is able to make three attacks before his opponent is allowed to strike back. Greeny will then attack three more times before the opponent can strike back again. Greeny is semi-divine with great magic infused within him. He is immune to most magic spells since he is essentially filled with magic. He is the greatest gatekeeper in The Great Realm. He can only be defeated in single, hand-to-hand combat. He will choose his opponent. If you attack Greeny without him choosing you as his opponent, he will get ten strikes in before you can even get in one. If you attack him en masse, he will simply vanish, and the key will be lost forever.
“Fuck me sideways,” one of our party members called out.
“You cheated Constable,” Greeny crooned, staring in my direction with two dark green eyes. “Looking at things you shouldn’t be looking at. For that, I choose you,” Greeny declared. “Our battle begins in five minutes.”
“What the...” I muttered.
“Now you stepped in it,” Havervill said.
Granson came over to me shaking his head. “It looks like you will be leaving this quest soon. If Death Dealer couldn’t slay him, then I don’t see what chance you have.”
I turned my back to Greeny and showed Granson Tali’s Turning Tide and the brass knuckles. I allowed him to read the descriptions of both and then he started barking orders. “Socera, you and Lenorina need to keep buffing him with stamina. I do not want it to fall below seventy five percent. Lucky, give him that increased attack speed potion you got stashed away in your backpack.”
“But Grans…” was all he got out as Granson shot him a death stare. “We have four minutes to min-max the shit out of him like no one has been min-maxed. We are focusing on offense. Let’s go!” 
Rings, necklaces and amulets were handed to me.
“We are doing calculations Mr. Mason,” Shannon said. “Even with all of the buffs and everything given to you it is going to be close. Good luck Mr. Mason.”
“You got this Mace,” Haggerty said through the chat as well.
“Sixty seconds!” Greeny cried out. “Then the killing begins.”  I placed the rings and other jewelry on and then drank the speed potion.
I stared at my stat sheet quickly and noted the effects of all of the talismans given to me by the party. Some granted me additional damage points, while several allowed me to inflict additional damage points; a few increased my stamina, while another made me ambidextrous for five minutes.
“Ten seconds!’  Greeny chortled.
I pulled the bandana over my neck, slipped the brass knuckles onto my hand and activated the ambidextrous ability.
He didn’t even count down to one. The next thing I knew ten knives were coming towards my chest. Greeny jumped back as though he was struck by lightning. He looked at me, and then looked down at his hands, dumbfounded by what had just occurred. The damn talisman worked, I thought. I just needed to find a way to inflict fifty thousand points of damage before the effects of the talisman wore off.
“Go!” I heard Haggerty scream.
“Hit him!” Havervill shouted.
Then all hell broke loose. Greeny screamed, “Cheater,” and came at me again. All around me I heard hoots and howls.   Out of my peripheral vision I saw that a large group of goblin-like creatures had attacked the party.
I punched Greeny’s face, first with the brass knuckled hand and then with my left. His head shot back and blood began to ooze down. I inflicted a total of 975 damage points with the two strikes.  I will admit, it felt good hitting someone that hard in the face twice. Really good!   
Greeny attacked me three more times and once again, the relic deflected them. Greeny screamed out “Cheater! Cheater!” 
“I’m gonna help you out,” Havervill said, “The rate you are going you will need over fifty more attacks in under five minutes to take him down.”
I did another combo to his face. This time Havervill also activated one of my brawler skills, Smash, which inflicted an additional 75 - 125 damage points. Total damage this round with the additional Smash damage was 1013 points. Greeny attacked three more times. He mocked me, “You don’t have enough time and no help is coming.”
Around me, I could hear the twang of bows and the crackle of lightning.
I attacked Greeny again with the same combo. He had learned from my prior two attacks, this time covering his bleeding face. My fist punched into knifed fingers causing no damage to him. He retaliated with his three attacks, which were once again deflected.
“Listen to me Mr. Mason,” Shannon. “You need to go for the quick kill. Use the Jackhammer feature of the brass knuckles.”
“Three minutes and twenty seconds left,” Havervill said with some anxiety in his voice. “Half your stamina is gone.”
I invoked the Jackhammer feature and feigned a jab with my right hand. Greeny put knifed hands up again to block it. I pulled my hand back quickly and struck his chest. I have never felt so much power surge through me as I did with Jackhammer invoked. My arm and fist felt like they were made of steel and my muscles were a hydraulic system. The punch connected and it felt like I had hit a wall of solid metal. Instead of going through his body like the special ability was supposed to allow me to, Greeny flew backwards a few feet, smashing into Ronald, who was engaged with several incredibly large goblins.
“Even with the protection he wears, that strike caused six thousand three hundred and thirty damage points,” Havervill stated. “Less than three minutes left.”
My mind was spinning. Greeny rushed back towards me, attacking me three more times. “Did you think it would be so easy?” he mocked. Then he pulled back the jerkin he wore to show me a gleaming gold chest plate with a small dent in it. It was time to try something stupid and unconventional. I feigned a jab again and when he went to block it, I kicked him between the legs. I didn’t know how realistic the game was, but hoped the designers worked in the old ‘kick them in the balls’ attack. They had! Greeny doubled over in pain, automatically moving his hands down to his crotch. I had thrown him off because his three attacks didn’t come this time. With his head exposed, I invoked Jackhammer again, bringing the brass knuckles down to the unprotected top of his head. He had a huge number of damage points and protection against most attacks. He was a powerful boss monster. However, the designers hadn’t thought of everything, and had not added any kind of crazy resistances to the back of his skull. My anger at Rhia, The Glimmerman, the District Attorney, and myself all passed through my thoughts, fueling my attack. The power of that punch as it crushed his skull was intoxicating. I could feel the initial bit of resistance then my fist punched through the skull and into whatever passed for grey matter in the game. I pulled my fist out. It was covered in gore and pieces of brain. Notifications whirled in front of my line of sight. Greeny stared at me, bewilderment in his hazel eyes. Then he collapsed to the ground.
“Way to go Mace!” Haggerty shouted.
“Let’s do that again!” Havervill roared.
Exhaustion overtook me, like a drunk coming down from a high. I wanted to feel that devastating power constantly.
There was an explosion and then silence. I looked around to discover that none of the Greater Goblins that Greeny had summoned were still in the cavern. Their corpses had faded into the stone. Greeny’s body, however, remained.
Granson began to call out to Socera, “Did you lose anyone?”
“One of the summoners, Delra,” she responded.
“Damn,” Granson cursed, “and we lost Rexxor. One cavern and we already lost three of the war party.
Granson then walked over towards the battered remains of Greeny and then looked at me. “Remind me not to underestimate you,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief over my defeat of Greeny. I was in disbelief myself to be honest. It was only possible because of Tali’s Turning Tide. I was pissed I had to use the talisman. I wanted to save it for the fight with The Glimmerman that I was certain was coming, and now I used it in my very first battle. I also wasted two of the Jackhammer charges from the brass knuckles.
Tinsie flew over towards me, a huge smile covering her face. “Fun fun fun!  I tried a new wand out. You should have seen it. The nasty goblins blew up from the inside out.”  My deputy hadn’t sustained any damage from what I could see. She held a wand in her hand, smoldering smoke coming from its end. Behind me, the healers began casting spells, reapplying buffs, and consuming potions.
“Wow Boss,” she expressed, looking down at Greeny.
Lucky walked over to Greeny’s body and began to examine it. As soon as he did, Greeny’s body disappeared and in its place, a pile of loot appeared.
“What have we got Lucky?” Granson asked.
“Two thousand palladium coins,” Lucky said joyfully. “That is more than twice we received from Ladon’s lair. Ten Great Goblin Knives. Socera will need to ascertain their power. There is a spell book here as well.”  He looked up and called Socera over, handing her the book.
She stared at the cover and then flopped through a few pages. “It is a divine spell book. The first I have ever heard of.”  She flipped through a few of the pages. “This spell requires you to be one hundred twenty fifth level and this one a hundred and fiftieth.”  She turned to the last page and a huge smile covered her face. “Resurrection!” she shouted. “Bloody resurrection. However, you need to be level two hundred to use it. That will be a game changer during a big dungeon run. Wonder how that will work.”
“Time for that later, Socera,” Granson stated. “What else is there Lucky?”
“A golden breastplate. I am unable to read the stats. And what is this?” Lucky asked, picking up a small flat object. He read the description and shouted, “Shit!”
“What?”  Granson asked.
Lucky stammered at first and then got out, “It says Ticking Time Bomb. It says fifty two, now fifty one seconds.”
“Granson shouted, “Let’s go! Everyone out!  Form up by the passage on the opposite wall. Lucky get those coins in the sack and meet us.”  I looked over to where he pointed and noticed that there was now a passage on the opposite side of the cavern.   
Granson’s forces were disciplined and followed his orders. The game does not actually make you pick up two thousand coins and place them in a sack. You just need to claim the pile by touching it and then you can just sort of place it into a sack all at once.
Lucky ran over and shouted fifteen seconds.
“Same order as before,” Granson said to the assembled forces and rushed into the passageway. We all followed him. A slab of stone slammed down behind us, which muffled the sound of the massive explosion in the cavern. We had escaped just in time.




Chapter 28:  Dungeon Dive

In the passageway, we had a few minutes to catch our breath. I realized that I still had the brass knuckles on my hand and slipped them back into my pocket.   There were several hoots and howls of joy when the warband members realized they had all gained a level from defeating the first cavern. I also gained one and was now level 53. I allocated the four attribute points into Providence raising it to 44. I felt certain the dice I had heard when I used Jackhammer on Greeny the second time was Providence in play; I felt like I was going to need a great deal of luck if I hoped to make it to the end of the dungeon. I also gained another 20 damage points, bringing my total to 1341. My unarmed combat skill was raised to Level 5, 51%, Smash was raised to Level 5, 25%, and Dirty Fighting to Level 5, 25%.
While still in the passage, I handed back all of the magical items that had been loaned to me for the battle with Greeny. Then I pulled out my crossbow and followed along into the next cavern.
The next several hours were a whirlwind. In the second cavern, fifty harpies, six Minor Harpy Bosses, and a Major Harpy Boss attacked us from the sky. The battle was furious. Before they swooped down on us, they all let loose with volley after volley of enchanted spears. The minor bosses all possessed the Spear of Death ability, which they released upon us with devastating effect. They seemed to have an endless supply. The mages erected barriers to deflect the onslaught, yet nearly half of the spears got through, with half of those striking members of the dungeon attack force. If I thought the Minor Harpy Boss’s Shriek of Death was bad, it was nothing in comparison to the one that assaulted us from the Harpy Boss. The shrill sound caused physical damage and disoriented half of the members of our attack force. The mages tossed out silence and deafness spells to counter the overwhelming dissonance that assaulted us.
Our attack force ultimately came out on top because we let loose with everything we had. The harpies were higher level than we were and could withstand more punishment than we could. However, our magic users ultimately overwhelmed the harpies. Duster tossed down a glass globe that exploded in a thousand small shards – twenty air elementals took to the sky to battle the harpies. Tinsie summoned an air elemental as well, but this one was as large as a Minor Harpy Boss. Domes were erected; fireballs flew into the air engulfing the harpies; centaur’s arrows turned into five arrows, each one followed by a large explosion. A gnome named Ingot transformed himself into a hulking twenty-foot giant and hurled huge boulders at the avian beasts. The dwarf tank, Geyron, taunted the harpies and a large number of them flew towards him and the other two tanks who held them off while the damage dealers dealt with them. The gadgeteer saved the day as he pulled out a contraption that looked like one of the cannons shooting shirts to the audience at sporting events. It shot numerous barbed nets that wrapped around several of the harpies, preventing them from flapping their wings. Once they crashed to the ground, it was easy for the tanks and other fighters to kill them. My new crossbow bolts made from the harpy’s claws were quite effective in piercing their skin. I also erected my first dome shield as one of the minor bosses hurled her spear at me. The shield deflected most of the damage from the deadly spear, but I still suffered over four hundred damage points. Granson did not partake in the battle but instead surveyed the battle, barking orders and attack strategies. The harpies didn’t even seem to notice him as none seemed to attack him.   
The attack party had to utilize some of the powerful relics and talismans everyone had loaded up on in order to overcome the superior force. They didn’t have a choice. Unless they survived this battle, there wouldn’t be a later one. One of these relics, Willie’s Whirlwind, engulfed several of the harpies, spinning them around in a vortex. The vortex changed from wind to a swirling circle of charged particles that fried several of the flying beasts.
When the battle concluded, we had lost three more of the warband: Dena, a human Amazon, Jorumas, a dark elf spellcaster, and Silvera, a half elf water mage.   In the first two caverns alone, we had already lost six of the starting party, and were down to just twenty-nine.
Once again, the loot drop was enormous. We gathered up dozens of harpy claws; a number of the powerful spears of the Minor Harpy Bosses remained as well; the boss dropped a fabled necklace, though Socera said she would need time to ascertain its magical qualities; there were also three thousand gold coins that were heaped together in a pile. Socera opened a Major Treasure Portal and deposited all of the treasure from this cavern into it. She dumped all of the loot from Greeny’s cavern as well.
Havervill explained that Socera’s spell opened up a portal to a pocket dimension where the loot could be stored and retrieved later. Socera was the only one who could access the portal so there was no chance of theft. The portal did require a payment of ten percent of all of the coins.
We lost Lucky in the next cavern. He had taken ten steps or so into the next cavern when a funnel of flames shot up from below him. He should have been able to survive the flame trap due to a ring of fire resistance he wore along with several buffs that also gave him protection from elemental attacks. Lucky screamed once and then simply burned away until not even ash remained of him. The problem, as Socera explained it, was that, “Lucky’s luck ran out. That was not a normal fire, but blue flames, the hottest of all the fires. It is believed that dragon’s spew blue flames, hot enough to melt even diamonds. Perhaps once the player cap is lifted, we will grow powerful enough to protect against blue flames.”
As soon as Lucky tripped the lock, a notification popped up. Welcome to the Cavern of Impossible Traps. You have half an hour to clear a path to the passageway beyond. Do not even think of cheating. Transport spells will not work. Portal spells will not work. Going ethereal will not work. If you are thinking of taking to the air, please do so, the deadliest of the traps are found above the ground.
“You are up Knuckles,” Granson said.
The gremlin jumped down from the back of Deianneira and walked towards the edge of the cavern. He pulled out a flask, guzzled it down and said, “For luck!”
I looked over to Socera who said, “Luck potion. I fear he is going to need it.”
Then he got to work destroying, dismantling, and wrecking traps in a straight line, leading towards the next passageway. He slipped a number of traps and trap components he dismantled into a pack on his back. He missed several traps and they triggered, but he survived because of his luck. One trap emitted a cone of energy that crackled and sizzled. Knuckles just eluded that one. Another one he detonated on purpose. He took about fifteen steps back and then tossed a rock the size of a golf ball onto the spot. It landed with a dull thud, grew to twenty times its size, and then a sonic boom rocked the cavern. We all covered our ears until the deafening roar passed. Had Knuckles been standing upon that trap when it went off, it would have atomized his body. There was only about ten minutes left and Knuckles had only cleared a path about half way. Socera and the other mages cast spells to both reveal and to disarm traps, yet none of them proved effective. Knuckles seemed unperturbed by the lack of time. He stood up, began to chant, and then he glowed a bright white. He moved forward over the spots where traps should have been. He set none of them off. Then he pulled out a little pickaxe and began to pound the ground below him as he moved forward.
“What is he doing?”  I asked Havervill.
“Has to be some sort of gremlin perk that lets him destroy objects without any kind of harm coming to him. That’s what the little nasty buggers are famous for, breaking shit. Not sure how long it will last.” 
There was about seven minutes left when Granson ordered us to move out. “Stay on the trail Knuckles cleared for us. Tinsie and Duster, stay as low to the ground as possible.”  
We moved out. Meanwhile, Knuckles stood about five feet from the passageway on the opposite side of the cavern. The glow that covered him had disappeared and the pick was gone as well. Then he screamed a bunch of gremlin curses. Havervill began to tell me what they meant but I stopped him. “What happened?” I asked.
“I think he found a trap he can’t wreck?” my AI responded.
“Hurry Knuckles!” Granson shouted. “Only three minutes left.”
“Extra five percent,” the gremlin responded. “This last one will cost me dearly.”
“Agreed,” Granson said without argument.
“Two minutes,” Socera called out.
Knuckles nodded his head and then took a step forward. At first, nothing happened. Then there was a whooshing sound, followed by twenty glimmering knives that flew out from the ether, impaling the gremlin like a pincushion.
“Hot damn!” Havervill said with glee.
Knuckles coughed blood a few times and then faded away, the knives disappearing along with him.
“Hurry!’  Granson ordered.
He ran towards the passageway, as did the rest of the party. We made it just into the passage beyond as a stone slab suddenly appeared behind us blocking us off from the cavern beyond.
“What did he mean by an extra five percent?” I asked no one in particular as we huddled in the passageway.
Duster answered the question. “Gremlins have a perk called Nine Lives. They are the only NPCs that respawn in the game. From what the rumors say, when gremlins die, they become trapped in a nightmarish alternate plane.  It will take a week for him to respawn, however. Gremlins are a little meaner and nastier when they return. That is why he demanded an extra five percent. Granson didn’t really have a choice.”
I looked back at the centaur, tears streamed down her face.
We had gone through three rooms and had now lost eight members of the assault party. I feared that everything had been easy so far, that the dungeon did not want to wipe us all out just yet. That it had bigger and more painful plans for our demise. All the remaining members gained another level. I checked my display and noted I had gained Level 54 after the battle with the harpies and level 55 after Knuckles cleared the cavern with the traps. For my level 54 allocations, I dropped two attribute points in Physical Fortitude, raising it to 55 and two points into Physical Strength, raising it to 59.    Several of my crossbow skills along with my Shield Dome were also raised slightly after the fight with the harpies. For my level 55 allocations, I placed three attribute points into Hand Eye Coordination raising it to level 39 and one more into Providence to make it 45. I had also gained another forty damage points between the two levels, raising my total to 1381.
Ransom became the scout and checked out the fourth cavern while we remained in the passageway. He finally responded, “All clear here Granson except for one very bizarre sight.”
“What is it?” Granson asked.
“You need to see it,” Ransom stated.
“We are coming,” Granson responded leading the way down the passage. We entered the cavern and there was indeed a strange sight. In the center of it stood a lifelike statue of a hooded man, with burly arms, holding a shining axe. In front of him sat a stone slab – an executioner’s block.  
“What the hell?” uttered Rashinog.
“What the hell indeed,” a disembodied voice said. The voice came from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. “Whoever leads, step forward and hear the challenge.”
“I am the leader,” Granson said taking two steps forward.
“Choose!” the voice demanded.
“Choose what?” Granson asked.
“The blood sacrifice. Choose!” the voice commanded.
“You need to be more specific,” Granson stated.
“You, and you alone, must choose one of your companions to be sacrificed at my altar. If it be Realmborn, they shall never rise again. If it be Starborn, they will spawn as they first did upon entering The Great Realm.”
“Does he mean first level?” Ransom asked.
“I believe he does,” Socera responded.
“Thou has five minutes to choose who shall satiate my appetite. If thou does not choose, all will be lost.”
Then we were surrounded by an array of monsters I had never seen before. There looked to be five hundred of them. Half of them looked like giant imps with forked tails and forked tongues that carried large tridents. Twenty or so griffins circled in the air. I glanced around at some of the other beasts: chimeras, basilisks, sphinxes, manticores, cyclopes, giants, vampires, werewolves, and a dozen other beasts who I had never heard of. We were surrounded in the cavern.
“No rhyme nor reason,” Havervill said. “Someone was like, let me create an army of every nasty creature from mythology and stick them here.”
“Choose!” the voice commanded. “One dies or all die. Only the leader may choose. Any who volunteer will be sacrificed to me and you will still need to choose. Thou now has four minutes to place a head upon my executioner's block.”
“Did a writer or the dungeon come up with this sacrifice challenge?” Shannon asked through the chat. No one answered her.
Granson looked about at the remaining war party. I am certain he was calculating who was most expendable. Whoever was sacrificed was not going to be happy.
The gears of his mind were moving. I actually felt bad for him that he had been put in this position. It was good I had gotten him to agree that he would take no actions that would harm me, Tinsie or Duster. In some ways, being some of the lowest level members of this party, we were the most expendable.
“I am sorry,” he finally said as he walked up to the Realmborn human priestess named Lilliana. “No. No. No,” she whimpered, terror in her eyes as she backed away from him.
“I am sorry,” he said again, gesturing to Socera.
“You can’t!’ she cried.
Socera raised her staff and aimed at the priestess. Two of the other mages cast similar spells. The priestess could no longer move or speak. All that moved were eyes that desperately looked from side to side seeking any ally, seeking someone to save her.
“Thirty seconds,” the voice said. The monsters all around us drew their weapons, gnashed their teeth, showed their fangs, and extended their claws. Rashinog and Og grabbed hold of the inert body and lowered her to the ground. Tears streamed down the eyes of the priestess. Tinsie looked at me with a cold look of betrayal.
“Mace, you gotta stop this. It’s murder,” Havervill pleaded.
“Do nothing Mr. Mason,” Shannon said. I hated that she had access to Havervill thoughts. “She dies or you all die and the quest is lost.”
Rashinog and Og had maneuvered the priestess with her neck exposed to the executioner’s axe.
I was torn about what to do. This was wrong. Evil somehow. Choose me or choose some other Starborn, I thought. So what if we need to start over. I could have worked something out with Shannon to return the levels to any of the Starborn. Nevertheless, the choice had not been mine to make. I agreed to let Granson lead. Let it fall on his conscience.
“Let me drink her blood,” the voice demanded.
The executioner, who had not twitched a muscle or showed any sign of life, suddenly lifted the great axe high above his head; in a fluid motion, the axe cut cleanly through the priestess’s neck.
The head rolled off the block and onto the dirt floor of the cavern. Instead of fading away like most Realmborn do when they die, the priestess’s decapitated body remained there. Blood gushed from her neck. The ground drank up the red blood that spurted from the priestess. A minute later, when the blood stopped flowing, the body and head finally faded. The monsters arrayed all around us vanished as quickly as they had appeared. A passageway opened on the cavern wall beyond where the immobile executioner stood once again.
I could feel Havervill seething in anger. I had never felt such strong emotion from him before. I did not say anything. Unsure what to say.
“She was a priestess of Unji the Lifegiver,” Socera said. “Let’s hope the legends are true and her followers are reincarnated.”
There was a dull silence over the war party.
Tears streamed down Tinsie’s smoldering eyes.
“Let’s go Granson,” I finally said, breaking the tension. “Three more caverns to go and we can get the hell out of here.”
Granson nodded his head and we moved out again.
I received a notification that I had received a new level for completing the last cavern. I didn’t deserve it. None of us deserved it.
“Blood money,” Havervill chided.
Again, I didn’t say anything, uncertain how to respond. I was now Level 56. I allocated two more points into Hand-Eye Coordination, bringing it up to 41. I dropped the other two points into Physical Fortitude raising it to 57. My damage points went up to 1401 as well.
We had now lost our ninth member of the thirty-five member party we had set out with. The dungeon had taken it easy on us so far. I feared what the last three caverns might hold. The dungeon had been playing mind games on us so far. I was certain the real challenges were ahead of us in the last three caves.
Ransom once again scouted ahead for us. A few minutes later he reported over the chat, “Granson, bring everyone up here. We have a problem.”
The problem was a solid wall at the end of the passageway. Ransom, Socera and Granson examined the wall. “Are those runes?” Socera asked, pointing to several inscriptions.
She turned around to the party and asked, “Is anyone able to translate runes?” 
Duster floated up and held her hand out. A few moments later, the wall glowed outlining the runes. Then the symbols turned to script lettering that we could all read. Behind the wall is the lever that opens the next gate. Certain doom and death awaits you beyond the wall. Of this I do not lie. I offer you this one time and one time only. On the stone floor beneath the wall surrender all the treasures you have already found and I will let you depart without the requirement that you need to perish or complete the dungeon to escape my clutches. The levels you have gained you may keep as well. It must be all or none.
I knew my answer already. I was certain I knew Granson’s as well. Then Granson turned to the rest of the party. “We are not leaving!” Then looking at the three floating discs that served as recording devices he stated, “We complete the dungeon or we die trying.”
Most of the party nodded their heads in agreement. “Now to deal with the wall,” Granson said. Suggestions were tossed about. The gadgeteer said he was certain he could blow a hole through it using an explosive clay he carried. Geyron – one of the two dwarves in the party – suggested such an explosion would bring the entire passageway down, so we nixed that idea. Socera tried a spell on the wall that would turn stone into mud. “It should work,” she kept mumbling as the spell continued to fail. Invierno, who was a hundredth level Magma mage, tried to melt the stone. He failed as well. Duster thought maybe the wall was an illusion and tried to disbelieve it was actually there.
I turned to Tinsie. I knew she could turn incorporeal and could fly right through the wall. Usually my deputy was more than willing to show off her talents, but she remained silent. She appeared in deep contemplation much like she had been back at Rhia’s shop when her Sixth Sense kicked in.
“You okay?” I asked her.
“Follow my lead,” she whispered to me.  
I nodded my head.
Then loudly she said, “It won’t work, Boss! I told you I can’t go ethereal right now. I exhausted the ability to save you and Duster from the explosion in the warehouse.”  
I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on with Tinsie so I said, “Damn. You could get right through that wall like it wasn't even there.”
“How much longer for the cool down?” Granson asked hopefully.
“At least another twelve hours,” she responded. “Sorry. Is anyone else able to turn ethereal?”  She turned to the group. They either shook their heads or looked at Tinsie as if she had three heads. “It is a real shame there isn’t another sprite around who could fly fly fly right through that wall.”  Turning to Ransom she questioned, “Don’t you think that is a shame?  If there was another sprite, they could zip right through that wall and pull the lever so we can all get in. I guess we have to leave leave leave.”  She turned towards the three floating discs that were recording the dungeon dive. “Sorry out there in telescreen land. Looks like the adventure is at the end. If only we had another sprite who could be ethereal, or if we had someone who could turn into a lovely lovely lovely sprite with all of her abilities even for just a few minutes. If only we had a shapeshifter with us Ransom. Don’t you agree?”
Ransom glared at the sprite. Then he looked over to Granson who responded, “It is time.”
Ransom shimmered for a moment and then in his place stood a familiar figure.
“Dawson,” I said with cold anger.
I looked over at Granson who grinned at me. “What is the problem?” he asked. “You put me in charge and trusted me to set up the attack force. Who can be of more use than a shapeshifter?”
Havervill, who had been brooding since the death of the priestess, chimed in, “What is it they say? ‘Keep your enemies close and your gremlins closer’ or is it ‘The enemy of my gremlin enemy is my friend?’”  I knew what he meant.
“Is this going to be an issue?” Granson asked.
“Depends,” I responded, “whether he can get through that wall or not and give us access to the next cavern.”
“I can,” Dawson responded smugly. “But for this to work best I need the sprite’s help.”
“What do you need from me?” she asked.
“I need to touch you,” he said.
I almost vetoed the whole thing right then and there. The idea that Dawson might be able to tap into Tinsie’s ethereal power or her Soul Sister power or her Sixth Sense power made me shiver. They were just too powerful for him to have access to.
Tinsie seemed hesitant, as she didn’t move.   Her eyes glazed, indicating she was speaking either with her AI or with Shannon perhaps.
“Fine!” she snapped as she floated down to him.
I thought there would be more to it but Dawson simply grabbed both of her wrists with his hands. Light emanated from Tinsie; it seemed to ripple, before it rose up Dawson’s arms.
Dawson let go and Tinsie streaked away as though stung by a bee.
Without any fanfare, Dawson shimmered again, and a second Tinsie now hovered in front of me. The faux Tinsie floated for a few moments as though trying out the body. The shapeshifter hung in the air for a moment, turned towards the real Tinsie, and then lifted her hands and squeezed her breasts. “Little, but perky,” he quipped.
“Hey,” Tinsie called out indignantly, “leave them alone.”
The fake Tinsie then disappeared. Tinsie flew over to me and whispered to me, “That Shannon is so mean mean mean. She made me.”
“How did you know? Your Sixth Sense again?” She nodded.
The next few minutes were tense as we waited for something to happen. Granson turned to me and said, “Of course Dawson is forgiven. He did what any good brigand would do.  And besides, it is driving the other guilds nuts that we have a real shapeshifter. Do you know how rare that is?  And they are almost impossible to identify.” 
For right now, I would have to accept the old adage that the enemy of my enemy is my friend.
The stone wall in front of us slowly disappeared. Dawson stood there with a disturbed look on his face. “We should have taken the deal,” he said to us.
“What is down there?”  Granson asked.
“Remember in the last cavern all of the monsters that surrounded us. Well it looks like they are all waiting for us along with some of their friends.”
“We are fucked!” someone behind me said.
I couldn’t help but agree.
“I am sick and tired of this dungeon and its little games,” Granson announced. “I think we teach it why we are the number one ranked league in the game. Let’s deal with this mob and get to the real battle.”
“Real battle?” I asked.
“A huge mob like this in a dungeon is common. Its purpose is to weaken the attack party – dwindle our numbers, have us use up our magical items – you get the idea. The real battle will be the one after this one where we will most likely encounter your Glimmerman and whatever nasty beastie he has waiting for us. First, though, we need to show this horde why we have the top ranks on the leaderboard in all mob related categories.”
Granson’s league moved into action. Nearly every item they pulled out was meant to wreak havoc over large areas. Tinsie pulled out a black wand while Duster pulled out two bone white wands of her own. I had Tali’s Slaying Hand ready to use as well if needed. I didn’t want to utilize it if I didn’t need to. I had already used Tali’s Turning Tide and two of the Jackhammer charges on the brass knuckles. Of course, I had to deploy both of them or I wouldn’t have been able to best Greeny in our one to one combat and the adventure might have very well been over. Granson seemed confident in our ability to overcome this mob.
When everyone was ready, Granson spoke. “Dawson says there is a message at the passage to the cavern. He shared the message with the group:  The battle will commence once the last participant enters the cavern. The passage will then be sealed so none may seek refuge there. None may flee the killing field. The passage beyond – which leads to the greatest treasures found anywhere in the three continents – can only be accessed when the entire mob is gone. Beware, some of the items are Divine and the gods, if they return, may come back to claim them.
“I want that treasure,” Granson stated. “A single mob stands in our way. Socera, you and Invierno will launch the opening salvo. Pallia and Surret, I want those defensive shields up the whole time. I don’t know what they are going to throw at us, but if you fall, we all fall. Foxxy and Fossy, just keep summoning as fast as you can. Let’s give them their own mob to fight. Anyone else who is able to summon should do so at the start of the battle. Let’s try to even up the numbers. Kithala, let loose with every explosive device you got.”
“I got just the thing,” the gnome said, lovingly stroking a canister at his side. “Let’s call it a bit of Great Realm napalm. I was made for this moment.”
Granson went on, “Fighters, protect one another’s backs. If you have any kind of area of effect abilities hit them with it as soon as the battle begins. I will try to identify the monsters best I can and tell you what to target them with. Let’s do this!”  He led the way down the passageway.
We entered the enormous cavern one by one until only Dawson remained in the passageway. Arrayed before us on the far side of the cavern – nearly two hundred feet away – stood and flew the creatures that had surrounded us in the Executioner’s cavern. Socera’s three discs that were recording the dungeon dive hovered high into the cavern so as to get the best vantage point to view the mayhem that was about to ensue. As for me, I felt alive at that moment. The most primitive side of me was ready to kill and kill again until the bones of my enemies lay scattered around the cavern floor. I pulled my crossbow and prepared to let loose with the Variable Death skill and with the Bow Reconfigured special ability. It would only last a minute, so I planned to make it count. I also set it up so that the specially made bolts, tipped with the harpy’s claws, would be the first ones I used. I hoped to be able to fight with my crossbow for a few minutes at least. Even though I was now level 56, I was still one of the more underpowered members of the warband. If I had to get into melee, I had already worked out a plan.
Dawson stepped into the cave and all hell broke loose. The beasts began to run or fly towards us. Dark thoughts entered my mind: There are too many of them. We will be overrun. I need to get out of here.
“Fight it Mace!  The vampire is trying to frighten you and break your will to fight,” Havervill said. I had immunity to most fear and charm, and shrugged off the momentary effect.   
Socera lifted her staff and a hundred foot long and a hundred foot high wall of wind formed in front of the approaching monsters. The sheer force of the windstorm pushed many of the creatures back, but the larger and more powerful ones broke through. We did not expect the wall to hold long. We just needed it to hold for fifteen seconds to give our summoners the chance to create their own mobs. Three giants burst through the wall of wind, unhampered by its magnitude, and lumbered towards us. Arrows, javelins, poisoned darts, spears, bolts of lightning, balls of fire, and hordes of summoned monsters impacted the giants. Despite the enormous damage inflicted upon them from this initial onslaught, all three giants were still standing and slowly closing in on us. Suddenly Rashinog stood thirty feet tall and ran forward to intercept the giants. Meanwhile, Lennox, one of the sorcerers, whose specialty was transfiguration, changed himself into a thirty-foot arachnid and pounced on another of the giants.
Then Socera’s wall came down. Invierno lifted his staff into the air, uttered a few words, and then thousands of golf ball sized meteorites fell from the sky. Screams of pain and agony followed. Tinsie aimed her wand at the mob and a thick bolt of lightning shot out, striking one of the mob and then ricocheted off it to strike another of the mob, then another and another before it fizzled out. Tinsie blew the smoke from the end of the wand like an old gunslinger. The gadgeteer held out an object that looked like a bazooka, pushed a button on the side, and hundreds of metal balls flew out in the midst of the monsters, each one exploding like mini grenades. Foxxy and Fossy, the two summoners, conjured up their own beasties. Ten large fire elementals flew forward to meet the approaching griffins. Six large birds of prey – rocs, joined them. Duster tossed two globes towards the mob. From the first globe, ten air elementals flew out, and from the second a dozen fifteen foot long snakes. I felt like a real nobody when I finally began to release my bolts at the oncoming wave. The initial salvo from the party caused mass casualties, especially to the horned figures that seemed to make up about two thirds of the attack force. Our summoned creatures smashed into their midst. Creatures that were even more exotic continued to be summoned as the battle raged all about me.
Our brief advantage did not last long and soon individual and group battles were taking place throughout the cavern I couldn’t focus on the battle taking place as a number of the horned creatures, Major Horned Imps, as their description read, bore down on me. I went for overkill and guzzled down one of the two potions that would transform my body to three times its regular size.   I was soon nearly eighteen feet tall. Best of all, my armor and weapons grew in proportions as well. I summoned my Special Double Attack weapon skill and the mace began to hum with power. My mace was eight feet long and I struck it like a baseball bat into the three imps. The side of the first imp was caved in. Then since I was able to make a second attack, I struck an overhead blow that crushed in its skull. Six of the imps attacked me, and bloodlust overtook me. I called upon the Studded Mace ability and soon the imps were a pile of mangled and bleeding bodies.
Then the potion ran out and I was no longer giant size.
The battle raged all about me. For the next ten minutes, I had to use every trick and skill I could think of to survive. I noticed that Tinsie was flying all about me zapping the mobs that kept trying to surround me.
Several minutes later the battle was over. We had somehow survived but at great cost. As Granson had said, the point of this battle had been to weaken the attack party. The mob had been very successful in diminishing our numbers. The ground all around us began to absorb the dead beasts. In the place of many of them – especially the higher level and unique creatures – lay piles of gold and platinum and an assortment of wands, orbs, scrolls and jewelry. Granson summoned us all to the middle of the killing field. There weren’t many of us left.
“Socera, who did we lose?” Granson asked
“I am afraid the list is extensive,” she said. “We lost Gibborim and Og.”
“Aye,” Geyron said. “I saw it. They fought off about thirty of the imps along with the manticore. The poisonous quills on its tail struck poor Og. It weakened him and he was overcome. There were just too many of them.”
Socera went on with the long list, “We also lost Ingot, Kithala, Bertol, Foroynar, Ronald, Surret, Invierno, Fossy, Dellania, Pallia and two of the healers Ronnie and Romi. Unfortunately, several of them were Realmborn who we will not see again.”
“It could have been worse,” Granson said. “There are still thirteen of us left. We only have two caverns left. I feel good about our chances.” He pointed to the passage that had opened on the opposite end of the cavern from where we had entered. “We go in fifteen minutes. Socera, take three others and gather up the loot. Everyone else, heal up and regain your stamina. When we are ready to head out we need to reform the warbands. Socera walked off with Leniera, the Bloodletter and Foxxy, the Cavern Summoner to gather up the loot. I am uncertain what exactly was gathered up; however, when Socera returned after sending the treasure off to safety in her Treasure Portal, a wide grin covered her face.
A moment later a notification appeared, asking me to join Granson’s warband. I hit join. The new band consisted of
Granson, Starborn, Human, Rogue, Level 100.
Rashinog, Starborn, Human, City Barbarian Level 100.
Geyron, Starborn, Dwarf, Tanker, Level 100.
Deianeira, Starborn, Centauress, Supreme Archer, Level 100
Dawson (AKA Ransom), Starborn, ****, ****
Leniera, Realmborn, race undefined, Bloodletter, Level 90
Mace, Starborn, Human, Constable, Level 58.
Below the list of the warband read:
Current bonuses:  plus 18 % to base physical damage; plus 10% to basic ranged attack damage; plus 15% to base damage points; plus 10% damage for anyone fighting with a two handed weapon; plus 35% to courage; plus 23% to stamina; plus 25% to attack speed.
Socera formed another warband with the remaining spell weavers – Tinsie, Duster, Lonni, an air mage, and Foxxy, our last remaining summoner.
“Let’s move out,” Granson finally ordered.
Havervill summed up my feelings when he muttered in my mind, “I don’t think anything good is up ahead. In fact, I am pretty sure you are all fucked!”   




Chapter 29:  Drock Blanag

After the surviving members of the original war party entered the passageway, the cavern entrance sealed behind us once again. The previous five pathways we had already traveled were wide enough for five of us to walk abreast, with rough stone and dirt below our boots, and dim light emanating from the walls. This one was different.
“Is it hot in here?” Tinsie asked.
“I feel it also,” I responded.
“Me too,” Rashinog stated as well.
While dull light filled the other passages, hundreds of torches tucked inside sconces that lined the walls lighted this one. This corridor was not made of rough-hewn stone, but seemed to be intricately carved by expert masons.   We walked together over a gleaming marble floor for a good mile or so before the passage to the next cavern loomed in front of us like the entrance to Hades.
“Mace, you just turned level fifty seven and have four unassigned attributes points. I am recommending Providence,” Havervill said.
In the aftermath of the last battle, I had forgotten to allocate my attribute points.
“I thought you didn’t believe in Providence,” I quipped.
“I don’t. However, on the one percent chance that I am wrong and there is Providence, I fear you are going to need it.” 
“Then go ahead and allocate them,” I said. A moment later, my Providence had gone up to 49.
“It’s pitch black,” Dawson reported as he squinted, his eyes focused straight ahead into the inky darkness.
I peered into the stygian darkness. My Beyond the Veil should be able to penetrate the gloom. However, a powerful magic had created that darkness. Whoever or whatever conjured the inky blackness must have been beyond the comprehension of the programmer who created my perk. I doubt when they fashioned it that they had in mind I would be facing creatures much higher than level two hundred and fifty. 
My stubbornness took over and I tried to draw extra strength to see into the darkness.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Havervill warned. “Do you know that old adage? ‘Sometimes when you stare into the abyss, it stares back at you with wicked gremlin eyes.’”
“It is magical darkness,” I reported, ignoring Havervill’s warning.
Socera walked up to the entrance and touched the edge of the barrier between light and the absence of light with her fingertips. She held them there for a moment before swiftly pulling them back.
“Damn!” she cursed, rigorously shaking her hand. “Something burned my fingers.”
A loud yawn erupted from the cavern. Hot air consumed the passageway, making it difficult to breathe. I gasped for air, the oppressive heat burning my lungs.
The darkness disappeared; in its place, a dim light shone.
“Boss, what did we just wake up?” Tinsie asked.
“I have a real bad feeling about this,” Havervill pronounced.
Even though dim light shone, I could not see more than a few feet into the cavern.
“You’re up Dawson. Go and take a look,” Granson ordered.
Dawson nodded and then changed into a bat. He hovered for a moment and then flew into the cavern. We waited tensely for him to return. Then we all heard a slurping sound coming from the cavern. Dawson’s name disappeared from the warband.
“He’s gone,” Granson announced.
“Shapeshifters are a tasty morsel,” a deep voice boomed, the cavern walls and the ground beneath us shaking. The creature inside the cavern sniffed the air.
“I smell more succulent meat. Fatty dwarves cook up well.”  It inhaled the air again. “Is that a sprite?  Too bad just one. They were a delicious appetizer until they fled and hid.”
“What are you?” Granson shouted into the cavern.
“The question is, ‘Who am I?’  I am Drock Blanag, the keeper of the treasury.”
The lights in the cavern flared for a moment. The cave was enormous, several thousand feet across and maybe just as high. The brief light revealed mounds of silver, gold, and platinum. Gleaming swords, bright armor, ornate goblets encrusted with rubies, and shining diamond necklaces sat piled upon the heaps.
“Holy shit!” Rashinog said. “There is enough to retire in the real world a thousand times over!”
“I have never seen so much loot in one place,” Socera stated, disbelief in her voice. “Without a doubt that is more treasure than the top hundred leagues combined have in their vaults.”
Geyron the tank began to move forward, his natural dwarven instincts taking over.
Granson placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him from running in.
“Drock Blanag,” Havervill kept saying repeatedly as though trying to figure out a puzzle.
“Lots and lots of gold and glitter. Divine and even immortal trinkets,” the creature in the cavern teased.
“Immortal?” someone in the group asked.
“I heard a whisper once,” Socera said. “Items even beyond divine. If divine was made for the gods, then immortal was created by their progenitor.” 
“I will trade,” our unseen tormenter offered, “a few juicy delights for a few of the baubles.”
“What creature are you Drock Blanag?” Granson asked.
“Just a small thing in the scope of the cosmos. A mayfly in the endless days,” the creature responded.
There was a shout at the back of the passageway. “Fire!” someone screamed.
I looked behind us. Down the passageway, the ground had disappeared and roaring blue flames leapt from the now open chasm.
Foxxy and Lonni, who were both in the rear, began to push their way forward.
“We are being forced into the cavern,” Granson announced. “Everyone prepare the strongest offensive weapon you’ve got. We are going in.”  Granson entered. I followed behind. The remainder of our dwindling group filed in after us. Once Leniera, who was in the rear entered the cave, the passageway sealed.
“Shit!” Havervill cursed. “Drock Blanag. It’s an anagram. Rearrange the letters. B L A C K  D R A G O N.”
“Oh shit!” I uttered aloud. “It’s a black dragon.”
The entire group began to speak at once.
Shannon and Haggerty began a chaotic discussion back in the real world.
“I am a she,” the dragon responded, “Not an it.”
“I don’t assume you would be willing to just let us gather up a few items from here and be on our way to the last cavern,” Granson asked. I could tell he was biding time.
Duster and Tinsie flew beside me. We had something planned for an occurrence just like this one. “Get ready Tinsie.”
“This shit is about to get real,” Havervill said, excitement in his voice.
The dragon yawned again, hot air once again engulfing us.
Then full light filled the cavern. “That is better. Now I can see you.” A mound of treasure that was fifty feet high, fifty feet wide and fifty feet long shook and a beast burst through it, stretching out its fifty-foot long body. Great black scales covered the dragon’s entire body. She stretched out her wings, each twenty-five feet long. Two eyes like burning lumps of coal stared at us. I checked out her stats wondering what it would reveal:  Drock Blanag, Black Dragon, Level 400, Damage Points 500,000. She could have easily blocked my True Sight, which allowed me to see her extended stats. I knew I was able to see these stats because the dragon wanted us to see them. She was so certain of her prowess that she wanted her opponents to know whom they were facing before she incinerated them.
“Level four hundred,” someone in the group stammered.
“Half a million…,” someone behind me spluttered, unable to finish the thought.  
“Get out of there!” Havervill shouted. “She can’t be defeated.”
“Go where?” I asked.
“Everyone prepare!” Granson shouted. Up until now, Granson had mostly stood on the sideline of the battles, giving orders and lending support where needed. However, now was the moment he chose to show why he was the most powerful player in the game. He had been plainly garbed for most of the dungeon dive as a typical rogue, with light leather armor, boots, daggers and short sword. He twisted a ring on his finger and his attire changed. A glistening plate of white gold armor protected his chest. A gold bracer encrusted with blue gems circled each of his forearms. He held a long serrated blade in one hand and a short sword that had veins of blue running through the blade in the other. His long blond hair shone like the sun. He exuded authority and power.
“It is a shame there are so few of you left,” the dragon said disappointedly. “This battle will be no fun at all. Oh well!”  Drock Blanag leapt forward, landing just a few feet from us. She reached out with a clawed leg, grabbed up Geyron, and then in a swift motion placed him in her mouth, chomping down on the surprised dwarf. Geyron screamed once as his bones cracked from the dragon’s enormous jaws. Mist wafted from the dragon’s mouth. We moved in different directions, but Lonni, our air mage, was too slow and the dragon snatched her up as well, dropping her whole into its enormous maw. No mist escaped the lips this time. Lonni was Realmborn and would never rise again.
“Spread out!” Granson ordered.
“Now Tinsie!’  I screamed. Like Tinsie had done several times before, she pulled a sack from her hip, turned it over, and then not one, but two golems fell from the sack. They both landed gently. The golems certainly could have helped us earlier. However, Shannon, Haggerty, and I decided it was best to keep them hidden from the dungeon and whatever intelligence (if there was any self-awareness), as our aces in the hole. If the dungeon had been aware of their presence, this battle might be different; maybe we would be battling the dragon and her mate.
“You brought two golems with you?” Granson said, a wide grin on his face. The rest of the warband moved to different parts of the cavern. It was not so easy to navigate with literal mounds of gold covering the ground.
Buddy and Duster’s steel golem both roared out a challenge to the dragon. Buddy had never done this before. Usually he fought stoically and unemotionally. Now, for whatever reason, he responded to the challenge. A message popped up in front of me. Buddy the golem has previously unlocked one of his perks.
Buddy is inclined to use this perk at this time. Do you agree? I didn’t question the oddly worded question, but just hit yes.
“Only two golems,” the dragon said disappointed. “Twenty and we may have had a fight.”
Buddy roared again, walking slowly towards the dragon. As he strode towards her, he began to grow in size until he stood twenty feet tall. Buddy pulled a sword from the pile as he walked. The normally four foot long sword grew to over eight feet, proportional to Buddy’s new height.
The dragon seemed bored. The sight of the two golems, the most powerful creatures on the continent, did not daunt her in the least. She yawned and then stretched out her long body and yawned once more. This works out well,” she said in that deep rumbling voice. “It is so much easier when the prey comes to me. However, it might be good to stretch my wings and soar above the continent like in the days of old when the Grey Man flew upon my back.”  The dragon beat its powerful wings; coins and treasure flew around the room like projectiles from the force. I had to toss up my shield in front of me to avoid being pelted. The dragon took off into the air. For a beast the size of an eighteen-wheel tractor-trailer, the dragon was majestic in her flight. Duster’s steel golem surged into the air like a metallic superhero. The damn golem could fly like Duster.
“Missile weapons now if you have them,” Granson ordered. “And buffs to enhance them.”  High above the dragon and the steel golem fought. The dragon let loose with blue flames the engulfed the steel golem. Duster flew up as well, a few dozen feet from her golem. The golem was caught in the inferno, and then sluggishly flew away, its steel frame no longer lustrous but blackened. Even it could not defend against the blue flames, which simply did not exist in Westra, and therefore the golem’s creator had no way to prepare for when forming it. Socera let loose with several bolts of lightning, which simmered out, like a lit match dropped in a glass of water, as soon as it made contact. Foxxy summoned a dozen water elementals, while Fossy, conjured several air elementals. The dragon turned sharply in the air, moving its maw from side to side, shooting funnels of fires at the elementals. The water and air elementals were all gone in the flash of an eye. They hadn’t even been an annoyance to the great beast. The dragon was several hundred feet in the air and began to fly down towards us, when Deianiera struck the first damage against her. A long green arrow sailed through the sky, and then punctured one of the wings. The dragon roared. I do not believe she roared in pain but out of the nerve of someone daring to blemish her flesh. The dragon was within a hundred feet of several of the party members, her mouth open, ready to burn them to death in a fiery hell storm, when the steel golem who had sluggishly flown away a few moments before, soared down from above, landing on her neck. It struck its fist into the top of the dragon’s head several times. The monster roared in pain. The battle in the air raged between the steel golem and the dragon. Socera looked to me and said, “Tell your golem to open up to me. To allow me to cast a spell upon it.”  I nodded my head.
“Buddy, allow Socera to cast a spell on you,” I requested.
I was not sure if the twenty foot tall Buddy understood my request or not, but Socera aimed her staff at him, a beam of blue light striking my golem. He stood there for a moment. He bent his knees and then pushed up, launching into the air like a rocket, his huge sword held up in front of him like a lance. He angled right towards the dragon who was shaking her neck from side to side trying to dislodge the steel golem. The dragon had a few tricks of her own. A red sheen suddenly covered her body. It flashed and Duster’s golem was hurtling towards the ground like a bomb. The dragon must have been distracted because it did not see Buddy flying up from below her. When he was just a few feet away, he thrust his sword towards her underbelly. Between his momentum, the thrust of the sword, and Buddy’s incredible strength, the strike should have been critical. It was hard to tell what exactly happened due to how far away the fight was occurring, but a broken shard of metal streaked to the ground and Buddy was thrown back about twenty feet as though he had flown into an impervious wall.
“We gotta help,” Tinsie screamed at me as she flew off towards the beast that was about fifty times her size. Duster, who had been tending to her golem, shot off into the air again, cold rage in her eyes. The centaur aimed another shot with the bow. This time the arrow just clipped a wing and then ricocheted away.       
“I am kinda useless here,” I said to Havervill. “I can help if they can bring that thing to the ground.”
In the air, Buddy flew in and out punching at the dragon. A few times, he swooped in as though trying to land on a wing, but the dragon was too fast and too dominant in the air.
Tinsie was buzzing in and out in front of the dragon, shooting some sort of rainbow colored spray into her eyes. Duster joined in, shooting small bolts of lightning into her eyes. Drock Blanag bellowed, spraying the air with molten flame.
“Leneira!” Granson shouted through the group chat. “As soon as I bring that thing down you are up.”
“Yes,” was all the Blood Letter replied.
Granson slowly turned translucent. I had seen him use this power before – Phasing – when I had watched the Granson Gang fight the hundred-headed dragon on the telescreen several months back. In that case, he had phased inside the monster’s body and set off some kind of powerful explosion that blew up the beast. My assumption was he would try the same thing again.
Granson phased.
Nothing happened. Then a portal – no better way to describe it – appeared next to the dragon – and Granson was hurtling out of it, in free fall. Socera aimed her staff at him and Granson’s descent slowed until he was able to land. He was visibly shaken.
“Some innate ability prevents me from phasing inside of her,” he explained to Socera.
Duster’s golem slowly stood up, shrugged his body for a moment, and then flew off into the air to join the battle.
Drock Blanag changed her tactics. She began flying towards those of us on the ground. She shot a fifty-foot stream of fire, like a flamethrower. As fast as the centaur was, she could not outrun the flames. With her combat receptors set at five, she must have felt terrible pain as her body burned to ash. She howled in agony, vanishing into the ether. The dragon banked hard left, and shot out another stream of flame, this time consuming Foxxy.
“Boss, I am going to try try try something crazy. Wish me luck,” Tinsie said through the chat to me.
Tinsie had stopped chasing the dragon, figuring she could not keep up speed with it. However, when the dragon banked again, Tinsie, who had taken an angular approach, intercepted the creature, landing on its back. She touched her hands to its scaly back and then she was gone.
“Her character has an asterisk under the warband, “Socera said. “She isn’t dead. She would be grayed out. However, she isn’t here either.”
“She’s not invisible,” Granson stated. “Most of us are high enough level to see through invisibility.”
“Maybe ethereal,” I stated.
“I thought she used it all up?” Granson asked.
“We lied!” I admitted. “We needed to keep some information from the dungeon.” 
There was a rumble. A wave of energy erupted from the dragon who thundered in pain. Buddy and the steel golem were thrown back about fifty feet as though hit with a shockwave. Drock Blanag then stopped flapping her wings midair like they had seized up. It was the dragon’s turn to plunge towards the cavern floor. Unfortunately, whatever Tinsie – I had to assume it was she – had done to the great beast, had not lasted long and the dragon flapped its wings just a few feet from the ground. Now that the Dragon was down near the ground, Granson phased again, appearing a split second later next to one of her wings. He slashed his sword and dagger at the wing and then phased away. Buddy landed on top of the beast and began pounding the back of its head like his brethren had done earlier. The other golem had picked up a golden spear from one of the mounds and aimed it at the other wing, puncturing through it this time. As I began to run towards the fight, Leniera the Blood Letter rolled below the thrashing beast and slid a small knife across one of the dragon’s legs.
Drock Blanag shrieked in pain and lurched her body into the air. “Good girl, Tinsie,” I thought, certain that the last howl was caused by something she had done. The black dragon was far from done. In a moment, blue flame once again flared from her entire body, shooting in all directions. I had been charging the creature but had to stop due to the stifling heat. The golems leapt from the body; even they couldn’t withstand the heat for long. The dragon caught Leniera under her claw so she could not escape the conflagration. With its other claw, it ripped her head off. Her body faded away, the sixth victim the dragon had taken.
“Have we hurt this thing at all?”  I asked Havervill.
“About forty thousand points. Unfortunately, the fire it summons that surrounds its body seems to be healing it as its damage points are slowly coming back.”
“It’s healing itself!” I shouted. “Hit her with everything you got.”  I pulled my crossbow. Granson who stood a few feet from me had picked up a spear and hurled it. The spear burned from the fire that still engulfed the dragon, turning it to cinders.
The dragon roared again in pain. The fire flared even more powerfully and then Tinsie was screaming in pain as she was launched through the air. She appeared to have been expelled from the dragon. She flew through the flames and into the air, her blonde hair and wings burning. Then the dragon locked in on her, shooting a long stream of blue fire at the sprite. I heard, “Oh shit shit shit,” come from her mouth, followed by a scream. She vanished into the ether. Now there were seven of us gone.
“No!” I howled in rage at the virtual death of my deputy. All I could think was what I said back in The Plaza a month or so ago, “No one attacks the guard. No one.”  Not even a four hundredth level dragon.




Chapter 30:  Suicide is Painless

Drock Blanag’s immolation of Tinsie set off something primal inside Buddy. Beating on his chest with his fist and howling a challenge, he picked up a shimmering war hammer from a nearby mound. He grew even larger as he ran full tilt at the dragon, ignoring the wall of fire that surrounded its body. The hammer struck the dragon on the side of the head, snapping it to the side. The dragon retaliated with one of her gigantic claws slamming into Buddy. The golem withstood most of the attack by throwing up one of its arms to block the attack. However, a crack formed along the golem’s arm. The dragon struck the same arm again. Buddy was staggered by the attack; the appendage now hanging limp. Meanwhile, Duster’s golem landed on top of the dragon, plunging a spear down into its neck, piercing the scales. The dragon howled again and the flames surrounding it ceased.
“Damage?”  Granson shouted.
“It’s down to three hundred and seventy five thousand,” Socera screamed.
“Buddy is getting mauled,” Havervill shouted. “He’s lost over half his damage points.” 
I was not getting close to that thing, so I let loose on one of the wings with a crossbow bolt made from the harpy’s claw. The bolt struck the wing, causing minimal damage. Granson kept phasing in and out, striking at a wing or one of the legs and then phasing away. Socera tried casting different spells but each one seemed ineffective. Rashinog had remained inactive in this battle. I didn’t think it was cowardice but more so that he was waiting for something to happen.
“Go after the right wing,” Granson said through the chat. “Let’s keep her grounded and we may have a shot.”
The steel golem, still perched atop the behemoth, pulled the spear out, preparing to plunge it into the dragon’s neck once more.
The dragon tilted her fifty-foot frame upward, causing the steel golem to tumble from it. The beast spun around faster than a creature its size should be able to and grabbed the golem between its two claws. The dragon leapt into the air, carrying aloft the steel golem. Buddy made to fly again, but Socera’s spell had worn off. Buddy seemed to sniff the air and then ran off towards the back of the cavern.
Above us, Drock Blanag held onto the steel golem in her two front claws, squeezing it like an aluminum beer can. Duster flew aloft tossing every spell she had at the dragon, but none distracted it. The dragon continued to squeeze the golem until it stopped moving. The beast let out a roar of triumph, opening its claws to let the inert body fall. As it fell, the dragon swooped after it, a funnel of superheated fire consuming the golem. The golem struck a pile of treasure. The dragon hovered a few feet above, spraying it with its seemingly inexhaustible fire. Satisfied, it finally ended its torrent of flames. Coins, magical items and weapons all sizzled and melted from the overwhelming heat; the golem lay immovable in the molten pool.
I tried Called Shot with my crossbow – at one of the wings. The bolt struck, and then bounced away.
Then Rashinog spoke. “Granson, get that thing down to half its damage points and I will destroy it. It’s gonna cost you though. I want a statue. A big ass one!”
“Are you certain?” he asked.
“I am,” he responded.
“If you kill that son of a bitch, I will build a statue of you twice the size of the Lady of Knives.” 
“We need to knock another hundred thousand damage points from the dragon. Then Rashinog takes over,’ Granson ordered.
Oh, just a hundred thousand damage points, I thought. No big deal. I wasn’t sure what the plan was, but I had placed my trust in the rogue and figured he knew what he was doing.
Then several actions took place at once. Buddy ran full tilt at the dragon, a fifteen foot lance held by his right hand and tucked under his armpit. Drock Blanag had been so distracted by her victory over the steel golem that she didn’t see the other one coming. The tip of the lance punctured the nearly impervious scales at the side of the dragon. Drock Blanag bellowed in pain, snapping her great studded tail like a whip. It struck Buddy who was launched into the air fifty feet like a ragdoll. The Black Dragon stalked towards Buddy, planning to dispatch him like she had just done to the other golem.
“She’s under three hundred thousand!” Socera shouted, “That lance harmed it badly.”
Duster turned to me and said, “Distract that thing for thirty seconds!”
“Me?”  I asked.
She shot lasers at me, and I knew I didn’t have a chance. I drank the potion of extra strength I possessed and then Socera, who had been nearby, shot a beam of light at me. I knew what she had done. She had cast a spell that doubled my damage points for the duration of one battle. Then I remembered something Havervill had said to me when we were setting up my character about using Bone Breaker along with my Blunt Force Trauma perk to attack a dragon. His example was now a reality. I also planned to use the Double Attack mace ability.  
Buddy had gotten back to his feet and waited for the dragon to approach. His one arm was dangling; however, the crack along it seemed to be mending, as though it was regenerating. He lifted a massive throne made of solid metal with his good arm and hand. Before I streaked off for my attack, Duster turned to Granson and said, “Let’s Make A Deal.”  I remembered that she possessed two Special Perks:  Wish Giver and Let’s Make a Deal. His eyes shone for a moment in comprehension and he whispered something to her.
Buddy tossed the five hundred pound chair, aiming it at the dragon’s wing. The dragon lifted its wing like a shield and absorbed some, but not all of the damage. The dragon turned its full attention towards Buddy, which gave me my chance. I ran forward. I let rage and anger empower me. Drock Blanag had harmed Tinsie and that could not stand. I struck at the wing, and damn it if Havervill wasn’t right. The cartilage and bone in the wing broke as my mace collided with it. Due to the double attack ability, I was able to strike again. Though I hit the wing again, it didn’t cause much damage.
“All told, eighteen hundred and twelve damage points. Your best yet,” Havervill said like a proud father whose son has hit his first ball over the fence in little league.
The dragon didn’t like this because she snapped her wing at me. My torso took most of the force, which felt like a titan had slammed it with a war hammer. Several ribs cracked. Pain coursed through my chest as I tried to catch a breath.
“Ouch! Fifteen hundred and forty seven damage points,” Havervill announced. “You owe Socera an expensive Yuletide gift for doubling your damage points or you’d be with Tinsie now.”
I hope that had been a big enough distraction as I backed away from the battle. The great serpent was once again spraying blue flame at Buddy who trudged forward towards the beast.
Out of the corner of my eye, Duster mumbled something and then Granson vanished. Duster hovered by my side.
“What is happening?” I asked, confused.
“We made a deal,” she announced. “He traded me five of his future levels for the ability to phase inside the beast. I accepted.”
I was about to ask another question when a spasm of pain doubled me over. I summoned a healing potion, placing it to my lips.
Then Drock Blanag knew pain!
Her howl of agony shook the cave like an earthquake. Stalactites dislodged from the ceiling thousands of feet above and lanced towards the ground.
Flames once again surrounded the entire dragon, but this time it was like an out of control fire of blue flames that jutted out twenty feet in all directions. The fire was so intense that even Buddy backed out of it. Then Granson was beside us. Burn marks and blisters covered his once handsome face. His armor was singed and misshapen, probably melted, from the intense heat.
“You will pay for that little man,” Drock Blanag spoke for the first time since the start of the battle. She turned her muzzle towards us.
“It’s been fun!” Havervill quipped.
I waited to be consumed by flames.
Buddy was back in the fight. He ran again and then leaped in the air, launching himself towards the mouth of the dragon.
“Ten thousand damage points more to go and then you are up Rashinog,” Socera said.
“I am up now!” he stated, breaking from a trance. I hadn’t even noticed he had grown silent with his eyes closed.
Buddy wrapped his arms around the dragon’s muzzle, preventing it from spewing flames. The dragon shook her neck back and forth trying to dislodge Buddy.
A red sheen burst from Rashinog and he ran forward, his two handed axe held high above.
“What is he doing?” I asked Havervill.
“I thought it was made-up bullshit, but it isn’t,” he responded. Text appeared in front of my eyes. Though it was quite long, the game had a nice feature which let characters read in seconds, as though absorbing the information more than reading it:  Suicide Strike:  This barbarian specific perk is considered one of the most powerful in The Great Realm and therefore it can only be used one time. Barbarians unlock this strike at Level 100. The perk takes one minute to invoke whereby the barbarian goes into a trancelike state and absorbs the primal anger, chaos and violence that lays beneath the surface of the land. They then go into a frenzy that lasts one minute. While in the frenzy state, the barbarian becomes invulnerable to all attacks, even those of demons and the gods. He will feel the pain inflicted upon him but will not take damage. For the first twenty seconds, weapon strikes cause 20 x normal damage while in this state; for the next twenty seconds of the frenzy, attacks cause 35 x normal damage. By now, the barbarian is filled with bloodlust and is blinded to all reason. His only purpose is to defeat his enemy. Ancestors call to him from beyond the veil. If the foe has less than fifty percent of its damage points left, the barbarian can choose to invoke Suicide Strike. He surrenders everything to this strike: his attributes, his levels, his perks, all his damage points, the magic upon his body – everything that imbues him with power. He even surrenders his sanity. The Suicide Strike cannot be defended against. The creature struck by the attack – be it a lowly goblin or one of the lost gods – is utterly destroyed. In doing so, the barbarian also destroys himself never to respawn again.
“Holy shit!” I said.
“Holy shit is right,” Granson said slowly coming to his feet. He had guzzled down one healing potion and was now drinking another one.
“A bunch of deus ex machina B.S. if you ask me,” Havervill chimed in.
Drock Blanag’s strength finally won out over Buddy’s, finally flinging the golem from her maw.
Rashinog was then upon the dragon. His movements were flawless. Each of his attacks with his battle-axe either dented the dragon’s scales or cut through it, connecting with the flesh, bones and sinew below.
“Less than half!” Socera shouted!
Drock Blanag could tell something was wrong. She sprayed the barbarian with blue flame that should have consumed him, turning him to ash. She lashed out with her claws, which should have torn the barbarian in two, but Rashinog shrugged the attacks off.
“Phase two!” Socera shouted above the din of the melee. “A fever overtook Rashinog. He was everywhere at once, continuing to score hit after hit on the dragon.
Blue flames flared again around the dragon, hotter and more intense than the times before.
“She is healing herself,” Socera shouted. “She needs to stay below half or this won’t work.”
Then Buddy was back in the battle. He ran like a bull at full speed, through the superheated flames, and smashed into the great brute’s side. Granson phased again, this time slashing his two swords at the dragon’s tail.
“Run!” Socera shouted. “Phase three.”
The red sheen around Rashinog flashed even brighter, forcing me to shield my eyes for a moment.
Buddy, sensing something epic about to occur, retreated from the dragon.
Drock Blanag had enough. She flapped her great wings and took to the air. Socera shot her staff at Rashinog and he shot off in the air as well. He caught up to the dragon, landing on top of her back.
He howled.
His body flared a bright crimson.
He lifted his axe above his head. He shouted, “Remember your promise!”
The axe blade slammed into the majestic serpent.
At first, nothing happened. Then the dragon’s fire flared like an out of control bonfire. The blue flames lasted for a moment and then were consumed by red flames that surrounded Rashinog. The barbarian gave out a maniacal laugh.
A deafening silence filled the cave.
A moment later, the loudest explosion I had ever heard – like a sonic blast – shook the cavern walls and ceiling. I put my hands to my ears to dull the deafening rumble.
I looked up in the air – expecting to see Drock Blanag falling from above. However, nothing fell. The skies were empty!  No sign of the dragon or the barbarian.
“Goodbye my friend,” Granson said, a tear coming down his eye. He was playing up the moment for dramatic effect, and the recording devices that still hovered in the air, captured all the action.
“He gave up a lot,” I said, not sure what to say.
“He will be fine,” Granson said.  “He will get the statue he always wanted. He will start a new character. We will drag him along on some high level adventures and he will be back to a hundredth level in no time.”
“Damn! Damn! Damn!” Socera cursed. “So much loot here. I will fill the Treasure Portal with as much as I can, but even it has a limit to how much it can hold. It won’t even make a dent here. We are going to have to leave most of it behind.”
“Load up what you can,” Granson ordered, “Magical items, relics, weapons are priority. Once those are loaded, it’s the platinum, palladium and diamonds.” 
Socera got to work, moving the treasure into the portal. I walked over towards Duster who was hovering above the remains of her golem.
“I’m sorry,” I said to her.
“She can be rebuilt,” she responded, lifting her hand from the golem. A white gem shone brightly in her hand. She saw me looking at it and said, “It’s their life force, or at least it is what the golem artificers call them. Simply put, it is her soul. It can be placed inside a new golem body. The new golem will retain the same memories and skills. Luckily, the dragon did not destroy it. That would have been a whole other issue.”
“Well for what it is worth. I am sorry.”  Duster shook her head and flew off to the far reaches of the enormous cavern.
“It would take fifty of us a year to sift through all of this,” Socera complained. “There has got to be a way to teleport it all out of here and into our vaults.”
“You tried already,” Granson stated. “Take what you think is most valuable and most powerful. We are leaving in fifteen minutes.” 
A quarter of an hour later, Granson summoned the remainder of the assault party together. “If a dragon was in the sixth cavern, then I can’t even imagine what is in the last one. To be honest, we may not make it. There aren’t enough of us, even with the golem. I used up my special phase skill inside that dragon. Should have taken her down, but just caused her damage – a great deal of it – but not even close enough to destroy her.”
“Both my special perks are gone as well,” Duster stated.
They looked over in my direction. “I still got a few tricks up my sleeve. And Buddy seems to be fully healed. So let’s deal with The Glimmerman, free Sierra, and get the hell out of here.”
Granson nodded his head and said, “It’s time to end this. Let’s go.”




Chapter 31:  Torture Chambers

Once again, the passageway behind us sealed, giving us only the option to move forward. A notification popped up. It was one of the annoying ones that demanded to be read before you could swipe it away.
Huzzah:  The dragons of The Great Realm who have slumbered for millennia in the oceans deep, in darkened caves, high upon the snowcapped peaks, and craggy rocks at the world’s end, have awakened. This is both a blessing and a curse.
Huzzah:  Constable Mace of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Black Dragon Slayer.
Huzzah:  Deputy Tinsie of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Black Dragon Slayer.
Huzzah:  Buddy the golem of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Black Dragon slayer.
Warning: Your actions today have made you blood enemies to all black dragons. Any black dragon within one hundred miles of you will sense your presence and hunt you down to avenge the death of their sister.
“That’s ominous,” Duster stated. “Black Dragons as mortal enemies.”  Then her eyes glazed over indicating she was reading another notification. Another popped up in front of my field of vision as well.
Huzzah:  Buddy the golem of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has ascended to Master Golem, Rank 1. He is the first golem to do so, followed by the steel golem of Constable Dustovia of the Grey Zone of the City of Grandview. 25,000 additional damage points are afforded to Buddy and to the steel golem when she is forged anew in the Great Crucible. A new power has been granted to the golem named Buddy, Force of the Mountain.
“Master Golem, Rank 1,” Duster said. “She will be quite formidable once she emerges new from the crucible.”
“One way or another we will be out of here soon,” I said. “Then you can bring her soul – or whatever you called it – back to the master golem artificer.”
“Mr. Mason, we do not know what this last room holds,” Shannon Donally said to me. “Before you kill The Glimmerman, and I will permit you to destroy him if needed, answers would be helpful. Not killing him is fine also as long as you can get answers. In fact, the latter option would be preferred. If you fail, the cap level will not be raised yet and we can keep the timeline we have established for the Shatana quest and the battle with the Demon Altirax. I will trust your judgement.” My real world observers had been quiet for so long that I almost forgot about them.
“Is she serious?” Havervill asked. “Not killing him would be preferred. I say we kill him with extreme prejudice. I don’t know if I told you this yet, but I might be able to help you with this final battle. I got a few powers of my own if you allow me a bit of freedom to use them through you.”
“Through me?”
“Like a conduit. If I think I can help, I will let you know. I guess you need to decide whether you trust me or not. I live in the back of your mind so I know you have your doubts at times.”
“We still need to have that talk you have been delaying. For now, if you think you can help defeat The Glimmerman let me know and I will let you in.”
“Also,” Havervill said to me, “I would be a piss poor AI if I didn’t remind you that you still have Tali’s Slaying Hand. Use it if you have to. I am sure Shannon will give her new golden child more fun toys. I know Grandview gave you a boon. Not sure why she wouldn’t let me see what it was. But I know you got one so use it if you have to. I think something really bad is waiting for us.”
“Worse than a black dragon?” I asked
“Much more,” he answered.
“If everyone is done with their notification and communicating with the great beyond, let's finish this dungeon,” Granson commanded as he began to walk down the passageway.
“You are now level fifty eight for completing that cavern. Where do you want the attribute points?” my AI asked.
“Where else but Providence,'' I responded. “I think luck is the only hope we have left.”  
Like the last corridor, the walls were lined with hundreds of torches emitting blue flames. Our feet moved along smooth marble. We walked in pretty much a straight line for fifteen minutes when we heard the moans.
“What the hell is that?” I asked.
“Sounds like someone is suffering. Like a bunch of people are suffering,” Duster responded.
Thirty seconds later Granson came to a stop. In front of us, lined ten feet apart on both sides, levers jutted out from the walls. The passageway also continued on, with a bright light in the distance.
“Do we pull the levers?” I asked.
“Of course, we pull the levers,” Granson responded. “I am not leaving one section of this dungeon unexplored if I can help it. Socera, can you check for explosive runes or any other booby-traps?”
“She uttered a few indistinguishable words, aiming her staff at one lever at a time as she walked down the corridor. “It seems all clear,” she announced, “but I can’t be certain.”
“Constable. Your golem can withstand more damage than all of us put together. Going to need him to push those levers.”
I did not like the idea of using Buddy as cannon fodder, but Granson was correct, he would be able to resist any spell or explosion that might occur.
“Buddy,” I said. “Can you walk over to that first lever and please push it down gently?”
Buddy was always one to follow requests, and without hesitation walked over to the first lever on the right hand side and pushed it down. At first, nothing happened. A second later, we heard a hiss of air and a stone slab lifted up into the ceiling above. Buddy stood by the entrance waiting for what to do next. When nothing exploded, we huddled around Buddy, staring beyond him. The small cell was similar to the one that Sierra Skye had described. It had four walls, if you include the one that had just lifted into the ceiling, and was about six feet square. The skeletal remains of a humanoid hung down from the ceiling. Thick chains wrapped around his feet.
“Sierra Skye is trapped in a room similar to this one. I bet you she is in one of them. This one is different, however. Sierra was left dangling above a fire. This sad creature,” I said gesturing towards the skeleton “seems to have been left there to starve and dehydrate to death. What a horrible way to go.”
We proceeded to open the remainder of the torture chambers as we termed them. The next one had another hanging and lifeless figure. This one with thousands of little needles in him. When we opened the next one, a torrent of tepid water gushed out. After we shook off the water, we saw another body hanging from the ceiling, this one apparently drowned to death. “What sicko came up with these?” Granson asked.
“I would like to know the same thing,” Shannon asked through the chat. “Did the dungeon do this or the developer of this dungeon? Were those real NPCs that were tortured or were they created that way?  I want some goddamn answers! If one more of you tell me you are looking into it, I swear I will fire all of you and make sure you can never find a job in the tech industry again.”
We continued to open the chambers. One had a pit on the bottom with a corpse impaled by several sharp stakes. We could see that this was the corpse of a young woman, half elven perhaps, who had recently been killed as a horrific smell of a decaying body brought bile to our throats. We pulled the lever back up and left the body where it was. When we opened the fifth chamber hundreds of locust-like insects flew out. Socera lifted her staff, aiming it at the swarm. They all froze in place. She said a word, inferno, and then thousands of locusts burst into flames, popped and sizzled, their ashy remains drifting down to the marble floor.
Buddy then began to lower the lever on the opposite wall. This one also had a pit, this one filled with rats. They ran above and around the bones of not one but several remains. When Buddy opened the seventh chamber, an enormous snake, twenty feet long and thick as the trunk of an oak tree, slithered out from a dark pit, and attacked Buddy. The fight did not last long. Buddy wrapped his arms around the snake, who tried to open its jaw and wrap his mouth around the golem’s head. Buddy squeezed a few more times and the snake stopped writhing. The golem tossed the corpse back into the pit and pulled the lever closed.
As soon as we opened the eighth chamber, we could feel the heat of a roiling fire. Hanging down from a chain right above the fire was the inert body of Sierra Skye. “We have to get her down,” I said.
Socera cast a spell that allowed Sierra to hover in the air. With a second spell, the chains around her feet and legs came loose. Sierra then floated out of the chamber and onto the ground. The heat was becoming repressive, so Buddy lifted the lever once again.
“We rescued Sierra,” I said to Haggerty back in the real world.
“We saw,” he responded. “We are contacting her now to log on and reclaim her avatar.”
“Even a little singed, she is quite sexy,” Granson said, leering at the inert sex symbol laying on the ground. A moment later Sierra opened her eyes. She slowly stood up. “I thank you all for saving me,” Sierra said, a lilt in her voice. “When we return to Grandview, I will reward all of you. It will be a reward that you will never forget. I can guarantee you that.”
“No reward is necessary,” I said.
“Speak for yourself,” Granson said. Turning towards Sierra he said, “You and I will speak when we are out of here. You can be sure of that.”  He stopped speaking and stared at her.
“Well. Are you logging off?” He asked.
“I cannot. My display says the only way to leave this cave is through death or completing the dungeon. I have never died before and do not plan to do so today.”
“Great,” Duster huffed. “Just try to stay in the back and out of the way.” 
Sierra nodded her head and then waited for what was next.
Huzzah:  All in the city of Grandview rejoice at the rescue of Sierra Skye. For saving Sierra, she has offered you the sexual experience of your life. You should seriously consider this offer.
“If you aren’t planning to take her up on the offer” Havervill cut in, “I know an AI who is more than willing. I just need to figure out the logistics, me being incorporeal and all.” 
Updated Quest:  Get Sierra from the cave safely without her dying. Reward, same as previously stated.
Updated Quest:  Though she has not asked, aware that the cameras are upon her, she would be pleased to see the utter destruction of her kidnapper and torturer. Reward, same as previously stated.
Huzzah: You completed Exclusive Quest:  Find and rescue Sierra Skye. Reward, for completing primary exclusive quest, you have been granted an additional level and five additional attribute points. You are now Level 59. I had an extra nine attribute points to expend between the four I earned for gaining a level and the extra five just granted to me.   I was a little more prudent with these attribute points and tossed only two of them into Providence, bringing that attribute to 55. I assigned the remaining seven points Physical Fortitude, raising it 64.
It appeared that Duster and Granson received notifications as well, as their eyes came into focus.
“Do not worry Sierra,” Granson said aloud. “I will make sure no harm comes to you in this foul dungeon. I will return you safely to Grandview unharmed and unblemished back into the embrace of your adoring fans.” 
Sierra batted her eyelashes at Granson and said, “I know you will. You are the greatest hero in the land.” 
Duster huffed again.
When they were both finished hamming it up for the floating cameras I asked, “There are still two more chambers. Are they worth opening, or should we just move on?”
“We all heard the moaning,” Duster said. “Came from one of these chambers, so I think we need to take a look.”
“I agree,” Granson said. “Let’s do this quickly. We still have someone or something waiting for us in the final chamber that needs to be dealt with.”
The ninth chamber was totally empty. No pit. No chain hanging from the ceiling. Nothing.
As soon as Buddy approached the final one, the sounds of moans and whimpers could be heard. Then I heard a litany of curses repeated three times:  “Shit shit shit” and “Fuck fuck fuck” and “damn damn damn”. I didn’t wait for Buddy to push down this final lever but did it myself. Two bright blue eyes looked up at me from the darkness within and then came walking towards. I had never seen Tinsie walk before and the sight was a bit disconcerting to me. As soon as she was out of the tiny chamber, she glided into the air. Then looking at me she shouted, “Took you long enough!” Then she burst into tears.
“What happened?” I asked, not sure what to do. Comforting someone has never been something I am good at. I was so awkward at it, so I was happy when Duster flew next to Tinsie, wrapping her arm around her. A moment later, she stopped crying. Her bright blue eyes now glowered bright red. I flinched back for a moment, thinking she was possessed.
“He messed with the wrong sprite,” Tinsie said icily.
“What happened?” I asked again.
“The dragon fried me alive,” she related. “I could feel my skin burning away from my body. I have never had my combat receptor to five so it was the worst pain I ever endured, here or in the real world. The pain ceased the moment my character died. Somewhere between the seven seconds when my character died and popping onto the login screen, I was snatched away by The Glimmerman. I am going to kill him. This I promise you. He will know that the sprites did not flee The Sundaland out of fear for our lives but out of fear of what we might become had we stayed.”
The seven seconds is a major conspiracy theory revolving around Immersion Online. In fact, congressional hearings are supposed to start next week about the mysterious seven seconds. Whenever a Starborn’s avatar dies, seven seconds pass before they find themselves back in the login screen. The time between death and hitting the login page should be almost instantaneous. No one is certain what happens during those seconds – between virtual death and virtual rebirth.  
Tinsie took a breath to compose herself and her simmering anger. “So he snatched me out of the void during those seven seconds. He entered my mind again like he had back in Elwin’s tower. That was his mistake. He does not know it yet. He held me by the throat. I thought he would crush my windpipe. I could barely breathe. My eyes watered from the lack of air. I looked into his face – and sensed emptiness and oblivion. He rasped, ‘I need your friends to survive what awaits them next. Tell them, should they find you, not to fail me or I will make things much worse in Grandview and around the continent. Maybe when this is all over, I will take you back to The Sundaland and sell you to the halfmen.’  He laughed and then let go of me. He should have broken the connection sooner. Something inside me awakened—some part of my character kept buried. My fury
reawakened a perk – a mighty one – and I plan to destroy his mind with it. He will plead plead plead and beg beg beg for release from the torture and I will grant him none.”  She stopped her threats and then stated, “An instant later, I found myself in that darkened chamber. I could not log off or reach anyone through the chat. I could not use my magic or any of my perks. And I could not fly.”  Her eyes flared red again and this time did not change back to blue. “Let’s go. It is time for him to know some terror.”




Chapter 32:  Sacrifice

“I am beginning to like the sprite,” Granson said.
“Huh,” Tinsie responded, “you didn’t like me before?  Who doesn’t love a sprite?”  I was glad to see some of Tinsie’s sassiness returning.
As we moved along, Shannon was screaming at her employees, “You will all know real terror if you don’t find out how a player character was snatched out of the air and held in a chamber unable to log off!” 
I shook my head, shivered, and followed after Granson who was heading towards the light and what I hoped was the last cavern, where we would finally get some answers.
I pulled Tali’s Slaying Hand from a sack at my hip. I had thought about using it several times against the dragon, but fought the temptation. Whatever we were walking towards was going to be much worse.  
“Haggerty, are you there?” I asked
“I am. What’s up?”
“Any chance of finding out what Tali’s Slaying Hand does before I let loose with it?”
“I’ll see what I can do,” he responded.
“Havervill,” I said. “You said something about being able to provide a little firepower. You have free reign pal. That bastard messed with Tinsie. No mercy. You got me?”
I always felt Havervill’s presence in the back of my mind; now I sensed him in the front of my consciousness, right behind my eyes. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment as I felt some pressure. When the feeling passed, I opened them up again.
“The most powerful league in the game,” The Glimmerman mocked as we entered the final cavern, his soft voice carrying along in the air like a soft wind. “So few of you left. So disappointing.” We could see him standing a hundred feet away on a raised outcropping of rocks with stairs leading up to it.
“You bastard!” Sierra Skye shouted out.
“I am going to hurt you badly!” Tinsie yelled, her voice booming through the chamber like it had that morning in The Plaza when she first introduced me to the residents of Grandview. She had joked there was a new sheriff in town. I planned to live up to that right now.
Tinsie put her hands in the air and a bolt of lightning flew towards The Glimmerman. Duster conjured a horde of air elementals and set them towards him as well.
He vanished.
The lightning bolt fizzled out.
The air elementals hung in the air waiting for a target to attack. When none appeared, they faded.
The ground beneath the stone dais where The Glimmerman just stood opened up. Granson, Buddy, Socera and I stood next to one another. Sierra Skye stood behind us. Duster and Tinsie hovered on either side of us – wands in their hands.
A fissure opened in the cavern floor. Shards of stones flew. Thick plumes of blue flame and smoke shot out from the pit.
“This is bad bad bad,” Tinsie said.
Next to me, Buddy grew once again to a twenty-foot tall hunk of stone.
A great curled horn emerged from the fiery chasm then a second. Then a head and face began to appear. The scaled face was black as obsidian. Two eyes of burning red flames peered at us with malevolence. Large fangs protruded from a mouth of razor sharp teeth
“What the hell is that?” I asked as I looked at its stats:  Altirax, Demon Lord, Minor Deity, Proclivity Malevolent, Level 500, Damage Points, indeterminate.
“Why is Altirax here?” I shouted. A huge war to fight Altirax and a horde of minor demons was set to begin in a few months. I would be involved heavily in that quest, as a compulsion had been placed on my avatar requiring me to amass the largest army the game had seen to join forces with Shatana to defeat the demon.
Back in the real world, Shannon echoed the same sentiments, “Why is Alitrax there?  That demon is not supposed to appear for another three months and a thousand miles from there?”
“We need to kill this thing,” Granson announced as he pulled a foot long thick stick from a sack. “We need to be the first god slayers.”  I read the name of the item, Mendelson’s Nuclear Thunderclap, Divine Item. Then Socera pulled
an item, Mendelson’s Portal of Doom. Mendelson along with Tali were the two most gifted relic makers in the game, having created some of the most powerful items available. Rhia had always spoken about them with a bit of reverence tinged with jealousy. Nonetheless, I had no doubt that the relic merchant, my former lover, would be as famous as they were very soon.
Tali’s Slaying Hand was also a foot long stick, but this one had a small closed hand at the end, with the pointer finger jutting out.
Altirax fully emerged from the pit. The fires of the underworld roiled around him. The heat and sulfurous smell emanating from him were suffocating. He stood a hundred feet tall. His scales were glazed black, with a sheen of blue fire coating them.
Then he spoke.
“Who dares summon a god?”
The weight of his voice pushed Granson, Me, Socera, and Sierra to the ground. Tinsie and Duster fell to the ground as well. Buddy was the only one unaffected.
“Who?”  The demon bellowed, his voice pressing into us like a heavy weight.
“You have destroyed my pet,” the demon said. “Not many can best a black dragon.”
“It … wasn’t …us,” I coughed out.
“What was that mortal?” Altirax asked, releasing his grip on us slightly so we could at least talk.
“We didn’t summon you,” I repeated. “It was a creature called The Glimmerman.”
“ARRRRRRRRR,” Altirax bellowed, obviously incensed that The Glimmerman had summoned him forth. We were pushed to the ground again and I felt like I was buried under a pile of stone.  
Buddy began running towards the demon. “No!” I tried to shout, but no words came from my mouth.
“Havervill, you said you could help,” I pleaded.
“Not against a bloody demon. Really don’t need another one of them as an enemy,” he responded. Buddy had closed half way with the demon.
“Havervill, help if you can. Or we are all screwed,” I begged.
“Ah fuck it!  Can only die a horrible, painful death once,” he said and then my vision grew blurry. Streams of white light streaked from both of my eyes – the essence of Havervill. The light finally left my eyes fully and I could see clearly again. However, little floaters swam in my eyes like enraged piranhas. The light swirled and twisted around Altirax. Buddy stood beyond the light, unsure what to do. The weight on all of our chests waned and we could stand again.
“What is attacking it?” Socera asked.
“My AI,” I said proudly.
Altirax began to pixelate is the best way to explain it. Havervill was causing the demon to glitch. In the game Altirax was an evil god; nevertheless, back in Pasadena or wherever the server was, the demon was just ones and zeros. Havervill was attacking him on that level. The demon was fighting back, straining his arms to break the light that coiled around him.
“Hit him with all you got,” a struggling Havervill said in my mind through a tiny tether, which still connected him to my consciousness.
“Hit him with everything!” I ordered. I aimed Tali’s Slaying Hand and for the first time since I was a child, I prayed. Granson and Socera held their weapons of mass destruction aloft as well.
“He’s breaking free,” Havervill groaned.
“We got it from here!” I said. “Get yourself somewhere safe.”
Then I shouted. “Buddy run!” I wasn’t certain what these relics were capable of and wanted Buddy out of harm’s way.
I activated Tali’s Slaying Hand. Meanwhile, Granson activated Mendelson’s Nuclear Thunderclap and
Socera used Mendelson’s Portal of Doom.
“Oh shit!” Haggerty said from beyond my consciousness.
“I have a headache,” Havervill moaned safely back in my mind
“Hey, where is my weapon of mass destruction?” Tinsie complained.
Then the world exploded!
The largest and thickest lightning bolt I had ever seen struck the demon’s head, followed by a deafening explosion that tossed the six of us back to the edge of the cave. Pain ravaged me and I had taken serious damage but I was still alive and that was all that mattered at that moment. Then a mushroom cloud bloomed from where the demon stood.
And he still stood!  Though he was charred badly. Several of his black scales had disintegrated, charred and bleeding flesh now exposed. The nuclear thunderclap might not have killed the demon but it certainly hurt him.
A large hand of energy floated in the air in front of the demon and wrapped itself around its throat, squeezing tightly. The demon wrapped its two clawed hands around Tali’s Slaying Hand trying to pull it off.
“Socera, heal us all,” Granson shouted. “Everyone else, hit it with all you…” he never got the last word out as a portal of swirling red energy as large and thick as the demon, formed behind it. Tali’s Slaying Hand appeared to be trying to push the demi-god towards Mendelson’s Portal of Doom and the void beyond. Red tendrils snaked out from the portal, wrapping itself around the demon lord.
It slowly began to pull him backwards while the Slaying Hand pushed him towards the void. Duster let loose with her air elementals again, which began attacking the demon. Tinsie tossed lightning bolt after lightning bolt each striking the exposed flesh of Altirax. Gurgling sounds emanated from the throat of the demon as Tali’s Slaying Hand continued to choke him. The demon removed his hands and then two large flaming swords appeared. He reversed the grip on them and then plunged them into the hand of energy that was choking him. The hand dissipated and Altirax roared. He then turned to face the tendrils that were pulling him towards the void, swiping his fiery blades at them. He would cut them in half but more of them would snake out from the portal just as quickly.
“Get him into the portal,” Haggerty shouted. “It’s the only chance.”
“How?” I shouted aloud.
“We do not know,” Shannon stated, “just do it Mr. Mason.”
Just do it!  How the hell was I going to do that? 
I guzzled down my last potion of giant strength and rushed towards the demon. Granson saw what I was planning and drank an elixir as well. Except, that I got there too late. Buddy, who had been absent from the battle, was running full speed at the demon.
A notification popped. “Buddy has invoked Power of the Mountain.” Buddy grew to fifty feet, a small mountain that slammed into the demon’s back. The demon was pushed to within a few feet of the swirling void that was beginning to close. More tendrils leapt out from the void, wrapping themselves around both the demon and Buddy who was holding onto the demon. Buddy pushed up from his legs and forced the demon's last foot into the portal. The demon lord roared once and was gone. Several tendrils still held onto Buddy, yanking him into the swirling red maelstrom just a second before the portal closed and disappeared.
“No!” I shouted as I reached towards the spot where Buddy had just stood.
Behind me I heard Tinsie scream, “No! No! No! Not Buddy! Not beautiful Buddy!”




Chapter 33:  The Zealot

I am going to hurt The Glimmerman, I said to myself. Buddy’s death – disappearance – was the result of his malicious actions. Can Realmborn even feel pain?  They howled and screamed when they were slashed by a knife or their bones bashed by a mace. But were these howls of actual pain?   Players reacted to the shrieks of pain they wrought on monsters. I know it got my blood boiling. I hoped his virtual nerve endings were real and The Glimmerman, this zealot who wanted to toss the Starborn from the game, would suffer agony. I also hoped he was self-aware – that he understood death and nothingness. I wanted that existential terror to touch his essence the moment before I ended his life. That would be his reckoning!
A host of notifications popped again, demanding to be read. There had to be a way to disable them, especially at the most inopportune time. Buddy was gone!  All I wanted was the feeling of my mace in my hand as it cracked The Glimmerman’s skull open. That pleasure would be delayed for a few more moments due to these notifications:
Huzzah:  You have banished Altirax to the dark void.
Warning: Your actions today have made you blood enemies of Altirax and all demons! 
Huzzah:  Constable Mace of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Banisher of Demons!
Huzzah:  Deputy Tinsie of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Banisher of Demons
Huzzah:  Buddy the golem of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Banisher of Demons.
Huzzah:  Havervill, the Artificial Intelligence assigned to Constable Mace of the Commerce district, has received an achievement, Banisher of Demons.
“Nice!” Havervill shouted. “The other AIs can suck it!”
Huzzah: You have defeated this divine dungeon.
Huzzah:  Constable Mace of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Slayer of Divine Dungeon!
Huzzah:  Deputy Tinsie of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Slayer of Divine Dungeon!
Huzzah:  Buddy the golem of the Commerce District of the City of Grandview has received an achievement, Slayer of Divine Dungeon.
Warning:   Buddy has been lost to the void. This may bring unforeseen consequences.
“Havervill,” I shouted, “is there a way to get rid of these damn things?”
“Impossible!” he stated over the din of the notifications. “The quest is over as far as the dungeon is concerned. The Glimmerman wasn’t part of the main quest so the dungeon is, so to say, doing what it was programmed to do.”
Huzzah:  The level 100 cap on all players in The Great Realm has been removed. The new player cap is now 250. This message has been sent out to all Realmborn and Starborn in the game.
Warning:  The new level cap for monsters is 400.
Huzzah: You received 10 levels for completing this dungeon.
Huzzah:  You received 7 levels for surviving each chamber.
Huzzah:  The veil that now covers The Sundaland has been lifted.
Warning!  The veil that now covers The Sundaland has been lifted. Creatures never before seen or imagined are free upon all lands in The Great Realm. Creatures that should have remained in the dark will now feast upon the light.
Warning! Your actions today disturbed the precarious balance between good and evil. The elder gods have returned to the realm. The elder gods are currently capped at Level 500.
The notifications finally ended and I could see the cavern again.
“About freaking time!” I said. “Those notifications are so annoying! So is that it?  Where is The Zealot?  Where is he hiding?”
“I am not hiding,” he said, appearing out of thin air about twenty feet away from the members of the dungeon party that remained. “I have been here the entire time, watching you and applauding your success.”  The nemesis I had sought finally stood within reach. He did not appear as a being to fear and bow to. He stood six feet tall or so, with his face covered by a cloak, and his hands hidden in his sleeves. I tried to read his stats and it was similar to the stats for the halfman back in the conclave in that “Glimmerman” was given as a name, a race and his class:  Glimmerman, Realmborn, Proclivity Malevolent, Glimmerman, Glimmerman, Level ***, Damage Points***. I was certain if I pushed hard enough that I could see his stats, especially if I had Havervill’s help. I just did not have time at the moment. No matter, he wasn’t going to leave this cavern. I would see to that.
“I have a job for you,” I told Havervill. I explained what I needed. If an AI could grin, then Havervill was doing so from ear to ear. There was some danger involved for him, but he agreed, saying I would owe him big time, and he wanted a raise, along with a litany of other demands as he faded from my mind to run my errand.  
“No one attacks him,” I ordered. “We need some answers.”  Turning to him, I said, “You have much to answer for:  kidnapping Sierra Skye, snatching my deputy and locking her away in a cell, mass murder on the docks, I believe the murder of Miss Durston as well, the theft of Rhia’s relics. Should I continue?”
“Aye,” he said, his voice smooth and soft, “and there will be many more deaths and thefts and kidnappings. Whatever it takes to remove the scourge that infests this land. I have you all to thank for doing my bidding. Now that the cap is lifted,” he said, the cadence in his voice rising, “I summon the powerful entities that burrow in the ground below us, lurk in the shadows around us and hide on the highest mountains. I call upon the darkness that dwells within The Sundaland. My kin have been trapped behind the veil for eons. Enslaved by the Starborn. Trapped like dangerous animals in a cage. Now I call upon my freed kin to inflict devastation against the Starborn. So many Starborn will die time and time again until they lose their desire to visit The Great Realm anymore. The cities and towns of the Realmborn will then plead for me to become their master and free them of their anguish. That anguish being the Starborn. My believers – my zealots as you so aptly named them – will war against the few Starborn who will dare to remain. Thank you all for making this happen.”
I wanted to keep him speaking. I needed to find out if someone from the real world was influencing what was no more than a computer generated NPC.
“You know that’s not going to happen,” I stated. “The Starborn are not going anywhere. And if you were to succeed, the goddess who created The Great Realm and birthed all the beings upon it, including your kin, could take her hand and crush all life here in a mere moment.”
“Aye, The Zealot responded, “If she would bring about – what do you Starborn call it – an apocalypse on all the beings that dwell upon The Great Realm – then she is the wicked one, not I.   You fight for the oppressor. All of you do.”
“I give it a seven out of ten,” Havervill said. I guess the errand had gone smoothly, as he had returned quickly.
“Huh?” I responded, trying to hear what The Glimmerman was saying.
“Seven out of ten for the long speech the villain makes at the end of the movie. All he needs to do now is rub his hands together and cackle like a madman.”
“Once I have secured dominion over this world, then I will come for you,” The Glimmerman stated. “And not just here but in the real world … Charlie Mason.”
I didn’t flinch at the knowledge he knew my real name. He might also know where I live. He was a bunch of coding, zeroes and ones. His threats meant nothing to me.
In my head, I could hear a litany of curses from Shannon Donally. She was enraged about a few things. First, that one of her creations had called her wicked and an oppressor. Her bigger concern was that my real identity had somehow been hacked and then revealed, especially since the entire dungeon dive was being filmed. I would have to get Granson to edit that part out. While The Glimmerman couldn’t physically visit me, real world maniacs would if they learned my name. He had Starborn fanatics on his side, and I didn’t need one of them showing up in my driveway, especially if Amber was home from college for a break or a visit.
“Come and get me, “I responded. “Here or there, it doesn't matter to me. Either way you are mine and your days of mischief are over.”
He had gone too far invoking my real name. It was time. “Now!” I shouted, “Kill him.”
“Yes, kill,” The Glimmerman snarled, tossing twenty pebbles from his hand. They struck the ground, flickered for a moment, and then twenty replicas of The Glimmerman surrounded us.
Granson phased, suddenly appearing where The Glimmerman had just been. He thrust out his sword and blade and one of the replicants exploded inches from Granson, sending the rogue flying into the air. Tinsie aimed her wand and a red beam of light, like a laser, hit another of the copies. It too burst, sending a sonic wave towards us. I threw my shield up just in time and it absorbed most of the damage. Then Socera aimed her staff at me. Twenty Mace’s now stood beside me and they charged into the fray. It was a bizarre tableau - glimmermen and Maces battled all about me. I did not engage, a plan slowly burrowing to the surface.
One of the copies of The Glimmerman appeared beside Socera, placed his two hands on either side of her head and pronounced, “Mine.”  
Socera was powerless against whatever the malevolent being did to her and she turned her staff towards Duster who was hovering above the mirror images of The Glimmerman and my attacking replicants. Socera shot a beam at the djinn that engulfed her. Duster struggled against the force field that held her while Socera slowly lowered it towards the clones below, who waited to rip the djinn apart. Tinsie appeared next to Socera. “Sorry. Was hoping to never use this,” she apologized, and then she aimed a black wand at Socera. Wisps of black smoke discharged from the wand. I read the description of the item – fabled relic Wallie’s Wallowing Wisps. Black smoke consumed the brainwashed sorceress. She hurled magic against the black smoke which simply consumed her spell – feeding the wisps and making them grow.
Duster broke free of Socera’s spell and shouted, “Tinsie, you are going to need your sister now. Granson and Sierra, get near Mace.”  Socera continued to battle the black wisp, which grew denser. Duster began to glow. I had seen this effect before when she invoked Starburst to destroy the Minor Harpy Boss. The light around her grew so intense, forcing me to cover my eyes. Tinsie shouted, “Grab Sierra,” so I did as I was told. Tinsie touched me and I was gone. Not gone. She had made Sierra and I ethereal. I knew she couldn’t hold the ability very long, but I didn't think she would need to.
The Starburst was beautiful. A light from the heavens so bright that it could purge everything in its path. Duster held her arms out and laughed, as the light grew so intense. If I was not formless at the moment, my eyes would have been burned away till empty sockets remained. Duster faded to mist while the faux glimmermen all exploded, destroying the fake Maces along with them. Wallie’s Wallowing Wisps disappeared as well, along with Socera. In the midst stood The Glimmerman, his cloak in tatters, and his hood singed away.
Thank you Duster, I thought.
I could once again feel my body. Tinsie, who had brought Sierra and I to safety in the ethereal plane, collapsed to the ground, panting, all of her stamina sapped.
Tinsie’s soul sister and Granson reappeared behind The Glimmerman. Granson was quick, and struck at The Glimmerman’s back with a gleaming dagger and a short sword with a blade of diamond. The sword and the dagger passed through the being.
The Glimmerman began laughing as he pulled the tattered remains of the cloak from his form and tossed them to the side. In front of us stood a being of pure energy but in a humanoid form.
“Did you think it would be so easy?” he said with disdain in that same silky voice.
He turned towards us and held out an arm. Then a whip of coursing energy wrapped around Granson, and another around Tinsie’s soul sister.
“She’s in pain,” the prime Tinsie said to me as she slowly rose from the cavern floor.
“I only need one of the sprites and a broken one will do,” he taunted. I charged at him while Tinsie aimed a wand at him. He turned slightly and with his other hand, he shot another of the energy whips at Tinsie and me. The worst torment since I entered the game assaulted me. My body was slowly being pulled apart, one atom at a time. My eyes grew blurry and burned. My ears felt like they would explode. My damage bar began to move towards the red and death.
I heard Haggerty’s shout at me to fight. The two Tinsies whimpered and cried in pain. Even Granson, the most powerful player in the game, was helpless. He screamed out curses at this fiend from The Sundaland.
I was about to pass out when a voice cut through the pain. Not just a voice – but a song – sliced through The Glimmerman’s torture. I could not make out the words but I sensed its meaning – about two bodies joining as one, of two hearts beating as one, of beings who were once sundered joining back together. Pleasure and ecstasy filled me. I was still dying, except the pain was gone. I would not pass from The Great Realm in torment but in peace and into the hands of my beloved Bethany who waited for me beyond this world.
The Glimmerman’s spell fell away and I was free. I stumbled to the ground unable to move. The energy sucked from me. Tinsie collapsed next to me.
Sierra Skye – the greatest pleasurer in The Great Realm – had turned pain to pleasure.
“Meddlesome wench,” The Glimmerman swore. The silkiness departed his voice and his true essence shot to the surface. Sierra’s singing grew louder and The Glimmerman turned his wrath on her. His whips of energy struck her and wrapped around her. She did not bellow in pain like the rest of us had just done, helpless to The Glimmerman’s magic. She sang even louder – and a broad smile covered her face as she looked up into the cameras and winked before fading into the mist.
While I had been too befuddled to take advantage of the few moments Sierra had given us, Granson had not. His sword of diamond was gone, and in his hand he held a sword of energy. He lunged at The Glimmerman whose arrogance faded away as the sword plunged into him.
“Tinsie, give him what help you can. I need a moment,” I shouted out. She whirled towards The Glimmerman.
I closed my eyes for a moment and reached out towards Grandview and the wellspring of her essence. I would collect the boon she promised me. For a millisecond, I merged with the city. I gave out a thousand quests. I felt millions of soft boots, and work boots, and bare feet upon the cobblestoned streets. I heard thousands of conversations at once – I could understand all of them and none of them. I sensed love, hate, bigotry, desire and pleasure from Starborn and Realmborn alike.
I was the city.
I found what I needed and let it loose upon The Glimmerman.
He could not resist the power of an entire city.
I had tapped into the source of the city’s power and used it to freeze The Zealot in place like Grandview had done to most of the city a little over a month ago. I wouldn’t be able to hold him long. I somehow knew the fiend I had bound was more horrible than Drock Blanag or Altirax.
“Finish him!” I shouted through clenched teeth as I struggled to keep the fiend contained.
Grandview shook as her energy infused me with her uncontrolled force.
The statue of the Ladies of Knives cracked, and came apart, falling into the waters of The Fount.
“You are wrecking the city, Mr. Mason,” Shannon shouted. “Let it go!”
“Not yet!” I grunted.
I had to trust Granson and Tinsie to destroy The Glimmerman.
A fissure opened in The Grand Plaza.
A section of the docks collapsed.
Just a moment more, I thought, as I tried to restrain an entity of raw energy.
Grandview had suffered enough damage and she severed the bond.
I looked up at the battle in front of me. The Glimmerman was injured. Blood did not seep from large gashes along this being of energy. Instead, black ichor dripped from the wounds.
Now that The Zealot was free, he retaliated. Two serrated knives appeared, one in each hand, and struck Granson several times in rapid succession. I noticed there was only one Tinsie now – and her eyes glowed dark crimson.
I ran forward, Tali’s Brass Knuckles clenched around my fingers. The fiend’s attention was too busy trying to disembowel Granson who was unable to stop the dagger thrusts.
I activated Jackhammer and slammed my fist into the face of this beast who called itself The Glimmerman.
Kinetic energy met primal energy.
We both flew in opposite directions.
A slot machine rang a winning spin, and I knew Providence had assisted as I landed on my feet and my momentum allowed me to run a few feet before I came to a stop.
The Glimmerman and Granson had both been knocked back as well.
I ran forward again, my Mace now in my hand. Granson slowly got to his feet. We both ran towards the fiend. He held out his arms in either direction and once again the whips of energy wrapped around us, even tighter this time.
We wouldn’t make it!
I had failed!  I had failed Mike, and Shannon, and Grandview. I had failed Amber and Bethany. I had failed myself.
Let virtual death take me, I thought.
Tinsie’s eyes burned and smoldered. She flew towards The Glimmerman.
He split off one of the whips choking the life from me and lanced it towards the sprite. She vanished. She appeared again near the fiend, held out her tiny hand, touched his head and said, “Dark Thoughts.”
“No!” The Zealot shouted as his magic faded. He dropped his arms to hold his head. “No! No!” he cried in terror as Tinsie’s eyes blazed. My playful deputy was gone and in her place was the feared creature of magic from The Sundaland she had alluded to.
“Die! Die! Die!” she cursed as she kept her hands on either side of his head.  
Granson was back on his feet and thrust his energy blade into the neck of the fiend. I finally reached him and let loose with my most powerful perk, Blunt Force Trauma.
The energy holding The Glimmerman together broke apart to a million specks of floating lights.
However, they did not dissipate nor fall to the ground.
They turned grey and coalesced into a long spear.
Before anyone could scream “Run!” or “What the fuck?” the spear turned towards me, burying itself in my chest.
Tinsie, who was no longer empowered by the darkness inside herself, let out a blood-curdling scream of, “Boss!”
I felt lightheaded and stumbled towards the ground.
My chest felt like a golem was kicking it.
I collapsed. Unable to support my weight.
I was dying.
My damage bar was edging towards the red and zero.
What the hell! I thought, as a red light began to flash on my display screen and a siren screamed in the air like the wail of a banshee.
“Ah shit!” Granson said concerned. “I am getting help. Stay with me old man.” 
“Don’t you leave me Boss,” Tinsie cried, tears streaming down her face.
“Mace,” Haggerty said, his voice filled with concern, “you’re having a medical condition in the real world. Hold on! An ambulance is on its way.”
“Stay with us Mace,” Havervill urged. “We still got shit to do for Mother.”
“Yes, hold on Mr. Mason,” Shannon commanded. “You still have a job to finish. You cannot quit until then.”
One final gasp for breath.
Darkness.
Death!




Epilogue:  Stone Does Not Fail

Buddy did not fear the ancient creature that rose from below the earth. .
Golems do not fear such things.
They act and react.
The demon would put an end to the human he was created to protect and to the fairy creature he had grown protective of.
Stone does not fail!
He would not fail!
Buddy would keep them safe.
The strength he had acquired after fighting the large lizard of blue flame coursed through the pores in his stone. 
He understood this new power. 
He could not defeat this creature from the underworld.
He could, however, get rid of the beast, purge this cavern of its presence and protect the man and the fairy.
Perhaps he would gain new powers after he defeated it.
Then nothing could harm the man and the fairy.
Granite does not fail! 
Nor did it when he pushed the ancient foe into the abyss.
As he floats in the endless void, he knows he will make his way back to them, even if he must sunder and strangle every being in this place.
He must return, and protect them from what is coming.
It is his purpose.
His stone will not fail.




Bonus Story:  The Goblin Ruins

Gwen and the remainder of the party sat in the antechamber that held the staircase that headed to what she hoped was the final room and the inevitable boss fight. She and Ragmar had attempted to fight their way to the ruins on their own, only to be thwarted repeatedly by roving bands of goblins, hobgoblins and other humanoids who had no problem murdering low level Starborn.
Gwen begrudgingly admitted that Ragmar was correct when he said the two of them were not strong enough to assault the goblin ruins on their own. Just the night before, they had met up with the other adventurers in The Last Outpost – a heavily fortified keep a few miles from the goblin ruins. The place housed twenty guards and a few hundred villagers – and that was all. Goats, sheep, and chickens that roamed around the fort outnumbered the people. Numerous wards infused into the wooden walls of the keep kept the goblins and other beasts that thrive during the moonless night at bay.
It was in the keep here Gwen and Ragmar had met Sheana, a half elf Ranger, Ledora, a tengu air mage, and Slitherston, a rogue gnome. The same mad wizard who had given them the quest had also given the trio the same undertaking – to retrieve the Stone of Damasca from the ancient goblin ruins. Maybe the wizard had forgotten that he had already given adventurers the quest. Or perhaps he was just hedging his bets by sending two adventuring parties in search of the same item. NPCs in the game did not often do that. Most quests were “one offs” – missions that did not repeat themselves. While other ones, especially those for newbies, seemed to be stuck in a time loop, like the farmer who had the cow that kept wandering off to the woods and had to be retrieved time and time again. The wizard seemed a bit addled in the brain. He didn’t even have a name – if you tried to read his stats, all you saw were the words MAD WIZARD that hung above his head all in caps, as if that was all the players needed to know.
She looked around at her party members as they finished regaining their stamina. Just a few miles from the safety of the keep, they had battled a patrol of goblins and hobgoblins. Ragmar had stood toe to toe with them while the rest of the group either buffed him or peppered the enemy with spells and projectile weapons. They were not the most balanced attack force – they could have used another frontline fighter and a healer – but it was far better than just the two of them trying to assault this lair.
And a lair is what it had turned out to be. Not long after the fight with the goblin patrol, they located the ruins. They were not hard to find – a large stone building, with cracked and leaning walls and half the roof caved in. The gnome had found the hidden entrance that led to the underground lair that held the prize she and Ragmar had searched for every day for the last two weeks. The goblins attacked them as soon as they descended the first staircase. The little nuisances relentlessly continued to assault them, with crude bows and rusty swords.
After their third major engagement with the goblins, Slitherston commented, “I have never known goblins to fight with such fervor.”  They soon discovered why. The goblins were protecting their mates and their offspring.
The women and the children, who had huddled underneath a pile of debris, attacked the party when they were discovered.   Their bodies had sizzled just as well as the bodies of the warriors had, Gwen noted. Her tenth level spell, Fire Stream, shot out at them like a flamethrower.
What is wrong with me? She pondered, as she watched the women and children burn – their bodies blistering and popping as the fire consumed them in an unholy conflagration.  Part of her brain told her, They were children… they should have been spared.
Then she thought: They’re goblins. Bloody goblins. They are put into these games to be hacked apart and slain by adventurers. It was their role in life to play the villain.
She would lock their screams and pleadings for mercy away in the deep recesses of her mind as she had done with so many other dark thoughts over the last several years.  
She looked over at Ragmar and remembered the night before. She had stood up naked from the cot she had shared with Ragmar. Their lovemaking – sex – had become dull. Even with her non-combat sensors set at a five, she still couldn’t have an orgasm – even here online – where a non-combat receptor of five almost guaranteed one.
Ragmar was boring.
He was good looking enough, six foot two, one hundred and eighty pounds, muscular, but not overly so. He had a mane of long black hair. She liked men with black hair. He was hung like an orc as the old Great Realm joke went – meaning it had both length and girth. However, other than his great looks and physique, there was just nothing there.
She couldn’t stand him anymore.
She wanted to punch him in his handsome face. Not only was he a shit tank, but he was a shit lover – both here and in the real world.  
Maybe it was because he wasn’t Dirk. Why did her thoughts always go back to him?  Maybe because she had given – lost – her virginity to him. Maybe because he was aloof and distant with her. Could it have been that he would ignore her for days at a time?  His indifference towards her at times turned her on. Possibly because beneath his cool veneer was a seething anger and potential for violence. Perhaps, because he was so much like her father. She shivered at the thought.
Was she too much like her father?she wondered. Violent and self-destructive in her own way.
She had chosen to be a fire mage because flames were so destructive. She couldn’t imagine anything more painful than being burned alive. When Gwen first set up her character, she had considered becoming a necromancer and studying the dark arts. She had always been attracted to horror stories and gothic literature. Yet when she thought about it, what was really the fun in creating a horde of zombies to fight for you? Wouldn’t it be more exciting to destroy her enemies herself?   
Standing up, she said to the group, “I think we better get going. Ragmar and I only have a few hours left online before we get booted.” 
“I will be right back,” Slitherston said, creeping away, and down the dark staircase. Although she had met him just a day before, she had learned quite a bit about the rogue. He was fourteenth level, which was three levels higher than she was. He wore boots that muffled any noise he made when he walked or ran. He wore a ring on each of his ten fingers – all of them magical. His morning star thrummed with magic each time he struck with the metal balls. On more than one occasion, he was able to ensnare a goblin’s rusty sword in the metal chains of his weapon and send it flying from its hands. She was sure he had spent some major crypto-coin and purchased an advanced starter kit.
Lucky bastard! 
She only had three magical items – and none of them that great: a wand that had one minor fireball ball charge left; a ring that increased her magic pool by fifty points; and her most powerful magical item – the one she had purchased in Grandview just recently – a ring of minor fire magic enhancement. The ring increased the damage, the duration and area effect of her fire spells by fifteen percent. She wished it were scalable. There had been a scalable one available but it was way out of her price range – for now.
The gnome returned a few moments later. “There’s a large cave down there. A twentieth level Hobgoblin– the boss – is sitting on his throne. He has a big ass metal pike with a curved blade on either side sitting in his lap. Next to him is a large pedestal with a pulsing yellow stone sitting on it. It is the stone we were sent here for.” 
“We can take a single hobgoblin boss. No problem,” Ragmar said assuredly.
“Probably,” the gnome said. “Problem is he also has three hobgoblins and ten or so goblins with him. Pretty sure one of the hobgoblins is a shaman.”
“Do they know we are here?” Gwen asked. “Any chance of us surprising them?”
“I am sure we can,” the gnome stated. “There is one guard by the entrance, but I swear to you he was sleeping standing up. The others are either playing bones or gambling on the outcome. The hobgoblin boss is just sitting on his throne, swigging liquor from a flagon. He’s got a couple of scantily dressed females kneeling in front of him, each of them rubbing one of his large feet.”
“A hobgoblin with a foot fetish. This is gonna be easy,” Ragmar joked as he fastened his large kite shield into place. Gwen shook her head. Even his jokes were stupid.
Gwen could not help but think that she should have asked her dad to come along on the dungeon raid. He was fiftieth level – probably higher than that by now – and could probably smash through them all by himself. She knew he would do anything for her now – even kill every living soul in the last chamber of the ancient ruins.
She shrugged the thought away. She was a grown girl – no – a woman now and she needed to handle her own fights.
“I think it is time I use this,” she said to Ragmar, pulling out her fireball wand.
“So what is the plan?” Sheana asked, looking towards Gwen. Somehow, she had become the leader of this little band.
“Slitherston, can you take care of the guard at the door?” Gwen asked.
“Do adventurers love busty barmaids?” he responded. His two female companions grumbled, obviously having heard this retort before.
“Once he takes care of the guard at the door, we go awe and thunder. I am going to let loose with a fireball. That should at least kill the goblins and cut down the damage points of the hobgoblins and the boss. As soon as the fireball subsides, I want Sheana to start peppering the hobgoblins with arrows. Ragmar, you need to engage the boss. Stay on the defensive. Once we deal with the others, the boss should be a piece of cake to take down. Ledora, provide Ragmar with whatever healing and buffs you can. I am going to let loose with my fire bolt spells until my magic pool is depleted. We hit them fast and hard.”
“Be right back,” the gnome said as he slunk off once more. He returned a moment later and said, “Took care of the guard. We gotta go before someone notices.”
The small warband moved slowly down the staircase. They came to a landing that turned to the right.
“The chamber is around the corner,” Slitherston whispered.
“What the hell?” Ledora said, as she turned around. The staircase they had descended was gone – as though it had never been there.
“It’s a trap!” Gwen shouted as she ran around the corner, her wand in her hand. She sprinted ahead of the rest of them, shouted the word of power on the wand, waiting for the beautiful ball of fire to engulf the room. The fireball shot out from the tip of the wand, and then… What the heck? She wondered. The fireball sizzled out as soon as it reached the entrance of the chamber – like there was an invisible barrier or something.
“Damn!” Ragmar shouted as he ran to block the entrance. “My AI says the Stone of Damasca dampens magic. That is why your spell won’t work in there.” 
Gwen had to give it to Ragmar this time. He held the entrance longer than she thought he could. The ten goblins rushed at him, each one trying to be the first one to skewer the interlopers into their den. He held his large shield in front of him, dim light surrounding it, as he pushed the monsters back. Behind him, the ranger shot arrow after arrow.
Gwen knew the battle was lost.
They had counted on her to lead them, and she had failed.
A spear slipped beneath Ragmar’s shield, stabbing into his armor. Then a second spear and a third got through as well. Numerous spears struck the shield, and soon the durability was totally gone and it dissipated. Ragmar hacked at the goblins. Five of them died by his sword before another three spears punctured his armor and he faded into the mist.
The ranger fell next as a large hobgoblin bashed her head in with a large studded club.
The air mage was the next to perish as her Wind Shield failed and a different hobgoblin ran her through with a large, curved blade.
The last hobgoblin lunged at her. She avoided one swipe from its mace.
She knew her death was a moment away.
They had failed this time. However, she would be back—especially now that she knew what the stone did.
They say your life flashes in front of your eyes when you are about to die.
She thought of her dad. He had almost died several months back from a heart attack. He could be dead just like her mother. Her eyes began to fill with moisture. She had finally forgiven him. He had not been there when her mother went into the light. She knew exactly where he had been – on the telescreen. Or at least the reporters were talking about the hero detective who had fought with an armed and dangerous man who had tied up his two daughters and ex-wife and had threatened to cut them up. She still did not know all of the details. All she knew was that this Ferguson guy, had ended up in a coma. The wife and teenage daughters, who at first called Detective Charlie Mason a savior, had soon recanted their stories – saying that after her dad had subdued Ferguson, he had kept pounding his fist repeatedly into his face.
She had remained outside of the stone’s range of influence and was able to cast her fire shield. Was her father capable of that amount of violence, she wondered, as a mace burst through the fire shield, slamming into her chest.
Out of the corner of her eye, Slitherston had suddenly appeared next to the Stone of Damasca. He picked it up, wrapping it in a piece of brown cloth. She recognized the item from the Compendium – Carl’s Charged Cloth. The fabric allowed characters to carry extremely dangerous magical items – or broken ones that dripped with mana or leaked magical energy. In this case, the cloth would nullify the effect of the stone. The bastard had known what the stone did and had planned for it. She wondered if he had set them all up. The rogue tossed a small disc to the ground. A portal opened up. The gnome walked into the swirling blue mist and was gone.
Betrayed, she thought, as the blade of the boss hobgoblin pierced her chest. She guessed the boss had grown bored and wanted to get into the action:  Is there no one in the world she can count on, she reflected, as the beast pulled the blade from her chest. It had struck a critical blow. By instinct, she raised her hands to cast a spell, but by then the boss already held the large blade up in the air. “Fuck!” was the last word she said before her head flew from her body.    
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