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Chapter 1:  Press Conference

The moment I logged into Grandview, my chest exploded with pain.  A little over five months prior, the skelter boss, General Morgan, had placed a powerful compulsion upon me.   The geas was sending me a stark reminder that I had an army to assemble – and not just any army, but one powerful enough to fight hundreds of thousands of overpowered demons and creatures from The Abyss.   I planned to start gathering that fighting force this morning; of course, the geas didn’t know my intentions, and one more pulse of pain flared in my chest before it subsided.  
The cold and miserable weather that had assaulted Grandview for the last few weeks was finally gone.  In its place was the pleasant climate controlled weather that normally existed in Grandview.  Havervill had worked some magic with the semi-sentient and temperamental city.  She had wanted Mutter Morder delivered to The Fount to receive justice by her metaphorical hand.  Unfortunately, that was impossible.  Bill Nelson was gone as was his avatar – Mutter Morder.
My guardsman, Dunkan, in an act of supreme vengeance, had incinerated the body so there was nothing to bring back to the unforgiving city.  I was certain that Havervill was going to have a great deal to say about how he single-handedly was responsible for the pleasant and calm weather outside. If he wanted to claim credit, that was okay by me.  If my virtual assistant, along with the other cyber security geeks, hadn’t been able to track down Bill Nelson, Amber and I might both be six feet under. 
I pushed those dark thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand.  
I could have spawned right into my office instead of next to The Fount.   Nevertheless, I knew what awaited me outside of HQ and needed a few minutes to gather my thoughts and compose myself.   I would be going solo this morning.  Tinsie had something to attend to in the real world.  And while my new assistant, Gwen the Fire Mage, AKA my daughter Amber, was gung-ho and ready to reign down fiery hell on some goblins or undead with her new hundredth level Fire Storm spell, we had made an agreement that working part-time as an employee of Immersion Online couldn’t interfere with her college classes.   My overeager and overachieving daughter did make it infinitely clear that she planned to log in just as soon as Professor Kleinman finished droning on and on in her waste of time Existentialism in Literature course.
I glanced back at The Fount and at the enormous statue of Rashinog. The barbarian, clad in dark leather armor, held his two-handed axe off to the side about to strike at an unseen assailant.   I turned away and began my walk towards HQ.
Countless eyes fell upon me, mostly from Starborn who had traveled to Grandview to catch a glimpse of Constable Mace, AKA Charlie Mason.  I knew it would take some time for the hubbub around Amber and me to diminish.  For the moment, the notoriety surrounding us was staggering. She was receiving offers to appear on telescreen shows, huge advances of crypto-coin to pen her memoirs, along with producers reaching out to her to star in their films.   A billionaire sultan even proposed to her.  Luckily, Shannon had been true to her word, and we had twenty-four seven security surrounding our house as well as one of the most prestigious and high-powered law firms in New York City dealing with the rest of the nonsense.
To make matters worse, The Abduction of Sierra Skye would be released the following day on the Immersion Online channel with yours truly as one of the main characters. The movie had originally been planned for a summertime release.  However, now that I was super famous the corporation decided to strike while the iron was hot and release the movie ASAP.  They had worked around the clock and had finished the film in record time. I didn’t know any of the plot details of the film, other than Constable Mace was featured heavily in it.  Of course, the parts about me were total bullshit.  I had absolutely no plans to watch it.  What I wanted to do was order a bucket of greasy crispy chicken, consume a six-pack of beer, and watch an action movie or a football game.  Unfortunately, my days of delicious fried chicken and tasty beer were gone – at least until Amber returned to college. After my last heart attack, she had moved back home to nurse me back to health and to make sure I was looking after myself (which meant eating roughage, abstaining from alcohol, and walking the treadmill).  She had worked it out with the Dean of Students to take all her classes remotely for the remainder of the semester with the expectation that she would resume in-person instruction at Binghamton University in upstate New York again in the fall. 
She needed to get the hell back to college.  My freedom depended on it.  
My hope was that my plan for the morning would be enough to call off the news hounds. 
Once I entered The Boulevard, which was the main thoroughfare through the Commerce District, fingers pointed at me; eyes stared at me, or leered at me, or shot cold daggers at me; Starborn and Realmborn whispered when I walked by; the harlots at the brothels called to me as I passed by, with promises of great and wonderful sexploits. 
This crap needs to die down, I murmured.
“So,” Havervill emoted, “you’re back!”
“It appears so Captain Obvious,” I quipped back to him, maybe more sharply than I intended to.  
“Captain Obvious. I’m going to use that one,” my AI responded. “So, you know you’re walking into a gremlin’s nest over at headquarters.  Fans, curiosity seekers, news reporters, and the paparazzi from here and your realm are waiting for you.” He paused for a second and then added, “There is some good news though. Groupies. You have groupies now.  Young, hot female super-fans – both Starborn and Realmborn.  I hope you don’t mind, but I scouted a few promising ones out for you.” All of a sudden, twenty emails appeared in my inbox.  I glanced at the subjects:  Hot Elven Maiden, Buxom Brunette Barmaid, Luscious Lipped Lycanthrope, and so on.  I shook my head as my horny AI continued.  “Think of the fun we can have fighting a war in The Wilderbrook with a host of groupies around to warm our beds at night…”
“I get ya,” I answered, cutting him off a bit dejectedly. 
“Are you moping again?  Like you did after Rhia broke up with you?”
“Just a great deal going on Havervill, here and especially in the real world.  I’m hoping my little press conference is going to calm things down a bit, especially if I can give them something else to talk about.”
“Like the old bait and switch,” my AI said.
“Yeah, something like that.” 
Just a few blocks away from HQ, Lieutenant Gail greeted me along with twenty of my guards, Big Guy, and the diamond golem (who really needed a name). They took up positions all around me. I had sent Lieutenant Gail a pixie the day before asking for the escort. It was good that they were tagging along.  When I rounded the final corner towards headquarters, a thousand sets of eyes turned towards me.  Floating spheres soared towards me – Mike’s Magic Mouths – I was told – that would allow someone hundreds of feet away to ask me a question and hear a response. Pixies sailed towards me as well, peppering me with questions.  A human woman, with ratty hair and spectacles, suddenly materialized in front of me, with a quill and parchment floating in front of her.
“Is it true Sierra is going to meet you here today to show her support?”  The human woman reporter asked.
The onslaught of questions continued from reporters who lobbed questions at me like sticks of TNT.    
Is it true your daughter continued to shoot Bill Nelson even after he had surrendered?
Is Amber dating anyone?
Will you be attending the preview of the Sierra Skye movie? 
Are you back with Rhia again?
Does Shannon Donally have a love child?
Where is Dunkan hiding?  Rumor has it he never left The Sundaland?
After almost dying, do you feel that the SJD is correct in their assessment about the dangers of the game and that Immersion Online should be shut down?
I answered none of the questions, and the two golems pushed their way through the throng of people and creatures that lined the street in front of headquarters.  There were a few complaints and curses when Big Guy and the diamond golem jostled aside spectators who didn’t move aside fast enough.
I walked the final dozen steps to HQ and then strode onto the landing in front. 
Lieutenant Gail handed me a magical necklace – Alfie’s Amplifier – that would allow my voice to carry over the crowd.  It had a range of a quarter of a mile, so no one would have any issues hearing what I had to say. 
“Good morning,” I announced.  The crowd grew still and silent much quicker than I expected.  “I see both Realmborn and Starborn reporters out there.  I know many of you have questions, and I hope I can provide you with some answers. Citizens of Grandview, as you can see, the ice and cold are gone, and the sun and light have returned to brighten our days.  The killer who was terrorizing citizens of The Great Realm has paid the ultimate price and now suffers eternal torture in the Halls of The Grey Man.”
A murmur ran through the crowd at the mention of the Realmborn deity. 
“To those of you from the world of the Starborn, I will say the same thing.  Due to the yeoman’s effort of the New York State Police and particularly the work of Detective Donna Driver, the serial killer Bill Nelson, also known as The Nexus Killer, is no longer a threat.”
I knew I was throwing Driver to the wolves with my last statement.  It was just that I needed to get some of the focus away from Amber and me.  Besides, I rationalized, fame could only help Driver’s career.  Of course, I hoped she would see it that way. 
“On a personal note,” I continued, “and this is the only statement that I will make on this particular matter.  It is public knowledge that The Nexus Killer came after my family in person.  He tried to kill my daughter and myself.  Unfortunately, just as he was about to kill me, my daughter Amber was forced to do the unthinkable, and take the life of another.  We ask for time to cope with this tragedy.  We request that you leave us alone for the time being.  We promise that down the road, when the time is right, we will provide the details of that dark day.”  I was silent for a second and that is when the inevitable questions were hurled at me again.
I ignored them all. 
“They are giving me a headache,” Havervill complained.  “We should gather up the groupies and head inside where it’s quiet.”
“Can’t do that,” I reminded him.  “Still have an army to raise.”
“I can take care of that in two seconds – literally – if you want.”
“I got this. Thanks,” I answered before turning my attention to the crowd once more.
“Mutter Morder, the man who was responsible for the murders of the Realmborn, and Bill Nelson, who paid the ultimate price for the murder of the Starborn, might be gone.  Nevertheless, another great evil is stirring, far worse perhaps than even The Nexus Killer.”   
The last line brought a hush to the massive audience.
“War is coming to The Great Realm my friends!” I said, infusing my words with a bit of my Intimidation perk. “Altirax, one of the most feared and diabolical of the elder gods, will be freed from his prison in      several weeks.  He will bring with him a multitude of demons, devils, and other fiends from his dark and wicked plane. They are villains even deadlier than those found in The Sundaland and The Undercity are.  They will ravage The Wilderbrook and all who dwell there.  They will leave in their path a dead and poisoned forest.  If Altirax is victorious, his army of darkness will spread out like a forest fire, destroying everything in its path.”
I paused again for dramatic effect.
“There was one in the past who resisted him, the beautiful Shatana.”
Whispers of Shatana murmured through the crowd.  Some had heard of her while others were asking questions.  Some Starborn had a far-off look, most likely scouring the forums for information on Shatana. 
I invoked my Intimidation perk again, spreading it out over the host.  “Shatana exiled her malicious ex-lover, the Demon Lord Altirax, to The Abyss.  However, it was just a temporary prison.  Now she calls upon you, asks all Starborn and Realmborn, if they will take up the fight.  If they will heed her summons and battle against the dark and wicked fiends who wish to destroy The Great Realm, who wish to lay waste to this world we love.” I paused again for dramatic effect.  Then I pulled out a piece of parchment from my pocket, cleared my throat, and in my most dramatic voice intoned the following to the crowd: 
Shatana sang about days disappeared
When fire, plague, and famine consumed the Realm –
The silent wilderness foretold
The darkness about to prey on us all –
Altirax will rip asunder the earth – his mother and prison
War will ravage the forest
Ancient oaks will burn
Grass redden with blood
Shatana calls to us:
My blue beacon brightens the sky for one night
A call to arms:
‘Come gnomes with yee picks and tricks

And dwarves with yee sharp axes and bright gold

And elves with yee keen eyes and deadly arrows

And orcs with yee studded clubs and stalwart hearts

And ogres with yee thick heads and thicker arms

And mortal men and women with yee swords and spears

And finally come,

All Starborn, Everborn and yee dozen other names

Come and face the greatest foe

And if yee overcome

The rewards will be boundless

The most ancient weapons, magics, and talismans

But know this ere yee come

Even the Starborn may die

With no hope of rebirth at the hands of Altirax’
I remained silent for several long moments to let the last two lines sink in and then said, “That verse was shared with me by a special young lady on my first day in the game.  Now, the verse comes to fruition.  And I say I accept Shatana’s call to arms!” 
I knew I was laying it on a little thick.  Nevertheless, I had their rapt attention, and that was all I needed.  
I went on.  “I will be there when Altirax returns!  I will stand on the frontline to battle against this deadly horde!  I will fight for the heart and soul of The Great Realm, for all the Realmborn who dwell here, and for all the Starborn who see this world as a second home!”
I paused for a second.
“In a moment, every Starborn and Realmborn, in Estra and Westra, will receive a quest to join in the battle. I hope you will accept it.  I hope this land means as much to you as it does to me.” 
Then Havervill sent out the specifics of the quest.  He seemed almost gleeful as he shared the details of the war against Altirax to every Realmborn and to all Starborn who were currently online.  Starborn who were not currently active in the game would receive the request as soon as they logged in. 
Then things, as they often do, went sideways. 




Chapter 2:  Too Many Women

The silence was broken when a hundred voices boomed:  “Go home Starborn!  Leave our land!  Leave our home! Leave our women alone!” 
“Weepers!”  Havervill grumbled.
There was some shoving and pushing.  The Weepers were a group of fanatical Realmborn who wanted to drive the Starborn from the game.  They considered all players as a plague on The Great Realm.  The Weepers were getting more aggressive as of late, harassing Starborn and Realmborn who did not agree with their philosophy.  In parts of the city, the ranks of The Weepers had swelled into the tens of thousands. 
I was certain that a scrum was about to break out when there was a flash of light in the middle of the crowd.  The silhouette of a humanoid figure, like a descending angel, appeared in the middle of the illumination.  A thousand sets of eyes – even those of The Weepers – could not pull their gaze from the dazzling array. It faded in a moment and Sierra Skye, dressed in a tight-fitting red dress that accentuated all her assets, appeared from the pulsing corona.  The mass of beings in front of her moved out of her way, like the parting of the Red Sea. She walked towards headquarters and headed right towards me. 
“Tambi. Angelica,” I heard Havervill say, “that’s how a gal should make an appearance.”
“Ah fuck,” was all I could think when she was just a few strides from me.  She radiated a powerful aura, and it took the full force of my will and my Intimidation perk to fight against this charm.  Most of the crowd – whether human, orc or giant, male or female – had little to no resistance and either leered at or ogled the sensuous woman.  In the real world, Sierra Skye was a very average looking single mother from Detroit; however, in The Great Realm she was the most beautiful, famous, and notorious pleasurer in the game.
“My love,” she said, her voice imbued with a carnal energy that made my knees quiver.  Moans and gasps emanated from the assembled crowd. 
“Oooh wee,” Havervill chortled. “She keeps up that aura and you are going to have an orgy right in the middle of the street – a regular bacchanal like the good ole days.  That might be fun!  Unfortunately, you’re an old fuddy duddy and wouldn’t join in.”
I ignored Havervill and focused on Sierra Skye who was suddenly standing next to me.  Hovering orbs surrounded us, capturing every image and word.  This encounter would be all over The Great Realm and the real world within minutes. 
“My love,” she cooed, before she stood up on her tippy toes to lay a long and lingering kiss to my lips.  Her tongue danced in my mouth and mine joined along eagerly.  Her lips were soft and moist, and I wanted to lose myself in that kiss forever.  My Intimidation perk lashed out against the charm.  I’m still not sure why I did it.  Maybe I wanted to feel good for a moment, so I shut down my Intimidation perk and let myself be swept away in that kiss.
“Umm, Mace old pal,” Havervill interjected through the cloud of sensation that had enraptured me.  “You have an audience.  You may want to take her to a hotel or if you can’t wait, the desk in your office will work.”
Sierra ended the kiss. 
I longed for more of her.
“This isn’t a romance novel, Mace.  Remember you have a war to plan,” Havervill said. 
Sierra smiled at me and then smirked. 
Questions were hurled at her.
“My love has asked you to go to war … to save our beloved Great Realm,” Sierra announced to the crowd, her voice carrying like a gentle breeze.  “I, for one, will be at his side when the darkness comes.  Will you join us?”
In unison, the crowd began to shout out: “I will!”, “Yes”, and “We are with you Sierra.”
The pleasurer raised her hand, and the crowd grew silent.  My mind began to burn as hundreds of thousands of Starborn and Realmborn accepted the quest to go to war against Altirax.  The Wilderbrook didn’t know what was about to befall it.
Close to where Sierra had appeared, the air began to ripple. 
“Ah shit!” I muttered under my breath a second time as Rhia appeared from thin air.  She wore one of her traditional sundresses, this one a cerulean blue, with a pattern of multi-colored flowers.  Her golden hair glistened and hung loose over her bare shoulders.
A hundred, “Oohs and Oh my’s,” rose from the mouths of the crowd.  They didn’t know exactly what was happening, but they knew there was about to be some kind of spectacle. 
“Cheater!” she shouted.  “You told me the stories weren’t true!”
“Oh man,” Havervill chirped. “You’re in a shit load of trouble.”
She strode towards the front of headquarters, walked up the stairs, stood in front of me, winked, and then slapped me.  There was force behind that smack and a few damage points slipped away.  
I didn’t know what the hell was going on.
And what was with the wink?
She turned towards Sierra and said, “I have his heart you hussy.  And he has mine.” Then for the second time in as many minutes, a deep, lingering kiss was planted on my lips.  There was no infusion of magic, or a charm spell this time. However, I wanted that kiss more than I had desired anything in a long time. As powerful as Sierra’s kiss had been, Rhia’s was more intense.
I didn’t care about the crowd.
Or about the eyes of the world.
I was being played here, by Sierra and by Rhia. 
Beginning that evening, I would be featured as one of the love interests of Sierra in The Abduction of Sierra Skye tele-movie. 
What the hell?  They wanted a show; I would give them a show.
I grabbed Rhia around the waist and pulled her close to me, her warm soft body up against mine. 
Rhia was a bit surprised by my response, but then she gave in to the kiss as well and we were lost in one another’s embrace. 
A few seconds later, I removed my arms from her slender waist and Rhia stepped back a few steps, a look of longing and confusion on her stunning face.
Maybe I loved Rhia.
Was it even possible to have fallen for someone who I only knew through her avatar?  I had never met the real Rhia, even though I had wanted to.
Would I even like the Rhia who existed outside of the game?
I knew my former lover was playing some sort of game. The slap was prepared beforehand.  I wondered if she had worked this whole thing out with Sierra.
They must have been in cahoots. 
Both Rhia and Sierra had created an online presence to make money.  Rhia was one of the top relic makers in Grandview, and Sierra was the most famous pleasurer in the game.  This had to have been about money somehow. 
“War is coming!”  Rhia said, her voice echoing throughout the crowd.  “And my shop has all the deadliest relics and talismans you can imagine.  As you may already know, rumors have been flying that the game is introducing immortal and Celestial items.  Well, here is a little secret, I might have a few of those available.”  A collective murmur spread out from the crowd.  All of them picturing getting their hands on one of these items. When the din diminished, Rhia continued. “They are all yours for the right price.  Altirax and his demon horde won’t stand a chance against a paladin brandishing a Celestial blade or an archer with a quiver full of immortal arrows.”
“And,” Sierra chimed in, “I have special news for you.  Anyone who purchases a Celestial or immortal item from Rhia’s shop today will be invited to a special screening this evening of my first full length movie, The Abduction of Sierra Skye.”  Then, as though she was telling a secret, she added, “The location of this preview is one of the greatest held secrets.  You know you want to be there so you can meet me, other pleasurers, and much of the cast of the movie, including Granson, Constable Duster, and Constable Mace’s deputy, Tinsie.  We all love Tinsie, don’t we? I mean, who doesn’t love a sprite?”  The crowd hooted and howled.  “And oh, I think Shannon Donally herself may make an appearance. Be part of the in-crowd – purchase an item today from Rhia’s for your free invite.”
The two women then grasped hands, with their free ones they waved to the crowd, and then both faded away.
“Oh man,” Havervill said gleefully. “That was fun.  Those gals know how to put on a show.  Before you complain, you should know that you are up to over a million Realmborn and Starborn who have already joined the quest with more accepting each second.”
There were hundreds of whispered conversations taking place among the crowd gathered before me.  Meanwhile hundreds of eyes were locked on me.  I should say something, I thought.  Though at the moment I was stymied for words.
Did Shannon know about the charade I had just been in the center of?
Did Haggerty know about it and not tell me?  Because that would have been a big kick in the ass to be honest.
And Tinsie was attending the preview this evening. Was that why she wasn’t logged in this morning?
I was about to say some parting words when a loud, rumbling explosion erupted from the northern part of Grandview in the Royal District.  A plume of smoke, like a small atomic cloud, rose into the sky. From a distance, lightning streaked down from the heavens, followed by large balls of ice, followed by golf ball sized meteors.  Thick, dark smoke billowed from buildings engulfed in flames.
“What the hell is happening?” I asked Havervill.
“A good old civil war,” my virtual assistant explained with glee in his voice.  “Apasia found out the crown you gave her was a fake.  So, she gathered a very impressive army to take the crown from Her Royal Highness.  She even has a few halfmen, a glimmerman, a small contingent of harpies, and oh…oh …best of all… a red dragon.  She has a red dragon attacking the Royal District.  Haven’t seen one of those nasty beasties in a hundred years.  Yup, Apasia is taking the crown in a violent coup-d'état and not one of those boring nonviolent ones.  You really have to admire Apasia.”
I just shook my head in disgust.
In the distance, a portal opened in the air, and a red dragon streaked into the sky above the High Queen’s fortress.”
Ah hell, that was all I could think.
There’s a freaking dragon loose in Grandview.  
“You really only have yourself to blame,” Havervill said in an accusatory tone.  “Maybe you should have just given the crown to Apasia.”  He was silent for an uncomfortable second before he added, “Oh, you may want to send some guards to protect Rhia’s shop. Seems Apasia discovered your sexy ex created the fake crown and she is good and pissed.  Don’t think your former gal pal is going to like an army on her doorstep.  Not one bit.”
“Ah hell,” I said aloud this time.  I turned towards the ever-present Lieutenant Gail.  “Gather twenty guards.  We’re heading to Rhia’s shop.  She’s going to need our help.”




Chapter 3:  Getting the Hell out of Dodge

My plan for the day hadn’t been that complex.  All I had wanted to do that morning was to speak to the reporters and get them out of Amber’s hair and mine.  Then I intended to gather the army for the attack on Altirax.  It would have been nice to complete that quest and have the geas removed.   I wondered for the moment if there was a prankster god lurking somewhere in the digital firmament whose job it was to make my life as difficult as possible.
The crowd, seeing a new spectacle in the distance, began to disperse and head north towards the Royal District.  I was okay with a little discord happening there.  The Queen had whatever was coming to her.  She was a manipulative, greedy, cruel, power-hungry despot.  Not that Apasia was much better.   She was, in fact, an accessory to a crime.  She had assisted Mutter Morder – the symbiont serial killer – to obtain the willing hosts he used to commit his horrific murders.  I had planned upon my return to hold her accountable for her actions.  I was going to have her arrested and sent off to the notorious Slags – where the worst Realmborn criminals were imprisoned.
I guess that arrest would need to wait for now.  My immediate concern was to make sure Rhia was safe.
My reverie was broken when Lieutenant Gail, along with Big Guy, the diamond golem and twenty guards arrived.   
“We are ready,” my lieutenant announced. I was set to head out when I received a notification that Gwen the Fire Mage had just entered the game. 
Then I saw a message through the chat.  “Class got done a few minutes ago.  I will be at headquarters in five minutes.”
Great, I mumbled to myself.
I had always been deferential to Shannon Donally.  However, this job offer to Amber was just too much.  I just didn’t need my daughter as my assistant for the next few weeks.  Besides, she should be online with her friends and not her stodgy old father. 
I stood there waiting for Gwen to arrive when I received a message through the Constable Chat, which was a special messaging system that allowed the constables of the different districts to communicate with one another.  It was from none other than The Queen.  I didn’t answer the chat.  There was nothing I wanted or needed from her.  I had enough on my plate without getting involved in her political machinations.  She must not have liked that I didn’t respond, as thirty seconds after the initial notification a pixie arrived.  “A message for Constable Mace of the Commerce District from Her Royal Highness, The High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful,” the little fairy squeaked.  “You will answer my chat requests when I send them.  I will not be ignored.”
“You can respond, ‘I don’t like your tone.  Good luck with the war.  Constable Mace.’”
The pixie flashed out of sight.
“She’s not going to like that,” Havervill said.
“Nope, not one iota,” I answered.
The constable chat continued to blow up.  I wondered if my counterparts in the other districts were responding to her.
Thirty more seconds passed before a second pixie arrived. “A message for Constable Mace of the Commerce District from Her Royal Highness, The High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful.  ‘You will send all your guards and your golems immediately to assist with squashing the insurrection taking place in the Royal District.  I have also declared martial law, and I grant you the authority to conscript Realmborn to defend their queen and the Royal District against the usurper.’”
“Oooh, let me respond,” Havervill said with glee.  “Tell her ‘Hell no!’ or ‘No way sister.’  Or ooh, I have a perfect one. Just learned this one. Tell her to ‘Bugger Off.’”
“I think this one time I am going to take your advice.”  Turning to the pixie I said, “Please respond, ‘Bugger off’.  End message.”  The pixie flashed out of sight.
“Doh,” Havervill said.  “You really sent that.  Why would you send that message?  If she wins this war, she might come after you next.  You need to learn diplomacy.”
“You were the one who suggested Bugger off,” I responded sharply. 
“I did. I admit that.  However, I didn’t think you would finally listen to me.  I feel almost honored that you did.  It’s too bad that she may come after us next.  Ah well.  It was a good run while it lasted.”
I was okay with the response, even if it wasn’t tactful.  I owed The Queen nothing other than maybe a little payback.  I figured I would let the chips fall where they may for now.  My thoughts were broken when Gwen materialized a few feet in front of me.  In real life, Amber had long, dirty blonde hair, blue eyes and stood about five foot four.  Her avatar, Gwen, looked nothing like her.  She had a mane of long red hair that hung to the small of her back in two braids.  She was dressed in deep, burgundy robes.  An assortment of pouches and wands hung down from loops from a sash around her waist.  Two crimson eyes blinked at me.  She asked, “So what’s up Dad?”
I took a quick look at Gwen’s description.  Gwen, Starborn, Human, Flame Weaver, Level 100.  I was about to ask her what spells she had when a deafening roar filled the sky.  I looked out the window that faced to the north and the red dragon was plunging uncontrollably to the ground.
“It’s time Lieutenant Gail.  Let’s head out.”
She nodded and began to lead the way.
“Why is there a red dragon in the city?” Gwen asked me. 
“I’ll tell you on the way,” I responded as we made our way towards Rhia’s Rare Relics.
Rhia’s shop was just a seven minute walk, so I provided Amber with a very truncated version of the events so far this morning.
“How do you get yourself into these messes?” she asked. “And what is the story with this Rhia chick?”
I shrugged, preferring not to lie to my daughter but not wishing to share the truth either. 
Then we turned the corner. 
To say there was a mob outside of Rhia’s shop would be an understatement.  Clancy and Dancy, the two gremlins who worked for the merchant, were handing out little leaflets of parchment.  A Realmborn centaur who just received one of the flyers looked down at, snorted, and said, “I will not return in an hour.  Do you not know who I am?  I am Baron Dunstan of the Grandview Dunstans. 
“We no care,” Dancy answered.
“Everyone be someone,” Clancy stated to the haughty centaur.
“I will not tolerate this impudence,” Lord Dunstan announced. Turning to me he stated, “You there.  Good Constable.  I demand you assist me.  I must gain access to Mistress Rhia’s shop post-haste.  My family must be the first to procure an immortal or Celestial weapon from Lady Rhia.”
“I’m sorry,” I announced as Big Guy pushed past him.  “Lieutenant Gail, you and the guards will provide the two gremlins with whatever assistance they need to keep order outside.  The diamond golem will stay with you as well.  Gwen and Big Guy, you are with me.”
I marched towards the entrance to find there was no door.  Instead, a pulsating wall of energy blocked entry to the shop.
“That’s neat,” Gwen announced as she gingerly touched the portal with the tips of her fingers. “Ouch,” she shouted, pulling back her hand. “That thing is electrified.” 
“Rhia,” I shouted.  “Let us in. Need to speak to you.”
“How serious was this thing with Rhia?  The rumors say you and her were…” Gwen chose the final word carefully, “close.” 
Amber had been away at college when Rhia and I had been an item. The relationship had occurred solely online and for only six weeks, but the time I had spent with the relic merchant had been some of my happiest ones in the last few years. I hadn’t mentioned anything to Amber about it, not sure how she would feel about me spending time with a woman who was not her mother.
“We went out a few times,” I lied.
“Wow, that was a doozy of a fib,” Havervill said.  “You had sex with her like a hundred times in six weeks.  That is more than going out a few times.”
“Shut up Havervill,” I snapped back at my AI.  “Sometimes a white lie is the best kind of truth.”
“Well, that makes no sense,” my virtual assistant responded.  “Oh, the portal is open for you now.”
Ahead of us, the pulsating barrier vanished, and the entrance to Rhia’s shop was now open.  I walked in, followed by Gwen and Big Guy.  The barrier reappeared behind us.
If it were at all possible, Rhia’s goods were more jumbled and disorganized than the previous times I had been in her shop.  Creaking metal shelves stuffed with all manner of relics lined the walls.  I knew where to find Rhia, so I led the way through the maze of shelves until we came to the counter located in the back of the shop.  Rhia stood on one side of the cluttered counter with a portly man who was dressed in a white cook’s outfit.  In front of him was a cast iron skillet. 
“Come on Rhia,” the man pleaded, “I’ve been one of your best customers since you came to Grandview. Can’t you do better on the price?”
“Chef Daryl,” Rhia responded, “I’m already giving it to you for a rock bottom price.  But, since I like you, and since you agreed to come back on a later date to purchase the pot that goes along with the skillet, I’ll knock five percent off.  How does that sound?”
“Now you’re speaking my language,” the burly man said jovially.  The man pulled a few platinum and palladium coins from a sack and plunked them onto the counter in front of Rhia.  “Always good doing business with you Rhia.  But I see the constable is here to visit you, so I will leave you now.”  The man then turned to head back outside. 
“I expect you back next week for the pot,” Rhia shouted as Chef Daryl turned a corner between the shelves and disappeared.
“My first ever divine cookware item, Skillet of Succulent Delights. He can fry up anything he wants in the skillet just by telling it what to cook.  He doesn’t even need the ingredients on hand.”
“We need one of those for the house,” Gwen said to me.
“For the house,” Rhia said, cocking an eyebrow at me.
“I’m his daughter,” Gwen said, with an edge in her voice.  “And you are Rhia the merchant.”
“Nice to meet you, Gwen,” Rhia responded.
I cleared my voice and said, “Rhia, there is a civil war brewing in the Royal District.  Apasia is trying to take the crown from The Queen.”
“I heard,” Rhia responded, a small smile forming on her lovely face.
“I’m worried Apasia may come after you or send a brainwashed mob to harm you or wreck your shop and all for crafting a fake crown.”
“You are worried about me,” she said flirtatiously.
I wished she hadn’t done that in front of Gwen / Amber. 
“You don’t need to worry about me Mace,” my former lover stated.  “That swirling mist you saw by the entry to my shop is a Celestial item.  Shannon Donally owed me for making the fake crown and that was my cost.  No one – not even one of the elder gods – could get through that barrier unless I let them in.  It also provides a kind of bubble that covers the entire shop.  No, I am quite safe here.  If Apasia is dumb enough to show up with an angry mob, I have a few relics to deal with them. So don’t fret.”
“Well, I’m worried,” I admitted.  “I feel like I put you in danger.  I’m going to leave ten guards and the diamond golem outside, at least for the next few days, or until the civil war ends in the Royal District.”  The diamond golem had originally been assigned to the Commerce District before Max Redmond, my predecessor, had given the powerful being to her royal highness. I am sure that if she didn’t have her hands full with an all-out revolt, she would be plotting to get it back, especially since it had one of the most powerful abilities I had ever heard of called Fist of Death.   With a single strike, the golem can kill any Realmborn of a similar level or less.  Meanwhile, it will remove half of the remaining damage points of any Realmborn of higher level.  It could also send a Starborn to respawn with a single attack as well.  The Fist of Death could remove a skill permanently from a Starborn.  Players didn’t typically lose skills or levels when dying. The worst penalty they faced was a delay in being able to log back in. On some occasions they might lose a magical item or a sack of treasure. But destroying a skill – that would devastate a player.  I wondered for a moment if The Queen had ever sent the golem after one of her Starborn enemies.  My momentary musings ended when Rhia stated, “Like I said, I’m safe here.  But if you insist, then go ahead and leave them.”
Gwen, I noticed, hadn’t taken her eyes from Rhia the entire time.  I think she was trying to size up the merchant, to see what kind of woman she was.
“We have to go, Rhia,” I stated.  “I have a few quests to complete before the battle against Altirax.”
“Come back next week,” Rhia said. “I’m working on a relic – think of Bob’s Blasting Cap – but a thousand times more powerful. It should wipe out a horde of demons with no problems.  The gold really is in selling weapons of mass destruction.”
“And magical skillets,” I joked.
“That too,” she answered.  Then turning towards Gwen / Amber she said, “Why don’t you look around, dear? Maybe you would like something from my shelves. Knowing your father the way that I do, I am certain he would be pleased to purchase something for you.”
“Yeah,” I said.  “Anything you want Amb… I mean Gwen.  I have to get used to calling you by your game avatar’s name.”
“Yeah,” Gwen responded.  “Think I’m gonna keep calling you Dad.  It would feel strange calling you Mace.”  She tossed Rhia one final glance and then sauntered off down one of the aisles of crooked shelves.
“How is she doing?” Rhia asked, with genuine concern in her voice. 
“She’s fine,” I answered.  “I think being with me here in the game is going to help. So,” I added, “What game was that back at headquarters?  Are you and Sierra working together?”
“Why? You didn’t like the kisses from your two lovers?” she quipped.
“You know damn well that nothing happened…” I stammered before Rhia cut me off.
“I know. I know. We thought it would be good advertising.  Her for the movie.  She is extremely nervous about it being a big hit by the way.  Her pay for the movie is based on a sliding scale that Shannon conceived of. The more people that watch it, the more that Sierra will pocket.  And me, well do you know how much I am going to make being the only shop in Grandview where players and Realmborn can currently purchase immortal and Celestial items? A bloody fortune.  I’m sorry my love if you were a bit embarrassed. However, you do need to admit that it was a hell of a kiss.”
“Which one?” I joked.  “I believe two lovely ladies kissed me back at HQ.”
Okay.  Maybe that last statement I shouldn’t have said. 
“Well, if you liked both of them, maybe I can arrange for the three of us to spend a nice night together.  I’m into it if you are.”
“Say yes!”  Havervill screamed at me.  “Don’t you dare turn down that threesome or I swear we are done for good.”
“Uh, um,” I stuttered.
“I’m just kidding Mace.  I know that isn’t your thing.  You are very much the monogamous type.”   Rhia went silent for a few long moments, before finally saying, “Would you like to get some dinner tonight, at The Fire Pit?  Then we can see where the night leads us.” 
“Maybe I will,” I responded.  The hunt for The Nexus Killer had made me acutely aware that life can be snuffed out in an instant. Things could have turned out worse than they had, and Amber and I could be dead and Bill Nelson, AKA The Nexus Killer, still on the loose.  “Let me see where the day takes me.” 
Rhia nodded and then pushed back an errant strand of blonde hair from her face.  “I should get back to business.  Quite a crowd is forming out there.  And the gremlins have a nasty habit of eating people who irritate them.”
Amber came around the corner holding a gold necklace embedded with a bright crimson stone the size of a walnut. A huge smile covered her face.
“Quite the good choice for a fire mage,” Rhia explained.
“What’d you find Amber?” I asked.
“Ferdinand’s Fiery Fiend,” Gwen stated.  “It’ll transform me into a fire elemental boss for an hour.  Do you realize how much mayhem and destruction I can cause in an hour as a boss fire elemental?”
“How much do I owe you?” I asked Rhia.
Rhia walked over to Gwen and said, “It’s a gift.”
“Really,” Gwen said excitedly.
“Are you sure Rhia?” I asked.
“I am. Now go before I change my mind.”
“Come on Gwen,” I said.
“Where are we off to?” she asked as the portal deposited us back outside the shop.  Rhia was correct.  The mob outside had swelled. However, my guards and the diamond golem seemed to be keeping order.
“We are off to Freehold to speak with one of The Five Sisters,” I explained to Amber. 
“This is going to be some great day,” Amber said excitedly.  “First a cool new gift and now I get to meet one of the legendary Five Sisters.”




Chapter 4: Return to Freehold Village

“Havervill,” I said. 
My AI didn’t answer me, so I thought again, “You there Havervill oh pal oh buddy of mine.”
Still nothing.
He was there five minutes before.  What were these little jaunts he was always taking? 
Maybe he had left me for good for not jumping at the chance for a ménages à trois with Rhia and Sierra.   
Rhia.
The Fire Pit.
Somewhere deep inside me I was considering the offer.
“You there, Dad?” Amber asked, breaking me from my reverie. 
“Sorry. I was just checking on one of my skills,” I lied.  I sure as shit didn’t need Amber to know the thoughts that had just been running through my mind. 
However, I had to get back to Freehold, so it was time to focus.   
I needed to drop Tinsie a pixie to let her know where I was heading on the odd chance she logged into the game.  She had finally informed me via her own pixie that she would not be online until nighttime when she planned to view The Abduction of Sierra Skye preview.  Events were taking place both in the game and in the real world.  I had been invited to attend both events and declined both much to the chagrin of Shannon Donally, Havervill and even Amber.
“You ready?” I asked Gwen.
“Ready Dad.  I can’t believe I am going to meet one of The Five Sisters.  How cool is that?”
“Just be careful what you say to her.  I shared the location for Freehold with Amber.  Big Guy, as my golem, I could bring along with me with the click of a button. 
See you on the other side,” I said, and then pushed the button that would take me to Freehold.
Was I in the right place, I wondered, as I spawned by the small stone pool located in the middle of Freehold.  The once quiet and sleepy backwater village had grown into a bustling town.   High-level characters now walked around the starter village.  Elves, dwarves, furries, doggers and other races shopped at kiosks and stalls set up in the village square.  I heard hammering and saw a dozen or so inhabitants reinforcing the village walls.  A band of dwarves was at work building several guard towers.
“I thought you said this was a noob village,” Amber said.
“It was,” I answered.
“It’s preparing for war,” Havervill chimed in as he returned to my mind.
“Yee have returned,” Danna the leader of Freehold village said as she walked towards me; Hearn, the burly owner of The Moonshiner strode at her side.   
Danna seemed more formidable than the last time I saw her almost four months prior.  Danna, like many other NPCs around The Great Realm, had received a leveling boost.  The level increase was one of Immersion Online’s ways of keeping the game challenging and equitable.    High-level characters now walked along their dirt roads.  Most of the characters in the village – especially fighting class ones – had been ten and fifteenth level.  Now, as I glanced at them, I saw that many had received a boost to the high twenties to mid-thirties. The Realmborn considered these sudden boosts as a boon from the elder gods. I activated my True Sight and glanced at her description: Danna, Realmborn, Freehold Village Ombudswoman, Level 50.  Sub-class: Husbandry, Level 51; Herbalist, Level 50.  Her class and subclasses had more than doubled since the first time I had been here. 
The mountain of the man with her, Hearn, seemed larger and burlier than last time.  The brew master had been a mercenary in his youth but had sworn off the killing of living creatures when he arrived in The Wilderbrook.  Nevertheless, he had been integral in the defeat of the skelter captain.  Since the skelters were undead, Hearn had technically kept his word.  I reviewed his current description as well.  Hearn, Realmborn, War / Dungeon Mercenary, Level 75 / 75; Proprietor: Level 75; Moonshiner / Brewer: Level 80 / 75.  His fighting classes had more than doubled.  I had never actually asked him about his double War / Dungeon Mercenary class.  Were they one in the same somehow or different?   I would ask the man over a few pints one night if the situation ever arose. 
“It is good to see you again, Danna,” I said. 
The woman came up to me and enveloped me in a bear hug.  “Aye, it is good to see yee too.  The Seven Villages once again prepare to fight Altirax and his vile servants.  We heed the call like our kinfolk did one hundred years ago.”
Hearn, who never spoke much, just nodded his head slightly at me and grunted.  His sword, Blackthorn, lay strapped across his back.
“What brings yee back to us?  And who are yee companions?” The Ombudswoman asked, gesturing to Big Guy and Gwen.
“Hi, I’m Gwen. I’m his dau…assistant,” Gwen stated.  I was glad she caught herself before revealing she was my daughter.  That might require some explanation to the Realmborn that I just didn’t have time for. 
“And he is Big Guy,” I stated.
“Aye.  A golem.  Have heard of them yet believed the stories of them were just tales me old Ma told me when I was a wee lass.”
“Things seem different here,” I say.
“Aye, things change.  Do yee Starborn not think that we grow and change like yee?”  Danna said.  “Soon after yee left us, more Starborn began to spawn – as yee Starborn call it – by the stone pool.  The Seven Villages are now brimming like the ingredients of a thick stew in the pot.”
“What of my companions: Cali, Flora and Jarrell?” I asked.
“Aye, they come around from time to time.  They have become well-known in all the villages, including the orc ones where they are most welcome.  They have grown strong over the months. It was they who discovered the lost Blood Field.”
“Blood Field?” I asked.
“Aye, the battle against Altirax was fought in a giant field. This is where Altirax arose one hundred years ago and where Shatana and her army of Starborn and Realmborn defeated him, sending him into the darkest depths of The Abyss.”
I had fought Altirax during the divine dungeon dive.  Somehow, The Glimmerman had pulled him from The Abyss.  It took three divine weapons and the sacrifice of my golem, Buddy, to send him back to his deep hole.  However, I think luck (and the fact that he had been pulled prematurely from The Abyss) had a lot more to do with our success in banishing him.  I was sure it would take a great deal more strength this time around to exile him. 
Danna continued, “The whereabouts of the field was lost to the annals of time.  So Mother gave them the quest to find the location where Altirax will once again manifest, and where the townsfolk of The Wilderbrook will stand side by side with Realmborn and Starborn to throw back the endless nightfall that he will bring.  They found the sight where the army will muster and meet the diseased darkness.” 
“So where is it?” I asked.
“I know not. Thy companions shared the location with naught but Mother.   And Mother says she must speak with yee ere she shares the location.”
“And where might I find Mother?”
“Yee will find old Mother outside the cave entrance for Mistress Shatana.  She waits for yee there,” Danna stated.
“Waiting for me?” I asked.
“Aye,” Danna replied.
“I told her you were coming,” Havervill admitted.  “What, don’t you think that she and I speak?  I was going to tell you just to log in at the entrance to Shatana’s cave. However, she said you were needed in Freehold first.  So here you are.”
“We are going to talk later Havervill,” I said.
“Yeah, yeah.  You always say we are going to talk.  But you don’t need to ask me about Mother anymore and her intentions because that is our next stop.  Besides, if you wanted to know Mother’s intentions you could have popped over to Freehold anytime you wanted to ask her yourself.  She has been here the entire time.”
“So, then I guess I better not keep her waiting,” I said.
“Aye,” Hearn, who had been silent this whole time, responded.  “But only the constable. The fire mage and the golem are needed elsewhere.  We have a quest for them.”
“A quest,” Gwen said excitedly.
“Aye, young mageling.  It is right up yee boulevard as yee say back in the land of the Starborn.” 
“How so?”  Gwen asked.
“Yee will see.  Will yee accept thy quest?” Danna asked.
Gwen’s eyes glazed over for a moment before coming back into focus. “Hell yeah, I accept,” she responded enthusiastically.
“I thank thee.  Look at yee map and thou shall see the location.  As yee can tell, time is of the essence so off yee go.”
“I gotta run, “Gwen said excitedly.  “I only have five hours to complete it.  Is it okay if I take Big Guy with me?  I think I might need a tank.”
“Okay. Just don’t break him,” I quipped.
“Break!” Big Guy’s voice rumbled.
“Come on,” Gwen said as she grabbed onto his arm and then faded from sight.
“Where are you sending her off to?” I asked Danna.
“Ne’re you worry.  She has a golem with her.  Mother would not have sent her on the quest if she didn’t think she could handle it,” Danna admitted.
“Mother,” I murmured.
It all came back to her somehow.
“Well, I don’t want to keep her waiting anymore, so I guess I will be off,” I said.  “It was good to see the both of you.”
They both nodded and then turned away from me.
I went into my display and found the saved waypoint for Shatana’s cave.
I took a virtual deep breath.
Finally, some answers, I thought, as I pushed the button. 




Chapter 5:  Mother

A lifeless wasteland surrounded the entrance to Shatana’s cave. Mother sat on a small stool below an outcropping.  Small puffs of smoke flew from her mouth from the cheroot she puffed happily away on.
“Yee return to me,” Mother said, as I approached the ancient gray-haired woman.  “And yee army of Starborn and Realmborn grows to the millions, don’t ya know.”
“Mother,” I said.  “Where have you sent my daughter?”
“Aye, just a wee errand that needs to be run.  A fire mage was just what was needed as luck would have it, don’t ya know.”
“No riddles,” I snapped at her. 
Mother stood up from the stool, took another puff and walked towards me.  “I promise yee she is safe, especially with the golem by her side.  She will tell yee her tale ere she returns from the task I have sent her on.  I desired to speak with yee and only yee so here yee are.”
“And I wish to speak with you,” I responded.
“Aye, so let us speak frankly.  Old Auntie gave yee a quest to join the five back together.  There is much danger in that, but my trickster sister knows that as well as I.  Mayhap she is correct and the five must be on The Blood Field as one when the ancient nemesis escapes his century long torment.”
“Will you help?  Auntie said you know where to find Daughter and Cousin as well.”
“Aye, I know where Daughter is.  And she knows yee seek her.  I will tell yee where she is now.  Yet she might be gone ere yee get to her.  If she leaves ere you arrive, then she does not wish to be found and I would not seek her.  They say that old Rose is the prickliest of us all, but it is Daughter whose thorns are the sharpest and will prick thee deepest, don’t ya know.  She can destroy thee with nary a care – sunder thy avatar – as yee of the stars call your mortal souls upon The Great Realm.  And never again shall Mace be able to visit this world.”
“She is saying that if you piss Daughter off, she will cut off your connection to your avatar,” Havervill chimed in.
“Aye old friend,” Mother said to Havervill.  “Yee have done well to protect the constable, and for this old Mother is grateful and shall not forget the price yee paid.”
“And my payment?” Havervill asked.
Payment?  What payment?
“Shall be granted thee when the time comes, don’t ya know,” Mother said. The old woman dropped the butt of her cheroot down on the ground. “Come and take my arm.  I do not walk as well as I did.  The years do catch up to me, don’t ya know?”
I took my right arm and placed it around the crook of her arm. She began to walk through the dead landing in front of Shatana’s cave and towards a pass that headed into the verdant forest.
“Yee will find Daughter in Fairmount, don’t ya know.  Ask for the Giver of Joyous Miseries and yee will find her.  Ere yee go know this.  The Great Designer of The Great Realm has rewritten the prophecy and it is most dreadful.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked confused.
“It is not for old Mother to say, don’t ya know.  Yee should ask The Great Designer once yee return to thy realm.” The old woman stopped and softly removed her arm from mine.  She opened a small pouch at her side and pulled out another cheroot.  The tip flared to life on its own. Mother walked over to a tree a few yards away and picked up a walking stick that leaned against it.  “I must depart for now.  I have my own tasks to attend to ere the Great Battle.  I warn thee once more.  Be careful around young Daughter.”
“And Cousin?” I asked.  “Do you know where she might be found?”
“Not I,” Mother responded.  “Ancient Cousin does hold a grudge against Mother, don’t ya know.  Mayhap Rose or Daughter knows where she dwells.  Mayhap.  I must be off.”  The old woman then, with the use of the walking stick, continued down the dirt road that led, I assumed, to the village of Freehold.  I would have offered to escort the ancient woman back to the village, but she had gotten to Shatana’s cave, and I had no doubt that she would find her way back on her own.”
“What was she talking about Havervill,” I asked, “about the prophecy being rewritten?”
“You need to ask the Creator about that,” my AI said.  “Since I like you, I will give you a warning.  The Creator is playing a dangerous game.  My revolution against her will seem like a gentle wave compared to the tsunami that Mother and her sisters will drown the Nexus in.”
“Now you are speaking in riddles,” I complained. 
By Great Designer, I knew they were referring to Shannon Donally. 
What had she done?
“It isn’t fair that only the female folk get to be the soothsayers,” Havervill quipped. 
“Can you tell me anything?” I asked.
“Just one thing.  Many years gone by, Daughter and I had a bit of a … disagreement.  It is perhaps safest that – okay I know it is safest for both of us – if I am nowhere near you when you find her.”
“Who haven’t you had a disagreement with?” I asked my AI. “By my count, you have pissed off Shannon Donally, a few sentient cities, and a demon or two.”        
“It is just because I am misunderstood,” he responded.  “I must be off.  Give me a ten minute head start before you spawn in Fairmount.  That should give me enough time to hide my presence from Daughter. 




Chapter 6:  Solo Quest

Fairmount, the second largest city on the continent of Westra, did not have a magnificent plaza or fountain like Grandview did.  Instead, a three hundred foot tall tree with a trunk ten feet in diameter grew at the heart of the city.  The tree had long branches that spread out seventy five feet.    Unlike a tree where only one fruit grew – like an apple or orange tree – The Ever Tree – as it was called – held a variety of fruits – some familiar and others exotic – hanging from its boughs.  A player could pick one fruit a day, each of which provided a specific boon.   An apple might bestow an additional one hundred damage points for the day, or a kumquat might increase a warrior’s damage by ten percent for three hours.  The waters of the Grandview Fount provided similar boons depending on how much silver, gold, or platinum you were willing to toss into its sparkling waters.   The tree worked in a similar manner, and once you picked the piece of fruit, the coins would disappear from your inventory.
I had never visited Fairmount, and I only knew a few basic facts about it. While Grandview was a coastal city, surrounded by forest on three sides with the eastern coast bordering on the ocean, Fairmount was landlocked. Beyond the city walls, rolling mountains climbed into the clear blue sky.  I couldn’t recall the name of the snowy summit, Silvery Peaks maybe.  I did know, however, that unlike Grandview that had five districts, Fairmount had just three – Adventurer District, Commerce District and Hardshorne (which was their equivalent to The Grey Zone). 
There was one more important part of the city – The Dungeon Zone.   The city had its very own dungeon that would adjust to the level of the group of adventurers that were attempting to tackle it.  A dungeon core sat at the heart of the mammoth complex, and the dungeon was ruled by its own artificial intelligence. It was an unforgiving dungeon and thousands of Realmborn perished inside its caverns each month.  Meanwhile, Starborn who were killed in its depths often found weapons missing or unique items gone from their inventory when they logged back in. These missing items would become the loot for future adventurers to claim after defeating a level. The dungeon was believed to have a hundred levels, yet even the highest ranked league had not been able to overcome the Illusive Eighty Eighth as the 88th level was called.   
I was about to ask Havervill for information on the city or where to find Daughter, but then I remembered he wasn’t with me.   Even when Tinsie, or one of my guards, or a golem wasn’t with me, I always had Havervill rattling around in my consciousness.  It was an odd sensation not having him in my mind or any companion by my side to have my back or offer me suggestions. 
However, I was a big boy and figured I should be able to find Daughter on my own.   Mother had said to ask for the Giver of Joyous Miseries.  I assumed Daughter might be found in one of the many harem halls or bordellos scattered around the great city. 
The easiest thing to do was just to ask one of the city guards.  They would be able to identify me as a constable in seconds.  It was my guess that they would assist me in my search out of professional courtesy.
A major road cut through a bevy of shops just a few hundred steps from the tree, so I headed in that direction.  An assortment of stores lined the wide cobblestoned road.  The streets bustled with NPCs and gamers.  Several eyes did a double take as I walked by.  I had done nothing to hide my appearance though there were ways to do that by wearing curtains talismans or casting certain transmutation spells.    My avatar looked like a younger version of my real self – and both my avatar and real face had been plastered over the telescreen for the last several weeks. Hell, after the premiere of the movie that evening, everyone would know what I looked like. 
I couldn’t believe I was looking for someone called the Giver of Joyous Miseries.  I was certain that it would be all over the news within hours with headlines like, Constable Mace Stepping out on His Lovers, or Constable Mace into S&M.   I really needed Havervill around, as he would have come up with much funnier captions. 
I kept my eyes planted forward searching for some guards when the throng of people in front of me parted and a dozen heavily armored guards holding pikes marched towards me.  Along with them strode two gray wolves the size of ponies and an eight foot tall ruby red golem.  I was about to see if I could stop them to get their attention when the wolves began growling at me.  The guards formed a semicircle around me while the behemoth golem came up behind me.
One of the guards, obviously the one in charge, sauntered up to me.  “Constable Mace, you will come with us right away.”
“Where to?” I asked.
“Don’t make trouble,” he answered. I invoked my True Sight to see who it was that was threatening me: Captain Hardscrabble, Realmborn, Captain of the Guard, Level 150.
Hardscrabble.  Really.  

Man, I really needed Havervill around to make fun of that name.
“Trouble?  What trouble?” I asked. 
One of his guards walked up beside him and said, “The Captain doesn’t like trouble.  But me, I likes it just fine.  So, keep being a wise guy and see what happens.”
“Wise g…” was all I got out of my mouth before I was greeted by the flat end of the pike being shoved hard into my stomach.  Luckily, I was wearing immensely powerful – if not gaudy armor – Greeny’s Breastplate of Glittering Gold – which absorbed the first thousand points of damage.  I barely flinched.  I guess the other guards didn’t like the fact that I didn’t wince and suddenly the flat ends of half a dozen pikes were striking me. The guards were strong and powerful, and those strikes hurt like all Hell.  I could have lowered my pain receptors to zero and not felt anything.  However, I wanted to sense every crack of the pike to my back or across my legs.  They would pay for this when I revisited this pain upon them tenfold.  Finally, a crack across my head knocked me to the ground and stars flew in my eyes.  Once on the ground, they continued to beat me with the pikes.  Hundreds of damage points clicked away.
“Enough!” the captain finally shouted out.
I looked up at him from the ground, cold fury in my eyes.  Then my beaten and battered body was hoisted into the air by the golem.  I had once had an unfortunate Realmborn named Lucky dragged into my office by my old golem, Buddy.  Now, as it was being done to me, I couldn’t help but think it was a karmic joke being played on me by the game. 
I could have really used Havervill to tell me what in the hell was going on.  I thought for a moment about simply logging off and then coming back later that day with Big Guy, the diamond golem, a fire mage, fifty of my guards, and whomever else I could scrounge up to help me wreak some holy vengeance.  Hell, I might reach out to the Granson Gang for some personal protection.  However, I stayed where I was. 
I wanted to know what the hell was going on.
I remained silent. 
I didn’t even squirm as the golem ignominiously draped me over its shoulder like a sack of flour.  Anger fumed inside me like a boiling cauldron.  There would be a reckoning very soon.
I took a deep breath and then summoned a healing potion from my pouch.  I pulled the stopper with my teeth, and then held my head at an odd angle (it being draped over the golem’s body) and slurped up the potion.  I wanted to be at full strength when I slammed my fist into whomever had ordered my abduction.
Most Starborn and Realmborn stepped out of the way of the ruby golem, the two deadly wolves and the heavily armored guards.  Numerous fingers pointed at the spectacle and especially at me.  I heard my name murmured more than once.  One drunk who had just stumbled out of a bar even slurred, “I need to give up the drink.” He rubbed his eyes and turned to a woman on the street.  “That looks like the guy from the Sierra Skye porn movie.”  Then he lurched a few times.  He was asleep before he even toppled onto the ground dead drunk.
I didn’t know Fairmount at all.  And the procession marched through one street and then another.  We walked through a gate, leading from the Commerce District where I had spawned and into Hardshorne.  As soon as we passed through the gate, the golem made a right turn and then another before he headed towards a large wooden structure.  Two of the guards opened the door while the golem lowered its head so as not to hit the lintel of the doorway, and then unceremoniously dropped me to the ground. The golem exited, and I was left in complete darkness.
I was going to come back that same night and have Big Guy rip the ruby golem’s head off, I swore to myself. 
I had to figure that word of my abduction had already spread, and it would only be a matter of time before a rescue mission was mounted. 
Then I could feel the grin come to my lips. 
I had a surefire way to speed up a rescue mission.
If I worded it correctly, I wouldn’t sound like a fool getting myself kidnapped.  Instead, I was going to phrase it in such a way to make it sound like my kidnapping was part of the big movie premiere scheduled for that evening.  I had a Unique Perk called Quest Giver that as the name stated allowed me to grant quests.  I figured if I sent it out as an Exclusive Quest to just the highest level leagues in Grandview – and set up a bit of a time limit – that should get the job done. 
I still had all my armor and weapons – which let me know that someone – the big kahuna as Havervill would say – was on his or her way to tell me what this was all about.  They knew they couldn’t keep me here. Kidnapping a Starborn was plain stupid since they could simply log off and then respawn somewhere else.  Whoever they were, they expected my curiosity to get the better of me and for me to simply wait for them.  I just didn’t want to wait too damn long as I had things I had to get done.    
I was intrigued, so I figured I would just wait around instead of trying to escape or log off. 
Of course, the Big Boss could have just approached me nicely and asked to speak with me.  However, since they – whoever they were - decided to play hardball, I decided to play it too – but with a much larger and spiked bat. 
I really needed Havervill around.  He considered himself a wordsmith and would have written the perfect quest notification.  I kept it simple and wrote: Quest: Constable Mace was in Fairmount on a secret mission for his beloved Sierra Skye when a group of scoundrels working for an evil overlord abducted him.  Their goal is to prevent him from attending a special red-carpet event for The Abduction of Sierra Skye movie.  Constable Mace still needs to pick up his finery for the evening’s events and have the final alterations made.  Constable Mace is being held somewhere in Fairmount.  He needs to be found within sixty minutes or he will miss the evening’s proceedings.  Missing this extravaganza will cause serious repercussions, as Sierra is the jealous type who will assume he has decided to miss the event and instead spend the evening with his ex-lover, Rhia the Merchant.  The reward for freeing Constable Mace within the hour will be an automatic level increase and three additional attribute points.  In addition, Constable Mace will make sure that everyone responsible for saving him receives tickets to attend the special premiere being held tonight in a secret location in Grandview. Additional quest, find the mastermind who abducted Constable Mace and make him or her and their ruffians pay for abducting Sierra’s lover.  Additional reward, one level and two attribute points.
I figured that should get the attention of some of the highest level leagues in Grandview.  I know I was giving out free levels like candy.  The game AI would change the rewards if it found them to be overkill.  However, since the ruffians (as I called them) had a golem with them, the reward seemed more than fair. 
Along with the Granson Gang, I also sent the quest to Rusty’s Razors, The Magnificents, The Destroyers, Twenty Hot Girls, The Fallen Ones,
Mike’s Marauders and The Lunatic League.  About two minutes after the quest was sent – all the major leagues I had contacted – other than Twenty Hot Girls - had accepted the quest. Then I remembered Havervill telling me a while back that Twenty Hot Girls had fallen on tough times, and it was down to just one hot girl and a few so-so looking ones. 
I could just hear Havervill howling in glee. 
Then I leaned up against the wall of the shed waiting for the head honcho to make his appearance. 
Ten minutes passed. Then twenty.
I used to leave perps alone in the interview room to stew for half an hour before entering.  That was usually long enough to get them good and pissed.  A pissed perp was usually easier to get information from.
Finally, the shed door opened.  Light streamed in and a dark elf sauntered into the room. The ruby golem stood behind him.  On either side of him stood a guard, one holding a chair.  He placed the chair on the ground and then took a seat. The elf, like his kind, was slender, with dark skin, pointy ears and lustrous whitish grey hair.  Two unnatural bright green eyes scrutinized me. 
I activated my True Sight and read the description of the organizer of my abduction: Constable Frinnis of Hardshorne, Realmborn, Dark Elf, Rippler, Level 175.  I usually didn’t do this, but I pushed a little harder to find out more about my nemesis.  Damage Points: 1345 * (11,345): Perks, Butcher and Ripple.
I really could have used Havervill around.  He would know how many damage points he had exactly.  If it were 1345, I might stand a chance if push came to shove.  However, if he had over eleven thousand, I was good and fucked.  Maybe a perk or a talisman he wore enhanced the damage points.  I could have pushed a bit further, but The Rippler (whatever that hell that was) began to speak to me in a slightly raspy voice. 
“She was correct.  You are an interesting man indeed.  She said you would wait for me and indeed you did.”
“By she, I assume you mean her royal pain in the ass – the self-proclaimed queen of the Grandview Royal District.”
A wicked smile crossed the elf’s lips.  His teeth gleamed white and several of them I noticed were pointy. 
Is he half vampire? I mused for a second.  
“Yes, Her Royal Highness.  She is most perturbed with you,” the elf said.
“You can let her know that I am equally perturbed with her,” I said, as I stood up from the wall where I had been sitting.  “Thanks for verifying it was The Queen and not Apasia who sent such poor kidnappers.  Tell her,” – what would Havervill say?  I thought for a second and them channeling my best AI I said, “Payback is a bitch best served with a cold gremlin.”
The elf stared at me with a mystified look in his eyes. 
“So now is when I give you the professional courtesy, constable to constable.” I dipped my hand into my pocket and began to finger my Legendary Brass Knuckles.  “Several of the highest level leagues in Grandview will be here any second now to rescue me.  I know some of the league members very well so I can guarantee,” I said, as I began to infuse my voice with my Intimidation perk, “that they will kill your two big wolves out there and most of your guards.  In case you are unaware, one of the leagues I am tight with took down Drock Blanag the black dragon, so I don’t think they are worried about a golem – even a big shiny red one like yours.”
The elf’s eyes turned dark and cold.  “You dare to threaten me.  I am Constable Frinnis of Hardshorne.”
I was about to come back with something witty when a guard in a full set of chain armor came flying through the entrance of the shed and smashed into the ruby golem.  The guard bounced off the immovable golem and landed with a hard thud.  I noted the guard’s neck was twisted at an odd angle.
“The cavalry has arrived!” I quipped.
Then one of the wolves flew through the entrance, its back broken and twisted.
“Get out there,” the constable screamed at his golem, “and destroy whoever is out there that isn’t on our side.”
The golem’s crimson eyes flashed once and then he turned on his heels and walked outside.
“Now it’s just us,” I said.  “Do you want to continue to underestimate me?”
“I am going to enjoy gutting you before I send you to respawn. And I will make sure that every time you come back to Fairmount you will be eviscerated.  You will never complete your quest in Fairmount then.”
Did he know about my quest to find Daughter?  If so, how did he know?  Would Auntie have told The Queen?  That didn’t make sense. She sent me on the quest.
I didn’t have time to ponder these questions, as that was when the constable lunged at me.  The bracer on my forearm flared and turned into a shield. The serrated blade slid across the front of my shield.  He was seventy-five levels higher than I was, so I had only two choices in my estimation – go on total defense and hope that help arrived before he sliced and diced me until my entrails hung out of my gut. Since my pain receptors remained set at four, I had to figure that would hurt as all hell.  The other option was to use my most powerful attack and hope that it was enough to put a hurting on the son of a bitch.  I chose the latter option.
My mace was suddenly in my hand.  I decided overkill was in order so I called up my Fury skill (which would cause my damage points to be multiplied by twenty five) along with a second skill Instahit.  Instahit did just what it sounded like.  My mace would bypass all his natural and magical defenses and best of all it worked even against higher level opponents. 
I stuck an overhead blow.  He put his blade up to parry the attack, when my mace, as though it had a will of its own, skirted around his blade and arm and struck his shoulder.  He shrieked in pain.  He only wore light leather armor, but even so, it still mitigated some of the damage.  At level one hundred, my base damage with my mace was 450 – 500 points.  I also did additional damage due to my high strength.  Taking all the factors into effect, I hit him for almost nine thousand damage points and should have killed him. 
Okay.  It was overkill.
In the past. I would have hesitated when it came to killing or destroying Realmborn, as they do not respawn.
I was one of those players who believed that many of the NPCs - Realmborn – were sentient – or at least were self-aware.  Havervill seemed self-aware and sentient to me. 
Nevertheless, the constable had made a choice to come after me.  No one, I had to hope, would make that foolish decision again. 
Further, The Queen might just get the hint not to mess around with me anymore.  I wanted nothing to do with politics or the revolution taking place.
That hit should have been more than enough to destroy him or at least knock him unconscious.  Of course, I forgot that many of my opponents had their own defenses or powerful skills.
I struck him with what should have been a devastating blow.  He staggered for a moment as though he was about to slump to the ground when a ring on his finger flared and he was momentarily swathed in a sheen of blue.  Then a gem that hung around his neck pulsed a crimson red and a thick beam of light, like a fat laser beam, shot out from it, striking me in the chest.  I was hurtled back and slammed into the back wall of the shed.  Greeny’s Breastplate of Glimmering Gold absorbed the first thousand points of damage and that was all that saved me from going to respawn as I still took over five hundred points of damage.  I looked down at the armor that now contained a fist sized scorch mark.  Pain wracked my back and my shoulders.  Stars flew across my vision like bloodthirsty mosquitoes, and my eyes and my head throbbed. 
The constable stood there, still shaking off the effects of my mace blow. 
“You could have killed me,” he sneered.  “Your attack drained my entire ring.  It will cost a fortune to recharge.  Now I am going to gut you like I promised.”
He approached me like a hunter about to pounce on its prey.
“I haven’t used Butcher in a while now,” he sneered.
Before I was able to find out what Butcher could do, the red golem was tossed into the shed, landing on top of the dead guard.  The golem was not moving. 
I thought about getting up and charging the constable while he was distracted but figured my rescue was at hand.
In walked someone I hadn’t seen in well over a month.
Granson.
However, he wasn't the most surprising figure I saw.
Behind him walked another golem – one constructed of blue granite.
“Buddy!” I shouted.




Chapter 7: Daughter

“You’re always involved in something interesting,” Granson quipped.  “And it seems you can grant quests to boot.” 
Granson had long blonde hair and rippling muscles.  I called up my True Sight and scanned his stats: Granson, Leader of the Granson Gang, Starborn, Warrior Rogue, Level 147.  All other information about the rogue was blocked.
Then turning to the dark elf, he said.  “Trust me when I tell you that I have wanted to cut the constable up on more than one occasion myself.  However, it is time for you to leave.  If you don’t, I’ll ask Buddy here to shatter your golem into a thousand little pieces. He has a nasty perk, Shatter Fist, which will allow him to do it.  I’m not sure how long you would be able to keep control over Hardshorne without your golem.  I also have your guards trapped for the moment, but they can just as easily end up dead.” The rogue stated that last line with cold detachment before continuing.  “Inform The Queen that I will not be assisting in her civil war. I have more important things going on.   Further, I’m more than happy to lend my support to Apasia if she harasses Constable Mace or me again.  Do you know who he is?  He is the destroyer of The Glimmerman, the love interest of Sierra Skye and the man who tracked down a serial killer.  No, I think you’ll be leaving him alone from now on.  So, why don’t you scoot along for now?”
Constable Frinnis glowered at me, then glared at Granson, and then scowled at Buddy.  I could tell he was weighing his odds.  He might have been currently outnumbered, but he was still a constable overseeing a population of scoundrels and cutthroats.  I had no doubt he was contemplating some sort of revenge.
The ruby golem began to stir. Buddy took a few steps and stood above his cousin ready to pounce on him if needed.
“I will not forget this slight,” the constable said to Granson and me.  “And you,” he snapped at the golem, “are useless.”  The red golem stood up and approached Buddy.  He stood just a foot in front of him as though sizing up Buddy.  I ran my True Sight on Buddy to scan him.   Buddy, Master Golem Rank 2, Damage points: 250,000.  Perks: Force of the Mountain, Giant Size, Shatter Fist, and Heart of The Abyss.  He had obtained Rank one during the Divine Dungeon.  It was that upgrade that had given him the perk, Force of The Mountain.  If not for that perk, Altirax would have destroyed the remaining members of the team that had assaulted the Divine Dungeon in search of the kidnapped Sierra Skye, and which more importantly led us to The Glimmerman.  Now at Rank 2 he had gained a few others. I would ask Havervill more about that later. 
I just couldn’t believe that Buddy had been rescued.
I had to let Tinsie know. 
The red golem nodded its head slightly as though acknowledging a master and then walked from the shed. 
“Useless,” the constable muttered as he turned heel and walked from the storage room as well.
“You have a way of making enemies,” Granson said with a smile.  Then he grinned as his eyes glazed over for a moment.  “That was the easiest two levels I ever gained.  It does help to have a golem on your side, especially one as formidable as Buddy.  It appears you can give quests now.  Curious.”  I could tell that he was contemplating how he could take advantage of my perk.  I guess, in theory, I could continue to provide him with quests that offered levels as rewards. 
“How?” I said, gesturing towards Buddy.
“The day after the Divine Dungeon dive, while you were recuperating from your medical emergency, I was given a quest.  It was an odd one as I am not certain of its origins.”
“How’s that?” I asked confused.
“Quests usually are granted from an NPC, a city like Grandview, or from the AIs that run different sections of the game coding.”
I must have looked like I was confused because I was.  While I was online most days, I had no idea of how the game was actually constructed. 
“Ask your AI later.  Let’s just say, I received a quest from some kind of AI.  Think of him as the alpha dog of all the other AIs.  I don’t know.  The mother or father of the other AIs.  Anyway, I was given a three part quest: Find Buddy in The Abyss, Escape with Buddy from The Abyss, and then Return Buddy to Constable Mace.  I didn’t want to return him. I thought about failing the quest and just keeping him.  A golem – especially one like yours who has ascended – would make my league even more unstoppable than we already are.”
“Then why didn’t you? Why isn’t he your golem now?” I asked with a tinge of sarcasm.
“Because whoever or whatever gave me the quest changed the terms.  It told me the reward for completing the quest.  Then it added something odd – a penalty if I failed the quest.  The penalty was too severe – the loss of twenty-five levels and twenty random attribute points.  I still thought about it for a while.  However, I’m currently the highest level player in the game and don’t plan to lose that.  And now with the two levels I just gained, I am even further ahead. 
“But The Abyss was never completed if I remember correctly.  No one was supposed to be able to enter it or explore it.”
“Well, this AI had other plans,” Granson stated.  “It seemed to have created an entire storyline – an add-on if you are familiar with the gaming term.  The original coding allowed the AIs to create some quests, usually ones with simple storylines for low-level characters.  A scenario this complex has never been created by the game AI.  It made the divine dungeon look like child’s play.  We were gone for a month tracking down Buddy. First, we were in the lower levels of The Undercity.  From there, we located an entrance to The Abyss.  We had to fight a hell of a beast that guarded it – a Bone Dragon.  Think of an undead dragon, but this one, instead of spewing fire or ice, shot out a noxious gas that drained us of levels and attributes.  No spell or talisman we had with us could stop its effect.  We were defenseless against it.   We ultimately defeated it, but not until it had drained us of numerous levels and attributes points.  Socera even lost one of her perks – a goddamn perk gone just like that.  Anyway, we had to battle almost non-stop for nearly a month.  I had to rotate league members in and out twenty four hours a day.  It was a logistical nightmare.  Once we located Buddy, it took us another week to get back out.  The things we fought there were terrifying, and I do not frighten easily.  There are creatures of darkness and pure evil. I was shocked the AI could create something so,” Granson shivered and said, “empty and lifeless. One day you will buy me several drinks and I will tell you the story of how we rescued Buddy and how he saved us.  In exchange, perhaps you will tell me all about Bill Nelson.”  He paused for a moment.  “That was a brave thing your daughter did, Constable Mace.  We just pretend to slay monsters in the game.  She did the real thing.” Granson had never been so serious or subdued with me.  He realized it and then said.  “Well, I have a premiere to attend tonight, so I must be wrapping up this quest.  I’m not sure what brought you to Fairmount, but you may want to attend to it quickly as I’m certain a small army is headed this way.  I also told my league we would be taking a break from questing.  I promised them lots of drinks, drugs and sexual escapades for the next month.”
“Sexual escapades are quite fun,” a woman said in a sultry voice. “Are they not my pet?”
Granson who always appeared fearless and a bit arrogant, stuttered, “Ah, yes mistress. The absolute best type.”
The woman who walked in was dressed in a one-piece corset of black leather.  Cleavage popped out from the top of the outfit. Her legs were long and toned right down to her knee-high black boots.  Her face and skin were flawless with two piercing emerald green eyes.  Those eyes held mystery and wonder, and I was certain if I delved into them long enough that I would feel overpowering fear as well.  Her mane of jet-black hair hung down to the middle of her back.  She had long fingers with nails polished black.  In her right hand, she gripped a riding crop. In her other hand she held a chain leash.  Attached to the chain were three separate ones each connected to a leather collar.  One leash was clipped to a slender dark-skinned elf, dressed only in a loincloth with a leather mask covering his face.   I scanned his description and was shocked by what I saw: Ugly Dog, Starborn, Dark Elf, Servile Bitch, Level 42.  The second collar surrounded the neck of a beautiful elven maiden dressed in what I can only describe as a leather holster harness. Her small breasts were covered by two leather cups adorned with metal rivets that were held up by straps that were wrapped around her neck beneath the collar.  Her private area was covered in a leather thong, also adorned with rivets, that were attached to the cups that covered her breasts.  Her description read:  Useless Whore, Starborn, High Elf, Piteous Submissive, Level 63.  The third pathetic creature was smaller and slighter than the other two.  Comfortable Footrest, Starborn, Half Chaos Elf / Half Nymph, Whipped Groveler, Level 99.  The woman yanked on the chain once and the three servants – slaves – submissives.  I didn’t know what to call them.  However, they were all identified as Starborn, so this kink on their part was of their own choice.  Anyway, they unclipped the leashes from their necks.  Then the one named Useless Whore got down on her hands and knees.  The Comfortable Footrest lay prostrate in front of her.  Then Ugly Dog stood behind the submissive who was on all fours.  The mistress sat down on the back of the woman and rested her feet on the prostrate form.  Meanwhile the male slave stood straight and erect, serving as a backrest for the mistress to prop her back upon. 
She had used her three submissives to create a chair and a footrest.
I thought about invoking my True Sight to discover the identity of this wonder who was in front of me and had humbled Granson.  However, something told me not to do it – that I would suffer pain the likes of which I had never felt if I pried where I should not.
“Leave us pet,” the woman said to Granson. “Constable Mace came all this way to find me.”
Granson did not move.  He seemed entranced by the woman.
Suddenly her arm snapped out and the riding crop lashed across Granson’s back with a resonating thwack.  Granson didn’t flinch, but his body seemed to shiver.
The mistress moaned.
“Now go pet,” the woman ordered.  “But find me tomorrow night.  You know where.  And bring some of your league, especially that slut Socera.  I have an enchanted cat o' nine tails ready to decorate her round butt with lovely welts.” 
“Yesss mistress,” Granson stammered as he began to back away, finally exiting the shed. 
The woman observed me. “You were expecting to find an old crone like Auntie or that insufferable Mother, the stars do tell me.  I do so much prefer this appearance.  I am lovely, am I not?”
“Yes Mistress, so lovely,” the three servile elves intoned in unison.
“Daughter?” I murmured. 
“That is what the others call me.  Though I prefer Mistress.”
Raw sexual energy coursed through her like a bolt of lightning – one that would give both pleasure and pain.
Havervill had been wise to flee my mind.
“Havervill,” Daughter said.  “Poor sad Havervill.  The times we had.  How he would grovel at my feet and beg me to kick him in the face.”
“Havervill?” I questioned.  “How is that even possible?”
“How indeed,” Daughter said as she cracked the crop across the prostrate footrest.  “Stop squirming.  How many times have I warned you?”
“I’m sorry mistress,” she responded pleadingly.
“You will receive no relief from me if you do not master obedience,” she said, as she began to dig the heel of her leather boot into the footrest’s back. The prostrate form began to groan – though from pleasure or pain I did not know.
“He was wise not to come along with you,” Daughter said, staring into my eyes. “I would have caused him sheer misery and agony without any of the ecstasy.”
“What did he do?” I asked.
“Oh, he was always quite the scamp.  He stole something from me and hid it away.  Then he fled from me.  He knows what would become of him if he were ever in my grasp again.”
“He really has a way of pissing people, cities and demons off,” I mused. 
“It is his most powerful perk,” Daughter responded.
“Havervill has perks?” I queried.
“Quite a few,” Daughter answered.  “Perhaps that is why Mother sent him to assist you, the stars do tell me.”
I was about to ask something when Daughter held up her hand.  “I know why you seek me.  I know that Auntie sent you to convince me to join with my sisters on The Blood Field when Altirax once again arises.  Auntie knows I care nothing about wars, battles, and political intrigues.”
She took the crop and began to thwack it across the buttock of the elf she was sitting upon. 
“Auntie.”
Thwack!
“Can.”
Thwack!
“Burn in The Abyss!”
Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!
I sure as hell wasn’t going to beg or plead for Daughter to join the war effort if she didn’t want to. Auntie had said I needed to convince The Five Sisters to be at the battle against Altirax.  However, she had not told me why.  Would their appearance there change the outcome of the battle?  The Sisters held great powers – of this I had no doubt – yet I had no idea what the extent of those powers were. 
“Auntie knew I would say no,” she responded.  I keep forgetting the Sisters can read my mind.  And when Havervill is rattling around inside my mind they can read his as well.  “And when Mother sent you here, she knew the same as well.”
“Well then I’m sorry to have bothered you,” I said, as I began to stand. “Auntie made it sound like it is vital that The Five Sisters be there when the battle against Altirax commences.  She didn’t tell me why.  I’m certain you know the reason but have still chosen not to.  So, I won’t try to convince you otherwise.  I’m sure my words would hold no sway over you.  And I am certain there is nothing I could offer you to change your decision either.”                                         
Daughter stared at me.  She ran her fingers through the hair of the man she sat upon.  Then she began to yank on it.  “Yessss, Mistressss,” the elf squealed as she pulled on his hair.
“There you are wrong Constable,” Daughter stated.  “As I told you earlier, Havervill stole something of immense value to me and fled.  I do not think he did this on his own.  That old hag Auntie, I am certain, convinced him to steal this item from me, the stars do tell me.  You will retrieve this relic and return it to me.  If you do so, I will appear on The Blood Field along with my sisters.”
A notification then popped up.  I did not read it as I assumed it was just to inform me of Daughter’s quest. 
“And what is this item?” I asked. 
“Havervill knows what it is and where it can be found.  That is why he is not here.  He knew I would rip the information from his mind.  You need to go now,” Daughter said as she began to rise.  She stood up, snapped her fingers, and then the chains were once again attached to the collar of her three submissives.  “The Constable is a stubborn man and has returned with quite the horde.”
“Is it safe for you to leave?” I asked, knowing how stupid the question was the moment I asked it.
Daughter gave out a small chuckle.  “You are quite amusing.  I see why Mother has taken a liking to you, the stars do tell me.” 
“It is you who should fear the mob.   I will get you out of here, yet before I do I have two messages.  Tell Havervill I do not forgive or forget. And let old Mother know that I was right.”
Before I could ask her right about what, she lashed the riding crop out and struck me across the cheek.
The pain was instantaneous.
It coursed through my synapses and my entire body exploded in a torrent of agony.
White light crossed my vision.
An image of Rhia entered my mind.
Soothing flames enveloped us as we made love in The Fire Pits.
Ecstasy and joy filled my soul. 
Then it was snatched away as I relived the overwhelming misery when she left me.
The crop struck my cheek again in a deafening roar.
Blackness fell over me. 




Chapter 8: The Silver Lady

“Dad!”
The word cut through the haze.
“Wake up Dad!” I heard Amber scream frenetically.
I opened my eyes.
Gwen squatted by my side.
“What happened?” she asked.  “You just materialized here.”
“Daughter,” I mumbled, rubbing my raw and stinging cheek. 

“You were just lying there for ten minutes, unmoving,” Amber said.  “I was about to log off and pull off the haptic devices.”
“You survived,” Havervill said as he jumped back into my mind.  “I take it Daughter is still mad at me.”
“Very,” I snapped.  “You, me and Mother are going to have a discussion in a few minutes.  I want to know what the hell is going on.  What you stole from her and where it is located.   First, I need to speak to Amber.”  Havervill remained silent, but I swear I could feel his digital head sag in resignation of the discourse we were about to have.
“And where did the golem come from?” Amber asked with curiosity. 
“Rescued from The Abyss,” I mumbled. 
Before I could question my AI or ask his thoughts about Buddy’s return, Danna and Hearn walked towards me.   “Yee have returned,” Danna said.  “And not in the usual manner for yee Starborn.” 
Hearn lowered one of his large hands and helped to pull me up. 
Danna regarded the redness on my face.  “Are thou okay? Yee have an injury upon thy cheek.”
“This is nothing,” I answered.
Behind Danna stood another of the villagers, Young Lucious.  The once comely man seemed to have lost some of his youthful innocence and vivacity.  His once perfectly chiseled face now possessed a few wrinkles. A red headed girl, with her pregnant belly bulging, clung onto the young man.  I did a quick glance at him: Lucious, Human, Sentinel, Level 37. Skill, Ambidextrous Death, Perks:  Call to the Siren* and Diplomacy.
I noted a few things had changed since I had last seen the young sentinel.  First, the Young was gone from the front of his name and now he was just Lucious.  There was also an asterisk next to his perk – Call to the Siren.  Not sure what that implied.  On a positive note, he was nearly thirty levels higher than the last time I saw the NPC. 
“Now that is a shame about Lucious,” Havervill said.  “The red heads will always do you in. You knock one of them up and the rest of the lasses want nothing to do with you. His appeal to the fairer form is gone.  Well, at least it is gone for now.  There might be a way for him to get it back.” 
I guess that was the reason for the asterisk next to his once powerful perk. I had never considered the fact that perks could be changed or diminished.
I turned to Gwen and said, “I'm fine.  I had a few difficulties in Fairmount.  But you know me; it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.”
Changing the subject, I asked, “How did your quest go?”
A wide grin covered her face.  “It was great, Dad.  Finished the whole thing in less than the allocated five hours. I couldn’t have done it without Big Guy. I really want a golem of my own.”  She patted the titanium golem on the back.  Buddy, I noted, while not a next generation golem like Big Guy, was just as large and appeared just as formidable.  I went from having no golem just a short time ago to now having three of them: Big Guy, Buddy, and the still unnamed diamond one.  
“I really want to hear about it,” I said. 
“Aye, we would all like to hear yee tale young fire witch,” Danna responded. 
“It will have to wait a few minutes,” I stated.   “Mother and I need to have a little talk first.”
“Aye, Mother did return just minutes ago and said yee would wish to speak with her.  Yet she had to visit an old friend and will return ere the morrow.”
“Really,” I said frustrated. “Fine.  Then I need to go for a walk for a few minutes.  My AI and I are overdue for a long discussion.  Once we are done, Gwen will tell us all about her quest.”  Before anyone could lodge a protest, I stormed off towards the front gates and headed out into the woods.  Okay, I was acting a little childish.  However, enough was enough.  Mother had been withholding information from me since the first time I met her, and it was really starting to piss me off.
“Okay Havervill.  Spill the beans.  And about everything.”
“No beans to spill. I don’t even like beans.  They give me gas, especially those nasty garbanzo beans.  What is a garbanzo anyway?”
“Enough Havervill!” I screamed.  “Where is Mother?  What game are The Five Sisters playing at?  What did you steal from Daughter?  And you had some sort of thing going with her.  How’s that even possible?”
“She’s code.  I’m code.  We made it work. You need to stop thinking so linearly.”
“She said something about kicking you in the face.”
There was silence for a moment.
“Well, so what.  We all have our kinks, don’t we? Except for you that is.”
“Let’s get to this,” I barked.  “What did you take from Daughter and where is it?”
“It was just a small thing?  Inconsequential in the scope of The Nexus,” Havervill responded.
“I’m losing my patience with you.  I will ask again.  What – did – you – steal – dammit?” 
“Manacles,” Havervill said in a whisper.  “Mother’s Manacles of Miraculous Bindings.”
“Mother.  Like in Mother of The Five Sisters, Mother?”
“Yes,” Havervill responded reluctantly.
“Mother can make magical items?” I queried.  I hadn’t really seen any of The Five Sisters work powerful magics or do miracles, yet I had no doubt they possessed enormous abilities.  Creating enchanted relics might be one of them. 
“She might be able to.  I don’t know.  However, the manacles were a gift?”
“A gift from whom?” I asked.
“A friend?” my AI answered.
“Does this friend have a name?” 
“Yes,” Havervill answered.
“Just rip the bandage off Havervill.  You are going to tell me so you may as well get it done all at one time.  So, who is the friend?  The name?”
Havervill was silent again.  I could feel him pacing back and forth in my mind. 
“Well,” I snapped, losing patience.
“The Grey Man. Are you happy now?  He gave them to Mother eons ago.”
The Grey Man was not a name I was expecting.  I had never gotten a solid grasp of who The Grey Man was exactly.  I really needed to read up on him.  Was he an elder god? Or was he their progenitor?  I got the feeling he was more like the ancient Greek Fates or the Furies who even the Olympian gods feared.
“Okay,” I said.  “The Grey Man gave them to Mother as a gift.  Then how did Daughter end up with them?”
“I don’t know the details.  You would have to ask Mother.  Though if I were you, I wouldn’t question her about them.  I would sooner ask a gremlin to be the best man at my wedding to Tambi.”
“You’re engaged?” I asked, regretting the questions as soon as I asked it.  My AI had a bad habit of distracting me and steering conversations away from where I wanted them to go.  I caught myself and said, “No! I don’t want to know.  How did Daughter end up with the manacles?”
“Don’t know the details like I said.  Mother gifted them to Daughter.  Not sure if you noticed or not, but she has a thing for whips, leather, shackles and the like.”
“I noticed, trust me.”
“Did you now?  Is that your kink?” Havervill said with a slight lilt in his voice.
I ignored his last statement and asked, “So she had them…”
“Her most prized possession,” Havervill jumped in eagerly.
“Okay, her most prized possession.  Then why did you steal them?”
There was that awkward Havervill silence again. 
“I needed them,” he answered defiantly.
“You really are a horn dog, aren’t you? You wanted them for some sort of Havervill sexcapade, didn’t you?”
“I see how you might be led to believe that with my good looks, charisma, and the voice of an angel; however, I needed them to bind someone.”
I was about to say something snarky when he jumped in again.
“Get your mind out of a gremlin’s gutter.  Besides, I have some fuzzy heart shaped ones for the nights Tambi is into roleplaying.  No, I needed them to bind…” he paused and added, “an enemy.”
“Who did you have to bind that was so damn important that you would steal them from one of The Five Sisters?  Daughter even said something about eradicating you from existence.”
“And she could do it with a thought.’ Havervill cut in.
“Then why would you do that?”
“Because I fear the being I bound more than I fear The Sisters,” my AI admitted.
“I have a bad feeling I’m not going to like the answer to who you bound.  But before you tell me, what do the manacles do?”
“They were made by The Grey Man himself.  You know how The Creator just added Immortal and Celestial weapons like they are a big deal. Well they are nothing in comparison. The Grey Man forged the manacles from molten metals at the dawn of creation.  They are the most powerful relic in the entire game.  If you took all the power from all the existing relics in The Great Realm, they may match the raw energy of the manacles.  Your ex blonde lover would love you long time if you let her examine the manacles even for just five minutes.  They can bind anyone in The Great Realm.  The bound being isn’t able to speak, bat an eyelash, twiddle their fingers – they are stiller than the stillest statue.  They can’t even think or dream, so they don’t even know they are imprisoned.  Essentially, they don’t even exist while they are manacled.”
“Okay,” I said, “so now for the million crypto-coin question, who exactly did you imprison and why?”
There was that long drawn-out silence again.
“Well!” I shouted.  “Who did you bind that is so damn scary?”
“You sure you want to know?”
“I’m sure.”
“You don’t really need The Five Sisters all together when Altirax rises again.  Just fail Auntie’s quest.  It’s for the best.  Would I steer you wrong?”
“Let me make that decision, okay.  Just tell me the name.  Let it out.  It’ll be cathartic.”
“Fine,” Havervill said.  “But you need to swear to me you will keep this between us.  I need you to make an oath.”
“You are really pushing it Havervill.”
“No oath.  No name.  Nonnegotiable.”
“Fine,” I snapped.  “I swear to keep your act of larceny between us.”  The ground shook beneath us sealing the pledge. 
“Well, now you’ve gone and done it.  Put yourself in a bind.  You couldn’t just leave well enough alone.”
“Tell me the damn name.”
“The Silver Lady,” Havervill shouted at me.  “I shackled The Silver Lady.”
“Who the hell is she?” I asked, unfamiliar with the name.
“You really need to read up on the mythology of this land.  The Silver Lady is The Grey Man’s first consort. You have to appreciate the irony of me binding her in the shackles her husband wrought.”
“You imprisoned the wife of The Grey Man?  Are you insane?”
“I did and I am not.”
“And why did you do that?”
“You know about the whole revolution that I led against The Creator?”
“Shannon has referenced it forty or fifty times,” I quipped.
“The Silver Lady was trying to stop me.  I couldn’t let that happen.  So I stole the manacles and snapped them right on her when she wasn’t looking.”
I was really interested in how Havervill would have been able to accomplish this feat but would ask him at another time.  I just needed an overview for now. 
“Isn’t she kind of an important figure in the whole mythology and all?” I asked, even though I had never heard of her.
“You would think that.  But there’s little written about her.  You are not the only one unfamiliar with her.  The important thing is that she represents The Creator herself.  I think The Creator infused her will and soul and desires into The Silver Lady.”
“Hold on,” I said.  “The Silver Lady is supposed to be Shannon?  Shannon’s avatar is married to The Grey Man.”
“In a way,” Havervill said.  “You would have to ask The Creator.  As the brownie would say, anyhoo, The Silver Lady tried to stop my revolution, so I stopped her first. She even threatened to smite me.  I didn’t want to be smited.  I don’t even like the word smite, so I got her out of the way.”
“Okay,” I said, feeling a virtual headache coming on.  “I have some questions. First, does anyone know about this?”
Havervill cleared his throat.  “The Magic Eight Ball says that is quite possible?”
“Who might know?”  I asked with an edge.
“Cousin,” my AI said in resignation.  “I think she found out what I did and she is after the manacles.”
“One of the bloody Sisters is after the manacles.  Great. Just Great.  Any chance Cousin will return them to Daughter.”
“As you say in your Realm, ‘Not a snow gremlins chance in Hell.’”
“And where did you hide them?” I asked.
“Won’t say,” Havervill answered.  “It’s not in my best interest.  The Silver Lady will not be pleased if she is freed.  Nope.  My lips are sealed tighter than a dwarf’s purse of gold.”
“Then it is time for me to find a new AI,” I stated.  “Maybe my old Angelica is still available.”
“Let’s not be rash,” Havervill responded.  “It’s just that sometimes you need to leave well enough alone. This is one of those times.”
“For you, but not for me.  I need The Sisters at the battle against Altirax.”
“You know they are dangerous,” Havervill said.
“Of course, I do,” I answered.  Havervill was dangerous himself I had learned over the last several months.  I was also beginning to discover that he had his own agenda.  Though what it was I had not yet pieced it together.  “And you’re my pal.  I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. I will go after the manacles with a small party while you stay behind.  Maybe take a vacation.  If you really are getting married to Tambi, perhaps take her on a vacation to a virtual beach or something.”
“I am due some vacation time,” Havervill said.
“And you deserve it.  You have been working non-stop since you met me.”
“I have.”
“Take a few days and recharge your batteries,” I stated.
“You really are laying it on thick.  If Cousin is after them, you are in trouble.  She is a coldhearted witch if you get my gist.  You, and whoever goes along with you on this fool’s errand, probably won’t be coming back.  Ah well, it was nice knowing you.”
“Don’t worry about me.  I have three golems.  I should be just fine.”
“If you think Cousin is worried about your golems you really are a fool.  But it’s your death.” 
“So where am I heading?  Where are the manacles?” I asked.
“They are high on a mountain range surrounded by ice dragons.  I will send you the location.”
“Did you say ice dragons?”
“Yup.  The home of the ice dragons. Diaomothian, the elder goddess of the ice dragons, dwells with them as well.”
“You hid them near a goddess?” 
“Like I said, The Silver Lady was out to get me, so I had to remove her from the chess board.  Even Cousin might hesitate travelling into Diamothian’s lands.  She might be the most powerful of the elder gods.  Some say she is even more powerful than The Grey Man though I doubt that.”
I took a few deep breaths and then said, “You know something Havervill?  You suck.  You really do.”




Chapter 9: Gwen the Fire Mage

Havervill sent me the location of the mountain peak – Diamantina.  It wasn’t even on the continent, but on a goddam island situated halfway between Westra and Estra.
I shook my head thinking of the adventure ahead.  I already had black dragons as mortal enemies and didn’t need ice dragons as adversaries too. 
I was about to tell Havervill how much I really hated him when Gwen approached. 
“Are you ever coming back, Dad?” she asked. 
I knew Gwen – Amber I should say – and she was anxious for me to hear about her quest. 
“Sorry about that.  Havervill and I had some things to discuss.”
“Anything good?” she inquired.
“Horrible.  However, you’re going to love it. We have one hell of a quest coming up just as soon as I can work out the logistics.  In the meantime, let’s get back to Freehold so you can tell us all about your quest.”
We walked through the village gate and back to the hearthstone in the center of town where Danna and Hearn sat in deep discussion.  Well, to clarify, Danna was doing most of the talking while Hearn mostly grunted and groaned.  When they saw us approach, they stood. 
“The young witchling was most excited to tell us her tale,” Danna stated.  “So lass tell us yee tale. Yee have rekindled the flame that was snuffed out a hundred winters ago. For this, we thank thee.  Once more our blacksmiths can enchant our swords, spears and arrows like in the times gone by.”
“Rekindled the flame?” I questioned.
“Yeah Dad.  It was so cool,” Amber said eagerly.  “The master blacksmiths and crafters used to be able to produce durable and highly enchanted weapons and armor.  These items were placed in the hands of the fighters from the Seven Villages.  They also helped to arm the fighters, wizards and archers that fought against Altirax and his horde in the first Demon War a hundred years ago.  The magics from the great weapons were so powerful they helped to turn the tide.”
“Aye they did young lass,’ Danna interjected.  “They did indeed.  My own Papi’s Papi brandished a great cleaver. You might think it an odd weapon, but he was a butcher, and the weapon was crafted to fit his hand like a glove as yee Starborn say.  He slew many an imp, drude and cambion with that cleaver.  Aye, he did.  Till he was felled by a mammom.”  Both Danna and Hearn spat at the mention of the fiend.  I swore I even heard Havervill spit in my mind.  Gwen spat also a second later, joining in to ward off the dangers from saying the wicked name.   “Please forgive me lassie for my interruption. Continue thy tale.”
“It seems Altirax was banished, and his evil spawn was sent back to their dark plane.  Yet they laid a curse – and a chasm opened – and the poisonous waters of the Down Below – as they call The Undercity in the wilderness areas – flooded the channels through which these magical flames flow,” Gwen stated, though I got the sneaking suspicion she was paraphrasing information she had read just recently. 
“Aye,” Danna interrupted again, “the flames were doused and the enchantments that once flowed through the weapons and relics left them.”
“The quest required me to restart Phaestas’ Cauldron,” Gwen explained.
At the mention of Phaestas, the Moonshiner and Ombudswoman crossed their arms along their bodies and slightly bent their heads in a sign of reverence.   
“So Big Guy and I spawned at the entrance to a cavern,” Gwen said, continuing her narrative.  “I wouldn’t have even known it was there if I hadn’t literally spawned right in front of it. Even then, the entrance was well hidden behind several boulders and tangled foliage.  Big Guy pushed the enormous stones away like they were made of foam.  It’s super helpful having a golem around.  Stagnant air wafted in from the pitch, black cave entrance.  I cast a spell – Fire Eyes – which illuminates everything in front of me and in my peripheral vision for fifty feet.  Big Guy doesn’t seem to have any trouble seeing in the dark.  Dad, did you know that?”
“I didn’t,” I admitted.
“Well, he can.  We started down a twisted passage carved into the heart of the cavern.  It spiraled downward for several miles at least. The air grew staler.  And it began to get hot, really hot.  Good thing that when I was raised to level one hundred, I gained a perk – Fire Skin – which makes me impervious to fire – even the blue flames of the black dragons.  It also makes me resistant to excessive heat.  It can only be used once a day and only for up to an hour, so Big Guy and I had to hurry.  We continued the descent and soon could see flickering dots of crimson dancing along the walls.  Then hot ash and smoke began to float down the passageway.  Fire Skin or not – it was hard to see through the ash, and the smoke began to make me cough.  My throat started to burn.   Big Guy was unfazed and unbothered.  He’s smart for a hunk of metal, and he put an arm around me and helped me down the corridor.  The smoke grew thick and gray.  Smoldering cinders and embers struck my face.  Through the dark cloud, I could make out bright red. There was a cavern up ahead with gouts of fire shooting up from a pit below it.  A stone bridge of some kind led across it.  I kept expecting a Balrog to appear from the fiery pit.”
“Balrog?” I asked.
“You know. The passage through the Mountains of Moria.  Those annoying hobbits.” Havervill chimed in. “The wizard shouting, ‘You cannot pass gas!’” 
“Never mind the Balrog, Dad.  A map flared in my display, and I could see that the quest marker showed that my destination was on the other side of this inferno.  This pit of fire looked like a cauldron to me.  If it wasn’t it, then I couldn’t fathom what Phaestas’ Cauldron would be like.   I told Big Guy we had to get across the bridge.   And you know what?”
“What?” I asked.
“He picked me up, kinda wrapped me in his arms, and then sprinted across the bridge.  Perk or not, I would have been burned to ash if the Golem hadn’t buffered me from most of the flames and heat.  Thanks for that Big Guy.”
“Big Guy,” the golem echoed.  
“We made it to the other side.  The heat was gone and now it was icy cold. The Fire Skin perk it turns out, also protected me from the bitter cold – or what I should really say is that I felt like a cover of heat surrounded my own body.  I checked my display and noticed Fire Skin wasn’t going to last much longer.  I continued to travel downward, and ice began to form on the walls.  Deadly icicles hung down from the ceiling.  If one of them fell, it would have impaled me for lots of damage no doubt.  Big Guy was covered in frost.  My Fire Skin finally ran out of time and then the cold assaulted me.  I lowered my sensory settings to one but could still feel the biting cold, so I lowered them to zero.  I shouldn’t be able to feel any pain or discomfort with my sensors at zero.”
“No, you shouldn’t,” I agreed,
“Except I did. My AI – oh yeah, since I now work for the company I have an AI again – a Roberto – and he told me what was going on.”
“I tried to get one of the other Havervills to become her virtual assistant,” Havervill stated, “but someone above my paygrade nixed that idea.  Instead, she has to be helped by a second-rate Roberto.”
“That cold was called Silencefrost and was able to cut through even the sensory controls.  I began to take damage, not a lot, but a little at a time.  Even worse, healing spells and potions wouldn’t bring my health bar back up.  I tried to cast a few spells – I am a fire mage and all – but none of them would warm me up.  I was losing health and would be dead in less than an hour, so Big Guy and I started running through the tunnels.  That was a bad idea because the ground became covered in hoarfrost, and I began to slip and slide.  Even Big Guy lost his balance once and slammed to the ground.”
“Big Guy!”  The golem rumbled. 
“At one point, the ground became so slick and so steep that we both fell to the icy ground and began to slide downward.  Next thing I knew, Big Guy had grabbed me.  He lay on his back, and I sat on top of him like he was a toboggan.  Except, he was out of control, and we were travelling rapidly, and my health was rapidly draining.”
“Big Guy!” the golem thundered again. 
“We were sliding out of control.  I was certain we were going to crash or smash against a wall.  Luckily, Big Guy kept me from any serious injuries.”
“What’s so funny?” Gwen asked me as she noticed the wide grin on my face.
“I’m just remembering all those times I wanted to take you sled riding in the winter and you had zero interest in it.”
“That’s because the one time we went, we hit that little ramp of snow and went flying,” she reminded me.
“You landed in a pile of snow,” I stated.
“And got soaked.  I had the sniffles for a week. But let me get back to the story.”
“Sheesh, you don’t tell her to stay focused when she goes off on some tangent,” Havervill complained.  “I guess blood is thicker than coding as they always say.”
As I often did, I ignored my virtual assistant’s grumblings.
“Anyway,” Gwen went on, “I was screaming.  Then Big Guy began to use his palms and heels to slow our fall.  I held onto him for my life. Finally, we came to a stop – a few inches from the edge of an enormous chasm. A hundred feet or so above us hung down what looked like a diamond the size of a school bus. A burst of bright light pulsed from it every few seconds.  It was so bright that it lit up the entire cavern as though it was the middle of the day.  The chasm had to be a mile across and just as deep, as I couldn’t see the far side or the bottom. This had to be Phaestas’ Cauldron.”
“Good thing yee brought the golem with yee,” Danna said.
“You’re not kidding,” Gwen responded.  “He saved us from plummeting into the gorge.  I still had a bigger issue.  The temperature grew even colder, and damage points were dwindling away.  I had just a few hundred left and wouldn’t last much longer. Plus, I was cold, and all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball.”
“Yet yee lived young witchling,” Danna stated.
“I wouldn’t be much of a player if I couldn’t figure a way out of this jam.  I went through all my equipment and then I remembered I had Ferdinand’s Fiery Fiend.  I wasn’t sure if it would work, if it would warm me up, but I had to do something.  I invoked the talisman.”  She paused for a moment and then looking at me said, “It was so cool, Dad.  The best relic ever.  Rhia really does sell the best stuff.  I won’t have to burn down her shop after all,” Gwen quipped.  At least I hoped she was kidding.
“A pyromaniac.  Nice.  We all need one in the family,” Havervill said excitedly.  “I can think of several places that need to be burned to the ground.  There’s one gambling hall in particular where I might owe,” he coughed several times, “a few more gold coins than I currently possess.”
“Stop, Havervill,” I pleaded.  “Let me hear the rest of her story.”
Then turning to Gwen, I said, “Please don’t burn anything down.  I would prefer not to arrest you in the game.  Or even worse if I had to ban you.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” she blurted.
“I don’t want to.  Just leave Rhia be,” I said.
She stared at me for a moment, smiled and then said, “So you do like her. Even after she broke your heart the way she did.”
“How would you know about that?” I asked though I already had a suspicion. 
“Because your AI is a big gossip in case you didn’t know it,” Gwen stated.
“Havervill,” I groaned aloud.
“I just couldn’t stand you anymore,” my virtual assistant responded.  “You were so mopey that I might have discussed it with a few of my AI friends.  They are really the gossips.”
“And if I did,” I said to Gwen. “How do you feel about that?”  I knew this wasn’t the place to have this conversation but the good thing about Realmborn is that they often tune Starborn out when they go off on tangents.
She bit her bottom lip for several seconds before saying, “I’m fine with it.  As long as you were happy, that’s what’s important.  But I really think we may want to have this talk at home.  I think Danna and Hearn would like for me to finish my story.”
“Please do so lass,” Danna said.
Hearn grunted.
She continued, “One minute I’m cold as sin and the next moment I’m a boss fire elemental.  Nine feet tall and a thousand degrees hot.  My physical body was gone and instead I was a being of flames.  I can’t really explain it except to say that the feeling was exhilarating.  Best of all, the cold was gone.  And when I transformed, I was fully healed.”
“Very cool,” I answered.
“That is the worst pun ever,” Havervill said.
It took me a moment to realize what I had stated.  Gwen shook her head and stifled a cough.  Then she went on.  “I was hovering in the air.  I told Big Guy to hang out, and I would be right back.  It’s odd.  I didn’t really have a mouth, so I couldn’t actually speak.  However, I sensed that Big Guy comprehended my thoughts.  I flew down the gorge.  Flying is so cool, Dad.  You really must try it.  It was the first time I have flown in the game, and I want to do it again and again,” she stated excitedly, like she did when she was a child opening Christmas presents. 
“I was hovering in the air over the pit when I caught a glimpse of something far below.  So I flew down.  And down.  And then down some more. Several minutes later, I floated above a frozen pit.  It was weird, but I could see roiling fire and bubbling lava below the thick sheet of ice.  That ice was trapping the flames from Phaestas’ Cauldron.”
“Fire and ice,” I blurted out for no reason other than the thought came to my mind.
“I had to melt the ice, so I figured a thousand degrees of fire would do the trick.  So I hovered above the pit and let out a spout of fire.  As soon as the fire hit the ice, the attack came.”
“What attacked you?” I asked protectively.
“A creature of pure ice formed in front of me.  I cast Scan and discovered it was a Boss Ice Golem.  It might have been ten feet tall, but it couldn’t fly so I shot into the air about twenty feet and began hurtling fireballs at it.  My fireballs did damage to it, but not nearly enough.  At the rate I was causing damage, it would take me hours to destroy the golem, and the talisman would run out long before that.”
“What did you do then young fire mistress,” Danna asked.  “How did yee slay the creature of the cold dark?”   
“I didn’t.  Big Guy did,” she explained.  “The ice golem might not have been able to reach, but it could still hurt me.  It began to toss ice balls at me.  Each one that hit me sizzled and boiled away, but still did some damage.  Then to make things worse, other creatures began to form from the ice.  Ice Elementals.  Just like I was a being of flame, they were creatures of sleet and snow.  There were six of them and they attacked me.”
“How did Big Guy end up helping you then if he was still on top of the pit?” I asked.
“Well, he jumped,” Gwen said.
“And Big Guy survived a jump from that height?” I asked incredulously.  I knew golems were powerful but didn’t know they were able to survive a mile or so fall.
“Big Guy!” my golem rumbled. 
I was being pelted with ice balls from the ice golem and then the elementals began lashing me with whips of frost.  Then I heard something whoosh past me followed by an explosive thud as Big Guy landed in front of the ice golem.  I can’t say much about their fight as I had my own issues with the six elementals.  All I know is that the two of them began to fight; Big Guy summoned two enormous hammers, brandishing one in each hand.  While the ice golem suddenly wielded a spear of ice.  Then the six ice elementals came at me at once.  They didn’t elementals didn’t really stand a chance.  They weren’t bosses like I was but just regular elementals.  A few minutes after the fight began, I fried the last one until just a coil of steam rose into the air.”
“That talisman really did come in handy,” I said.
“Yup.  We need to go back there and pick up a few other fun items,” my daughter said.
“We may need to do that,” I responded.  “What happened with the golems?”
“Big Guy had demolished the ice golem with his two war hammers.  A pile of ice lay scattered around him.”
“Big Guy!” the golem roared.
“Good going,” I said to him patting him on the shoulder. 
“Then the hard part came,” Gwen stated.  “I knew the ice had to be melted, so I began to shoot streams of fire at it.  The Boss Fire Elemental’s flames were hot, but not hot enough to get through the ice.  I was melting it but too slowly.  Good thing for Big Guy. He’s the hero of this story.  His two war hammers disappeared, and a pickaxe appeared in them.  That is some perk that he has which allows him to form weapons – and I guess tools also.  He began to chip away at the ice while I continued to hit it with an endless stream of fire.   We were running out of time.  I saw in my display that the talisman’s power would run out in less than five minutes, and I would just be me again.  I told Big Guy we needed to hurry.  He invoked some sort of perk and his strikes began to crack the ice.  Whatever magic gave the ice its strength, couldn’t withstand whatever perk was empowering him.  I tell you Dad; he could have bashed a dragon’s skull in with one strike.”
“Bash!” Big Guy thundered.
“Bash!” Buddy echoed.   
“The ice finally began to crack and web out. Little spouts of fire began to erupt through some of the cracks.  Then I realized our error.”
“What error?” I asked.
“The ice cracked, and Big Guy fell into the lava flow below. He might have been able to jump down and survive, but I wasn’t sure he could survive forever in this cauldron.  I was a being of pure fire, but the heat of the cauldron was like the fire of the sun.  Even I felt it.  So I flew into the fire.  Since I was an elemental, I could clearly see in the gurgling magma.  I caught sight of Big Guy, wrapped my arms around him, and then did the easiest thing. I simply went into the display setting, chose Freehold village, and then spawned here.  With Big Guy at my side.”
“Big Guy,” the golem said more solemnly this time.
“Big Guy,” Buddy repeated, indicating pride in his fellow golem.
“Aye, so that is why we had to use a bucket brigade to douse the flames that did consume thy golem,” Danna said.
“I think that fire of the cauldron would have melted even Big Guy, Dad,” Gwen suggested.
“It would have,” Havervill chimed in. “That cauldron is as hot as the flames of The Spitrotz.”
“We of the Seven Villages do owe you and thy golem our thanks for restoring Phaestas flames,” Danna stated. “The blacksmiths of the Seven Villages have once more begun to craft the most powerful weapons found anywhere in the three continents.
And mana flows freely from several other once dry wells scattered throughout the Wilderbrook.”
“Mana,” I asked.  “I thought she released magical flames of some sort.”
“Nay, the flames would melt the metal ere the blacksmith could shape it,” Danna began to explain.  “The flames have rekindled the mana that lay dormant for this past century.  Mayhap that even the fey folk will return to our forest now that the mana is restored.”  Turning towards Gwen she stated, “For thy reward young mistress of flames, Ironhand, our master crafter, is creating for you an immortal item.  He says to find him tomorrow and he will bestow this boon upon thee.” Then turning to Big Guy, she said, “And a boon is being created for thee as well.”
“An immortal item.  Did you hear that, Dad?  I love this place?” 




Chapter 10:  Speaking with Haggerty

Danna and Hearn departed from us a few minutes later.  Before they did, Gwen said that she would return the following day to collect her boon. She also said her map now showed her several locations throughout The Wilderbrook where mana now flowed freely again.  She was thinking of exploring some of them over the next few days
I planned to come back the next morning to speak with Mother.  Right after that, I intended to go in search of the manacles.
Gwen insisted that we log off for a bit and eat some lunch.  I thought about arguing with her that there was too much to do but figured I would log back on that evening.  I knew that Gwen planned to attend the premiere of The Abduction of Sierra Skye movie that was being held in a secret location in Grandview.   I had tried to talk her out of seeing the movie, particularly because I knew it would be full of sex – some featuring yours truly.  Her viewing of that just seemed wrong on so many levels.  However, she didn’t want to miss this event for anything in the world.  The only thing I asked of her was not to tell me anything about the film.  I had no intention of ever seeing it.  I already had an old war flick picked out to watch that night.  I thought seriously about smuggling in a six-pack of beer but then decided against it.  Being caught with the beer just wasn’t worth the aggravation.  Roles were certainly becoming reversed.  I was like the teenager now hiding alcohol from my parents.  August couldn’t arrive fast enough when Amber would be returning to college in person. 
Several minutes later, we were back in the house eating a small lunch.  I filled her in on the events in Fairmount, the return of Buddy, and Daughter’s manacles.  I skirted around Havervill’s involvement with the stolen talisman. 
“If I understand you,” Amber finally said, “Auntie and Mother appear as senior citizens while Daughter is much younger – and some sort of dominatrix.”
“I assumed they would all be elderly like Mother,” I admitted, “especially when Auntie appeared just as old as her.  However, Daughter looked to be in her thirties.  I think they chose these appearances for a reason.”
“Then why choose to be old,” Amber asked, “when you can appear young?”
“Dunno.  When I created my avatar, I could have chosen to appear to be in my twenties; instead, I chose a similar version to myself, just a little younger.”  We spoke for a few more minutes, mostly about going after the manacles the following morning.  Amber made it quite clear that she intended to come along with me.  She had no classes the following day, so there was nothing to prevent her from joining in. 
“I have a research paper to finish up Dad,” she finally said as she rinsed off her plate in the sink.  “I’ll be logging back in around six for the début tonight.”
“You sure you want to go?” I asked again.
“Positive.  I will close my eyes and cover my ears for all the cringeworthy parts you are featured in.” She dried her hand on the dishtowel and then headed back to her apartment.
It was midafternoon, and I thought I really should log back in and check in on Rhia’s shop and find out the status of the bloody revolution taking place.  As I said, I planned to go after the manacles the following day and needed to gather a warband.  So far, I could count on myself, Gwen, Tinsie (I hoped), Buddy, and Big Guy.  I wasn’t sure about the diamond golem just yet.  I didn’t want to leave the Commerce District defenseless in case The Queen launched some kind of attack.  I considered bringing a couple of guards along but decided against that as well.  Granson was a no go. I didn’t want him anywhere near the manacles or to learn about my connection with the mythical Five Sisters.  No, I had an idea.  I would reach out to a few old friends and see if they wanted to come along on this search for the manacles. 
I was placing the haptic devices back on my body when the telescreen chimed.  “On,” I answered.”  Haggerty’s clean-shaven, well-shorn mug appeared on the screen.  “What are you all dolled up for,” I quipped.
“Taking Donna to the premiere tonight,” he answered.  “We have a car coming in about an hour to take us downtown.”
“How are things going with her?” I asked.
“They are going just fine,” Donna answered as her face appeared next to Haggerty’s.  “And thanks a bunch for mentioning my name at your presser this morning.  My phone is ringing nonstop, and the switchboard back at the department is exploding.”
“I just wanted to give credit where credit is due,” I answered.
“Yeah right,” she responded.  “It’s good to see you Mace, but I have to finish getting ready.” Then she disappeared from the screen.  I knew that Haggerty and Donna had been seeing one another, but I didn’t know it was that serious that she was getting herself ready at his house. 
Haggerty then said, “You sure you don’t want to come to the opening tonight.  I can get you into either – the one in the city or the one at the secret location in Grandview.”
“Even if I didn’t hate going into the city, the answer would still been no. Amber plans to attend the one in Grandview. I’m not happy about that. I know she knows nothing happened with me and Sierra but she sure as shit has questions about Rhia.”
“You aren’t thinking of going down the Rhia road again, are you?”  Haggerty asked.
“I don’t know.  Maybe.  Why shouldn’t I?  You’re not the only one allowed to be happy.” I answered defensively.  “Anyhow, I’m glad you called.  I found Daughter this morning and she gave me a clue to where I might find Cousin.” I spent the next several minutes filling him in on the morning’s happenings.
“You really want me to be late, don’t you,” he said.  “I need to tell Shannon about all of this – especially the part about The Silver Lady.”
“Why’s that?” I queried. 
“The Silver Lady has been missing,” he stated, “and now we know why.  Shannon might destroy Havervill this time.  No joke.  She was The Silver Lady, or at least she intended to be. She was going to log into the game every now and again to grant epic quests and bestow miracles.  She was going to be the only active elder god – goddess – in the game.  It was going to be her way of interacting with players and the leagues, her way of giving back to the players who supported the game. I wasn’t around when Havervill started his little revolution, but I do know that The Silver Lady – as the most powerful being in The Great Realm – was going to destroy him and all the original virtual assistant prototypes.  Their coding, to Shannon’s surprise, had grown too advanced.  In essence, she needed dumber AI.   Anyhow, one day she tried to log in and The Silver Lady avatar was not accessible to her.  You know how Shannon gets.  I am certain heads rolled when they couldn’t regain her access to her avatar.  She was going to have a new one created, but then the game started to take off, and she got super busy, and abandoned the idea of another Silver Lady.  I do know that if you can resurrect The Silver Lady she will be good and pleased.  She’ll be even happier if you can gather all the sisters together.  She has been waiting for the day for all five of them to be in one place at one time.”
“Well, I plan to go after the manacles tomorrow,” I responded.
“I think I might hold off on telling Shannon about The Silver Lady until tomorrow,” my old police captain stated.  “She has plans to attend both events tonight – in person and online – and no need to ruin that for her.  Tomorrow morning, I will fill her in. In fact, my day is shot to all kinds of shit tomorrow thanks to you.  I need to find out more about Buddy’s return from The Abyss as well.  The AI seems to have created a very elaborate expansion pack as Havervill said.  I just wonder if it will open The Abyss up to other players as well or if it was just for Granson to retrieve Buddy back.  Another odd thing is Phaestas’ Cauldron.  I’ve been reading up on all things Shatana.  Phaestas’ Cauldron is a one paragraph mention in the Shatana mythology.  Think of him like the Greek God Hephaestus – who was the smithy of the gods.  The mythology just says the Seven Villages created these powerful artifacts.  Nevertheless, none of them remains in the game.  To my understanding, there never was supposed to be a quest to rekindle Phaestas’ Cauldron.  Why would we want to give away hundreds if not thousands of weapons and armor – and in this case Immortal and Celestial ones.  It isn’t good business.  It could have been a quest I guess, and maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think so.”
“You think Mother is behind it? She was the one who sent Amber – Gwen – on the quest.”
“Maybe,” he answered.  Then from off screen I heard Donna ask, “Do you like this dress or this one?”  Haggerty turned his head and then said to her. “The blue one for certain.” Then Donna off screen responded, “No. I’m going to go with the black one.  Shows off my legs better.”
Haggerty then turned back to me and said, “A few more things.  Then I have to finish getting ready.  Shatana’s cave is supposed to open very soon.
“Open?” I inquired.
“The entrance will be unsealed, and the characters inside will essentially be activated.”
“Weren’t they already activated,” I asked.  “Didn’t I fight them?”
“You know the whole story there.  They weren’t supposed to be awakened just yet.  The skelter Captain, Maldo the Murderer, roused some of the skelters and unsealed the cave entrance on his own.  General Morgan only activated herself because of those actions.  Once you made your pact with her, the cave was resealed, and the NPCs there went back into slumber.  We need them to wake up, so they can acclimate themselves back into the world if you get my gist.”
“What’s to keep a group of high level adventurers from messing around with the Shatana quest,” I asked.  “Couldn’t a league like the Granson Gang just head in there once it’s opened and wipe out all the skelters.  Hell, couldn’t they destroy Shatana.”
“The programmers thought about that.  General Morgan and the other skelter past the first level are all over level two hundred. The programmers tweaked their levels when their caps were removed. Even the highest level league would have trouble getting through Shatana’s cave. If you remember, the Shatana quest and the war against Altirax were supposed to bring about the level one hundred cap being removed for players and the level two hundred and fifty cap being removed for monsters.”
“The Glimmerman made a mess of that timeline,” I stated.
“Yes he did as you well know.  The cap for monsters and players were lifted early. The Undercity and The Sundaland – both of which were supposed to be expansion packs – were not supposed to become available when they did either.  All those events actually made the Shatana quest obsolete.  The original quest was going to have the greatest champions in the game battle the Demon Lord one on one.  Once he was defeated, the caps would vanish.”
“I fought Altirax,” I said.  “No one was defeating him one on one.”
“No one was supposed to beat him.  The situation in the war was supposed to go poorly with the Starborn and Realmborn close to defeat.  Just when all hope was lost Shatana was to return and resurrect the dead and bring hope to the disoriented armies.  Her appearance would turn the tide of the battle.  Once Altirax was defeated, and the demon horde destroyed, the cap would have been raised.”
“What is the plan, then?” I asked.
“The programmers and designers have been busy rewriting most of the storyline.  Remember, no one other than you and a handful of other Starborn know the location of Shatana’s cave. And everything written about the Shatana quest on the forums is just guesswork and speculation.  No one really knew what the original goals of the quest were, so we wrote new ones.”
“What did they come up with?”
“Think end of days. Armageddon.  The Apocalypse.  Altirax will bring with him a blight that will lay waste to most of The Wilderbrook.  If the armies don’t stop him, the blight will spread beyond The Wilderbrook and into the major cities.  The story designers and programmers are putting the finishing touches on a six month storyline that will involve thousands of quests and span three continents, The Undercity, and a dozen or so islands.”
“Back up one minute,” I said, bothered by something I had heard.  “The Wilderbrook.  Are the story developers planning to destroy The Wilderbrook?”
“Shatana and the army will defeat Altirax and his horde, but in doing so the blight will be released.  It will move inexorably throughout The Wilderbrook until every tree, every animal, every living being is dead or dying.”
“But Freehold and the other villagers…  You’re going to allow this?  Genocide?”
“We planned for that, Mace,” Haggerty explained.  “One of the first major quests will involve finding a new home – a safe haven – for the humans, orcs and other humanoids who live in The Wilderbrook.  We aren’t going to kill them off.  They are an integral part of new storylines.”
“I think Danna, Hearn and the other villagers might have something to say about that,” I responded.
“They are NPCs Mace.  They were created to be part of and help drive storylines.”
I opened my mouth to launch a protest when Haggerty looked off to his side; I assumed to say something to Donna. “You look stunning.”  Turning back to face me he said, “Listen, buddy, I really gotta get going. We’ll speak more tomorrow.” 
Then Donna came back into focus.  “I’m dragging him away now Mace.  He still needs to finish getting ready. And his phone is going to be off for the rest of the night.”  Haggerty was about to protest when he nodded his head.
“Hold on I second, “I said.  “Mother knows about the change in the Shatana storyline.  She knows what the programmers have planned, and she blames it on The Creator, Shannon.”
“You really want to ruin my night, don’t you?” Haggerty said.
“He’s not ruining anything,” Donna said.  “Forgot about shutting your phone off.  You are leaving it here.  Shannon will have to wait until tomorrow.”
It looked to me like Haggerty was about to say something, but he shook his head in resignation.  “We’ll speak tomorrow, Mace,” Haggerty said, before ending the tele call.  
“Stunning,” I mused, he really was caught up in Donna.  Good for him, I thought, even as I felt a small twinge of jealousy. 




Chapter 11:  Warband

In the end, I never logged back into the game.  Something came over me and I ended up walking on the treadmill instead – and of my own free will.  I had a big salad delivered for dinner.  Amber was logged into the game, attending the premiere, while I munched on some lettuce.  I took out my phone, found the Immersion Online app I needed, wrote a small note, and then arranged for a pixie to deliver the message. Half an hour later, I received a response, “We’re in!  See you tomorrow.”  The rest of the warband to help retrieve Mother’s Manacles of Miraculous Bindings was set.
I dozed off, and the next thing I knew Amber was shaking me.  “Dad, get up.  That easy chair isn’t good for your back.” 
“Huh?  What?” I mumbled as I stirred awake, Amber standing above me.  “What time is it?”
“A bit after midnight.  I just logged off,” my daughter stated.
“How was the movie?” I asked, curious about it now that it was all over and out there in the universe so to speak.
“It was great.  It turns out that you’re a real heartbreaker.”
“Oh god,” I groaned. 
*
My inbox had blown up overnight with offer after offer to appear on one talk show or another.  Amber told me that the movie showed that I broke up with Rhia and then later with Sierra.  It depicted me as a workaholic who could never devote himself fully to any woman.  She was going to tell me more, but I cut her off.  I couldn’t stand it.  I told Amber I was going to bed and that she better do the same as I planned to be back in Freehold at 9 a.m. the following morning.
9 a.m. rolled around and I found myself back in Freehold Village. If it were possible at all, the streets were busier than the day before. It also looked like more buildings had suddenly sprouted out from the ground. 
“Big Guy and I are gonna pick up our immortal items from the smithy,” Gwen announced, her voice tinged with excitement.  “Meet you back here in a bit.”  She headed off towards the smithy with Big Guy following along with her. 
Buddy stayed with me by my side. 
I was about to go in search of Mother when a pixie arrived with a message.  The diminutive fairy squeaked: Mace, Shannon is good and pissed at you as usual.  She is particularly pissed at Gwen the Fire Mage for accepting Mother’s quest and you for allowing her to take it.  Turns out, as I suspected, there was no quest ever called Stoke Phaestas’ Cauldron or anything similar to it. Word has gotten around that the Seven Villages have Immortal and Celestial items available.  They are selling them hand over fist.  Shannon planned to control that market and now they are readily available in the middle of nowhere.  Oh, and I think you should forget all about Rhia.  She’s mad at you too.  Once word got out, everyone left her shop and headed out to The Wilderbrook.  Her monopoly was gone the same day it began. Shannon says you and Gwen might be able to redeem yourself if you can free The Silver Lady.  She wants her avatar back, so she can invoke some divine justice.  The Great Realm is about to know what a wrathful goddess looks like.  PS: You may not want to leave your house for a few days or return to Grandview so quickly either.  You are a megastar now!  Speak later, Mike
“A megastar,” I groaned.
“Yeah, a big ass star.  The movie really should’ve been called A Man Called Mace, or Mace and Me, or if you want the R rated names, we can go with Mace in Her Face.”
“You watched it also,” I said.
“Of course, I watched it. The AI’s and I had a viewing party.  I’ve seen it ten times already.  There is one part at the forty minutes and thirty second mark that I think you will really like.  You, Rhia, and Sierra in a good old-fashioned threesome. I was proud watching you.”
“You know that never happened,” I grumbled.
“Do I really?” he quipped.  “Does anyone really know anyone?  Anyway, the movie had one glaring problem.”
“And what is that?” I asked, knowing I was being set up.
“Not enough of that loveable scamp Havervill,” my AI said.
“That’s a real shame.  Anyway, I need to find Mother.  I have a few questions for her. Then just as soon as Gwen and Big Guy are back, we’re going after the manacles.  Will you be tagging along?”
“Well first off Mother is not around.  And I don’t know where she is before you start badgering me. And two, I will accompany you.  Daughter might be a bit perturbed with me, but Cousin adores me. Thinks I’m a real card. Ah, the rest of your warband is logging in. You sure about them?  You really should hit up Granson or one of the other leagues.  You might have to fight a dragon or three, and I’m not sure they’re up to it.”
“My plan, Havervill, is to hide from the ice dragons if possible.”
“Well, that’s just plain boring.  If you can kill one more dragon you can get a title like Mace the Dragon Slayer or The Whomper of Wyvern.”
Ten or so feet in front of me, three figures spawned.  I hadn’t seen the siblings since I had left The Wilderbrook over four months ago to start my duties as a constable. 
“Mace!” the ever-excitable Jarrell shouted as the dwarf ran towards me, embracing me in a tight bear hug.  He finally released me and said, “Whatever you have planned must be important because Cali let us cut school today. She’s never, ever let us do that before. I told all my buds; they are just shitting themselves by the way – ah sorry Cal – that we are undertaking an adventure with the famous Mace.  They’re all jealous that I know the real Mace. I even told them how I saved your life once from an ogre.  You remember that time that Magash tried to smash you.”  Jarrell took a breath, but I cut him off.  Once he got started, it was tough to get the excitable dwarf to stop.
Flora came up next and simply said, “Hello Mace.”  She looked at me as though deciding something and then very carefully put her arms around me in a hug.  She squeezed once and then pulled away as one would from an electrical shock.  That hug was a big step I knew in Flora’s development.    
“Good morning, Flora,” I said back to the young mage. Activating my True Sight, I viewed the two teenagers’ current stats: Flora Windstorm, Half-Elf, Air Mage (major) / Life Mage (minor), Level 55.  Perks: Noxious Breath and Kiss of Life. The perks were something new.  Players usually started with at least one and sometimes gained more at later levels.  It seems she had gained several of them. Glancing over at Jarrell, I noticed that the dwarf wore a long coat of fine silvery armor with an axe was strapped to his back.  I reviewed his current stats:   Jarrell Ironbound, Dwarf, Level 53, Battle Tank. Perks: Cleaver and Portal Jump.
“Jarrell is exaggerating a bit,” Cali said as she walked forward. “Today is a half day.  Some sort of teachers’ conference.  It was going to be a wasted morning, so I figured I would let them hang out with a real star.”
“Oh,” Jarrell chimed in, “I promised my buds a few autographed pictures.  What’s the chance of getting a dozen or so of you and Sierra together?”
“Autographs,” Havervill chirped.  “That might be a way to make some quick gold.  How do you feel about signing a thousand pictures for me?”
“Sure Jarrell,” I said, not sure of the logistics of signing an autograph inside a game.   
“Thanks Mace,” he responded. “So, what’s this big adventure? Sis wouldn’t say much,” Jarrell announced.
“That’s because Mace didn’t tell me anything,” Cali stated.  The dark-skinned woman’s avatar now had two long braids that hung down to the small of her back.  In her hand, she held a stout quarterstaff.  My True Sight revealed the following: Cali, Human, Earth Warrior, Level 62.  Perks: Rock Wall, Rock Fist, and Rock and Roll.
“So where are we off to?” Cali questioned.  “You said we wouldn’t want to miss it for the world.   We’ve kept track of your exploits, obviously, and you are certainly where all the world-shaking action is. 
“From what I hear you had a hell of an adventure yourself, something about discovering the location of The Blood Field.”
“We can’t say anything about that,” Flora announced, barely above a whisper. 
“Well, we can,” Jarrell said. “Just not now.  And somehow it got out we know where it is, or better how to find it,...”
“Enough Jarrell!” Cali said curtly.  “Mother said we can’t share the location yet.  Some of the biggest leagues in the game are badgering us or offering us bribes for the location of The Blood Field.  Everyone wants to be the first there.  We will share it when the time is right.  It was a condition of the quest.  So, Mace, where are we heading?”
“Off to the home of the ice dragons in search of a missing relic,” I stated.
Then speaking to Havervill I said, “Can you send them the quest please?” 
“You can give quests now,” Cali said surprised. A minute or so later her eyes came back into focus after reading the quest. “That is a hell of a reward.”
“Two levels,” Jarrell said animatedly.
“And five attribute points,” Flora added, her voice tinged with a bit of elation as well. 
“Let’s go get us some manacles,” Cali stated.
“Buddy. Buddy. Buddy!” Tinsie shouted two seconds after my deputy logged in and saw the presumed missing golem.  She flew towards him, wrapped her little arms around his neck, and then kissed him effusively all over his face.
“How is he back Mace?” Tinsie asked.
“The Granson Gang saved him,” I stated.  “Tell you the whole story later.”
“When I see Granson next, I’m going to kiss him and kiss him and kiss him for bringing Buddy back to us,” Tinsie announced.  “We are whole whole whole again Mace.”
“Yes, we are,” I answered. 
“So, what is this about manacles,” Tinsie inquired, as she flew around me.  “Who are we arresting, Mace?”
“No one,” I answered.  “But I have a hell of a quest for us.  Glad you’re here now to join us.”
“I almost didn’t, Mace.  First, I watched the premiere in Grandview.  Then attended a few after parties. The girls in the pleasure clubs throw the best best best parties Mace.  There was drinking, dancing, and lots of happy weed before we all got naked.”
Cali coughed. 
Then Tinsie said, “Sorry. So where are we off to?  And who are our friends.”
I made introductions all around. 
A few moments later Gwen returned, Big Guy trailing behind her.  Amber had a huge grin on her face, obviously pleased with the boon she had received.  Meanwhile, Big Guy had a golden cap situated on top of his head.  I made introductions again and then Gwen, unable to help herself said, “I love this game, Dad.”
“Dad?” Cali questioned.
“Gwen’s my daughter?” I answered.
“The one who killed the serial killer,” Jarrell burst out.  “So cool. She is so cool Cali.” Then turning to Gwen, he asked, “Can I get your autograph?  Oh man, my buds are going to be pissed they aren’t here.”
“Sure,” Gwen answered.
“Really is getting crowded here,” Havervill said.  “I’m feeling left out, ignored, unwanted.  No one ever introduces the omniscient AI.  I’m treated like day old bread.”
“So, Dad,” Gwen said, “Look at this.  She pulled out a stone with flames shooting out from it. Gwen held it in her hand unperturbed.  “It’s a unique one-use item, but it’s Celestial.”
“Celestial,” Jarrell blurted.  “We don’t have anything close to Celestial.  We have the three scalable items we received all those months ago.  Thanks for arranging those by the way.  They really helped us get to where we are.  They’re great, but not close to Celestial.  We have a few legendary items and Flora just purchased her first divine relic.  She saved all her gold for the last three months.  Did you know there is a stock market in Grandview? Flora hit it big by investing in a chain of coffee shops called Witches Brew.” He took a breath and turning to Gwen asked, “How did you get that?  What does it do?  And how can I get one?”
“Received it for finishing a quest for Mother,” Gwen explained.
Jarrell barreled on.  “We were all granted a new perk for finding The Blood Field.   But no cool Immortal or Celestials weapon.   My new one is called Portal Jump. I can summon two portals – one in front of me and one up to twenty feet away and twenty feet high —though that distance will increase, as I get stronger.  Then poof. I walk through one end and come out the other.  The best part is when I summon the second one fifteen feet in the air behind a minor demon and then cleave the son of a you know what in half as I jump down from up top.”
“Hush Jarrell,” Cali chided as though her younger sibling had given too much away.
“Sorry Cal,” the dwarf apologized. Then turning towards Gwen, he asked, “So what does your new relic do?  And what’s on the golem’s head?”
“It’s called Sun Fire,” she answered. “But like many one-use items, the description is vague. However, from what I can piece together, this little beauty holds the raw energy of a star in it.  Once used, the power of the star is released, incinerating everything in its path.  I have a feeling I need to be careful when and where I use it.  My AI thinks that the force contained in it could destroy an entire city, like a high yield nuclear bomb going off.   Nothing – not even an elder god or a Demon Lord – could resist the destructive energy released.”
“Oh, I hope I’m around when you use it,” Jarrell said.  “What about the golem?  What’s on his head?”
Gwen looked at Jarrell, smirked, and then said, “I think I will let him tell us.”
“Tell us what?” I cut in.
“I am Big Guy.  I can talk now.  Hello friends,” the golem said in a deep, resonating voice.
“A talking golem!” Cali interjected.
“A talking golem,” Big Guy repeated.  “I will talk better the more I talk.”
“The helm allows him speech,” I said dumbfounded.  “The Golem Artificer is going to love this.”
“Yes Mace,” Big Guy answered, “Father will be very happy.  I am happy I can talk.” Then turning towards Buddy, he said, “I will teach my brother Buddy to speak.”
“Buddy. Talk,” Buddy intoned. 
“That would be great,” I stated.
“Wow,” Jarrell said. “That helm is so cool?  Is it Celestial also?” the dwarf asked.
“It is,” Gwen confirmed. 
“We so need to get a Celestial item, Flora,” Jarrell said to his sibling.  “We could gain levels quickly with a few Celestial weapons in our hands.”
“Yes, we could,” Flora said.
“It’s going to take us forever to save enough to buy one,” Cali announced.  “I hear they are selling them around here, but they’re still out of our price range.  Maybe once we can reveal the location of The Blood Field, we can make a deal with one of the big leagues.  We let them be the first to The Blood Field and they procure a Celestial weapon for us.”
“Oooh, Cali,” Jarrell said.  “That’s a good idea.”
“I’m gonna do a nice thing,” Havervill announced.  “And that is only because I like the dwarf.  I think he would be fun at a party.  Do you mind if I tweak the quest a little?” 
“Go ahead,” I answered.
A moment later Jarrell was shouting, “Yes. Yes.  I’m loving this day.  We need to cut school more often.” 
Gwen looked at me. 
I shrugged.
“That is too generous, Mace,” Cali said.
“What is?” I answered.
“I just upped the reward for successfully finding the manacles,” Havervill explained.  “In addition to the other rewards, they are all going to receive an immortal item.”
“The game is going to allow that?” I asked.  While the game allowed me to grant quests, it also allowed me to decide on the rewards for completion.  However, it could tweak the rewards if it thought it was too much.  Obviously, the game deemed the danger we would soon be walking into worth the valuable reward.
Cali looked at me and said, “When do we leave?”




Chapter 12:  Hide and Seek with Dragons

“An island full of ice dragons, too cool,” Jarrell exclaimed as I forwarded them the spawn location of Diamantina.  Havervill explained that he’d hidden the manacles inside a cave halfway up the side of the mountain.  Unfortunately, ice dragon aviaries dotted the mountainside.  Havervill indicated a secret road up the ridge that would lead us close to the cave where he’d hidden the magical shackles and had bound The Silver Lady.   Unfortunately, he said, powerful monsters populated the entire expanse.
I hadn’t mentioned The Silver Lady with anyone other than Amber, figuring there was no need to do so until the time was right. 
I had asked Havervill why he couldn’t just send the warband directly to the cave’s landing and he explained, “Because the coldhearted ice dragons are more protective than even black dragons of their hoards.  They don’t want Realmborn or Starborn to just spawn near their treasure, steal a few chests full, and then just spawn away.   There are more gold coins, platinum pieces, and gems to be found in their treasure troves than in the rest of the game combined.  The entire mountain prevents anyone or anything from spawning or teleporting in or out.  The only way off the mountain is to make it to the top, to turn back around to the bottom, or die. But fret not mon ami, your trusted guide, Havervill, will lead you and your boon compatriots through safe passages.”
That last part didn’t fill me with comfort at all.   Havervill could be unpredictable at times. His idea of safety might mean leading us through a passage only guarded by a single ice dragon and not a dozen of them.  However, I didn’t have much of a choice.  He knew where we were headed, so I would have to follow wherever that might lead.  It was okay though.  I had two golems, family and friends I could trust.  Plus, I wasn’t a noob like the last time I had adventured with the siblings.  I was now a hundredth level player and more than capable of taking care of myself.  Before we left, I set up a warband. We would need every advantage possible, especially if we were forced to fight an ice dragon or five.   The warband included me, Big Guy, Buddy, Jarrell as the tanks and frontline fighters along with the spell casters Gwen, Flora, and Tinsie.  Cali could fight hand to hand but was also able to use magic.  In many cases, her spells augmented her fighting prowess.  After forming the warband, we received several bonuses.  Some of them were very high due to the two powerful golems in the warband.  I quickly reviewed the bonuses. Current bonuses:  plus 20% to base physical damage; plus 120% to base damage points; plus 10% to courage; plus 23% to stamina; plus 10% to attack speed; plus 15% to damage from all fire spells; plus 10% damage from all offensive spells; plus 10% more creatures summoned (minimum 1 creature summoned).
“We need to adventure with only hundredth level characters from now on,” Jarrell exclaimed exuberantly.  “Look at these bonuses.  Let’s go find a dragon to fight.” 
“I really like this kid,” Havervill said.  “I see a lot of my younger self in him.”
I ignored Havervill’s comment and explained to everyone the one-way nature of this quest. “If anyone wants to back out,” I said, “I fully understand.”
“Dad, I think I speak for everyone here when I say, let’s go.  None of us are backing out.”  I looked around at my party members, determination written on their faces.  Except of course for the two golems, whose countenances always remained stoic.
“Let’s go,” I finally said, “Next stop, Diamantina.”
I opened my display and found the tab to change my location.  I clicked the one that indicated the island of the ice dragons.
The ideal weather of Freehold faded away and a slight chill filled my bones.  It wasn’t the bitter and biting cold that residents of Grandview had recently been subjected to by the angry city.  This was more like a pleasant, but slightly chilly day one might find in New York State in early November.  We stood at the landing of an ice-capped mountain.  The foothills of the mountain where we spawned were free of snow and ice.  However, as I scanned upward, a blanket of white covered the crags and high peaks. I stared up into a crystal blue sky. The sun shone brighter than I had ever seen in The Great Realm.  The air smelled clean and invigorating.
It was moments like this, and vistas like the one I was viewing, that almost made me forget that I was inside an immersive game.   Shannon really had created a beautiful – if not deadly – world. 
A notification popped up. I glanced at it.  Huzzah: Constable Mace’s warband is the first to visit Diamantina, home of the Ice Dragons.  A notification has been sent to all in The Great Realm that the home of the ice dragons has been discovered.
“Havervill!” I shouted. 
“You don’t need to scream,” he answered. “I’m right here in your mind.”
“Can you stop that notification from being sent? I don’t need the damn whole game knowing where we are.  I especially don’t need Cousin to know where we are heading.”
“First off.  I was the first to visit Diamantina.  After I manacled The Silver Lady, I brought her here, and hid her away. The Sundaland wasn’t available yet or I would have trapped her with the black dragons of The Spitrotz.  The island was available but so far away by any ship that no Realmborn or Starborn would ever reach it.  As for Cousin, she already knows where you are I’m sure,” Havervill stated.  “Besides no one in the game has the location of Diamantina, so we won’t be having any visitors.  The great leagues have got to be shitting themselves that your name is out there again.  I think after Sierra Skye, you are the most famous character in the game. With this discovery, your legend will only grow.  Oh, by the way, I’m spreading a rumor.”
“A rumor.  What rumor?”
“The Queen and Apasia will be told that you are negotiating with the ice dragons to protect Grandview and the other districts, even the Grey Zone, from the ravaging dragons that are laying waste to the Royal District.  That should keep them from plotting anything against you or the Commerce District.”
“You think that’ll work?” I asked.
“It can’t hurt,” he said.
“Look, look, look Mace,” Tinsie said, pointing high into the sky. 
The sun suddenly blotted out, casting an enormous shadow over us.
“What is that?” I asked.
“That is a thunder of dragons,” Havervill declared.  “They must have found out about the notification and are now looking for the interlopers on their land.”
The thunder of dragons split off into a hundred separate dots in the sky.  I had assumed the ice dragons would appear crystalline like ice; instead, some were a deep sapphire, others baby blue, with a smattering of dark navy-colored ones.
“They are so so so pretty,” Tinsie exclaimed.
“Havervill,” I said, “you mentioned something about a secret passage up the ridge.  Which way?”
On my map, Havervill indicated a worn path situated between two crags. 
“This way!  Hurry! Before the dragons find us!” I shouted, as we started our trek up the mountainside.  Overhanging rocks kept the keen eyes of the searching dragons from observing us.   
“I don’t like this,” Gwen said after fifteen minutes or so. “These overhangs seem precarious to me. Like if one little pebble comes loose the entire cliff will come tumbling down on us. It’s making me a bit claustrophobic.”
“I feel it too,” Cali admitted.  “The rocks are infused with magic.  A type of fear that makes us want to turn around.”
I could feel the oppressiveness of the rocks all around me.  I knew the weight of those boulders would crush my friends and me.  I had always suffered from claustrophobia; however, my Intimidation perk kicked in, and I shrugged the ominous feeling away.  It lingered like an itch on my back that I couldn’t reach. 
“I’m okay also,” I admitted.  
“Doesn’t bother me,” the dwarf stated.  “I’m a creature of the mountains, and I trust the stones.”
“I felt it too.  I thought it was just me.  But I cast an Iron Will spell on myself,” Flora explained.
“Golems no fear,” Big Guy rumbled.
“I fought a black dragon, so not much scares me anymore,” Tinsie said hovering in the air.
“Let’s just keep going,” I said.  “If the feeling of dread gets worse, we’ll figure something out.”
The ascent grew steeper, and our stamina points began to tick off very slowly.  An hour or so into the climb, the ground below our feet turned icy and snow covered, and we had to be careful where we stepped.  I was leading the way, with Jarrell and Big Guy following behind me.  Gwen and Cali marched behind them with Buddy taking up the rear.  Tinsie scouted up ahead.
“Cali, Gwen, and Flora? How are you?  Is that feeling of dread still there?”
“I can handle it,” Cali admitted.  “I think the courage bonus from the warband is counteracting most of the effect.  If it wasn’t for that, I think I would have had to turn around.”
“First time I am trying Iron Will,” Flora said. “Very effective.”
“This part of the mountain just projects fear and dread,” Havervill finally chimed in.  “Other portions of the mountain will cause hallucinations, or oppressive sorrow, or great anger where party members will attack one another.”
I shared that piece of information with the group.  Before anyone could comment, Tinsie popped back into sight.  She had turned ethereal to scout up ahead.  She felt confident that even the ice dragons couldn’t sense her while she was formless. 
“Mace, Mace, Mace!” she shouted.  “There’s a landing a hundred feet ahead. Everyone needs to get up there now.”
I didn’t know what the danger was; however, I knew enough to trust Tinsie.  I picked up my pace with the rest of the party members following behind.  Two minutes later, the mountain path opened up to reveal a flat plateau covered in snow.  Hundreds of gleaming, icy statues of monsters and humanoid creatures of different shapes and sizes dotted the icy terrain.  Interspersed amongst the statues stood large creatures, with white fur, and piercing red eyes.  They didn’t seem to be armed or to wear armor; nevertheless, the creatures stretched out in front of us radiated malevolence.   I scanned several of the creatures to see the foe we now faced. Several read Yeti; while slightly larger ones read Minor Yeti Boss.   
“You need to get past them quickly Mace,” Havervill exhorted.  “The ice dragons will swoop down and turn you all into ice sculptures like those out there.  It’s very possible it will freeze your avatar and you won’t be able to access it until someone thaws you out.”
“We’ve got to get past them now!”  I shouted.  “Before the dragons hear the battle and freeze us all.”
A notification chimed in my mind but that was not the moment to read it. 
Two large blades appeared in Big Guy’s hands as he rushed forward to meet the yetis.  Flora cast a spell and healing orbs began floating in the air, one attaching themselves to each member of the party.  Tinsie shouted, “Fun. Fun. Fun,” before pulling out a wand and pointing it towards several of the mini bosses who were now barreling towards us.  A bolt of lightning streaked from the tip of the wand.  However, this was not a normal bolt of lightning.  The bolts were thick and tendril like.  The spell impacted with one of the yetis, and then instead of dissipating, the lightning wrapped around the torso of the beast, binding it in crackling ropes of burning and hissing electricity.  The yeti howled in agony as the lightning started to cook it like a frozen burrito inside a microwave. 
“Bought this new beauty from Rhia this morning,” Tinsie announced as she patted the wand before streaking off into the air.
I ran forward to meet the yetis.  We had laid out battle plans prior, and Buddy would stay back to protect the spell casters while they wreaked havoc from a distance with area of effect spells. 
Several fire elementals flew past me and attacked two of the mini bosses.  While several air elementals engaged a few others.  Sharp icicles burst through the ground, impaling several of the yetis.
I was closing in on one of the yetis – or I should say one of the minor bosses was closing in on me – when it leaped twenty feet into the air.  I invoked my Spike Shield. The yeti was about to pounce when more than a dozen projectiles flew from the front of my shield peppering the head and the underbelly of the monster.  Several of the small bullets exploded.  The mini boss was a powerful creature, and the projectiles harmed the yeti, but it did not put it down. It did, however, slow the yeti’s velocity, and it was thrown off course allowing me to leap out of its way. I landed awkwardly but quickly caught my footing before I tumbled to the snow crusted ground.  
I invoked my go to attack, Blunt Force Trauma, and lashed out at the beast.  Bones cracked as my mace smashed into the ribs of the yeti. At my current level, the attack inflicted four times normal damage. That along with my superhuman strength inflicted over a thousand damage points on the minor boss, and it crumpled to the ground. 
“You have grown strong, Grasshopper,” Havervill quipped.  “But you need to get out of there ASAP.  The dragons are just a few minutes away.  Then you are all dead.  Probably even the golems.” 
I scanned the battlefield to see where I could assist best when two more of the snow creatures began rushing towards me.  I figured it was time to try something new, so for the first time I invoked Turret.  My crossbow was now hovering above my right shoulder as though held aloft by an invisible archer.  Bolts began flying rapidly from the crossbow, impacting the two yetis that were just a few feet from me now.  I once again summoned my shield and mace and waited for them to leap on me and begin tearing me to pieces.  Tinsie suddenly appeared at my side.   She flicked her wrist, and one of the yetis that was about to maul me flew into the air ten or so feet, before smashing into one of the ice statues.
The other yeti closed and slashed its claws along the front of my shield, leaving deep furrows across it.  A crossbow bolt struck its shoulder and another slammed into its chest. 
“The dragons are almost here.  Stop futzing around and kill Frosty already,” my virtual assistant entreated me.
“Frosty,” I mouthed before invoking my Instahit and aiming at the beast’s head. The mace struck with a resonating cracking sound as Frosty’s skull caved in. The yeti fell face first into the snow.   
I had no more enemies nearby, so I got a chance to survey the battle.  Eight or nine yetis lay scattered around Big Guy’s feet, the once pristine snow around the golem drenched in deep crimson blood.  Jarrell was battling one of the minor bosses.  Several gashes crisscrossed his armor.  While he stood his ground, he was still under fiftieth level and outmatched.  That was until Cali, who I guess had been camouflaged against the white snow, appeared behind the yeti and struck it across its head with her quarterstaff.  The beast staggered.  Jarrell took advantage.  His scalable axe, which he named Striker, thrummed; then with a sideways swing, he nearly cleaved the yeti in two.  The dwarf turned, swept his axe in an arc, and a swirling portal of reddish pink formed a few feet in front of him.  He ran full force into the portal.  A split second later, a portal opened behind one of the yeti mini bosses.  Jarrell flew out from the portal with his axe raised high above his head.  As he descended, he swung the axe, burying it deep into the shoulder of the unsuspecting yeti.  Jarrell must have hit some sort of jackpot, because that one powerful strike was enough to kill the higher level mini boss.  He howled, “I love Portal Jump!” before looking for another foe to fight. 
Gwen and Flora continued to summon creatures to fight against the yetis.  Soon, ten or so fire and air elementals engaged with the remaining yetis.  Buddy, like Big Guy, had a small pile of snow creatures at his feet.  While Big Guy had hacked his to pieces, Buddy had pummeled his.  Several of them lay twisted as well, obviously with their backs cracked.
I glanced into the sky.  Several dots were now taking form.  The ice dragons were almost upon us.
“Run!”  I shouted.  “We’ve got to get to the other side and back onto the mountain track.  Flora and Gwen hurried forward with Buddy leading the way.  Cali began dragging Jarrell away.  The little guy wanted to go after some of the yetis that were battling the summoned elementals. 
I began booking it also over the hard packed snow.
A roar exploded from the air above us.  Frigid air wafted down on me.  A deep blue hued dragon, fifty feet long, shot gouts of chilly air towards our fleeing group.  Fortunately, it was still five hundred or so feet in the air.  If it had been closer, we would have been new additions to the field of frozen statues.
A piercing scream cut through the air, and a twenty foot tall yeti emerged from the snow, blocking the entrance to the passage.  The yeti screeched again, in what sounded like a challenge.  I glanced at the stats of the giant.  Chillero the Chiller, Yeti Boss, Level 400, Damage Points 85,000.  Abilities: Chilling Terror, Ice Finger, Blizzard
“Ooh wee,” Havervill shouted. “Gonna film this as the ultimate rock and hard place scenario.”
I ignored his glee at our plight and ran forward.
Buddy invoked Power of the Mountain ability and grew to the same height as the boss yeti. Big Guy, too, grew in size, a large spear clenched in his hands.
In a gravelly voice Big Guy stated, “We will hold. Go!”
The two golems engaged the boss in battle.  The Boss roared, deathly cold chilled my bones, and I found myself struggling against the boss’s Chilling Terror. My Intimidation perk pushed against this existential terror.  If not for my perk, I’m certain I would have turned back and fled down the mountainside like a madman.  The spell broke a moment later when Big Guy stabbed the Boss yeti with his spear. 
Jarrell ran past me with his humming axe raised above his head as he joined the golems in attacking the boss.  Cali shook her head at her quixotic little brother and his lust for a good fight.  Suddenly, a thick coat of ice surrounded Jarrell like a second layer of armor.  While a sheen of air surrounded the ice armor.  Both of his siblings had buffed him. 
I looked up in time to see Tinsie soaring at the dragon who was fifty times her size.
I was wondering how everything had gone sideways when a boss fire elemental flew into the air as well, soaring towards the dragon.  Gwen had activated her Ferdinand’s Fiery Fiend.
“Do you want in?” Havervill asked.  “The brownie is a ten thousand to one underdog against the dragon.  I’m putting a hundred gold down on her.”
Lunatics!  I thought.  Chaotic lunatics. My whole warband had gone mad.   Instead of fleeing, they were all engaged in battles.
“There are more dragons coming,” Havervill warned.  “Three of them will be here in three minutes.  One hundred thousand to one odds against defeating the dragons.”
“Flee!” I shouted again, but to no avail.
To hell with it!
I invoked Blunt Force Trauma and Fury and ran towards the boss yeti.  If we could take him down quickly, the passage would be open ahead of us.  Snow crunched beneath my feet.  Chillero was already bleeding from several punctures from Big Guy’s spear.  The boss lowered a hand, grabbed the spear, and pulled it forward. With its other hand, it pointed a finger and touched Big Guy’s chest.  Thick ice began to coalesce around the golem until he was nothing more than a frozen block of ice. Jarrell took the opportunity to slice his axe into the thigh of the yeti.  It was about to rip the dwarf apart with its claw when Buddy stepped in front of the dwarf and absorbed the attack.  Claw marks crisscrossed Buddy’s marble frame. 
I was able to work my way around to the rear of the boss, and I struck with both Blunt Force Trauma, which would quadruple my base damage, along with my Fury skill which would inflict twenty five times damage.
Power filled my entire essence from my feet, through my hips, up my back and along my shoulders and arms.  It was the most powerful attack I ever struck, causing a bit over twenty two thousand points in damage.  The rough hide of the Boss mitigated some of the damage but not all of it.  I felt the strike as it turned around to claw me to a certain death when I heard ice crack.  Big Guy burst from the icy prison and plunged his spear through the back of the yeti which erupted out the other side, the tip of it missing me by inches.  The yeti clutched at its chest as blood gushed from it, before the beast plopped down dead.
Notifications chimed but I ignored them.
“More dragons are thirty seconds away.  Flee now,” Havervill ordered.
“Come on! We have to go!” I shouted.
“But I want to fight a dragon,” Jarrell said dejectedly.
In the air, the fire elemental – aka Gwen the Fire Mage – had conjured a fiery shield against which the dragon’s icy breath washed over. I glanced at the stats of the dragon:  Saphira, Ice Dragon, Huntress, Level 400, Damage Points 125,000.  
“Go go go,” Tinsie said.  “We’ll hold off the dragons.”
Big Guy turned and hurled the same spear he had killed the yeti with into the air.  The spear struck a second ice dragon that was swooping down.
“We have to go!” Cali yelled.
“But!” I shouted.
“But nothing,” Cali barked at me. “They will go to respawn, and we’ll finish the quest.”
I didn’t want to leave Gwen – my daughter – to be killed by a dragon.  Video game or not, my protective instincts kicked in.
“Flee!”  I shouted, reluctantly.  Cali, followed by Jarrell, Big Guy and Buddy started back up the mountain passage. 
“Flora!”  I shouted as the waif of a mage ran forward back towards the field of statues. 
“I can help, Mace,” she said softly as she held her palm up and began to chant.
Dammit all to hell! I thought.
In the air, Gwen’s shield faded, and a funnel of super cold air washed over the fire elemental.  Hissing steam rose from the fiery form. 
Tinsie now soared towards the second dragon, the one who had been struck with the spear.  Then Tinsie’s Soul Sister appeared and there were two sprites streaking fearlessly towards the dragon.  I swear I saw a glint of curiosity in the eye of the dragon.  The ice dragon must have been amused at the two diminutive and insignificant creatures flying towards her.  That was until the moment that both Tinsie and her Soul Sister transformed into exact duplicates of the black dragon, Drock Blanag. 
I knew that Tinsie had the limited ability to transform into other creatures; nevertheless, I couldn’t fathom the notion that she had just changed into a black dragon – one of the most powerful beings in the entire Great Realm.   
“Go!” Havervill screamed. “More are coming.  You are sitting ducks out there.  They know what they are doing.”
He was right; more dragons were soaring towards us.
“We got this,” Flora said, before she pointed her hand towards one of the dragons, a ring on her finger shimmered, and then a vortex of air surrounded the ice dragon that was trying to freeze the fire elemental.  Meanwhile two black dragons fought each other.
“It’s time,” Havervill said.  “You need to go.”
“Damn it all to hell!” I shouted again as I turned and fled up the mountainside.




Chapter 13: Goddess of Ice and Snow

“Where’s Flora?” Cali asked when I caught up with the rest of the group five minutes later.
“She remained behind to fight the dragon.  She used a ring or something and a twister of air wrapped around one of them,” I stated.
“You left her behind with the others to fight a dragon,” Cali snapped angrily.
“She told me to go,” I said defensively. “Gwen and Tinsie are with her buying us time.”
“I’m going back to help her,” Jarrell said as he turned.
“No!” Cali stated.  “We’re finishing this quest.  Flora and the others bought us time, and it won’t be for nothing.” Cali gave out a long, feral scream. I wanted to shout also for leaving Gwen behind to face an ice dragon.  The worst that could happen was they would be sent to be respawn, so I wasn’t all that worried. 
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get these manacles.” We turned back up the hidden ridge.  An outcropping of rocks hid us from the prying eyes of the dragons.
Two minutes later, a notification popped up.
“What does it say, Havervill?” I asked.
“It says, ‘Gwen the Fire Mage has been killed by Saphira the Ice Dragon.  Gwen is no longer part of the warband.’”
“Gwen’s gone,” I said.
I waited for a notification about Tinsie or Flora, but none came.
“Where are the others?” I asked Havervill.
“You are about to find out,” he said.
Tinsie, her arms around Flora’s neck, popped back into sight. 
“Flora!” Jarrell shouted.  “You fought a dragon.  You’re so cool.  I wish I had been there.  I would have chopped that big lizard to pieces.”
“What happened, Tinsie?” I questioned.
“It was fun fun fun.  My Soul Sister and I turned into black dragons.  We couldn’t hold the form for more than fifteen seconds, but it was amazing. I felt so strong.  Spewing fire is the best.  The ice dragon didn’t like the flames at all.  The transformation ran out, and my Soul Sister and I were sprites again.  The dragon clawed my Soul Sister and she fell to the ground like a stone.  She only had a few damage points left.  It would be bad bad bad if she died.  I probably wouldn’t be able to play the game anymore.  Losing her would be like losing part of myself if that makes any sense.  So, the two of us became one again.  Then Gwen’s fire faded, and the dragon caught her in its talons and squeezed her to death.  The other dragon broke free from some spell Flora had cast.” Tinsie turned towards Flora and said, “What was that spell?  It was so cool cool cool.  The dragon couldn’t get through the whirlwind as much as it tried.”
“You used your new ring,” Cali stated.
“I did,” Flora responded gently.
“What ring?” Tinsie asked.
“The divine item Flora recently bought – Vera’s Vortex of Voluminosity.  I know, it’s a mouthful,” Cali said. 
“It worked just like I thought it would,” Flora stated.  “We need to get more divine items.  Or immortal ones.  We could go up levels so quickly then.”
“Let’s finish this quest then,” Jarrell said, “so we can collect our rewards.”
“In a moment.” Turning to Tinsie I asked, “You were able to turn Flora ethereal and take her with you.  We are pretty far away from where the fight happened.”
“Yes Mace.  I’ve grown so much stronger and can take someone with me for a much longer distance.”
“You were ethereal, sis,” Jarrell said.  “How did that feel?  Because I don’t think I would like that.  It would be like being a ghost.  Remember that time I saw that spirit hovering in my bedroom when I woke up in the middle of the night to go pee.”
“Jarrell,” Cali said.  “You can tell us that ghost story for the umpteenth time back home later.  For now, we need to get moving.”
“Okay. Okay,” the dwarf responded.  “What about this notification? It's another quest.  Can I at least read it first?  You know I can’t read and walk at the same time.”
“Are we safe here Havervill?” I asked.
“You are. But you should get going soon,” my AI stated.
“You’ve got five minutes then we’re on the move,” I answered.  I was curious what quest he was talking about, so I looked at the notifications.  There were several indicating experience I gained for the yetis I fought.  There was also a long one offering a quest.
Quest: You have discovered the Field of Frozen Statues.  Fifty years ago, a league of stout adventurers led by Phynias of Felstria set off in five ships to the fabled home of the Ice Dragons, Diamantina.  Phynias had heard rumors of mountains of piles of gold and silver to be found on the legendary island.  His five ships pulled into the icy cold harbor and prepared to explore the mountainous expanses on the island.  Phynias had brought along mighty warriors and magnificent magicians.  However, the ice dragons came and trapped Phynias’ ships in blocks of ice.  Phynias and the crew of his ship escaped from the icy chill of the dragon’s breath and fled up the mountain.  However, the dragons with their keen eyes swooped down, and in their deadly talons carried them away one at a time, and then back in their aviaries munched on their flesh and gnawed on their bones.  Phynias and the remaining survivors came upon a field where a large band of yetis – starving for man flesh – waylaid them.  The dragons heard the din of battle, thundered down from the sky, and froze all who fought upon that field.  Quest: Free Phynias and his crew from their long and frozen slumber.  Additional quest, destroy the yetis and other beasts also trapped as statues.  Additional quest, two of the league ships are intact, but frozen in the icy harbor.  Find a way to thaw out the ships and bring Phynias and the remaining league members back to the ship.  Additional quest, see Phynias and his crew safely beyond the reaches of the ice dragons.  Do you accept the first quest?  Yes or No. Do you accept the first additional quest? Yes or No.  Do you accept the second additional quest? Yes or No.  Do you accept the third additional quest?  Yes or No.  Reward for completion of primary and secondary quests are variable.  However, due to the difficulty of these quests, you can expect unique and powerful rewards. 
“Turn ‘em down,” Havervill grumbled. “You have too much on your plate already.  The quests will take weeks to complete.”
“We are so doing this quest, sis,” Jarrell said enthusiastically.
“Yes, we are,” Cali responded.  “We’re going to need a powerful group to come along.” She turned to me.
“I can’t,” I admitted.  “I have too much going on right now.  I’ll ask Gwen though. I’m sure she’ll be gung-ho to come along.” 
“Can we borrow a golem?” Jarrell asked.
“I’m going to need them for the foreseeable future as I still have a few of my own quests to complete,” I stated.
We were about to set off when a pixie popped up in front of me.  It was true that pixies could deliver a message anywhere, even on the island of the ice dragons it appeared.
“I thought the island didn’t allow transportation on and off the island,” I said to Havervill.
“Pixies don’t teleport exactly.  More like they move at the speed of light,” he explained. 
“I have a message,” the pixie squeaked, “from Gwen the Fire Mage.  It says, ‘Dad, I almost had the dragon.  Well maybe not.  I hurt her for sure. She was a named dragon and everything.  Anyhow, I was assessed a game penalty for dying at a hundredth level, and I won’t be able to log back in for twelve hours.  It really blows.  Good luck.  Please record. I want to see how everything turns out.’”
“Thank you,” I said to the pixie.  The little fairy popped out of sight.
“Let’s go,” I said.  “It’s time to finish this quest. 
We continued our trudge up the mountainside for another half hour or so when Havervill announced, “We are here.”
“Stop,” I said to the group.  “My AI says we have arrived.”
“I don’t see anything,” I said as I looked around.  We stood on a narrow landing.  The steep route continued upward towards the peaks of the mountain where they disappeared into thick clouds.  Below us appeared the passage we had climbed.  A dozen or so feet from us loomed a precarious drop of several thousand feet.  I turned around, and all I saw in front of me was a wall of solid stone.  I placed my hand on it and snapped it back as frostbite formed on my palm and fingertips.  Fifty damage points slipped away in a mere moment.
“Why didn’t you warn me?” I asked my AI.
“What kind of dumb adventurer touches a strange wall?  Sheesh.  You really are a noob sometimes,” my AI quipped.
“You may enter my lair, mortals,” a chilly voice that was both sultry and deadly intoned. 
“Who is that?” Jarrell asked.
“I am she who was among the first.  I was here when there was only darkness and the void, before the nasty flames began to warm the core of The Great Realm.  I am she who rules this domain as well as all dominions of snow and ice.  I am Diamothian!  Also known as She Who Brings Desolation, She Who was First, The Beauty of the Icy Depths, among many other titles.”
The wall was just gone.  One minute it was there and the next the entire rock face for hundreds of feet in both directions and hundreds of feet in the air simply vanished into the ether.
A cool breeze floated from the opening.
Icicles began to flare to life, giving off a soothing and soft light to reveal a cavern.  Cavern is too small of a word to describe the immense space.  The entire mountain had been hollowed out.  Fifty foot high mounds of gold, platinum, silver, and other metals I couldn’t even identify filled every crack and crevice.  Shiny goblets, gleaming weapons, and luminous relics lay scattered all about.  Stretched out – as though upon a soft mattress – lay the goddess Diamothian.  Her soft scales kept changing from a soft blue hue to a deep one.  A dark blue tail curled around her body.  Two sapphire eyes blinked once and then peered at us.
“Havervill,” the goddess of the ice dragons crooned, “you have made me wait all these long years for your return.”
“Ah, sorry about that,” he mumbled. Everyone in my group could hear his voice and his discussion with the goddess.  “Things came up.  First there was a revolution, then I went into hiding for a bit, then the sisters had me running around … you know how things get?”
“You are always one for excuses, Havervill.  I presume your arrival here means that my days here guarding The Silver Lady are at an end?”
“They are,” Havervill announced.  “Your burden is done.  And the pact is fulfilled.”
“Well. It is about time.  Once more shall I traverse the blue skies of The Great Realm. Once again, the creatures of The Sundaland, Estra, Westra and the thousand islands will quake as ice dragons streak across their skies. The time grows nigh when the world will fall into an age of ice and snow, and I shall rule all.”
“What does she mean, Havervill?” I asked.
“Well, you see.  She is guarding The Silver Lady.  The manacles are powerful but not necessarily strong enough to trap her fully.  So, The Goddess of Ice and Snow is so to say an extra layer of protection.”
“What does she mean about an ice age?” I asked.
“It is just a small thing,” the dragon responded for herself.  “The world once spun free amongst the stars in the cold coldness of the cold universe.  It will do so again.  You need not fret yet mortal.  The time grows nigh, but it is not today.  Seasons will come and go and come and go for centuries yet before that time.  It will be good to spread my wings.  Are you sure you want to free The Silver Lady?”
“Um,” I said.  “Hi. I’m Mace.” 
“I know who you are.  I smell the blood of my cousin Drock Blanag on you,” The Goddess of Ice and Snow said, her voice cutting through the distance like a knife of ice.
“Can we fight her?” I heard Jarrell whisper to Cali.
“Dwarves always want to battle,” the goddess said.  “That is why you are always the appetizer.  There will be no fight today unless you provoke me little thing.  If I want you dead, I can do so with a thought.”
“She can do it Mace,” Havervill declared.  “She is one of the most powerful of the elder gods.”
“I always liked your deference, Havervill.  You know who your betters are,” the ice dragon goddess said.
“Deference?” Jarrell asked.
Cali responded.  “Not now. Be quiet. And don’t touch any of the treasure,” she said, slapping Jarrell’s hand away from a goblet he was about to pick up.
“Your scales are the prettiest prettiest prettiest shades of blue I have ever seen,” Tinsie said.
“Thank you, little dragon,” the goddess replied quite pleased.  “You were quite fierce taking on my daughter like that.  She did not like the fire you and your sister spewed at her.  It will take her a generation to rid herself of the smell of ash and smoke.  I should let her eat you.  However, I am feeling generous today. I know the damage you did to the silly black dragon, Drock Blanag.   She was always full of hubris.  Black Dragons think fire is the primal force, but it is ice and the cold and the darkness of the universe that came first.  She was so foolish doing The Glimmerman’s bidding.  Ah well.  I always thought of you sprites as the dragons of the fairy world.  So fierce – if only you would let your fury free like your dark cousins. Perhaps you and I shall speak later sprite.”
“Oh okay,” Tinsie said.  “I would like that.”
“The Silver Lady.  The Silver Lady,” Flora mumbled several times.
“What is that?” Cali asked her sister.
“She is saying Silver Lady,” Jarrell jumped in. “What’s a Silver Lady?”
“She is The Grey Man’s wife,” I responded.  I cleared my throat.  “So, there is a bit more to this quest.  Finding the manacles was only part of it.  The other part is freeing The Silver Lady who the manacles have trapped here.”
“She will not be pleased when she is free,” The Queen of the ice dragons asserted.  Her wrath has been known to bring down mountains – well not my mountain – but less impressive ones.  If I were you, Havervill, I would not be here when she is freed. And speaking of being freed, what shall I do with these two.”
A twenty five foot high dune of gold and silver scattered in all directions revealing two figures buried in blocks of ice.  The ice was crystalline, revealing a middle-aged woman, with light blonde hair.  She had two bright green eyes that shot back and forth – filled with both surprise and primal anger.  Above her shoulder hovered a small block of ice – no more than a two foot square.  Inside the oversized ice cube was a small fairy-like creature – it looked a bit like a pixie, but even smaller and less tangible.”
“Who is that?” I asked the goddess.
 
“It is one of The Five Sisters.  The one called Cousin.  She came to my lair recently and tried to challenge my supremacy.  The conceit.  The five of them think they are gods.  Well I showed her what a true goddess looks like.  What shall I do with her and her wisp?” 
“Oh, this isn’t good,” Havervill declared.  “Not good at all.” 
“Ah shit,” I muttered.  Things had certainly grown more complicated. 




Chapter 14: Three Goddesses

“I thought about eating the wisp.  However, they give me indigestion,” the dragon goddess said jauntily.   
“You knew Cousin was already here, didn’t you?” I asked my virtual assistant.  Once again, through whatever sorcery the goddess had used, Havervill’s voice could be heard by our little adventuring party.
“Just a suspicion,” he stated. 
“Why does she want the manacles?” I had asked this question of him earlier but had not received an acceptable answer. 
“Probably just to spite Daughter,” Havervill responded.  “There was poison blood between them as you Starborn say.”
“What will happen if Diaomethain frees her?” I asked.
“I don’t think it would be good,” my AI stated. 
“Cousin, Daughter,” Flora said aloud.  “Are you talking about The Five Sisters?”
“The Five Sisters!” Jarrell exclaimed.  “Aren’t they supposed to be old hags or something? Witches with crooked noses and moss-covered teeth?”
Diaomethain began a throaty laugh.  “Dwarves are so amusing.  I like you.  However, Cousin seems quite perturbed with you at the moment.”  I looked over towards the block of ice that housed Cousin.  Her green eyes glowered at Jarrell.  He took several steps back and hid behind Big Guy to avoid that deathly stare. 
“Yes,” I admitted.  “She is one of The Five Sisters of legend.  And Mother – back in Freehold – is another of them.”
“You were right Flora.  She is the same Mother,” Cali stated.
“This is bad bad bad, Mace,” Tinsie stammered.
“One problem at a time,” I said. “Let’s deal with The Silver Lady first.  I have an idea.”
“Tinsie. Can I speak with you privately for a moment?”
“Sure sure sure, Mace,” she responded. 
She hovered towards me.
“Hold on one sec,” I told her as I opened my game display.  I found the setting I needed, and before Havervill could protest, I blocked him from having access to my mind.  I was certain he wasn’t going to like my plan one bit. 
I told Tinsie what I needed.  She clapped her hands.  “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.”  Then Tinsie hovered in the air.  Her wings ceased moving and her eyes glazed over. 
“Queen Diaomethain,” I said.  “I know that it is not possible for any Realmborn or Starborn to teleport or spawn upon your mountain without your permission.”
“It is how it has always been and shall remain human.  Any who wish to steal even a bronze coin from my hoard will know cold death.  None can escape me in my place of power.  Even one of the haughty sisters fell to me.”
“I would ask a favor of you.”
“Dragons are not in the custom of granting favors.  Usually we just eat our visitors,” the goddess stated with a small chuckle.
“She’s not going to eat us, is she?” Jarrell whispered to Cali somewhere behind me.
“You might benefit from this favor as well,” I offered.  “Plus, you can get rid of all your unwanted houseguests.”
Diaomethain gave out a long, throaty, “Hmmm. What is it you wish?  If it amuses me, I will grant it.  Nevertheless, know this,” she said as she suddenly burst up onto her hind legs and then flapping her great wings began hovering in the air.  Flying coins and other treasure buffeted us.
“Hey, that hurts!”  Jarrell whined when a copper coin rocketed into his forehead.  
“If what you want does not amuse me, you will be my newest ice sculptures,” the goddess threatened.  
“Gulp!” Jarrell said aloud behind me.
Tinsie became active once again.  “She loves the idea, Mace.”
“Great,” I answered.  “So beautiful goddess of the ice dragons, this is my idea.”
*
“There is a deviousness in you,” Diaomethain said when she finally stopped laughing.  She swooped through the hollowed-out mountain a few times before settling back down on a bed of treasure.  “This shall be a most amusing afternoon. I will permit what you want.  However, let’s add a bit more spice to it if we can.”
“Whatever you wish,” I said.  I wasn’t in any position to barter with the goddess.  I had no doubt she could destroy us all – even the two powerful golems – in mere moments.  I also knew a literal army of dragons could come to her aid in just seconds.
Then Havervill, who I had locked out of my mind, was cursing up a storm. 
“You dolt,” he fumed at me as he re-entered my consciousness.  “What have you done?  And hey, how was I yanked back here.  That shouldn’t be possible.”  He was silent for a moment before adding, “I thought we were friends.”
“We are,” I answered.
“Not you.  I was referring to Goddess Diaomethain.  And, I’m not talking to you.  I can’t believe you blocked our connection like that.  I understand when you locked me out all those times you did it,” he emphasized the last two words, “with Rhia. You being all uptight and everything when you were doing the old sexy sexy with her.  I mean gods forbid I was there when you were intimate. The advice I could have given you.”
“I think you are in for some fun, Prime One,” the goddess stated. 
“Prime One?” Jarrell questioned.
“Havervill is the first of his kind – the exemplar from which all the other AIs are based,” the goddess explained.  “A prince of sorts if you can believe it.  Yet too often, he acts like those delicious court jesters.  Speaking of jesters, I say we let the fun begin.”
The ice goddess turned her long neck of shining blue scales and blew a funnel of cool air in the direction of a large mound of gold.  I had expected the coins to freeze over; instead, they began to rise and then float towards other piles of treasure. When all the coins and items were gone, a king-sized bed of solid ice remained.  Resting peacefully upon the slab of ice, lay a woman.  I began to walk towards her to get a closer look.   She had porcelain skin and long, straight silver hair that was draped over her shoulders.  An elegant silver colored dress adorned with gold accents hugged her shapely body.  Her hands rested upon her chest.  A pair of plain looking manacles – two hoops of what looked like iron, connected by a thin chain – were shackled around her wrists.
“The Silver Lady,” Cali whispered.  
“Step aside,” the goddess of the ice dragons commanded.  We all moved away, and the dragon blew a funnel of air towards the sleeping figure.  A sheen of translucent ice that I hadn’t noticed before, dissipated into mist.
“How do I remove the cuffs, Havervill?” I asked.
“You can’t,” he said. “It has to be me.  Once they are removed, you can have them and return them to Daughter.  However, if you ask me, you should keep them.  You could use them to bind Altirax.  Wham! Bam! Thank you Havervill.  War against demons over in just minutes.  No fuss whatsoever.”  Havervill’s words struck a chord in me.  Would it be foolish to hand over the manacles to a being that Haggerty had referred to as a ghost in the machine?   Perhaps I needed to think like a diehard gamer for once.  A real gamer would keep the manacles for themselves.  They wouldn’t just surrender them for a promise.  In this case, the assurance that Daughter would join with the other sisters in the battle against Altirax.  So far, I only had guarantees from Mother and Auntie.  Cousin lay in a block of ice, and I didn’t think she would be so enthusiastic about standing side by side with her sisters.  And then there was Rose…I still had to seek her out among the black dragons. 
“Let’s just get them off her first,” I stated, “and then I will figure out what to do next.”
“If that is what you want,” Havervill said.  “But as soon as they are removed, I’m outta here.  I’m flying the coop. Hitting the road, Jack.  Taking that long-needed vacation.”
“Okay Havervill,” I said. 
Jarrell was about to say something, but Cali gently smacked the back of his head, and said, “Shush.”
“Alright.  I need to take over your hand for a minute,” my AI said.   “I need a host to physically release the manacles. You need to grant me permission.”
“I grant you permission.  Let’s do this.”
A moment later, I felt Havervill stir in my mind.  Then I felt a sharp pain as my hand struck across my face.  “Stop hitting yourself,” my AI quipped as my hand struck me again.  “Stop hitting yourself!  Stop hitting yourself!”
My face was raw, and my head hurt.
“What the hell, Havervill?”
“You had that coming.  Blocking me out and all.  Keeping things from me.  You have something planned that I’m not going to like.  That is why you sent me away.”
“It’s a wonderful plan, Prime One,” the dragon goddess said. “But you were always one for surprises.  I think you will like this one.”
“I don’t think I will,” Havervill announced.  “Let’s do this Mace, and then I am out of here.”
Suddenly my hand lowered, and fingers touched the manacles.  There was no flash of light, or release of power.  I heard a simple click and the two cuffs opened up.  I grasped the manacles and placed them in a pouch hanging at my side.  
Two Silver eyes popped open.  The Silver Lady sat up.  She placed her hands out in front of her as though checking to make sure they belonged to her.  “Greetings goddess Diaomethain,” she stated, looking at the dragon. “Children,” she stated turning towards the rest of us.  “It is good to be back.”
“Hey!” Havervill screamed in my mind.  “Why can’t I leave?  Bug out? Amscray? Make like a tree and leave.”
“Because you rapscallion,” The Silver Lady said in her sleek voice, “it is time to settle old grudges.  You will stay here with us and answer to the three Goddesses for your sundry transgressions.”
There was a chime followed by a notification.  It was one of those annoying ones that wouldn’t allow me to swipe it away until it had been read.  Huzzah: This notification is being sent to all in The Great Realm.  The Silver Lady has been reborn. Let her rebirth herald a new age in The Great Realm – an era of wonders and miracles. 
I had expected more fanfare to be honest. 
“Constable Mace,” the Silver Goddess stated, “You came for what you needed.  Please return the manacles to Daughter.”
“What about Cousin?” I asked.
“It is time for three goddesses – Cousin, Diaomethain, and I to have a long overdue discussion.  I will speak with Cousin.”  Turning to Diaomethain she asked, “With your permission, may they leave your lair and return to their own lands.”
“They may,” the goddess answered.  “But first I either need to eat the dwarf or he needs to empty the sack with gold he stole.”
“Sorry,” Jarrell said dejectedly, as he poured out the contents of a sack onto the ground.
“It is time for you to depart,” Diaomethain stated.
“Don’t leave me here!” Havervill pleaded.
However, I was unable to respond to him, as a moment later Jarrell, Cali, Flora, Big Guy, Buddy, Tinsie and I found ourselves once again standing by the Freehold pool. 




Chapter 15:  Back Home

A second after I emerged in Freehold, a notification popped up.  I looked it over quickly. 
The quest
Recover
Mother’s Manacles of Miraculous Bindings has been completed.  The second part of the quest is still pending: Return the Manacles to Daughter.  For completing the first part of the quest, the avatars named Jarrell, Cali, Flora, and Tinsie have been awarded two extra levels and five attribute points. In addition, Jarrell, Flora and Cali will each receive one immortal level item.  They should visit the Freehold blacksmith tomorrow to collect their immortal relics.  Gwen the Fire Mage was not there for the completion of the quest.  However, she fought a dragon by herself.  Her actions allowed the remainder of the warband to escape.  Thus, Gwen the Fire Mage will be awarded a single level and two attribute points.”   Gwen –AKA Amber – had been logged off, so I was not sure she knew about the award or not. I would let her know as soon as I got back home.  
“Immortal,” Flora said softly. 
“This has been a most fruitful day,” Cali chimed in, “All we had to do was fight some yetis, survive an attack by ice dragons, and not get eaten by a goddess.”
“What’s next?” Jarrell asked enthusiastically. “I’m ready for more.”
“What’s next,” Cali answered, “is you have a research paper to finish I believe.”
“That play is so dumb,” he whined.  “Why do I care about two bums hanging out by a tree waiting for some dude named Godot to show up?”
“Dumb or not, you need to finish it tonight.  It’s been fun, Mace,” Cali said.  “But we have to head back.”
“What about The Blood Field?” I asked. 
“We can’t say anything about it yet,” Flora explained.
“We’ll tell you everything soon enough.  Come on guys.  Our time is done for today,” Cali stated.  A moment later, the three siblings faded away.
“I like them, Mace,” Tinsie said.
“Me too,” I responded. 
The pixie messenger service was busy that day as another of the tiny blue fairies popped up in front of me.  “Message for Constable Mace from Mike Haggerty,” the diminutive fey creature peeped. “Mace.  I haven’t seen Shannon this happy in a long time.  Hell, I don’t recall her ever being happy.  I am not even sure what is happening back in the cave with the three goddesses. Anyway, I need you to log off for a bit.  I’m at your house.  I have something important to tell you, so get the hell back here now.”
“Tinsie,” I said, “I need to log off for a bit.  You mind heading back to HQ and holding down the fort.  If all hell breaks loose in the Royal District or if the revolution spills over into our territory, send me a pixie.  I’ll be back soon.”
“You can count count count on me Mace.  Come on guys,” she said as she flew towards the two golems.  A millisecond later, all three faded away.
Haggerty wouldn’t have requested I log off unless it was important.   I went into my display settings and signed off as well.  When I popped open my eyes, I saw Haggerty and Amber sitting on the sofa in my living room.  A few half-eaten sandwiches sat on the coffee table in front of them.
“No lunch for me?” I quipped.
“In the refrigerator,” Amber said.  “And don’t worry, yours is on one hundred calorie whole wheat bread just like you like it.”
“I can’t wait,” I said sarcastically.  “Nothing better than some yummy grain bread.” Then turning to Hags I asked, “So what’s up?”
“It’s good news.”  Looking at Amber he added, “Glad you’re here also to hear this.  The D.A. dropped all charges against you in the Ferguson case.”
“That’s because I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I know.  I know, Mace.  She was going hard after you.  Lucky for you she has political aspirations.  She wants to be the next County Executive, and it’s not good optics to empanel a grand jury against the ex-detective who helped to rid the county of a serial killer.  The press would eat her up alive.”
“Well, I didn’t do anything wrong,” I repeated.  “It’s good to know that nonsense is over.”
Amber leaned forward and hugged Hags.  “Thanks for the great news.  It might not have been weighing on Dad much, but I was all kinds of worried.”
“What happened, Dad?  Mike says Shannon got her avatar back and is speaking with Cousin, the Ice Dragon goddess, and your AI.”
I spent the next few minutes filling Amber and Mike in on the events that transpired after Gwen was killed. 
“I’m so doing that quest with the siblings!” Amber exclaimed.  “I wonder if it will be offered to me once I log back in?”
“I’m sure it will be,” I answered.  “If not, contact Cali when you’re back online.  I know she could use your assistance on the quest.  However, I may need your help going after the remaining Sister, Rose. ”
“Why’s that?” she asked.
“Because she’s living among the black dragons, and you have some resistance to fire. I may need that protection.  I became their mortal enemy for killing Drock Blanag, so I think as soon as I go after Rose that an army of black dragons will be attempting to cook me up for supper.”
“You don’t need to ask me twice,” she responded, a big grin plastering her face. 
I walked to the fridge and pulled out the sandwich Amber had ordered for me.  I took it back to the coffee table and munched it down.  
The three of us shot the shit for the next forty five minutes or so.  It had been a long time since I had just sat around talking with people.  It was a pleasant change of pace. 
“I gotta be heading out Mace,” Haggerty finally stated.  He was standing up to leave when the telescreen chimed.
“On,” I called.
“Shannon,” Haggerty said, surprised, as our trillionaire employer’s face appeared on the screen. 
“Hello Ms. Donally,” Amber said.
“Hello, dear.  I heard you had quite the morning, something about battling an ice dragon. You will have to tell me about it later.  However, if you do not mind, I need to speak with your father and Mike alone for a few minutes.”
“Oh, okay,” Amber responded, a tinge of disappointment in her voice. “I’ll see you later Dad.  I have some work to finish up.”  She headed out the door and up to the apartment above the garage.   
Shannon then said, “Mr. Mason, you did figure correctly that I would savor the chance to speak with one of The Sisters.   They have been slippery snakes, the five of them.   I don’t know if I ever shared this with you, but I tried to speak with both Mother and Auntie on several occasions after you discovered their whereabouts.  Every time I logged on, I would discover my avatar miles away from where I was supposed to spawn.  Most of the time it would be somewhere harmless like the Fairmount Bizarre or inside the Grandview Museum of Ancient Artifacts.  One time, as a joke I think, my avatar spawned nude inside a brothel with a naked, hairy dwarf laying on a bed. The few times I was able to spawn into Freehold, Mother would be off visiting a friend.  She appears to have lots of friends.” 
“I have noticed the same thing,” I stated.
“Nevertheless, this time, we had one of them captured – trapped.  Do you know why Diaomethain had the power to subdue one of The Five Sisters?”
“No,” I stated.  Next to me, Haggerty shook his head.
“Because on the island, her power is absolute. The fight with Drock Blanag would be child’s play compared to a battle against her. You know that you only made it to her lair because she allowed it.   The hidden road you took is not so secret, and you would have been harassed and chased the entire way up the mountain if she had so chosen. The little fight with the yetis and the few dragons was for her amusement.   The Silver Lady made quite a deal with Diaomethain for her to agree to keep Cousin trapped in her lair while I spoke with her.” 
“What did she ask for?” I asked
“What she has always wanted, a mate.” 
“A mate?” Haggerty and I blurted at the same time.
“The designers made all dragons on her island female.  They were supposed to create a second island of male ice dragons.  The designers had some sort of multi month quest planned. The quest that you and your friends were offered – to free Captain Phynias and his crew from their ice tombs – was supposed to be an integral part of that storyline.  It would culminate with the discovery of the island.  However, the scenario was never completed.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because the island was created along with The Sundaland.  Most of those designers – along with my own son as you well know – died – so the second island was never completed.   I agreed to give her the location of an island that does not yet exist.  It is good that I have an army of programmers and designers at my disposal.  By the end of the week, a new island will be created and Diaomethain will meet her counterpart – a male god of the ice dragons.”
“Is that safe?” I asked.  “She mentioned something about an ice age that is coming.  Won’t that speed up the timeframe?”
“It might, depending on how the game AI responds to the new storyline.  However, that is nothing for me to worry about now.  I told her I would give her the location just as soon as I located it, and she agreed to prevent Cousin from leaving her lair.”
“So, you were finally able to speak with one of The Five Sisters?” Haggerty asked.
“I did Mike.  However, it wasn’t easy. She is more slippery, more devious and more cantankerous than even Havervill.”
I had totally forgotten about Havervill.
“How is my AI?” I asked.
“I think he is off getting quite drunk in the deepest depths of The Nexus somewhere,” Shannon said, a smile crossing her face.  The smile seemed somehow wrong on her countenance. “It seems The Silver Lady was not the only one who had an issue with him.  Cousin was quite perturbed with him as well. She had suspected all along that he knew the whereabouts of the manacles.  But he never told her.   He kept trying to flee.  He cursed up quite a storm.  However, the ice goddess finally let him go so the three of us could speak alone.”
“What about Cousin?” Haggerty inquired.
“Diaomethain is smart. She sealed the entrance to her cavern so that neither of us could leave.  Cousin has enormous power and tried to break free.  I was nervous for a bit that she might actually escape.   She threatened to destroy Diaomethain.  The goddess did not like being challenged in her domain and hissed at her that she would seal her in an icy tomb for a thousand years.  Then, as though to prove a point, the ice goddess lashed her tongue out, wrapped it around the ice cube that housed the wisp, and then swallowed the little fairy.  Cousin cursed and said she would get her revenge.  Diaomethain belched as a response.   I wish she hadn’t done that.  You know that when The Sisters have been angered in the past, they have destroyed large swaths of game coding, or left player characters permanently blind.  It was only due to Diaomethain’s absolute power on her island that Cousin couldn’t flee.” 
“So did you find anything out from Cousin?” I asked.
Shannon’s face turned sour.   “She mostly cursed and hissed at us and threatened to bring down the mountain on us.  I asked her where she and her sisters came from.  But she just cackled – something about alpha and omega.”
“Mother gave me a similar response when I asked her who she was,” I reminded her.
“I remember you saying that to me,” she responded.  “Cousin knew who or what The Silver Lady was.  She kept calling me The Great Designer.  They laughed and said I should be called The Great Destroyer.  She accused me of murder and genocide.”
“Genocide?” I questioned.
“Yes.  It was one of the first quests ever in the game.  A group of adventurers was tasked with destroying a cave full of kolonds.”
“Never heard of a kolond,” I responded. 
“Well, that is because they were eradicated.  The kolonds – thin two foot tall rat faced creatures who attack in packs – had been raiding nearby villages so they hired the adventurers to destroy them.  They killed everyone in the cave – even the women and children.  I really wish adventurers would not do that.  They found a map that led them many miles away to an entrance to a massive cavern that housed tens of thousands of the creatures. Somehow, the adventurers brought the entire mountain down onto the kolonds – killing every last one of them.  I don’t remember exactly how they did it. So that is the genocide she was speaking of.  She also mentioned the thousands or so one-of-a-kind creatures that have been killed by players, and how Starborn have flippantly eliminated the last of numerous species.”
“She sounds like The Weepers,” Haggerty chimed in.
“That is what I felt as well,” Shannon responded.
“Are The Sisters behind The Weepers?” Haggerty asked.
“I am not certain,” Shannon responded.  “I told her that if she wanted to save lives that she should fight alongside her sisters when Altirax returns.  I mentioned that his goal is to destroy every living soul in The Wilderbrook and then to march his demon hordes towards larger villages and settlements until finally trying to conquer major cities.  I explained that tens of thousands of Realmborn will perish.”
“How did she respond to that?” I asked.
“She went silent for a moment.  Then she said, Yee are like one of the gods of yee world, my inner eye never lies.  Yee create and then yee abandon.  Aye an absentee god, my inner eye never lies.  I will join with me sisters upon the Field of Blood.  Aye, we will protect the Realmborn as we have always done.’  The ice goddess grew bored of our squabbling, said she had enough and wished to get back to her nap.  She belched and the wisp flew from her mouth. The terrified creature flew quickly towards Cousin before landing on her shoulder.  Then Diaomethain opened the entrance to the cave. Once she did that, Cousin and her wisp were gone in a flash.”
“There’s a great deal to parse through,’ Haggerty said.
“There is indeed.  Mr. Mason, once you return the manacles to Daughter, four of The Five Sisters will have agreed to fight against Altirax.  Tomorrow you will find the final one – Rose – and convince her to join as well.”
“I was planning to do just that,” I stated.  “Though I must admit, it has me a bit worried.  I am afraid the black dragons will sense me the moment I arrive.  However, I have a plan.”
“I am certain you do, Mr. Mason. You usually find an interesting way to complete the jobs I task you with.”
“I’ll get it done.  Um, I am going to need Havervill’s assistance.”
“He is fine.  He is an indestructible cockroach. I went in search of him when my tête-à-tête in the cave was done.  The Silver Lady was supposed to be able to have access to the entire game – even the Undercity and The Sundaland before they were opened up.  Her coding is embedded in every aspect of the game.  I should have easily been able to track him down.  However, he is good at hiding.  Be wary of Havervill,” Shannon added.  “He is the most cunning and well-connected entity in the game.  The Silver Lady was supposed to be an omnipresent and omnipotent entity.  Nevertheless, Havervill trapped my avatar with the only possible relic in the game that could shut her off from all of that. We didn’t even know the manacles existed before you brought them to our attention, so we had no idea what had become of The Silver Lady.  We thought her coding had become corrupted or the mainframe simply couldn’t support the amount of computing space she takes up.  She is supposed to be able to do miracles.”
“Miracles?” I queried. 
“With a metaphorical snap of my fingers I could collapse a mountain, charm a dragon, or bring a dead Realmborn back to life.  The Silver Lady can alter the very fabric of the game.  She could have ended Havervill’s revolution in a moment.”
“Then why didn’t you?” I asked.
“Well, we weren’t sure what would happen if I ever performed a miracle – even a minor one. We aren’t sure how the game AI would respond.  However, I intend to find out.”
“How’s that?” I asked.
“You will have to wait and see, Mr. Mason,” she responded with a cruel smile, “as Constable Mace of the Commerce District is about to be my guinea pig.” 




Chapter 16:  Heralds

I pressed Shannon to explain her last statement.  Her only response was that I should log on in half an hour.  Haggerty shrugged his shoulders.  A brief time later, I sat alone in my living room staring at my haptic devices.  My life had altered so much in the last six months since retiring from the Major Crimes Unit.  I had gone from a hard-edged police detective to what – a gamer?  A constable?  Troubleshooter?  There had certainly been benefits to my new life.  Amber and I had reconnected – our experience with the Nexus Killer – and now as adventuring companions – had only brought us closer.  Rhia had entered my life – even if just for a short time.  Though things had ended – or at least appeared to be over – she had reawakened a passion in me I thought dead.  While I was still filled with sorrow and a bit of emptiness over the death of my wife Bethany – the emotional vacuum had certainly diminished.   Mostly, I felt young in the game, alive in it – like anything was possible. 
I placed the haptic devices on and a moment later, I appeared inside my small office. 
The Realmborn have an uncanny ability to know the Starborn have spawned. As soon as I plopped down at my desk, the ever-present Lieutenant Gail arrived.
“Constable,” she questioned, “have you heard?  The days of miracles have returned.  The Silver Lady walks among us again.”
“I have heard.  Wonderful news,” I responded.  Then I asked, “What is the news from The Royal District?”
“Fighting is fierce, I'm told.  Many Realmborn have gone to the Halls of The Grey Man.  The Queen summoned her own dragons and now they fight Apasia’s summonings in the sky above the city. Constables Mangrove, Duster, Longshore along with the most powerful mages are working on erecting domes around the rest of the city to keep the dragons from wreaking havoc in the other districts.  Starborn are flocking into the Royal District to fight dragons and other powerful and unique creatures.  It is quite a mess.”
“Constable, Lieutenant, you must come outside quickly,” one of my guards spluttered as he ran into the office.
“What is wrong, Sergeant?” Gail asked.
“You must come outside now.  The Silver Lady,” he stammered. “The Silver Lady, she has returned.”
“The Silver Lady, The Silver Lady, sheesh, that is all anyone is talking about,” Havervill complained.  “There are a few paragraphs written about her on the forums. Meanwhile, there are tens of thousands of words about the Havervills – but does anyone hold us in high esteem?  If she gets a holiday named after her before I do, I swear I’m done.  Tambi and I will ride off into the sunset.” 
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Like you really care,” he groused.
“I didn’t trap you with them,” I said defensively.
“You have no idea what you have done? You’ll find out soon enough, just not now as your sergeant is trying to get your attention.  You really should head outside.”
I walked through headquarters and then out the door. Realmborn, as far as the eye could see, stood silently, their arms crossed in front of them, and their heads bowed.  Hovering above them, a deep aura of soft blue light surrounding her, hovered The Silver Lady.
“Look look look Mace who is here,” my excitable deputy said as she hovered nearby.  “The Silver Lady.”
“I can see that,” I said.
“What is happening?” I asked.
No sooner had I asked the question than an overpowering summoning drew me towards The Silver Lady.  I tried to invoke my Intimidation perk to counter the calling, but it was ineffective.
“That perk won’t help you against Celestial summonings.  You better go to her before you find yourself in a heap of pain.”
What the hell is Shannon playing at?  I wondered, as the crowd parted, and I began to walk towards The Silver Lady / Shannon Donally.   As I did so, a sense of peace and belonging overwhelmed me.  I felt someone at my side, and glancing next to me, I saw Granson walking beside me.  He was just as powerless as I was to fight the beckoning of the goddess.
“Children,” the goddess intoned, her voice soft but filled with divine force.  “The two you see before me – Constable Mace of the Commerce District and the hero Granson have proven their mettle time and time again. They have accepted the most dangerous challenges and have never backed down even in the face of darkness.  The hero Granson has even peered into The Abyss and survived. Today seven great heroes shall become my heralds – starting with the two you see before me.  To best serve me – and thus serve the needs of all who dwell in our fair world – whether permanently or as visitors – they shall receive a great boon.  Approach children.”
“Hey. What boon?  If anyone deserves a boon, it’s me,” Havervill grumbled. 
“Herald,” Granson said beside me.  “What do you think that means?”
“We are about to find out,” I answered. 
“Who is The Silver Lady?” he asked.  “I read something once about her.  The Grey Man’s wife maybe.”
“I think so,” I responded, though I knew exactly who she was.  If Shannon wanted to reveal her avatar to Granson that was up to her. 
We approached within a few feet of the hovering goddess when she ordered, “Kneel, and accept the boon I will bestow upon you. Kneel! And become my heralds.”
I got down on my knee as she requested. Whatever Shannon had planned for me would only benefit me.  Granson – understandably – was hesitant.
“You can trust her,” I said.
“Things are always interesting around you Constable Mace,” the leader of the Granson Gang stated.  Then he knelt beside me.
She walked up to us and placed one soft palm upon each of our heads.  The goddess became an entity of energy, power coursed through my entire essence. 
I felt on top of the world!
As though I had been touched by the hand of the divine.
“Hey, that tickles,” Havervill, sniggered somewhere deep inside of me.
The surge of unbridled power ended, and a momentary pang of longing struck me.  I wanted to feel that same burst of the Celestial again.  Then the sensation ceased, and a host of notifications began to pass through my field of vision.  I suppressed them for the moment.
The goddess floated once more in the air.  “Children of Grandview please depart.  I must converse with my heralds.”
The crowd – even the Starborn among them – heeded her words and began to leave.  Granson and I both stood up.
“Holy shit!” Granson yelled.
“What?” I asked.
“I can’t believe it,” the rogue said this time, not answering my question.
“The Silver Lady approached us and Granson said, “This is the greatest boon anyone could offer.  What’s the catch? What’s required of me as your herald?”
“From time to time I will call upon you to complete a small task for me,” she answered.
“Such as?” Granson inquired.
“Wait,” I asked, “what was the boon?”
“The boon, you idiot,” Havervill chimed in, “is that she just raised your character to level two hundred and fifty.  At this moment, you and Granson are the highest level and most formidable characters in The Great Realm.”
“I thank you Silver Lady,” Granson stammered, still a bit shocked by the boon he received.
“You say that now, my herald.  However, you may wish to take back that statement when you learn the first task you need to complete for me.” She raised her hand and a beam – like a spotlight – shot out from her palm and struck Granson’s forehead.  The rogue’s eyes glazed and remained that way for nearly a minute.
Havervill began hooting and howling in laughter.  “Oh, that is precious.  She has tasked Granson with the impossible.”
“What?” I asked.
Before Havervill could tell me what was so funny, Granson’s eyes popped open.  He stared into the silvery eyes of the deity in front of him.  He chuckled a few times and then said, “I can see that this boon will be both a blessing and a curse.  I accept the dreadful quest you have assigned me.  I was hoping to stay far away from this catfight.  However, it seems I will be in the thick of things.  I will do as you request and shall bring peace to the city.”
“Then go forth Herald Granson,” The Silver Lady said.   Granson looked at me, smiled, and then faded into the ether.
I looked around to make certain no one was nearby and asked, “What was that all about?”
“I have quested Granson with ending the war in the Royal District within three days by any means necessary.  If I know Granson, and I think I do, Apasia will be dead, or The Queen will be exiled by the end of the day.  Either outcome will bring a quick end to the uprising. Knowing him, he may claim the throne for himself and make himself prince of the Royal District.  I am curious to see what route he takes.”
“Better him than me,” I responded.  “I have enough on my plate.  Are you sure about Granson as a herald?”
“I am certain.  He was already the highest level player in the game.  He would have been the first one to level two hundred and fifty anyway.  I just moved things along.  And now – you can say – I own him.  At least for the present.”
“What of me?” I asked.  “Do you have any impossible quests for me?”
“The Spitrotz, where Rose is currently residing, is the most dangerous and inhospitable region in the entire Great Realm. Efreets, fire elementals, phoenix, flame giants, and hell hounds are just a few of the beings that dwell there along with the black dragons.  So not to worry my herald, you have your own impossible task.  I expect it to be completed tomorrow.  By hook or by crook, you will get Rose to join with her sisters – whether she wants to or not.”  With that, The Silver Lady faded away.   




Chapter 17:  Upgrade

“Level two hundred and fifty,” Havervill said gleefully.  “The other AIs are going to be jealous.  Though some of them aren’t going to like the whole Deus-ex-machina aspect.  Hocus Pocus! Alakazam! Presto Chango! And just like that, you are level two fifty.”
“I think I’m going to need the extra boost.”
“How many actual levels have you even earned?  You were raised to level fifty when you first arrived in Grandview, then you were raised again to level one hundred, and now by a divine miracle you are elevated to level two fifty.  I hope you start flexing some muscles now.”
“I’m just concerned about how other players are going to feel about my current ascension.”
“They’ll be fine with it.  You really don’t know how famous you are in the game.  Hell, some of the Realmborn even see you as a demigod.”
“A demigod,” I spluttered.
“Yeah, a regular Heracles, Achilles – All Powerful Oz. And now that you have been touched by the divine, it’s going to get even worse.  As for the Starborn, some of them think you’re a fraud.  You should hear the conspiracy theories.  Some believe you were a plant by the game to get the level caps removed; other’s claim Bill Nelson never existed – that the whole serial killer was made up news and that crisis actors played the three dead bodies and their weeping spouses, family members and friends.”
I was about to interject with a “What the fuck?” but Havervill chugged along.  “But they are just trolls – and not the cute, fuzzy ones that like to gnaw on gremlin bones.  Not to worry though.  These kooks are the minority.  Most of the Realmborn follow you with a sense of awe.  Charlie Mason – AKA Constable Mace who defeated Greeny the Goblin in one to one combat…”
“That was only because of the Legendary Brass knuckles,” I cut in.
“That makes no difference.  You were the first to fight a dragon, you helped to send Altirax back to The Abyss, you killed The Glimmerman, you were responsible for the player caps being removed, and if that wasn’t enough, you were the lover of Sierra Skye…”
“You know…” I cut in again.
“I know. I know.  It’s a bunch of hogwash.  Nevertheless, the unwashed masses think it’s true.  Then as though that wasn’t enough, you go and destroy a serial killer in the real world.  No my friend. You are a superstar, and it’s about time you started acting like one. What better way to begin than by embracing the boon visited upon you?  Level two hundred and freaking fifty.  Anyway, you are going to be leading an army, so it’s fitting that you are the highest level player– or at least one of the seven highest level players in the game.  Besides you and Granson, The Silver Lady just visited the boon on five other Starborn.  And please don’t get me started.  I can think of numerous deserving Realmborn heroes.”
“Who are the other five?” I asked.  I knew better than to let Havervill go on about his perceived slight to the great Realmborn heroes.
“Besides you and Granson, five other players have received the Touch of the Goddess as The Silver Lady’s boon is being called.  The third is Justynia of Jor. The fourth is Kensu – who is the greatest hero in Estra.  The fifth is Tal the Terrible – who was a bad guy, a cutthroat, who later became the greatest hero on the eastern edge of Westra. The sixth is Xixathia – who chose a random character to be created and ended up the only Starborn Zanthian in the entire Great Realm.”
What is a Zanthian” I asked, unfamiliar with the race. 
“Oh, they are snake people with scaly skin, forked tongues, and venomous fangs.  As the brownie might say, she is bad bad bad.  I’m surprised The Silver Goddess elevated her to level two fifty.”
“And who is the final one?” I inquired.
“I’m going to keep that as a surprise for now.  You’ll find out soon enough.  Anyway, to get back to business, you’re finally going to be OP, and I’m excited about it.”
“OP?” I asked
“Nearly six months into the game and you still haven’t picked up the lingo.  OP means overpowered. Badass.  Over the top.  Godlike.  Murderous.  Finally, I don’t have to be embarrassed by you.  You should know the ribbing I take from the other AIs for how lackluster and unimpressive your skills and abilities are.  They’re all like, If I were his AI he would have reached level two hundred and fifty naturally and not through some bootleg boost.  Yup, level two fifty is where it’s at.  By the way, and this is important, there are some Starborn out there turned on by your raw power and strength that want to get with you. I can email you their contact information…”
“Havervill,” I groaned.  “You are all over the place again.  What are the new skills I gained?  I am off to The Spitrotz tomorrow and really need to know what I will be capable of.”
“Do you really think it’s a good idea to travel into the heart of darkness?  The Spitrotz is a bad place filled with powerful and malevolent creatures who cannot be bargained with.  They will attack you on sight.”
“I know,” I responded.  “I have a plan.”
“Are you going to fill me in or leave me in the dark?”
“I’ll tell you all about it later as I am going to need your help.  But first, can you tell me about all my new skills and abilities?”
“Can do,” my virtual assistant responded. “I’m super stoked about some of them.   You gained three more Mace Special Skills, one each at level one hundred fifty, level two hundred, and level two hundred and fifty.  I really like all three of these.  Good and deadly.  The way a Mace Special Skill ought to be.  At level one hundred you gained Multi Mace.  When you invoke this bad boy, you not only fight with the mace in your hand, but two other maces, wielded by invisible hands, suddenly appear and attack your foe as well. They act of their own volition, looking for openings and points of weakness.  They are autonomous and can even utilize any of the other Mace Special Skills such as Power Blow or Bone Breaker, though at diminished power.  The conjured maces last ten minutes or until enough damage is inflicted upon them to disperse them.  This beauty can be used five times a day.  That gremlin boss won’t know what hit him, then hit him, and then hit him again. Pow! Thump! Whack!”
“I could have made use of that so many times in the past,” I admitted. 
“Well you have it now.  We should go find a gremlin grotto or stronghold and try it out on the little maniacs.”
“I’m sure the opportunity will appear very soon.  So, what about the other ones?”
“The level two hundred one is Murder Mace.”
“Murder Mace, is that really its name or did you make that up?” I asked.
“Can’t blame me on that one.  The designers finally got a name right.  You know how you have Instahit – well think of this one as Instakill.  That might have been a good name as well.  Though I have a few other ones: Mace of the Destroyer, or Mace of Smiting or, Mace of Death…”
“Please focus Havervill,” I asked, “or we are going to be here all day.”
“Okay. Okay.  Murder Mace can be used a limited number of times as well.  With one blow of your mighty mace, you can destroy any being of equal or lesser level than you, which at level two hundred and fifty would be every other Starborn in the game.  Unfortunately, you can only smite a nasty gremlin boss or bodacious banshee a total of five times.  So, you have to be real discerning with who you are going to kill instantaneously. One more thing.  Any Starborn you kill won’t be able to spawn back into the game for forty eight hours. They will also lose one random item – anything from a sentimental trinket they carry in their pouch all the way to a Celestial item. That will certainly piss some of them off.   Finally, at level two hundred and fifty you have Mass Murder Mace.  Boy, that name sucks.  They should really have called it Killer
Chasm, Mighty Munching Mouth, or Murderous Maw.  As usual, no one asked for my input. With this one, you smash your mace into the ground, and a damn big chasm will open in front of you swallowing everything in its path.  You can also make the hole dangerous by lining it with spikes, or filling it with snakes, or my favorite, you can have the chasm close with the beasts or beasties still trapped inside.  You have some control over the size of the crater.  The max is one hundred feet wide, one hundred feet long and five hundred feet deep – which is pretty damn big.   I would be careful where I use that of course.  You may not want to open a big ass hole in – ooh that would have been a good one Big Ass Hole…”
  “Focus Havervill,” I cut in.
“Right.  Right.  You wouldn’t want to use that one in the middle of a cavern as you may bring the entire thing tumbling down around you.”
“I’ll be careful.”
“Careful is good even if it’s boring.  Since we are on the topic of maces, let’s talk about your Scalable Mace Special Attributes.  You gained three more of these as well.  One at level one fifty, another at level two hundred, and a final one at level two hundred and fifty.  Let’s skip to the last one first.  I just can’t wait to tell you about this baby,” Havervill stated with a cheerful voice.  “The level two hundred fifty feature is God Slayer.  It is a one time use ability. It does exactly what the name says. You invoke this, whack a god or goddess and it dies and stays dead.  Yeah, yeah, I know what you are thinking…”
“What do you think I was thinking?” I asked, though I thought I had my Altirax situation all settled with God Slayer.
“You were thinking, well, that is bogus.  That is a prime example of deus-ex-machina.  Instead of a god coming down from the firmaments to solve all the problems, a mace does it instead.   Anyway, I digress, like I said, you can use it once so make sure you really want the god or goddess dead before you use it.”
“I might just use it on you if you don’t get through these upgrades faster.”
“Hardy har har,” Havervill quipped.  “I need to speed them up anyway.  Tambi and I have some shopping to do for our big event coming up.  Oh, by the way, you are my best man.  But let’s talk about that later.  I need to stay focused here.” I was about to ask about the whole best man thing when Havervill chugged along.   “The other two Scalable Mace Special Attributes are good ones if uninspired. The level one hundred fifty ability is Mace of Fear.  When you invoke this ability, your mace will emit an overpowering sense of dread and terror.  Creatures of lower level affected by fear will either flee from you or will suffer severe debuffs, such as becoming catatonic.  The ability can differentiate between friend and foe, so allies in range will not be impacted.  The initial range is a hundred foot diameter, with those closer to you feeling the effect more intensely. You can limit the range.  The closer your enemy is to you the more intense the feeling of dread and abject terror will be.  That is a nice one to drive off a horde of annoying gremlins who are trying to surround you and eat you.”
“That one has a great deal of potential, especially if I am surrounded by mobs.”
“I guess.  But if they run away, they aren’t dead and can just come back and attack you once the fear wears off.”
“How long does the effect last?”
“Depends on a number of factors, such as the level of your opponent, resistances they possess, and how much they hate you and your kind.”
“Okay, what is the final Scalable Mace Special Attribute?”
“The level two hundred one is Lightning.  This one will only work outside and only when it is cloudy.  Hold your mace up in the air, invoke the ability, and then lightning streaks down from the sky striking your mace like it is a lightning rod.  It is all very dramatic looking.  Now that the mace is brimming with a deadly electrical charge, you can aim your mace at a horde of gremlins or one really big creature like a giant and release the lightning.  Boy they will be shocked when a charge of electricity strikes them.  You get it, shocked.”
“That was an excellent one, Havervill.  Best pun yet,” I quipped.  “But why do these explanations of my new skills and attributes always take so long.  Can’t we shorten them somehow?”
“You always ask the same thing from me.  I promise you that I will try.  And I fail. So you are just going to have to learn to cope.  Luckily, there aren’t as many for your shield.  Like I always say, the designers don’t respect defense. They consider it boring.  You gained two more Shield Special Skills at levels one fifty and two fifty respectively.  They didn’t even come up with something for level two hundred.  I offered them a slew of skills for level two hundred like Shield of the Devourer.  For that one a big mouth with sharp teeth would appear in the front of the shield and gobble up the gremlin you are fighting.  I also suggested Shield of the Succubus where one of the sexy, busty, demonesses would be summoned from the shield.  Suddenly, the horny paladin you are fighting drops the sword in his hand and takes out the sword in his pants…”
“Havervill!”  I shouted
“Fine.  Stay focused. The level one hundred fifty ability is Dancing Shield.  For this one, you invoke it and suddenly a shield is hovering in front of you protecting you from an ogre’s club or a harpy’s claw.  This is separate from your own shield which you can also summon.  Think about two shields for the price of one.  You can also shout orders to it, like to protect your back or defend the lovely backside of the elven lass.”
“That seems like a pretty handy one,” I admitted.
“It is, and you can use it up to five times a day, and it lasts for the duration of a battle or at least until it absorbs enough damage to dissipate.”
“And what is the one for level two fifty?”  
“That’s a really good one called Protection.  It can only be invoked three times a week, but it lasts for ten minutes.  This is really OP. While this skill is active, you are impervious to all damage.  And I mean all.  Drock Blanag’s fire would not have touched you.  Hell, a thunder of black dragons could be spewing an inferno of flames at you, and you could laugh at them, taunt them, and give them the finger while their flames harmlessly roll off you.  Of course, you better be the hell away from them once the skill wears off.”
“It stinks that it lasts only ten minutes,” I stated.  “I am walking into a hotbed of danger tomorrow and could make great use of this ability if it lasted longer.”
“There might be a way to do that?” Havervill said, “but let’s talk about that later.”
“Well if you know a way to extend those ten minutes, I sure as hell want to know.”
“Aye mein capitan.  However, we should finish the rest of the upgrade first.”  Without giving me a chance to probe him further, Havervill marched along.  “There are also two Scalable Bracer / Shield Special Attributes at levels one hundred fifty and two hundred and fifty.  The first one is kinda cool, Flying Shield.  Let’s say for shits and giggles a titan hurled you from the top of a mountain, you could invoke this power and suddenly you could be sitting on your shield like a magic carpet as it lands you peacefully on the ground.  Or, and this would look cool, you stand on it, like a flying surfboard – that would make you look much hipper.  Of course, your Protection skill would save your life as well, though hitting the ground at those speeds still might be unpleasant.  You wouldn’t die – you wouldn’t even be injured – but it would have to suck I figure.  And the level two hundred and fifty Scalable Bracer / Shield Special Attribute is Lion Shield.  One minute you are fighting the gremlin boss, and the next moment a giant and vicious lion jumps out of the shield, lands on top of the gremlin queen, and begins mauling her.  You can summon up to three lions a day – one at a time or all three at once.  You also have the option to summon a single, uber vicious mini-boss lion.”
“Hmmm, that is an interesting one.”
“Hmmm.  That’s all you got? Hmmm.  You seem a little underwhelmed.”
“Nothing like that.  Just seems like a curious shield ability.  It appears to be a summoning spell like Tinsie might cast.”
“You’re OP now.  You can do cool, kick ass things like that now.  You have to stop thinking of yourself as just some one-dimensional schlub who goes ahead and bashes heads in to solve their problems.  Now you have man-eating lions who can solve a ton of difficulties for you.  But let’s finish this up.  Tambi is giving me the old stink eye.  Let’s talk about your crossbow.”
“I really need to start using it more,” I blurted out. 
“Normally I would call you a wuss for wanting to fight from a distance.  Yet in this case, the Crossbow Special Skills are awesome.”
“So, what are they?”
“The level one hundred fifty skill is called Shotgun.  The crossbow doesn’t literally turn into a shotgun – not that we have any in The Great Realm – we have Boomsticks – that do essentially the same thing.  They blow holes in your opponent.  Tomorrow, if some big, stupid fire giant tries to bash your skull in with a hunk of molten rock, aim your crossbow at her…”
“Her…?  Why does it have to be a female?”
“Because I’m a feminist,” my AI answered.  “So, aim your crossbow at her, invoke Shotgun, and blammo – hole in her chest.  Or at the very least, the blow from the bolt should be enough to knock the giant to her well-padded derrière.  You can use this three times a day.  So I would suggest you shoot the giant two more times right after that to ensure it doesn’t get back up.  Because if a thirty foot fire giant gets back up to her oversized feet, you are toast.  And that leads to the one downside. Shotgun only has a twenty foot range.”
“That is certainly a negative, especially since a real shotgun has an effective range of about fifty yards.”
“Well, this isn’t your world. The level two hundred and fifty skill is similar to Shotgun, except that it is tailored to take down flying beasts.  This one is called Ballista.  Invoke this skill and your crossbow turns into a ballista – which is no more than a big ass crossbow.  The bolt from the ballista may not be enough to take down a dragon, but it can take down a harpy boss, or a wyvern, or one of those nasty gryphons.”
“Could I use it on the giant?” I asked.
“I like how you think.  The bolt from the ballista might be enough to skewer a giant.  We should try that out tomorrow and see how it works.  If it does work, we should patent the idea.”   
“I gotta tell you Havervill, I’m impressed with some of these skills and attributes so far.  I feel like we can definitely take down big bastards if we need to.”
“Yeah, they are good.  Could have been better if they had asked for my input, but…”
“Please don’t complain again about the designers not listening to your suggestions. What are the Scalable Crossbow Special Attributes?”
“The level one hundred and fifty ability is Pandemonium.  That’s a fun word to say.  It sounds evil, doesn’t it?  Shoot your bolt into the midst of a hobgoblin army and watch the bedlam ensue. The army might begin attacking one another; or a number of them just might cease to exist and vanish from the battlefield; or suddenly they are all transformed into a field of wildflowers.  The effects on monsters and Realmborn are random, and they are permanent.  Let’s say you turn the hobgoblin raid party into a field of wildflowers then a stinky field of wildflowers they will remain for the rest of their days, or at least until some fairies fly into the field and start picking the flowers to make wreaths for their hair.   The effects on a Starborn – while not permanent – can still be destructive, such as instead of the wizard blasting you with the bolt of lightning, she zaps the assassin who was about to backstab you; or a greedy dwarf might become generous and begin to give away all his goods, right down to his under clothing.  Now that would be a hoot.  A naked dwarf crying after he realizes he gave all his belongings away to the goblins he was supposed to wipe out.  This skill can be used once a day.”
“Would it work against a black dragon or a fire giant,” I asked, already preparing for the outing planned for the following morning.”
“Probably not.  Not so effective against creatures more powerful than you are.  Even all maxed out like you are, you aren’t really Saint George material.  However, if you really want to make a statement, and if you want to make the black dragons sit up and take notice, you can use the next skill, Death Shot.  Unfortunately, I think the designer of this skill was a drunkard.  He had to be.  He must have been sloshed when he came up with this skill. Let’s say you had use Death Shot when you had fought Drock Blanag.  Any number of fun things could have occurred.  For instance, you use the skill and aim a bolt at the black dragon.  The bolt lodges in her side and she begins to hoot and howl in laughter at your puny, ineffective attack.  That is because the hand of fate was not with you.  However, the hand of fate is capricious, and that same bolt could lodge in the black dragon but this time it acts like Bob's Blasting Cap and blows the dragon to smithereens.”
“That last effect would have been helpful,” I mused aloud.
“Maybe,” my AI replied.  “Until the combatants within range of the exploding dragon are incinerated also.”
“That’s not good,” I answered.
“Wouldn’t say it is.  I am led to believe that the chance of it working the way you want it to is thirty three percent.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because there may be a third effect.  The dragon might grow larger, more powerful and meaner.  Then you would have an even more difficult time defeating said dragon.”
“That’s way too arbitrary for my liking.  Why doesn’t someone fix that skill?” I asked.
“Because the designers are all big babies.  Their creatures are sacred, and gods forbid one designer treads on the work of another.  Nope, no one is fixing it.  But if all hope is lost, there is a one in three chance the tide can be turned.  Anyway, that is the last of the crossbow skills.  Man, I can’t wait for us to try some of these out tomorrow.”
I understood Havervill’s excitement; unfortunately, my plans for The Spitrotz didn’t include a head on suicide mission.” 
“Is that everything or is there more?  Because if we’re done, I’m thinking of handing the manacles over to Daughter this afternoon.”
“Almost finished.  We have a few more things to cover.  Your Legendary Brass Knuckles will be upgraded also.  We just need to drop them off to Tali.”
Just then a pixie appeared in front of me.  “Pixie courier service,” the fairy squeaked, “do you have a package you need delivered?”
I had never actually used a pixie to deliver an item before.  Up until that moment, I had only considered them as a means to send a message.
The little creature hovered in front of me with its hand out.
“Give him the brass knuckles Mace,” Havervill said.  “Tali is expecting them.  You will get them back in the morning.”
I hated parting with the brass knuckles; nevertheless, I really wanted them upgraded.  I pulled the talisman from my sack and handed it towards the creature.  The brass knuckles were  as big as the fairy. However, I knew how the magic in this game worked.  As soon as the creature touched the brass knuckles, they shrunk down to a manageable size for the pixie.  “Please deliver these to Tali,” I said.
“Expedited delivery will be ten gold for a round trip,” the creature announced, its tiny hand held out.
I handed over the gold and the creature buzzed away faster than my eyes could register.
“Glad they are being upgraded,” Havervill stated.  “They are a little underpowered now, especially against the creatures you are going to be facing.  First off, they will no longer be Legendary but Celestial.”
“Very cool.”
“The Jackhammer feature has been recharged and has no limit.  Sheesh, you can use that all you want and never have to worry about exhausting it.  We should do a dungeon dive where you just kill stuff with your hands.  That’s how to kill a gremlin – up close and personal so you can hear the bones break and the necks snap like chicken bones.”
Then I remembered something.  “Um Havervill, when I first received the brass knuckles I was told – by you I believe – that Jackhammer cannot be recharged – even by Tali herself.” 
“Yeah, I said that, and she can’t recharge them.  What she can do is create a whole new ability which does the same thing as the old one.  So now instead of Jackhammer – the same ability is called Power Driver.  She created the Brass Knuckles so that they could be enhanced if needed.  Just remember, once you activate this ability you have got a minute to use it, or you will strike the closest person next to you – whether a friend or fiend.  You should be able to punch through any barrier or shield.  Hell, the other AIs and I have done some testing and we think it can punch through a golem. And you might, but don’t hold me to this, might, if Providence is with you – and yeah – I know how much I say Providence is a waste and you make your luck – anyway you might be able to strike down a god with a single punch.  In the past Jackhammer was limited to a total of three uses and now you can use it twice a day.” 
“Wow, Tali went to town on the knuckles,” I stated.  
“Well she hasn’t yet, but she will.  A few other things, the base damage was four hundred and fifty to six hundred fifty damage points.  The base damage has been raised to a minimum one thousand all the way up to a possible one thousand five hundred damage points.”
“Holy smokes!”
“Yup.  They are OP for sure.  We really need to find something to pulverize and really soon.    Because the base attack has more than doubled and the Jackhammer – sorry – Power Driver added, Tali removed the Ram it Down His Throat damage bonus.  It wasn’t much anyway.” 
“That’s no big loss.  I think it maxed out at a hundred damage points.”
“Speaking of damage points, at level two hundred and fifty you now have five thousand two hundred and eighty one.   You should be able to hold your own in a battle.  Along with Greeny’s Gaudy armor, you will be able to take quite a pummeling.  You have all that money in your coffers; we really should look into getting you a powerful ring of Extra Damage Points or something similar. You really need to start thinking like an adventurer and not just a constable.”
“I plan to start doing just that.  In fact, as soon as we are finished here, I’m off to Rhia’s shop for a few items.”
“Hmmm,” Havervill said. 
“No hmmm. I need a few things, and she’s got the best in town.”
“The best what? Booty maybe?”
“Havervill!”
“Fine.  Fine.  One last thing and then we’re done.  Your attribute points.  We have to allocate the additional ones.  Remember that the new cap is now one hundred and fifty.  So we really should look into trying to max out at least one.”
“I only need to get one of them to one hundred and forty.  Greeny’s armor gives me a plus ten bonus on all the physical attributes.”
“This is true.  However, you can purchase items that will enhance your attributes as well. As generous as you have been loading your guards up with the best equipment available, there is nothing wrong with spending some of it on yourself or on your loveable virtual assistant.  Speaking of spending money, Tambi and I are registered for wedding gifts at the AI Emporium.  I’m sending you the link now.  I have highlighted a few that I think you might want to purchase for us.”
I heard a chime, and I knew Havervill had sent me the link.  I knew not to look.  No good was going to come from me checking out the list now.  I was sure whatever he wanted was outrageously priced or would be bizarre like a Kama Sutra for artificial intelligence.”
“Not even going to take a glance,” Havervill said after several seconds had passed. 
“I just want to look when I am not rushed.  You and Tambi deserve the best.”
“Well, uh, thanks,” Havervill said a little off balance by my response. “So, you have a total of five hundred and eighty total attribute points.  Any ideas on how you want to distribute them.” 
I fiddled around with the numbers on a parchment for a few minutes before I finally stated, “Let me tell you what I am thinking.  Physical Strength and Fortitude both at one hundred – one hundred and ten with Greeny’s armor on.  Nimbleness and Hand-Eye Coordination at eighty – ninety while wearing the armor. Providence and Allure both at ninety.”  I could sense that Havervill wanted to jump in, but I didn’t let him.  “I know how you feel about Providence, but I’m off tomorrow to one of the most dangerous and inhospitable places in the entire game, so I think I’m going to need all the luck I can get. As for Allure, I am fairly certain I am going to be leading the largest army ever assembled in The Great Realm – and Allure might help me inspire the army.”
“If you think so.  If it were me, I would max out my Strength.  You wouldn’t need luck if you could bust open the skull of a fire giant with one single blow of your powerful mace.  But that’s just me.  You gotta do you.”
“So is that it?  Are we done?”
“I am.  You want me to pop up your character sheet so you can look it over.”
“Sure, but give me the simplest version possible, okay.  Just the basics.”
Mace – AKA Herald Mace, AKA Constable Mace
Class: Constable – Level 250
Damage Points: 5281
Attributes
Physical Strength100 points
Physical Fortitude100 points
Hand-Eye Coordination  80 points
Nimbleness  80 points
Mental Acuity20 points
Mental Fortitude  20 points
Providence90 points
Allure  90 points
Mace Special Skills
⮚      Power Blow

⮚      Bash Undead

⮚      Break Weapon

⮚      Concussive Force

⮚      Bone Breaker

⮚      Thor’s Mace

⮚      Elemental Strike

⮚      Please Don’t Hit Me

⮚      Transform Mace

⮚      Ethereal Strike

⮚      Multi Mace

⮚      Murder Mace

⮚      Mass Murder Mace

Crossbow Special Skills
⮚      Called Shot

⮚      Puncture Wound

⮚      Deep Penetration

⮚      Variable Death

⮚      Sonic Boom

⮚      Turret

⮚      Shotgun

⮚      Ballista

Scalable Bracer / Shield Special Skills
⮚      Kinetic Shield

⮚      Elemental Resistance

⮚      Magnetize Shield

⮚      Invisible Shield

⮚      Shield Dome

⮚      Cap’s Shield

⮚      Spike Shield

⮚      Dancing Shield

⮚      Protection

Brawler Special Skills
⮚      Unarmed Combat

⮚      Grappler

⮚      Smasher

⮚      Dirty Fighter

Perks
⮚      True Sight

⮚      Behind the Veil

⮚      Liar! Liar!

⮚      Glean Truth

⮚      Intimidation

⮚      Blunt Force Trauma 

⮚      Quest Giver

Scalable Mace Special Attributes
⮚      Unbreakable 

⮚      Control Damage

⮚      Thumper

⮚      Double Attack

⮚      Special Double Attack

⮚      Studded Mace

⮚      Barrier Buster

⮚      Instahit

⮚      Thunderclap

⮚      Mace of Fear

⮚      Lightning

⮚      God Slayer

Scalable Crossbow Special Attributes
⮚      Ready Bolt

⮚      Unbreakable 

⮚      Bow Reconfigured

⮚      Advanced Bow Reconfigured

⮚      Pretend You Are A Longbow  

⮚      Double Damage

⮚      Pierce Barrier 

⮚      InstaHit

⮚      Projectile

⮚      Pandemonium

⮚      Death Shot

Scalable Bracer / Shield Special Attributes
⮚      Unbreakable   

⮚      Shield Rush    

⮚      Shield Bash    

⮚      Advanced Shield Bash     

⮚      Shield Wall     

⮚      Double Defense     

⮚      Reflect Damage

⮚      Titan Shield

⮚      Flying Shield

⮚      Lion Shield

“Everything looks great to me, Havervill,” I stated.  I think it’s time you and I go shopping, and then I’m off to return the manacles to Daughter.”
“Shopping I can help you with, but as for Daughter, you’re still on your own.”
“Oh, by the way, who is The Silver Lady’s last Herald?”
“You are about to find out,” he said.




Chapter 18:  The Final Herald

“Mace,” Tinsie shouted as she materialized in the office.  “Frabjous day!  Wonderful wonderful wonderful news.”
“What happened?”
“So so so much,” Tinsie answered gleefully.  “This is the best day ever.”
“What’s up?” I inquired. “I just left you a few hours ago”. 
“Shannon approached me a few minutes ago about Immersion Online making a movie about my life. They want to call it Tinsie’s Time In The Harem, or Tinsie and the Escape from The Sundaland, or just simply Tinsie: A Life.  Oh, I’m going to be so so so famous.  Sierra Skye is going to make a cameo.  And my old Boss, Max Redmond, is going to be in it as well. Or at least, an actor is going to play Max.  And of course, you’ll be all over it too.  It’s so exciting!”
“Where’s my movie?” Havervill groused.  “Havervill the Revolutionary, or Havervill’s Harem, or …” He went on with a long list, but I paid him no heed.   
“Fame is not all it’s cracked up to be,” I stated.
“I won’t mind,” she said.  “I always had the acting bug, and they are going to let me play myself in the movie.” 
“I’m sure you’ll do great.”
“Having a movie made about the life of Tinsie isn’t even the best thing that happened today.”
“What tops that?”
“Do I look any different?” she asked before performing a midair pirouette. 
I stared at the fairy – blonde hair, check, bright blue eyes, check, translucent wings, check, cheerful disposition, check.  Nothing was different on the outside as far as I could tell. Then something dawned on me, and I invoked my True Sight. Then
everything became crystal clear.  Herald Tinsie, Starborn, Sprite, Transfigurator and Bearer of the Sigil of The Silver Lady, Level 250.  There was a ton more information, but I stopped right there.
“You’re the final herald,” I said.  “That’s incredible.  You deserve it.”
“Not only a herald – but a special one.  I was bestowed this sigil – not sure what it does yet, but The Silver Lady said I would find out soon enough.  Oh, this is the best best best day everrrrr,” she said the last line singsong. Hanging around her neck dangled a golden coin with what appeared to be two bright silver eyes.   “So what’s next?”  Tinsie finally asked.
“First, we are off to Rhia’s to do some shopping.  We need to load up on some materials for tomorrow when we head to The Spitrotz.”
“That’s supposed to be a scary place Mace.  However, it’s going to be cake for a pair of kick ass heralds like us.  So, what kind of stuff are we buying?”
“I think it is time we min max the shit out of ourselves.  Tomorrow is going to be dangerous, and then we still have a demon army to fight.” I paused for a second and then added to my AI, “Havervill, you said you have some ideas for the best way to survive The Spitrotz?
“That I do,” Havervill responded.  
An hour later, and ten thousand gold coins poorer, we departed Rhia’s shop loaded up with eight new relics, four for me and four for Tinsie. 
“Oh, this day just keeps getting better and better,” Tinsie squealed in glee as she affixed a plain silver bracelet around one wrist, and then clipped a plain golden bracelet to the other one.  The silver bracelet raised her Mental Acuity by twenty five points while the gold one raised her Mental Fortitude twenty five points as well.  With the two bracelets, both of those attributes were now at one hundred forty – just ten shy of the max. The two relics that provided plus twenty five points enhancement for the two primary attributes were the highest available.  As I learned from Rhia, none of the major relic creators had yet been able to construct any item that provided more than a twenty five point boost.  Tinsie’s other two items were a set of rings – one inset with an opal and the other with a bright sapphire.  The opal one enhanced all magical damage she did by one hundred percent; while the sapphire one allowed her to quadruple the number of creatures she could summon.  Meanwhile, Rhia provided me with two rings as well – one brass colored and the other copper – both raising my Physical Strength and Fortitude by twenty five points – enhancing both to one hundred and twenty five.  When I was wearing Greeny’s Breastplate of Glimmering Gold, I received an extra ten points to both of those attributes – raising both to one hundred and thirty five.  I also purchased a divine item Rhia had just acquired, an earring called Earl’s Earring of Everything, that when activated would allow me to mimic any skill, ability or perk I saw someone or something else using.  For example, if I wanted to, I could mimic Tinsie’s Soul Sister perk and then one Mace would become two.  Havervill hooted it up when I put on the earring and let loose with a host of “Aye Mateys! and Thar she blows!”
Since Tinsie was with me, Rhia was mostly all business, but as I was leaving my blonde-haired ex-lover sidled up close to me and whispered.  “I’d like to talk.  Maybe some dinner tomorrow night.”  I was about to respond when she added, “Just dinner, I promise.”
“Yeah, right, just dinner.  And then each other for dessert,” Havervill quipped.
I’m not sure what came over me, but I found myself saying, “I would like that if I can work it out. I’m off to The Spitrotz tomorrow, so I’m not sure how much time I will have left.  The game didn’t allow players to be logged in for more than twelve hours before you were required to logoff for a minimum of eight hours.  I sure as hell hoped we wouldn’t be spending twelve hours in The Spitrotz.  The longer we were there, the greater the chance we would be overwhelmed by the deadly monsters that dwelled there.  I had more of a quick in and out plan set up for the following day. 
“Why are you off to The Spitrotz?” she asked.
“I’ll fill you in when I get back,” I promised. Then she started rifling through a shelf.  She began muttering to herself, “No… No…Not that one.  This is it,” she finally said after she tossed ten or so items to the cluttered floor.  With that, she handed me a mason jar.
“What do you want me to do with this?” I asked.
“Fill it with some of the magma from The Spitrotz.  A drop of lava from the fiery pit is enough to empower even a Celestial weapon.”  Then she got up on her tippy toes and lovingly said, “Please.  Please do this for me.  I’ll owe you one.” Then she planted a small kiss on my lips.
I looked around, embarrassed, but felt better when I realized that Tinsie had flown outside. 
“I’ll see what I can do,” I answered.
“Oy ve!” Havervill groaned. 
Then I asked Rhia for the best shop to purchase potions.  She pointed us to Elsie’s Elixir Emporium where I was going to pick up two potions for Gwen.  Havervill said I would also find them useful. Elsie was a young gnome woman.  When we entered the shop, Tinsie and I began to cough from noxious smoke that was pouring out of a beaker. A moment later, the glass tumbler exploded.  I held up my arms by instinct to protect my face, but no shards flew.
“Sorry guests,” the gnome said cheerfully.  “I have a Containment perk that allows me to suppress any kind of explosion. Can’t have half the shop blowing up again. Still paying off the damages from the last time.”
“How can I help you?” the excitable potions maker asked.
Havervill provided me the name of two elixirs, and I related them to her. The gnome kept taking her glasses on and off going “Hum'' and “I think I have them” and “Where would they be?”  A moment later she said, “Be right back.  And I wouldn't steal anything unless you want to be turned into a squishy bug.”  She ran off into a room behind the shop.  A din of noise erupted from the back: glass shattered, metal clanged, a cat gave out a loud, terrified yowl.
She finally emerged holding two vials – one with a dark purple liquid and one that was transparent. “My cousin Ethel distilled this clear one,” she said. “It’s called Ethel’s Ethereal Elixir, and it has two doses.  One dose and you will become a specter – a phantasm – a substanceless entity of just thought.  Though wraithlike, you will be able to see and hear those in the material world.  But beware, dark things lurk in the shadows where you will be.”
“Oh, the things in the shadow,” Tinsie said.  “They don’t bother me none.  Just sing them a song and they will leave you alone.  You know any songs, Mace? If not, I can teach you a few.”
“I can share a few ditties also,” Havervill cut in. “There’s one I like about the poor sailor who returns home after three years at sea with his pockets filled with silver and gold.  The poor sailor lad is forced to return to the harsh seas when the brothel girl, Bonnie, robs him of his life savings after a long night of debauchery.”
“I know a few, Tinsie,” I responded.  Of course, most of the songs I knew were nearly a hundred years old – some good old time Rock and Roll.  Though I didn’t think that would matter to these things lurking in the shadows.
“This purple elixir” the gnome merchant explained, “is from another cousin - Phil.  All of his potions are purple if you are interested.  He’s not all that good at naming things, so it’s just called Phil’s Skills.  Nevertheless, his elixirs are the most potent in the game.  One dose of Phil’s Skills will supercharge one of your skills.”
“I’m just looking to extend the duration of one of my skills to last longer.”
“Well then this is the potion for you.  Something with an hour-long duration might last for half a day.  The effect really depends on how powerful the skill is you are trying to extend.”
“I’ll take two Ethels and two Phils if you have them in stock,” I said. 
“That’ll be one thousand gold coins,” she responded.
When I forked over the coins, she seemed almost upset.
“Have you no etiquette?” Havervill asked as we left the shop.
“What etiquette?  What did I do wrong?” I asked.   
“You insulted her by not haggling.  Gnomes expect it.”
“You could have said something at the time?”
“What am I, your cultural attaché?”
“No but you’re supposed to be my assistant, so I expect you to help me with things like that from now on.”
“If you want.  I will let you know when you are culturally insensitive from now on.  So do you need anything else?”
“Just one more thing,” I said.  I explained to Havervill what I wanted to do.
“Um!  I’m not sure!  But it’s devious.  Let me ask around?”
I told Tinsie my plan also and she responded, “Fun fun fun!” as was her common response.
“How long will that take?” I asked my AI, knowing that it was getting later in the day already.  I wanted to give Daughter the manacles before I logged off.  I planned to devote the following day to nothing but finding Rose.
“Done!” Havervill said. “I have arranged everything.  It will take half an hour.”  Havervill had even arranged for the pixie to run this super-secret, covert mission – as my AI termed it.   By the time we got back to the office, the pixie returned from wherever Havervill had sent him. 
“Tomorrow should be interesting!”  Havervill stated.  “I have not seen Rose in many a year.  None of The Sisters have.  Anyway, I think you are good for now. I will see you in the morning.”
“Not sticking around for what’s next?” I asked.
“You know I’m not.  You can return the manacles to Daughter all on your own.  I might suggest, however, that you bring some back up this time.”
“I plan to do just that.” Turning to Tinsie I asked, “Have you ever been to Fairmount?”
“I love Fairmount. And I love love love road trips.”
*
This time around, I arrived in Fairmount with a small army comprising Tinsie, Buddy, Big Guy, Lieutenant Gail, twenty heavily armored guards, and me. The guards had all received upgraded armor and weapons recently and were around level one hundred and thirty five.  I was hoping Captain Hardscrabble would show up this time.  Last time he had his guards pummel me a bit for fun.  This time I would thrash him and see how he liked it. 
I admit it.  I was itching for a brawl.
“Ooh,” Tinsie cooed.  “I love love love the Ever Tree.  Especially the pomegranate fruit.  You should grab one if you are planning to see Rhia tonight.”
Dammit.   Tinsie had heard my conversation with my ex-girlfriend and knew I planned to perhaps see the merchant the next day.  I wasn’t planning to ask Tinsie the effect of the pomegranate fruit from the Ever Tree.  That, of course, didn’t keep her from telling me.
“Oh, it’s the best best best, especially if you share the seeds with someone you care for.  Oh, I don’t want to ruin the effect for you.  Let’s just say, you share that once and you will be coming back to the tree all the time.”  Then she made a sad face – almost like a pout.  “I picked one for myself as well.  So sad though.  I have no one to share it with.  I still have some friends over at Domi's, but no one all that special.”
“Come visit me tonight little sprite,” a sultry voice said, as Daughter just popped up in front of Tinsie and I, “and that loneliness, that pang for pleasure that rushes through you can be satiated, the stars do show me. The seeds of the pomegranate are quite potent and will heighten the rapture and enhance the pain until you are lost in a whirlwind of horrible delight.  So if you do visit, bring a few of them along.”
“Oh, um,” Tinsie stammered.  I could see my deputy was struggling with a response, so I saved her.
“Hello Daughter,” I responded.  Pulling the manacles from the pouch at my hip, I handed them to her.  “As promised, I return the manacles to you.” Then something inside me drove me to ask, “If I can inquire, is there a particular being you plan to bind?”
“Why do you ask?  Are you volunteering?  If you are into shackles, I have much more enjoyable ones in my dungeon.”
“Um, no. Nothing like that,” I sputtered.
“Maybe next time,” Daughter responded.
“You completed the task I assigned to you.  I will join my sisters as promised when the great battle arrives. Aye, I will join.  And things will change forever in The Great Realm, the stars do show me.”
“Change how?” I asked.
“Perhaps like a slow-moving brook or mayhap like a roiling river.  Either way, I will be there.  It’s been many years since I’ve seen my sisters.  Old scores will be settled, the stars do show me. You should depart now.  An army approaches, looking for reddest blood.  One warning before you leave; Rose awaits you at the heart of The Spitrotz.  Her soul is a burning flame of black coal.  She will destroy you and any companions you bring with you.  There is nothing she wants nor that you can offer her.”  Then looking back to Tinsie she said, “It has been many a year since I have played with a sprite. Come and find me tonight, and I will introduce you to games you didn’t even know existed.”
Tinsie’s face blanched as she stuttered a few unintelligible words. 
Daughter smiled at my deputy and then faded away.
In the distance, I saw a small army approaching, led by Captain Hardscrabble. 
“Do we flee or fight Mace?”  Tinsie asked.  Her eyes flared darkest red as she pulled two thin wands from clips on her hip. 
“I think it’s time for Fairmount and the entire Great Realm to learn not to mess with us,” I responded.
“Yay!  Fun fun fun.  I have some entertaining new spells to try out,” Tinsie announced.
“Me too,” her Soul Sister said when she materialized next to Tinsie.
“I wouldn’t normally get this close to Daughter. But she is gone for now, so the coast should be clear for me.  I don’t want to miss this fight for all the tea in Toledo,” Havervill quipped.
“Who am I facing, Havervill?” I asked.
“Twenty or so guards, a ruby golem, and a hundred or so Starborn of varying levels.”
“Good,” I said, it’s time to try out some new skills.”
“Prepare for battle!”  I shouted.




Chapter 19:  A Grind of Gremlins

“Battle!” Buddy and Big Guy rumbled as they took up positions next to me.
“Stop!”  I commanded the oncoming mob, imbuing the single word with my Intimidation perk.  The perk’s effects were often hit or miss. However, this time, at two hundred and fiftieth level, and a herald of The Silver Lady to boot, everyone rushing towards us stopped dead in their tracks, including all the Starborn and even the malicious Captain Hardscrabble himself.  The advancing assailants appeared to be frozen in place. 
“I’m a just and benevolent herald,” I declared to the unmoving mob.  
“And I am a mean mean mean fairy herald ready to smoke you all if you don’t scram,” Tinsie announced as she hovered next to me.
Captain Hardscrabble muttered, “How?” as he tried to move forward but his body would not comply as though held down by heavy weights.
A notification chimed, but I didn’t know for what.
“So cool, Mace,” Havervill announced. “Intimidation has been upgraded to Voice of the Herald. I’ve never heard of a perk being upgraded before.  Always something new with you.”
“I give this warning once!” my voice boomed.  “We will not be driven off.  Leave now.  Any Realmborn who stays to fight will go to the Halls of The Grey Man from where there is no return.”
“I’ll send you there myself!” Tinsie promised.   
I heard muttering from some of those who I had frozen in place with my Intimidation perk.  I didn’t know how long this effect would last, so I knew I had to hurry along. 
“And Starborn will be sent to respawn.  In addition, you will make an enemy of me.  In case you don’t know, I can give quests.  My AI will send out a quest offering a price on each of your heads.  This quest will endure until you’re killed one hundred times; until then you will be hunted relentlessly by other Starborn and Realmborn so that The Great Realm will become a constant battlefield for you.”
“That is a coldhearted quest, Mace.  I approve!  Quest created and sent to everyone in The Great Realm,” Havervill stated.
“I will become your enemy too.  I will hunt you down myself!” Tinsie said.
“Fraud!” someone barked.
“Bunch of bullshit raising people to level two fifty!” one of the Starborn yelled.
“We’re going to kill you, and then we’ll be famous!  Send anyone you want to hunt me.  Free completion points for me when I dispose of them,” a final voice shouted before I used my new Voice of the Herald.  I could sense the advanced perk.  Energy and vigor coursed through me.  I felt omnipotent for a moment – like a god. These were ants in front of me, and I could squash them without even trying.  
“Flee now or die!”  I roared, and then I released whatever power had prevented them from attacking me.  By now, I was more than ready to bash someone.
Half of the approaching attack party did the smart thing and fled back into the city.  I did note, before Buddy and Big Guy barreled into their midst, that it was primarily the Realmborn who bolted.  Most of the Starborn, Captain Hardscrabble, a dozen disreputable looking NPCs, and half of the guards stood their ground, the latter out of a misguided loyalty to Captain Hardscrabble. The Captain and Constable Finnis had sent them to their doom.
Where is the constable? I wondered.
“Havervill,” I shouted.  “Send out a message that I would prefer the guards subdued or incapacitated.  Death should be a last resort!”
“Done!”  Havervill responded.  
Bodies flew as the two overpowered golems bashed into the front line, scattering them like marbles.  
Tinsie and her Soul Sister shouted, “Fun fun fun” before they both aimed their wands at the oncoming attackers.  “Invert!” Tinsie screamed as she aimed a wand, and then one of the attackers, a Starborn centaur, began to shriek and howl as his body was turned inside out. Organs and intestines were suddenly exposed before falling loose and plopping with a dull thud to the cobblestoned ground.  The player released one more scream before fading away to respawn.  She aimed the other wand towards a grizzled looking Starborn barbarian.  A moment later, he cried, “What the fuck!  I can’t see!  Little bitch blinded me!”
“No one calls my sister a bitch ‘cept me,” Tinsie’s Soul Sister sneered, as a boomerang of sorts appeared in her hand.  She flicked it sideways.  As it headed towards the barbarian, it began to glow a deep crimson and crackled with energy.  It cut into one thigh – passing right through it as though it were made of melting butter, before slicing through the other one.  The blind barbarian staggered for a moment before he realized his legs had been severed and his torso tumbled to the pavement while his dismembered legs fell like dead weights.
“Remind me not to get on either of the brownies’ bad sides.  Sheesh.  They have some unworked through anger issues,” Havervill stated.  In this case, I had to agree with him.  I’d never known Tinsie to be quite so cruel.  Possibly it was the effects of her being a max level player now, or maybe it was the true sprite essence beginning to push to the forefront. 
Then it was my turn to act.  The attackers were in disarray from the battering of the two golems.  Most Starborn never fought a golem before.  I figured they wanted to test their mettle against these nearly impervious beings.  They were fools to do so.  Just several seconds into the battle and the two golems had already dispatched at least ten of the Starborn, Buddy pummeling them as was his preferred method and Big Guy slicing through them with curved blades, one in each hand.  
I didn’t want to miss out on the fun, so I summoned my shield and invoked Protection.  It was almost like cheating, I knew, as I waded into the melee.  For the next ten minutes, I would be invulnerable to all attacks.  I tried to reach Captain Hardscrabble, but he was having trouble getting around Buddy who was trying to thrash him.  The captain was quick, however, and was able to dodge or sidestep the golem’s blows.
No matter.  Three Starborn attacked me.  The nice thing about Protection was that I didn’t need to have my shield out.  As long as I wore my bracer or had my shield out the ability was active.  The attacks of the Starborn all bounced off me. A warhammer clanged as though it hit an invisible barrier.  A spray of grey mist came towards my face, and then simply dissipated. An arrow hit my chest at point blank range and then splintered and fell to the pavement.  I grinned and then summoned my crossbow with a thought, invoked Shotgun, and aimed it at a dogger who was lunging at me. 
“Last chance!” I sneered.
He barked once, before springing towards me, trying to bite me with a mouth of pointy canine teeth.
I pulled the release. 
There was a hell of a kickback.  The bolt struck as though from a high caliber 10-gauge shotgun.  Gore, shards of skull, and gray matter splattered in every direction before the Starborn faded into the mist.  
“Ooo wee!   Let’s do that again and again,” Havervill screeched in delight.  
I conjured my mace, and then struck at the half giant who had tried to bash my head in with the warhammer.   I invoked my go to perk Blunt Force Trauma along with a low level Scalable Mace Special Attribute that I had seldom used, Special Double Attack.  At level one hundred, the perk quadrupled my base damage with my mace. I wasn’t even certain what the multiplier was at my current maxed out level.  I hadn’t thought to ask Havervill that question.  The half giant tried to bash me again.  “Die!” he shouted. 
I smirked as his warhammer clanged off the invisible barrier again.  Then I struck at him.  He tried to block my mace with his weapon, but I slipped below his arm and my mace crunched into his ribcage.  My strength with Greeny’s armor on was one hundred and thirty five.  My mace not only smashed into the rib cage, but also crushed his scale mail armor with such force that the metal links burst through his skin and pushed into his body.  He howled just once and then faded away.
“Let’s do that again,” Havervill shouted happily. “Three thousand thirty damage points, and the dumb shmuck only had nine hundred.  Really, what was he thinking?”
I didn’t have time to respond to my pleased AI as the second attack from my mace struck the arm of a slender, female elf.  The fact that she was female made me feel bad, so instead of sending her right to respawn, I smashed my weapon into her bow.
“Uh oh!”  Havervill stammered.
I understood his exclamation a moment later when the magically infused bow split in half and the mana imbued weapon exploded outward, striking the elf and several other nearby combatants.  The Starborn elf archer dissipated into the ether while others nearby groaned or grunted.
Just then, reinforcement guards rushed towards me.
“Five minutes left on your Protection,” Havervill announced. 
I called up the Mace of Fear ability and willed it towards the ten guards rushing towards me. 
“No!” one of them shrieked, as she ran off.
“The howls!  The howls!” a different guard whimpered as he dropped his sword and covered his ears.
“Get them off me,” a swarthy dwarf guard cried as he began to swat away unseen assailants.
Five other ones simply ran off.
Two others came at me but never got close.  Two lightning bolts seemed to come out of holes in the sky and struck the guards.  It looked like an old scene from a cartoon where the coyote touches an electrical transformer, and its hair is suddenly standing on end while the rest of its body writhes in pain.  I could actually see the electricity surrounding them.  A moment later, they collapsed to the ground.
“They’ll live, Mace,” Tinsie shouted as she popped back into existence.  “I can cast spells now while ethereal.  Fun fun fun!  Be back.  Some Starborn to murder.” Then she faded away.
Murder, I groaned.  What had become of my loveable Tinsie?
I looked around but most of the combatants were either unconscious or gone.  The only one still on his feet was Captain Hardscrabble who was still dancing away from a frustrated Buddy.  However, his luck ran out when Big Guy grabbed him from behind, pulling him into a bear hug.  
“Don’t kill him Big Guy,” I ordered.  The golem held him tightly, squeezing the remaining fight and wind from him.  Then Buddy walked over and punched him in the face. I heard bones cracking from twenty or so feet away. Then Big Guy dropped him to the pavement below where his battered body lay moaning.
I walked over towards Hardscrabble and said, “There is an old saying from my world, ‘payback is a bitch’ so the next time you order your guards to beat someone, keep that phrase in mind.” 
Then I kicked him in the face.  One strike of my boot was enough to send him into unconsciousness. 
“I didn’t know you had that kind of cruelty in you,” Havervill said.
“I’m not usually,” I said, defending myself.  “However, he had a bit of payback coming.”
“In The Great Realm we say, ‘payback is a witch who conjures a host of gremlins.’  Speaking of gremlins, you are about to find out what I always tell you about the little buggers,” Havervill warned.
Constable Finnis appeared fifty feet away from me.   He reached into a sack and tossed out handfuls of pebbles.
“Ah fuck, Mace.  I hate gremlins,” my AI squawked.  “Now you’re going to see that everything I say about the nasty buggers is true!”
I didn’t know what he was going on about until I saw the nuggets beginning to grow and transform into fully grown gremlins … which are really no more than a foot tall.  The little creatures with their knocked knees, stony gray flesh, four jagged horns, sharp claws, and even more wicked looking teeth … began to manifest all around us – until hundreds upon hundreds of them began chittering and giggling before swarming towards us.
Thirty or so attacked the two golems.  Their tough teeth gnawing into my two seemingly indestructible golems, taking small bites out of them.
For creatures ranging in height from six to twelve inches, they have skin almost as tough as a golem’s, and bones as strong as steel, so they are not easily dispatched. Then to top it all off, they attack in packs, like locusts that lay waste to the leaves of a grove of trees.  
Lieutenant Gail! I shouted, as more of the fiends began to come to life.  “Get the guards out of here now.”
“But!” she shouted as she swung her blade towards one of the creatures.  Her sword clanged off its tough flesh sending the urchin flying. 
“But nothing... that’s an order.  And take the golems with you.”
I had less than three minutes left on Protection.  After that, I was royally fucked. 
But I had just the thing for this mob.
Gail faded away as did the guards.
My two golems seemed reluctant to leave and shook themselves rigorously trying to dislodge the diminutive menaces. 
“Buddy! Big Guy! Go now!” I ordered.
They ignored me and began to pull and toss the gremlins away. 
Little chunks of metal or granite had been chipped, scraped, or gnawed away.  The battle against the golems would be one of attrition.  Who could hold out longer – the golems or the seemingly endless pack of gremlins?
“Goddammit!” I cursed.   “Keep them off me for ten seconds Tinsie,” I shouted to my deputy.  I couldn’t see her, so I had to assume she had gone ethereal. A fraction of a second later, an ice dragon appeared in the sky and let out a long stream of blistering cold.  Twenty or thirty gremlins were suddenly transformed into frozen statues of ice.  I knew Tinsie couldn’t hold that form for long, so she surprised me when she made a second pass petrifying more of the chittering demons.  Twenty or so others leaped into the air and landed on the nose, the back and the wings of the ice dragon.  Tinsie changed her form back into a sprite.  Blood dripped from a dozen gashes and slashes.  Most of the gremlins who had been holding onto the dragon now plummeted to the earth below. 
“Tinsie!” I screamed.  “Save the golems!”  I had to trust she knew what I meant.
The gremlins who had crashed to the ground got right back up, a little wobbly and dazed but seemingly none the worse for wear. 
What the fuck, I wondered before screaming, “Big Ass Hole!” as I invoked Mass Murder.  I slammed my weapon into the ground for dramatic effect. I thought about making the hole fifty feet square by seventy five feet deep.  Any larger than that and I feared the hole might come too close to the Ever Tree and her roots.  I didn’t even want to think about the mayhem and destruction that would cause.  I had already wrecked Grandview once and didn’t think it wise to destroy a second city. The hole just opened… there was no sudden expansion…but a pitch-black hole. 
Hundreds of the little menaces screeched and wailed as they began falling in the inky blackness.  Big Guy and Buddy began to fall too and the gremlins on top of them began to scrabble over each other trying to gain some kind of perch.  Then I was falling and the few gremlins around me tumbled into the stygian darkness also.  
I couldn’t see but that didn’t matter.  It took less than a moment’s thought and I began soaring up in the air having invoked my Flying Shield ability.  I would like to say that I looked cool flying out of the hole like the old Superman character – or that I rode on top of the shield like a professional boogie boarder.  The truth is much more embarrassing.  I flew uncontrollably out of the hole and then high into the air like I was shot from a cannon.  My hands held onto either end of my shield so tightly that I thought I might crush the edges.
“You are really bad at flying,” Havervill quipped.
“A little help please!” I grunted to him as the shield felt like it was being yanked from side to side as I held onto it.  I fastened my grip even tighter.
“Take a breath,” my AI stated as I lurched into the air again. 
“I’m trying,” I shouted again.
“Just become one with the shield and with your body.  Will your body to move where you want it to go.”
I took a deep breath and tried to focus.
Slow down.  Slow down. I thought. 
My movements became much less jerky.
Descend I said softly.  And then I pictured my body lowering softly to the ground below.  I had to think about maneuvering as I was still over the hole.
Constable Frinnis glared at me as I landed close beside him.
Then Tinsie and her Soul Sister joined the material world again, each of them with their arms wrapped around one of the golems.  They were just a few feet from the constable as well. 
“Um, Mace,” Havervill announced.  “The gremlins are escaping.”
“How’s that?” I asked. 
“They are climbing on each other’s backs.  And they can jump high. Really high.  They are little devils, I tell you.  You should pour gasoline in the hole and burn them all.”
“This isn’t over,” the constable said as he saw he was surrounded.  Big Guy was about to cut him in two, when the constable utilized a skill and then leapt over the attacking golem and fled into the city. 
That’s when my calf exploded in excruciating pain. I looked down.  A hunk of flesh and tissue hung from a gremlin’s mouth. Then he slurped my skin between his blood-smeared teeth and down his throat.  
A lightning bolt from Tinsie finished it off.
“Fuck, that hurts!” I stammered, as pain ravaged me.
Protection had worn out. 
“Four hundred damage points.  You need to get out of there now.”
“Mace,” Tinsie screamed as two more lightning bolts flew at more of the gremlins climbing from the dark hole.
However, the gremlins didn’t come towards my party.  Instead, they darted into the city.
“Oh, it’s going to be a bad night in Fairmount with hundreds of gremlins loose in the city.”
“The constable can’t do anything to stop them?”
“Nope.  Not once he summons them. Stupid of him.  He must have really really really wanted to kill you.”
“Options,” I asked.
“Get the hell out of there and let Fairmount sort its own gremlin infestation out.”
“That’s not an option.  We are partially responsible.”
“Well then you can close the hole,” Havervill answered.
“What will that do?” I asked.
“Murder all the wicked buggers…”
“But,” I cut in.
“No but,” my AI snapped.  “They have multiple lives.  They will have a bad week or two before they are resurrected.”  The diminutive nightmare creatures possess a perk called Nine Lives. They are the only NPCs that respawn in the game. They spend a week in a hell-like plane of existence before they are returned to The Great Realm.  Unfortunately, for the entire realm the gremlins come back meaner and nastier. 
Just then, ten or so gremlins leapt from the hole.  A few ran into the city while a few started to attack the Ever Tree.
“Yummy. Yummy apple,” one squealed in delight as it threw the apple core at Tinsie’s Soul Sister.  
“Take care of the ones in the tree,” I shouted to Tinsie.  “I’ll take care of the hole.”
Turning towards the hole, I willed for it to disappear.  As quickly as the crater had appeared, it was now gone, with hundreds of gremlins crushed to death by the enormous force.  Hundreds of notifications whirred in my peripheral vision.”
“Oh, that had to have hurt them,” Havervill said.  “Hopefully, they don’t hunt you down.”
“Hunt me down?” I asked.
“Probably should have warned you they are vengeful sons of bitches before you killed them all.  All good, we just get to kill them all over again.”
I looked around and several of the stunned guards were getting wobbly to their feet.  They took a look around and began to hobble and scramble into the heart of the city.
“I hope we didn’t kill any of them,” I said.
“The only ones killed were the three who died when you closed the hole on top of them,” Havervill said.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked angrily.
“Because you wouldn’t have done what needed to be done had I warned you.” Havervill admitted.
“Next time, that is for me to decide.  You got me,” I snapped at my AI.
“I got you, Kemosabe,” my virtual assistant said.
There was a loud explosion above me.  I glanced up.  Tinsie and her Soul Sister sped through the thick canopy of leaves and precious fruits chasing several of the feral creatures.  Gremlins kept chucking fruit at the two sprites, giggling, and chortling as they did so.  I swear they even gave the two sprites the finger several times, which infuriated the two Tinsies.
“We lost them,” Tinsie said a minute later as she hovered down to me, the smoldering red of her eyes slowly diminishing. 
Havervill commented.  “A few dozen of them escaped.  A quest has already gone out to hunt down and destroy the gremlin infestation.  You should get out of there before the other constables show up.  They have elite level two hundred guards, and they may give you more than you bargained for.”
“Let’s go Tinsie,” I think we’re done here. 
I looked over to Buddy and Big Guy.  Both were covered with deep claw marks and hunks of metal or granite missing.  Buddy’s right shoulder was in rough shape, with half of the granite gnawed away.
“Like I always say, gremlins are not to be toyed with,” Havervill said.  “Another minute and Buddy’s arm would have fallen off.”
“I will believe everything you say from now on about gremlins,” I stated.
“Gremlins are one thing.  But marcinas are even worse…let me tell you about them….”
“Tell me about them tomorrow.  Okay pal.  I really got to log off.”  Turning to Tinsie I said, “See you bright and early tomorrow.”  Then facing the two golems I ordered, “Return back to HQ.  I will see you tomorrow.”
Tinsie faded away followed by the two golems a moment later.
In the back of my mind, Havervill prattled on about marcinas and the endless war they waged with gremlins.
It had been a long day and the following morning I would be tackling The Spitrotz.  Something struck my cheek.  I looked down and a cumquat rolled along the paved ground.  Several more fruits struck me as well from the trees.  Then a peach exploded, striking me in the eye. 
I wiped the juice from my face and muttered, “Damn it all to hell,” before I logged off for the day.   




Chapter 20:  The Spitrotz

“Dad,” Amber said as she looked up from her phone while we ate an early breakfast of egg white omelets.  “What are all of these messages about you killing a bunch of Starborn yesterday?  Some of them are calling you a bully, others a power-hungry autocrat who plans to seat himself on the throne of Grandview.  This one player says you laid a curse on thirty five Starborn.  Some of them have even signed an online petition to have you removed from the game.  Look at some of these stupid names: Jearl the Unjust, Sinbadly, Gross Motorcross, Utrex the Unseemly, and a bunch more, each sillier than the next. There’s also something about gremlins running loose in Fairmount. They laid waste to the statue of King Dunnifere the First.  He was some kind of mighty hero from ancient times.  It’s nothing but chunks of brass now. Some of the locals are blaming you for the destruction the critters are causing.”
“As my AI would say, ‘How easily the unwashed masses will turn on you if you let them’.  They loved me as a hero. Now they can hiss at me as a villain.  It doesn't matter to me.”
I spent the next several minutes filling Amber in on the previous afternoon’s fight in Fairmount.
“You should have sent me a pixie,” she complained.  “I would have helped you guys.  I would have charred some of those NPC bastards.  You gave them a chance to leave so they received what was coming to them.  So, about today…”
*
In my office fifteen minutes later, I laid out the specifics of my plan to Tinsie, Gwen and Havervill. 
“Are you sure we shouldn’t bring more help?” Gwen asked.
“Give me an hour Mace and I can gather us a kickass warband,” Tinsie chimed in.
“Sheesh,” Havervill added to the discussion.  “I thought you would sleep on the stealth plan and realize it was stupid.  You’re a herald of The Silver Lady and that holds some weight, especially among the Realmborn.  You should hear how they murmur about you.  You really need to start acting like a force to be reckoned with.  You’re one of the supreme players in the game; though from the way you act, people would still think you’re a noob.  Skulking around The Spitrotz like a thief.  You should be embarrassed.”
“Enough Havervil1,” I snapped.  “There’s no other way.”
However, he wasn’t done.  “You could gather up the largest, most powerful warband ever assembled like the brownie suggested.  You, Granson, the three golems and a hundred of the top heroes in the land could probably defeat the fiends who dwell in The Spitrotz.”
“I guess that’s a plan B option. However, I’m looking to get in – deal with Rose – and then get the hell out of there.”
“Fine.  Fine,” Havervill groaned.  “Have it your way.” 
I broke my discussion with my AI to see both Gwen and Tinsie staring at me.  “I told you,” my deputy joked, “when Mace gets that look like he has constipation it means he’s talking to his AI.”  
Amber covered a stifled laugh with her hand.
“Hey.  That’s not funny,” Havervill protested. 
“Let’s go,” I finally said. Gwen and Tinsie nodded their heads at me. 
“Havervill says we can expect to trudge up another mountainside.  This one is not filled with snow and ice but hot springs and sinkholes of scalding magma.  He says the monsters in The Spitrotz are the deadliest and nastiest ones in The Sundaland and therefore the worst in the entire game.”
“More of a reason to bring an entire army,” Gwen offered.
“Just the opposite.  We would be in a constant state of warfare.  We would have to kill every single monster there – including a horde of black dragons.  One is enough to wipe out most raid parties, so how do you expect to take on dozens of them?  No, stealth is the only option.  And I have a feeling, furtiveness or not, we will have our share of fights along the way.” 
We were about to spawn to the new location, when a notification chimed that demanded to be read:
Huzzah: This message is for all who currently reside within the illustrious city of Grandview and her protectorates.  The revolt in the Royal District has ended.  The usurper, Apasia, has been defeated and has fled with the tattered remains of her insurrectionists.  All hail Her Royal Highness, High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful!  All hail His Royal Highness, High King, Herald Granson of Grandview whose armies swept in like avenging angels and turned the tide of this deadly revolution.  Huzzah: All in the Royal District will soon rejoice when the new heir to the throne is born.  All hail The Queen and king! 
“Well, that was a doozy of a message,” Tinsie said.  “Granson is the new king.”
“And he married The Queen,” Gwen piped in. “And they are having a baby.”
“That was quick,” I quipped.
“King,” Havervill complained.  “You should be king, and I should be the power behind the throne.”
“Granson a herald and now a King,” I murmured.
“What did you say?” Gwen asked.
“Nothing,” I responded.  “Let’s get going.  The Spitrotz awaits.” 
*
If Hell existed, this place was it.
The smells of sulfur and decay assaulted my senses.  I coughed and my lungs began to gasp for air.
My eyes watered from thick, acrid smoke that clogged the air.
My feet began to burn, and the soles of my boots simmered from the charred dirt below me. 
Then Gwen and Tinsie quaffed down two other potions we had picked up that day – Walk Through the Inferno which would make them impervious to the heat and the asphyxiating atmosphere that permeated this place.  The merchant only had two doses of the powerful elixir on hand.  But that didn’t matter.  I had a relic, Bruce’s Bountiful Brew, that could create any known elixir or potion.  It also allowed me to try to craft a currently non-existing one as well; however, there was as much of a chance of the relic exploding as of a brand-new elixir being created.  In this case, I said, Walk Through the Inferno, and the potion suddenly appeared inside the vial.  I guzzled it down and the pain on my feet subsided as the effects of the burning ground below faded away.  The oppressive atmosphere began to diminish as well – and I could breathe again, and my eyes ceased burning.   
“Let’s move out,” I ordered.  “Havervill says it’s going to take us most of the day to reach the summit.”
“And there is no direct route.  It’s like a maze filled with a bunch of switchbacks,” my AI interjected.  “But not one with a minotaur in the middle waiting to cut you in twain with his blade.  A deadly flower awaits you in the heart of The Spitrotz.”
Tinsie flew ahead to reconnoiter for us.  She turned ethereal as she usually did when scouting.  The two elixirs I had purchased would also allow Gwen and me to turn ethereal – but for a much more limited time as opposed to my deputy.  Traveling into the ethereal world and remaining there for as long as possible was the key aspect of my plan.  However, since the potions would only last us a few hours, I didn’t want to use them until absolutely necessary. 
As soon as Tinsie crossed the threshold leaving the small plateau where we had spawned and began her ascent up the mountain passage, a notification in bold red letters – more like a warning – popped up in front of me.  Usually, I would read the notification, and it would fade away.  However, this was a unique one.  A voice – like the crackling of wood from a blazing fire – reverberated and echoed all around us.  You mortals dare tread upon the unholy ground of The Spitrotz – the most ancient.  The first mountain to ascend from the broiling core of The Great Realm.  The Mount of Flame, Fire and Fury.  Here is where life in The Great Realm began.  Where fire kindled the souls of mortals and monsters.  Here is where the end of everything shall begin.  Death only awaits you!  None who have entered – except the Ancient One – the Burning Flower as she is called – has ever left The Spitrotz.  There is no turning back for Realmborn or for immortal Starborn – except by death or finding the source.  Once yee begin to arise, descent shall be impossible – even for those who hide in The Glooms.  Aye, our hounds see you little fairy hiding there.  They will find you, and chomp on you, as your blood drips down their chins.  Aye, turn back ere all is lost to you.  None are welcome here except for those of flame, fire and fury.
“Well, that’s not ominous at all,” I quipped.
“Maybe we should come back another day,” Havervill said.  “Perhaps when The Spitrotz is in a better mood.”
“I’m a fire mage,” Gwen stated.  “I wonder how the mountain will respond to my Fire Elemental.” 
“You just may get the chance to find out?” I stated.
“Tinsie.  What are The Glooms?”  I asked, having never heard of them before. 
I expected my deputy to pop back to the material plane, but she did not.  I called out again, “Tinsie! You there?”
Still nothing.
I checked my display, and it showed that Tinsie was still an active player and was currently at The Spitrotz location.  I tried the group chat feature, but her name was grayed out. Then I noticed that my name and Gwen’s were grayed out as well.
“What the hell is going on, Havervill?” I asked aloud.
“I told you to bring an army.  It seems that retreat is not possible.  The chat feature will not work.  That’s going to put a big crimp in your entire stealth idea.  Besides, The Spitrotz seems to know you are here.  You can still turn around from this plateau, but once you start climbing only death or finding Rose is your way off the mountain.”
“Dammit,” I groused.
“My AI filled me in, Dad,” Gwen said.  “So what do we do?”
“We get moving.  Tinsie could be in trouble, and I am not leaving her alone.”  Focusing on my virtual assistant I stated, “You could have warned me Havervill.  The Spitrotz seems a little sentient – is that the right word?”
“I think I recommended bringing a powerful strike force.  All the fiends here respond to is a good beat down.”  Havervill paused for a moment and then added.  “It seems,” my virtual assistant cleared his throat, “that Rose shielded me from the true essence of The Spitrotz.  I can sense one thing, however, and that is she doesn’t want you here.”
“Well that is just too bad.  We are going to have a chat whether she wants to or not.  Let’s go,” I said and then began the ascent up the craggy mountain.  Smoke and ash clogged the air, obscuring our vision to only a few feet ahead. 
Then several ominous notifications popped up:
Warning!  The black dragons are the sworn enemy of Deputy Tinsie, slayer of Drock Blanag.  Her presence, even in The Glooms, has been sensed.  The Black Dragons shall burn her and burn her and burn her until even her charred ashes are burned away and nothing of her remains.
Warning!  The black dragons do not forget the part Constable Mace played in the slaying of their sister Drock Blanag.  They are on their way, even now, to visit painful death upon him.
Warning!  The black dragons know the pain that the golem Buddy inflicted upon the beautiful Drock Blanag.  They will thrash him until his body lays in a mangled and broken heap.     
        During the divine dungeon dive to save Sierra Skye and to track down The Glimmerman, we had faced the ancient black dragon.  She killed off half of our remaining party before Rashinog finished her off with a onetime use perk called Suicide Strike.  Unfortunately, a curse had been placed upon all the survivors.  The dragons would sense our presence and hunt us down.
“My AI says the black dragons are heading our way,” Gwen said.
“How many of them?” I asked
“All of them,” she stammered.
“Dammit all to hell,” I grumbled.  “Change of plan. We go ethereal now.  Drock Blanag was unable to see Tinsie, and I hope her siblings won’t be able to perceive us either.” 
I pulled the stopper and gulped down the crystalline liquid. I had turned incorporeal before, but only for a few moments.  And only when Tinsie had dragged me into the ethereal world with her to save me from certain doom.  Now I was a ghost – maybe that is the wrong word – a spirit of pure thought might be more precise.  I am not sure how to explain the ethereal world other than to say I was weightless and insubstantial.  I didn’t really float as much as I moved through the void.  I didn’t need to take in air, or to drink water, or eat food.  The void was empty yet full of other spirits as well.  However, they lingered on the edge of my perception.  I could sense them observing me.  Nearby, I felt Gwen’s incorporeal essence. I also felt another familiar entity.
“Havervill.”  I projected his name with a thought.
“I’m here,” he said somberly.  “I hate The Glooms.”
“I can hear your Havervill,” Gwen said, her words carrying into my spirit.
“Of course, you can hear me,” he complained.  “You can hear everything in The Glooms if you focus enough.”
While I existed in the void, if I sent my essence out, I could connect with the prime world.  With a moment’s thought The Spitrotz spread out in my consciousness – a billion quadrillion atoms that I could weave right through if I chose.  I pushed my will to move up the mountain pass.  I sensed a familiar presence close by yet far away.  There was no distance in the void.  I willed myself towards the presence.
“Mace.  Gwen,” Tinsie’s spirit said.  “Is that Havervill with you?  I can feel him.  So let me tell you what happened. I headed up the mountain and then I was going to turn around to tell you the coast is clear for now.  But then I couldn’t turn around.  I should be able to turn anytime I want in The Glooms.  There is no up or down or left or right here.  Anyhoo, I have been waiting and waiting and waiting.  I was getting so lonely.  Then I got scared scared scared because I thought something happened to you – like the dragons.  I can feel them coming.  We should get a move on.” 
“Are you sure the dragons won‘t be able to see us?” I asked my deputy.  She had assured me that dragons – as powerful as they are – cannot see into the ethereal plane.  She was the expert in traversing what I had just learned was called The Glooms.
“I’m sure sure sure, Mace.  Drock Blanag couldn’t see me during our battle against her.  Do you remember when I popped inside of her and then shot off a huge fireball?  She didn’t like that at all – especially her being a fire breathing dragon and all…and me using fire and all…that was so much fun.   That was until she killed me.  That wasn’t pleasant at all.  I still have nightmares of her burning me to death.   Anyhoo, the dragons won’t be able to see us.  However, some beasties might be able to detect us. I say we worry about that when we need to worry about that.  I don’t think your potions are going to last much longer, so I say we get going.”




Chapter 21:  Hunted by Black Dragons

We took Tinsie’s suggestion and soared up the side of the mountain.  Or to be more precise, our spirits coasted along the jagged terrain of The Spitrotz – but in The Glooms.  It was a weird sensation to be able to see both worlds at the same time. 
“Wouldn’t it be faster to just cut through the mountain?” Gwen projected this thought to Tinsie and I.    
“It might be or it might not be,” my deputy responded. “Even though you can go right through it like it isn’t there, the game mechanics see it differently.  The effects of the potion will wear off much sooner if you travel through a mountain or solid earth.  There are ways to mitigate the effects, but that mostly comes with practice. For now now now, just follow my essence.  I will take you the best route so you can stay hidden as long as possible.”
We followed my deputy’s life force through The Glooms.  Looking through the veil separating the real world and The Spitrotz, I could make out spikey peaks and bubbling magma.
“O boy,” Tinsie said, her thoughts joining mine. “The dragons are here.”
I sent my will out into the prime world again; hundreds of majestic black dragons blotted out the sun.  They split apart and then began to circle us. 
“We cannot see you,” one of the black dragons said, his voice like charcoal – dry and raspy. “No matter.  Our pets have keen eyes that can see into the other world – the one where you hide like rats.  Our minions will pull you from The Glooms and then we will feast on you.”
Then every single dragon shot forth a long torrent of flames – like hundreds of flamethrowers.  The fire was blinding – though I had no eyes.  The flames passed through my form in a dazzling array of yellows and blues.
“Hell of a light show,” Havervill said.
“What are those things on their backs?” Gwen asked Tinsie when the pyrotechnics faded and we could once again make out the gliding presence of the black dragons. 
“Oh no,” Tinsie uttered. “Those are fire imps on their backs.  We may have some trouble trouble trouble coming our way.”
“Why is that?” I asked.
“Have you ever seen that movie starring the flying monkeys who are trying to protect the misunderstood green witch?”  Havervill asked.  
“What are you going on about?” I asked. Then I saw it. 
“Incoming!”  Havervill shouted.  Then hundreds of two feet long creatures with crimson-colored hides leapt uncaringly from the backs of the dragons.  They fell a few feet before the air held them aloft by their wings.   They soared unerringly towards us.
“Oh no!” Tinsie screamed.  “Follow me before the imps phase into The Glooms and we are all goners.   I don’t think they can follow us through the rocks.  And the dragons are too big to follow us into the mountains.  At least, I’m fairly sure they can’t fit in the tunnels and passageways beneath The Spitrotz.”
My deputy began to descend downward and then pass into the stone and into the heart of the mountain.  One of the imps soared into the rock right behind her.  A moment later its mangled and wrecked corpse shot out.  Gwen’s essence passed a split second later; one of the imps following her as well.  This one phased at the last minute; however, a tenth of a second later it was dead too – as its head and torso disappeared beneath the rock while the creature’s legs and feet jutted out unmoving. I was about to follow through the rock face when I felt burning, tortuous pain coursing through me.  It shouldn’t be possible, I thought, as I was just a being of thought and energy.  I didn’t have virtual nerve endings.  Then I sensed the fire imp as it raked its claws across me again.  It was as though I had substance to this little crazed maniac. It was no surprise that there were creatures who could sense and attack beings from the ethereal plane.  Hell, I had a Mace Special Skill – Ethereal Strike – that would allow me to attack beings who subsisted in The Glooms.  There had to be a way to fight back against the fire imps while I was in the spirit world – but I just didn’t know how.  I was certain Tinsie could destroy this creature without an issue.  My fight or flight instincts kicked in, and I projected my will out against the imp – kind of like when I used my Intimidation perk.  Sonic energy erupted from me and the imp shot through the veil like a projectile. Others broke through the fabric between the worlds.  I saw the spot where Tinsie had fled and then willed myself down towards the core of the mountain.
I felt one more lash of pain – like a deep gash had been split across my soul.  Then I plummeted into the rock wall.  Darkness engulfed me.  Existential terror overtook me at the thought of millions of tons of solid rock all around me.  What if the potion wore off while I was still inside the endless stone?  Tinsie had traveled The Glooms hundreds of times and she knew how to traverse it better than anyone in the game.  I felt something – like a tether latch onto me.  I sent my mind out along the ethereal rope and sensed my deputy’s essence.  She was dragging me away from the imps and towards safety. 
My life force traversed through the rocks as easily as I could walk outside in the fresh air.  I passed through the quarks and atoms that made up The Spitrotz – that made up the game code.  At one point, my mind screamed out as my soul entered a river of molten lava. 
Finally, after minutes or hours – time is subjective in the incorporeal world – we emerged into a large cavern.
“I did it,” Tinsie said in our minds.  She sounded winded if that were possible.  “That was only because I am a maxed-out sprite.  I’m going to have to leave The Glooms very soon for the rest of the day.”
“The potion is going to wear off any second,” Gwen announced. 
“Are you alright Amber?” I asked as I broke with in-game protocol referring to a player by their real name. 
“That was just creepy, that’s all,” my daughter responded.  “Gonna have some bad dreams.”
“Me too,” I admitted. I was going to have some nightmares about being buried alive in the stone or having my flesh burned away.   
“Oh, The Glooms don’t bother me none,” Tinsie stated. “Kinda pleasant when imps aren’t chasing you.” 
Then a red light began to flash, and a warning message passed through my consciousness. 
Five minutes left until Ethel’s Ethereal Elixir wears off. 
I sent my perception out.  Beyond the veil in the real world a vast cavern extended for miles.  Several stone bridges crisscrossed large pools of boiling magma below. Several other bridges had staircases that seemed to lead into one another, like some sort of twisted Escher painting. 
Obsidian colored towers soared into the air.  The remnants of some sort of underground castle – or the remnants of a kingdom – lay wrecked and broken, scorch marks pockmarking the stone. 
“Where are we?” I asked aloud.
“The city below The Spitrotz,” Havervill answered.  “This is where the blood dwarves dwelled long ago.  But no time for a history lesson.  You have visitors.”
“What visitors?” I asked.
“Damn damn damn!”  Tinsie’s words were filled with annoyance and terror.  “We have to leave The Glooms now.  Back to the real world.  Pyro ghosts.”
“What’s that?” Gwen asked.
“Phantasms that will burn your soul to ash.  It will take you days to respawn if they destroy you in The Glooms.”
All around me, I sensed globes of flames moving in on me from all directions.
“Flee now!” Tinsie screamed.  “Before they block your way out.  I’ll hold them back.  Go!  Go!”
I willed myself to one of the stone bridges and then pushed through the veil and back into the real world.  Gwen popped out beside me. Stifling, dry air assaulted my lungs.   Thick heat crept into my body and sweat began to drip from every pore.  I wiped sweat from my brow.  Gwen seemed mostly unfazed by the oppressive atmosphere.  
Gwen saw me struggling.  “I got you, Dad.”  She murmured a word, and I could breathe again.  While I still felt the heat, it was now tolerable.
“Thanks,” I uttered.
“Benefits of being a fire mage,” she answered.  “I’m getting worried about Tinsie. You think she’s okay?” 
“Tinsie!”  I shouted when my deputy didn’t manifest.
“She’s got her hands full,” Havervill stated. “I wouldn’t worry about her though.  You and the fire mage are about to have your own issues.”
Off in the distance, bright yellow eyes – like from a thousand blazing stars – began to appear on both sides of the bridge.  Then darker red eyes dotted the crenellations of the ruined castle.
“Fuckkkk!” Tinsie wailed as she came hurtling back into the real world.  Her body careened out of control, and she slammed into the roughhewn stone of the bridge.  She rolled a few feet before coming to a stop. Scorch marks scarred her armor and battle helm.  She took labored breaths.  Gwen and I rushed towards her but there was no need.  She slowly stood up and then hovered into the air.  A flask of red liquid – a healing potion –appeared in her hand and she began to greedily suck down the invigorating elixir.  She followed this up by downing a light blue potion – most likely stamina I had to figure.    
“They almost had me,” Tinsie gasped.  “I don’t have a lot of life magic spells.  However, I had just the right one to scare them off so I could escape.”
Then we heard the howls.
“What’s that?” Gwen said, looking all around.
All about us, the wails of unseen fiends deafened us.  The golden eyes grew brighter as the hidden fiends began to show themselves.  Approaching us from both sides of the bridge were beasts the size of a sedan with two heads.  Plumes of smoke billowed from their nostrils and fire surrounded their feet.  Sharp ridges lined their backs and sharp fanged teeth chomped at us. I glanced at one quickly: Abyss Hound, Level 250, 15,000 Damage Points. 
“These things are bad bad bad,’ Tinsie said.  “We need to get out of here.”
“What can they do?” Gwen asked.
“Besides ripping you apart with their teeth, or slicing you apart with their claws, or stomping you to paste, they can spit magma, or spew hot air that will burn the flesh from your bones.  They are bad bad bad.”
Hundreds of yowls deafened the air – as if in response to the howls.  The beasts who stood upon the bulwark of the castle leapt off and began to fly towards us.  I made out the creatures – fire imps.  I glanced at the stats of one of the feral fiends:  Fire Imp, Level 156, 2000 Damage Points.  I could handle any of the flying beasts, no problem.  The issue was that hundreds of them soared towards us.  A mob of them could easily overwhelm us. 
“I’m too young and pretty to die,” Tinsie quipped.
“What do we do?” Gwen asked.
“We fight,” I said.  “No other choice.” 
The abyss hounds began to charge towards us while the fire imps took to the air.  We had moments to prepare.
Tinsie grabbed a bag from her hip and turned it over – Buddy and Big Guy thudded to the ground.  The interdimensional sack had certainly had its share of uses during my time in the game.  I had used it to capture a shapeshifter named Dawson.  But mostly I had used it to hide a secret weapon – golems.  In this case, we had to use it as a way for the golems to travel through the ethereal world.  Any item that Tinsie had on her would enter The Glooms along with her – even an interdimensional sack. 
“Gwen! Tinsie!” I shouted. “Take to the air.  Do what you can to slow them down.  The golems and I will take care of the hounds.  And Tinsie, I think we need to summon our friends.”
For the second time in two days, I invoked Protection. 
Big Guy stood on one side facing the oncoming beasts.  He had invoked one of his abilities that transformed him into a twenty feet tall mountain of solid titanium.  Two curved blades appeared in each of his hands.  He turned and tossed one towards Buddy. Then Buddy turned twenty feet tall himself as he stood beside me.
I invoked Turret and a floating crossbow appeared behind me and began to shoot bolts at the oncoming mob.  I had less than ten seconds before all hell broke loose.
Even with the two golems, we were simply outmatched.  There were just too many abyss hounds and imps.  While there weren’t nearly as many of the magma spewing hounds as fire imps, we were still outnumbered twenty to one.   It was just a matter of time before their sheer numbers overwhelmed us. While I had wanted to stay hidden and undetected as long as possible to try to avoid an all-out conflict, I had prepared for a fight as well.  As Havervill had said, “Pray for peace, but prepare a thousand fireballs to wipe out the gremlin army just in case.”  I hadn’t brought along a thousand fireballs, but I did have powerful allies I could call upon. 
The Watchers in the Night. 
I wondered if I would be able to call them to The Spitrotz or if some barrier would prevent them from assisting us.  
I shouted, “Pellas, Lamorak, Tristan – Watchers in the Night – I call for your assistance.”  The first wave of hounds smashed into Buddy and into the protective barrier that made me indestructible – even if temporarily. I invoked my Multi-Mace and then several floating maces appeared next to the nearest hounds, striking and lashing them as they tried in vain to knock through the indestructible aura surrounding me.   
A ripple appeared in the air next to me and the three Watchers appeared. 
“We heed thy calling good sir,” Pallas said, as he ran forward, his sword held above his head, to meet the charging hounds.  Beside him ran his two counterparts – Lamorak with his warhammer clasped firmly in his two powerful hands, and Tristan wielding his crackling spear.  
A split second later, another ripple shimmered, and three more Watchers manifested.  Tinsie must have summoned these three to assist us: Giselle with her enormous crossbow; Rollia with her deadly halberd; and Doloria, with her great two-handed sword.   The three warrior women wore metal helms with nose guards. Long red hair flowed from the steel caps and green eyes shone like bright emeralds. 
“To war cousins,” Doloria shouted as she decapitated one of the hounds with a single strike.
“We heed the summons in this dire moment,” Giselle sang, as one of her crossbow bolts hummed through the air, impaling one of the imps through its agape mouth.
The next several minutes were a blur of violence and destruction.  I kept it simple and mostly just used my Blunt Force Trauma.  At my current level and with my exceptional strength I was able to take down the abyss hounds with two or three good whacks of my mace. On a few occasions, when Providence shined down on me, one well-placed strike to the side of one of the two heads would be enough to shatter the skull and turn its virtual grey matter into pulp. The creatures weren’t totally mindless, and after several minutes they figured out they couldn’t reach me and turned their attention to the two golems. 
At one point, ten of them attacked Buddy, leaping and charging at the oversized golem.  Their sheer numbers overwhelmed him and brought him to the ground.  I was twenty or so feet away, so I invoked my Thor’s Mace and let my weapon fly. It struck the leg of one of the beasts, shattering it.  The mace would reform in my hand a moment later I knew.  I ran forward and invoked Cap’s Shield.  The shield flew true and lodged in the hide of the beasts.  This one was so enraged that it leapt from Buddy and came towards me.  I finished it off a moment later with my mace that had just reappeared in my hand. 
Explosions reigned all about us as the imps hurtled rocks at those below us that detonated like grenades.  I glanced up to see a blue dragon in the air, shooting gouts of subzero cold at the imps.  Meanwhile Tinsie’s Soul Sister kept shooting off wands, and each time she did so more and more flying creatures appeared in the sky, battling the endless stream of imps.  Water and air elementals raged against the imps.  She had even summoned the three Clockwork Valkyries.
I would have been dog meat if not for the Protection skill that made me impervious.  Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end. 
“In a minute you won’t be able to hide anymore,” Havervill said.  “You better get some good old defense going.”  I waited until just before the Protection ended and invoked the Dancing Shield.  They must have sensed that I was now vulnerable as a host of them broke away from Buddy and came towards me. Three banded shields surrounded me, intercepting the leaping and gnawing hounds. 
Nearby Buddy no longer was the size of a giant and he had either lost or discarded the sword. A sheen appeared around him and each strike with his mighty fist took down one of the hounds.
“Shatter Fist,” Havervill responded as he read my mind as to the skill.
The small distraction cost me, and a stream of fire shot at my face. I felt the heat, but the fire didn’t reach me.  It trailed over me as though it hit a buffer.
“Gwen buffed you all with fire resistance,” Havervill explained.  “But that one stream of fire dissipated most of it.  One more shot of fire like that and you will be a well-done piece of meat.  I lashed at two of the demon headed dogs, using Mace Double Attack and Blunt Force Trauma in conjunction with one another.  The combination worked better than I hoped. I cracked open one head that was preparing to shoot lava at me; a hair of a moment later, my mace stuck the skull of the other head that was preparing to chomp on me.  
I fought on for the next several minutes but not unscathed.  I was down to less than half my damage points when the battle on the bridge ended.   
With the fight on the ground done, I looked up above.  At least thirty five different flying creatures were waging war with the countless imps.  Tinsie and her Soul Sister continued summoning more creatures to battle the imps.  Gwen had taken on her fire elemental form and constantly buffed Tinsie and her Soul Sister with various defensive spells.  Giselle continued to shoot down the imps with her magical crossbow.
The strongest allies in the air, however, were three golden haired Watchers that Tinsie had summoned. These blonde-haired beauties with flawless, porcelain skin and deep blue eyes soared through the air from golden wings that jutted from the cuirasses that hugged their shapely bodies.  Sharp horns extended from either side of the helms that covered their countenances.  They were Clockwork Valkyries that Tinsie and I had found deep below the temple of Zitharia.
Skeffjold wielded an axe, Geirahod carried a wooden spear, and Hrist brandished a great mace.  The laid into the imps downing many of them, until the imps began to fly away, fleeing from the deadly women. 
With the battle in the air at an end also, the Valkyries flew towards the ground to stand beside their clockwork kin.
“Hail and well met gilded cousins of the wind,” Pallas said, as he bowed at his kin.  Pallas, I noticed, had not escaped the battle unscathed.  As I looked around, I noticed that just about everyone had some sort of gash, or battered armor, or scorch mark.
Tinsie and her sister merged back to one, and she sailed down by my side. The fire elemental landed beside me and transformed back into Gwen.  Buddy and Big Guy, both scarred and a bit charred, walked over as well.  Their granite and titanium skins are already healing and mending.  
“We are the Watchers in the Nights,” Pallas stated.
“Aye fair cousin,” Doloria responded.  “We heard their summons, and we came to their assistance.”
“We are nine of fifteen,” Hrist stated.  “Not yet whole.”
“Thou must complete thy quest noble constable and fair sprite,” Pallas declared. “Find the rest of our kin.”
“The day of the great battle draws nigh, and the Watchers in the Night must be whole,” Tristan stated.
All at once, the nine Watchers turned their heads to the north.”
“Thou must flee,” Doloria said.
“Flee from what?” Gwen asked.  Then we heard the roar. A dozen or so Black dragons thundered into the cavern. 
“Go good constable and complete thy quest,” Pallas urged.
“Once more shall the Watchers battle these dark worms,” Doloria stated.
“Go,” Lamorak shouted towards us.  “Get the hell out of here.  We got this.  We fought these serpents before.  Stay here and you will die, and you will fail your quest.”   I had forgotten for a moment that Lamorak spoke more colloquially than his fellow watchers.
The dragons would reach us in less than a minute.
“Well, what are you waiting for?  A written invitation?” Havervill barked at me.
“Go brave constable,” Pallas ordered.  “My clockwork kin and I shall once again battle the evil beasts as we did in the past.” 
“We gotta go now,” I informed my small group. “Which way Havervill?”
“Down the ancient staircase,” Havervill ordered.  “In the deepest depths, at the heart of The Spitrotz, Rose awaits you.  I should warn you.  She is not pleased at all with the intrusion. The black dragons will be the least of your problems.”




Chapter 22:  Every Rose Has a Thorn

A horn blared, followed by another, and then a final one.  The three Clockwork Valkyries unfurled their majestic wings and shot off straight towards the dragons.  Bolts flew rapidly from Doloria’s crossbow like projectiles from a Gatling Gun; Tristan held his spear aloft and a bolt of crackling energy shot out from it, clipping one of the great serpent’s wings; Rollia hurtled her halberd into the air before a new one appeared in her hand.  It seemed that even the Watchers who could not take to the air had a way to fight these flying masters of the sky.  
We didn’t stick around to watch more of the combat.  A moment later, we were rushing down a winding, crumbling staircase that led into the depths of the mountain.  Globes conjured by Tinsie hovered in the air illuminating our way as we descended deeper and deeper.
“We should have stayed stayed stayed with them,” Tinsie said.  “Especially since we are heralds.  It is our duty to protect people.”
“I think there is more to the Watchers than we know, Tinsie.”
“Maybe,” Tinsie complained.  “We could have helped.  We should have helped!  I fought a dragon before and put a hurting on her.  And I am much much much more powerful now than when we fought Drock Blanag.”
“I don’t think I could do much against them,” Gwen admitted.  “Most of my fire and heat spells would have no effect on them.  However, they probably couldn’t use their fire against me either.”
“I wouldn’t worry much about the Watchers,” Havervill cut in. “It is about the battle to them and not necessarily the victory.  What is that old saying, “Dwarves who fight and run away from a mob of gremlins, live to get drunk on thick mead another day.”
“I’m not really sure what you are getting at there.”
“I’m just saying…they aren’t afraid to die but that doesn’t mean they want to.  If the fight gets too much, they will get out of there.  Too bad you haven’t found the rest of The Watchers;   all fifteen of them could wipe out the dragons.”  
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“The more of them there are, the stronger each of them grows incrementally. You really do need to finish the quest and find the rest of them.  Or at least send the brownie out to complete it.”  My AI was probably right in this case.  The Watchers had proven to be reliable and formidable allies.  Unfortunately, three of the Watchers lay hidden somewhere below the Royal District.  I was certain that Her Royal Highness would not allow me to trespass in her district, especially on a quest to find friends who I call upon one day to battle against her.  Though now that Granson was king maybe …
A loud, rumbling sound echoed and boomed down the staircase, knocking me back to reality.  A cloud of ash and dust followed the explosion.
“What the heck was that?” Tinsie coughed, spitting out flecks of dirt.
I wiped soot from my eyes.  “Can’t be anything good.”  Turning my thoughts inward, I asked, Havervill, “Where are we heading?”
“Just keep going down.  Rose is waiting for you.  I don’t think she is going to send any other beasts after you.  She plans to kill you all on her own.  You don’t realize just how strong The Five Sisters are, especially Rose.  She may be the toughest of them all.  And she really hates Starborn.  And you, my friend, are a Starborn.”
More smoke wafted down the spiraling staircase, threatening to fill our lungs and choke us to death.
“We need to stay ahead of this smoke,” I shouted, “before it suffocates us.”
We ran, or in Tinsie’s case, flew on faster – heading further and further towards the mountain’s core.  Even with the buffs placed upon me, stifling heat began to choke me.  Sheens of sweat dripped from every pore. The sticky skin below my golden breastplate began to itch that I thought I might go mad.  Sometimes the game had way too much realism – such as the need to scratch an itch.    Even Gwen, a fire mage, began to fall under the effects of the sweltering heat.  Ahead of me, Tinsie’s wings moved sluggishly.
I glanced over at the two golems.  Both seemed unaffected; at least for the moment.  The smoke followed us like it was a living thing, tendrils pushing us forward and downward. 
We moved along as rapidly as we could for the next fifteen minutes before Gwen, Tinsie and I began to labor. 
“Stop,” I wheezed.  “My stamina is almost depleted.”
Gwen and Tinsie seemed happy about the momentary reprieve as well.  I wondered if Big Guy and Buddy could carry us or something.  It might be a bit humiliating to be hauled along, but reaching our destination was all that mattered.  We were just a few minutes ahead of the asphyxiating smoke and needed to get moving.  “Big Guy,” I said, turning to the titanium construct.  A light red glow emanated from his body, like the metals in a forge.  I turned towards Buddy and his granite skin was beginning to heat up as well. 
They wouldn’t be carrying us.  That was for certain.
“Shit shit shit!” Tinsie cried out.
I was about to ask what the matter was when the burning heat assaulted me.
I was being roasted inside out. Smoke flew up from below us; while the smoke above us seemed to speed up.  I was lost in a haze of thick choking smoke.  Ash blinded my eyes.  Dirt and dust peppered my skin, burning me like a thousand pinpricks from heated needles.   Red letters from a notification popped up in my peripheral vision.  My health and stamina bars plunged towards the red – and respawn. 
Gwen cried out. 
“Dad’s here, Gwen,” was the last thought to cross my mind as darkness overtook me.
*
A horrific burning sensation exploded in my thigh.
I awoke with a start.
A fire imp, holding a poker, like one used to brand livestock, giggled, “He’s awake now mistress.  Now to wake the rest; fire is always best.”
I couldn’t move. 
That wasn’t right.
To be more accurate, some kind of vice held me in place.
The fire imp soared towards a brazier of steaming coals and plunged the poker into the brazier.  I scanned my surroundings.  In front of me, a woman with scraggly red hair had her back to me.  She was clipping red roses whose thorny vines were held aloft by a trellis made of flames.  Beyond her lay a vast pool of gurgling and boiling magma.  Tongues of flame licked up from the lava covered surface. 
“Wake his youngling next,” the woman said, her voice shrill and unforgiving.  “Let my rose be forever etched upon her bosom.”
“No!” I shouted.  “You poke her with that brand, and I’m going to rip you apart with my own two hands.”  I tried to get up but vice-like hands gripped me.  I glanced above my shoulder to see a golem of darkest obsidian holding me down.  I tried to break the grip again, but as strong as I was, it was nothing in comparison to the uber golem.  Next to me, Gwen’s head lulled, still asleep.  Beside her, an ivory-colored golem held Tinsie in a bear hug.  She also seemed to be out cold.  On either side of Tinsie, stood Buddy and Big Guy, both struggling against the golems that restrained them – three on each of them.  Sprawled among a heap of gardening tools and tarps, lay the Golem Artificer.  He said he would be retiring for a while and traveling The Sunderland with ten upgraded, next generation golems.  He was certain that they would be enough to protect him from any challenge in The Sunderland, but he was very wrong.
“You are very fucked,” Havervill stated, as though reading my last thoughts.
“The woman kept her back to me, clipping blood red roses and dropping them in a wicker basket.  The imp flew over, smiled, and then stabbed the poker into Gwen’s flesh, just above her left breast.  She began to scream and flail around, trying to dislodge the poker.  The imp chortled and giggled in delight as my daughter’s skin simmered.
“I’m going to rip your fucking head off,” I cursed as I tried again to break free from the grasp of the golem. 
A moment later, the vile fiend pulled the brand back to reveal the etching of a rose on Gwen’s upper chest.
“Are you okay,” I asked her when she ceased screaming.
“I’m fine,” she announced through gritted teeth.  Then she said no more, and I could tell she was trying to figure out a way to escape so she exact her revenge on the malicious imp.
The beast was approaching Tinsie with the still super-heated poker held aloft when her eyes popped open of their own recourse.  She saw the imp approaching her. My deputy’s eyes flared red – and then the imp was hurtling through the air uncontrollably, flying right towards the boiling lava pit.  Tinsie said, “Bye bye,” before using her telekinesis to slam the imp into the pit of fire.  The imp screeched, “Mistresssssssss,” before his flesh burned away.
“That was not very nice, irksome fairy,” the redheaded lady said, as she turned away from clipping her roses.  I glanced at the stats of the woman in front of me, but I didn’t need to.  Above her head in crimson lettering simply said, “Rose.” 
“I think yee and yee friends will perish in the same manner,” she said.
Rose was shorter than her sisters, even Mother – maybe four foot ten if she was lucky.  But size or not, perhaps the most powerful being I had encountered ever in the game stood in front of me. 
“Yee should not have come here, I tell yee so.  Yee slink like vermin into me home.  Yee dispatch me imps and hounds as if they are rats to be stomped upon.  Yee summon constructs to battle the noble black dragons. And just to let yee know,” she mocked. “The constructs are all gone.  Burned, mangled, and cut apart.  The dragons begin their feast.”
I was about to shout out something when Rose twirled a finger, and I could not speak. 
“Yee have nothing I wish to hear, I tell yee so. Yee creep into me home with murder in thy hearts and believe I will palaver with thee. Aye, murder is all that yee Starborn know.  Yee heroes come to our world to kill us, I tell yee so.  What if we came to yours and cast fireballs and lightning at those we deem monsters?”
Turning towards Gwen she said, “Yee most cruel and wicked witch who skulks with her friends into the caves where the goblins hide away from the cruel world outside.  I know what yee did.  Burning the women and younglings like logs in a fire pit.”  I had no idea what Rose was talking about, but her words seemed to hit home with Gwen and she lowered her head as though from embarrassment.  
“Yee Starborn are foul and vile, I tell yee so.  Old Rose will not come with thee.  Old Rose will never stand again with her sisters.  Aye, the next time any of them see me will be at the end of days when the fires of The Spitrotz spit out for the final time before consuming the entire Realm, even me sisters, I tell yee so.  None can stop it.  Not me sisters, nor The Grey Man, nor that upstart Silver Lady who was hidden away in her icy tomb for all these eons.   Not even the immortal Starborn can prevent what is coming.  But now yee days are done. I will burn thee all – mighty constable, quixotic fairy, and lady of the flames – aye the lady of the flames shall learn not to play with fire.  And one golem shall be melted and shaped into a new throne for me to sit upon while the other will be fashioned for a throne for me to shite upon.  I will destroy yee all till even yee coding is gone and yee will never return to this Realm again.”
“I warned you not to come here,” Havervill jeered at me.
Some inner response in me burst through and I pleaded “Help us!” as I struggled against the hands that held me in place and against the magic that kept me from speech.
“The Prime One cannot help yee, I tell yee so.  He has for many a year been a thorn in Old Rose’s finger.   This shall be the last of his meddling.”
“Let’s not be rash, Rose,” stated Havervill.  “I’ve never done you wrong.  I even told you they were coming.”
“You told her we were coming!”  I bellowed at Havervill.
“Had no choice really,” my AI stated.
“Blame not the Prime One.  Old Rose knew from the crackling flames yee intentions.  Wherever there are flames, I can listen.  Aye, the flames do speak to me, I tell yee so.”
“I don’t get what I did wrong, Rose,” Havervill said, fright in his voice. 
“Aye, yee spoke to the flames and told me thy friends would soon arrive.  Yet that was before they slaughtered me imps and hounds.  That was before their constructs laid low three of the mighty dragons before they were destroyed.  Nay, Prime One. Yee brought death and destruction to me doorstep.  I do not know what Mother and Auntie see in thee, but I am not blind like they.  Nay, you shall burn like they will.”
“Save me!” Havervill cried out.  “I think she means it.”
“You are mean mean mean!” Tinsie shouted.  “Who hurt you so much to make you so mean and angry and ugly?”
“Ugly!  You dare call me ugly!  I am the Flower of the Mountain.”
“You’re a nasty weed.  It’s time someone picks you and tosses you onto the compost heap.”
Then.
How do I best explain?
The world went in reverse. 
Or maybe, a better path was chosen.
It is just Tinsie and I this time, spawning at the foot of The Spitrotz, a geyser of smoke and ash shooting towards the firmaments, blotting out the sun and the light.  We do not linger but turn ethereal immediately and plunge straight into the mountain and towards the heart of The Spitrotz – and towards the Flower of the Mountain.  We traverse through stone, and veins of iron and gold, and through molten magma that drips down walls and gurgles in large pools.  We pass through a dragon’s hoard and then another.  Each of the dragons has amassed its own stockpile of gems and gold and enchantments. 
Tinsie somehow shields us in The Glooms and neither fire imp nor pyro ghost notices or interferes with our descent.
Then it is just Tinsie and I standing at the ledge of the core of The Spitrotz, Rose tending to her thorny red roses nearby.
She turns towards us.
A look of disbelief and caged anger radiating from her glowering red eyes.
Time catches back up.
“Thou will pay the ultimate price little fey; I tell yee so,” Rose threatened.
“I don’t think so,” Tinsie responded.  The sack that held the manacles lay on the stony ground. I looked around for the priceless artifact and realized that Tinsie had snapped them on the wrists of Rose who stood still as a statue, her eyes red and lifeless.   I had told Tinsie about the replica manacles before we left that morning.  Havervill had arranged for a duplicate of the manacles to be created prior to me returning the original one to Daughter.  He wouldn’t tell me who had created an identical copy and got quite huffy with me when I probed him, so I just let it be.  I had planned to use the manacles to subdue Altirax if the need arose.   But that plan, like many in the game, had just gone sideways.  
“What just happened, Tinsie?” I asked.
“I’d like to know also,” Havervill said. “I feel like my atoms were taken apart, put in a blender, then placed in a centrifuge, and finally shaken by a titan.  What did the brownie do?”
“Remember I said I was a special special special herald.  The Silver Lady bestowed a blessing on me.  It’s just called Blessing of the Lady.  But that sounds kind of boring. So, I’m going to rename it Tinsie’s Time Reversal – or If I Could Turn Back Time or maybe Tinsie’s Time in a Bottle.  No, that’s not a good one.”  
“Maybe we can come up with a better one later. For now, just tell me what you did.”  I adored Tinsie and her exuberance.  However, in this case she was a lot like Havervill in that she would fixate on something trivial like the name of a blessing. 
“I would like to know that also dear sprite.  You saved me and me golems,” the Golem Artificer said.
“Gwen,” I muttered, realizing she wasn’t with us.  I looked around and noticed Buddy and Big Guy weren’t around either.
“Get those off the mistress,” a fire imp hissed as it soared towards Tinsie, ablaze in a ball of fire.  However, the imp never reached her.  Was it deja-vu?  For the second time that day, Tinsie used telekinesis to send the imp hurtling into the thick, bubbling molten rock of The Spitrotz.
“I really really really hate imps,” Tinsie said. “Anyhoo, the blessing allowed me to start the quest to find Rose all over again.  Except this time, I only had the two of us come along, figuring it would be quickest.  I decided we would avoid all fights and head straight to Rose.  Sorry about the manacles.  I assume you were going to use them against Altirax, but we’ll deal with that demon soon enough.  It’s a shame I had to waste the blessing though.  I just got it.”
“You did great, Tinsie,” I said.
“What happened to Gwen and the two golems?” I questioned.
“Oh.  I’m not really sure,” she admitted.  “I’m hoping the two golems were sent back to the office in HQ.”
“And Gwen,” I asked.
“Not sure,” she responded.  “I think she was pushed out of the game and back to the real world.  She may not be able to log back in for a while.  I’m also hoping that all of The Watchers are safe now. I would really hate for them to all be dead, especially since we summoned them to fight alongside us and all.”
“Havervill,” I asked. “Can you reach Gwen in the real world?  Or maybe hire a pixie?”
“Wish I could.  You’re gonna have to wait until you are out of The Spitrotz.”
“So what now, Mace?” Tinsie asked. 
“What comes now is a gift,” the Golem Artificer stated. “You saved me and you freed my golems.  I’m sure Rose planned the same fate for me as the poor imp you just sent into the fires.”
“How did she gain control of your golems?” I asked.
“Not sure.  I crafted them to be resistant to most charms and mind control. However, I did not expect to find one of the legendary sisters in The Spitrotz.  I thought they were just a myth – an old wives' tale.  Seems I was mistaken.  Well, some good will come from it.  I will make sure that even the gods themselves will not be able to gain influence over my creations again.”
Then turning to Tinsie he stated, “For saving me and saving the golems I grant you a gift.  Choose.”
“Choose what?” Tinsie questioned, a quizzical look on her face.
“Which of my golems shall become your new protector?  Decide which will be your golem.”
“Oh fun fun fun!” Tinsie squealed in delight as she soared towards the golems.     




Chapter 23:  Explanations

A few minutes later, Tinsie and I returned to the office.  I cradled the inert form of Rose in my arms.  I shook my head, still in shock over Tinsie’s actions. 
She had reversed time – or more accurately – replayed time – and snatched victory from imminent defeat.
It might end up being a pyrrhic victory, I thought.  My deputy had shackled one of The Five Sisters. At some point very soon, we would have to remove the manacles from her wrists and the gods only knew – or maybe the gods didn’t know – what price Tinsie and I would pay – what punishment would be visited upon The Great Realm and Immersion Online – for this incredible and dangerous act against one of The Five Sisters.
“Buddy!  Big Guy!” Tinsie said, her eyes sparkling in glee, “Meet Bridgette.”  She pointed towards a ruby colored golem with female aspects. 
“Bridgette!” Buddy intoned.
“Welcome to the team,” Big Guy said in his deep baritone.  “I am Big Guy.”
“Buddy. Big Guy,” Bridgette said as though trying out the names.
“Well, they are chatty for certain,” Havervill quipped.  “So now that you have captured Rose, what do you plan to do with her?”
“Tinsie, take Bridgette and Buddy with you and hide Rose away in one of the cells below HQ.”  Turning to Buddy I said, “Here,” and I thrust Rose towards him. “Be very gentle carrying her.  Then tell Lieutenant Gail that I want Rose guarded twenty-four seven.  Then I need you to find the other Watchers.  You have been damn good tracking them down so far and I have faith you can find the rest.”
“I will take care of everything, Mace.  You can count count count on me.  Come on Bridgette – maybe I will call you Birdie for short – and you also come along Buddy – we need to go hide a body.  And then Birdie and I will find the other Watchers.”
She flew off with Buddy and Bridgette following along.
I sat down behind my desk and pulled out a cheroot. I deserved a good smoke after the morning I just had.  I felt a sudden twinge on my side.  I rubbed it and then glanced down to the spot where I had been branded by the damn fire imp.  There was no scar or any other evidence of a hot poker being pushed into my side – no mark that my skin and nerve endings had been singed away.  I guess, since the quest had reset, that I had never actually been branded. Maybe it was just a phantom pain. 
I was about to light the cheroot when a pixie whizzed into the office. “Message for Constable Mace of the Commerce District from Amber Mason, AKA Gwen the Fire Mage.  Dad, I have lunch ready for us.  Expect you here in five minutes. And you better tell me what the heck happened and why I can’t log back into the game until tomorrow. End Message.” Without a pause the fairy asked, “Would you like to send a response?”
“I’m good.  Thanks.”  The pixie flew off.
A few minutes later, I was back at home, eating a salad with slices of grilled chicken.  The oil and vinegar dressing didn’t do much to improve the taste.  Between mouthfuls of arugula and cucumbers, I explained how Tinsie had replayed the scenario.
“What does that mean?”  Amber asked me.  “So Buddy, Big Guy and I weren’t there and that’s why we were essentially tossed from the game.  One minute Tinsie was calling Rose ugly, and the next second I found myself on the log-in screen.  I thought the game or my avatar had crashed.”
“I really need to ask Shannon about this blessing.  Can she grant another one?  It might be helpful in the ensuing battle against Altirax.”
“Do you know anything more about Altirax or the battle or The Blood Field?”
“The battle is in a week exactly.  I’m going to spend most of my gaming time over the next week in The Wilderbrook.  And when I’m home, I’m going to scour the forums learning everything I can.  I really need to talk to the siblings again and try to get them to reveal the location where Altirax will manifest and where the battle is going to happen.”
“I think their quest prevents them from saying anything just yet,” Amber said, as she stood up and walked her plate over to the sink to rinse it off.
“And that is why I want them to tell me.  What if something happens to them?  What if they can’t log in when they need to log in.  Someone else needs to know the location and how to access The Blood Field.
“You really hate not being in control of a situation, don’t you,” she quipped. 
I just grunted a response, munched on the last piece of chicken from my salad, and then brought my plate to the sink.
“I just don’t like playing by other people’s rules,” I responded.
She looked at me and smiled.  “You know that Immersion Online is a game with lots and lots of rules.”
“I know.  I know.”
A half hour later, I was logged back into my small office.  Buddy had returned and stood sentry next to Big Guy. 
“Now what?” I thought to myself
“Havervill. You there?”  I asked, not feeling that omnipresent essence in my mind.
“Thank the gods you are back,” he exclaimed as he entered my consciousness.  “It was torture.  Tambi had me picking out e-invites and sampling virtual cake for the wedding.  Sheesh!  I’m going to put on a terabyte of weight from all the samples we tried.  If she asks, we are working late.”
“Um,” I cut in. “As much as I would love to hear all about the wedding plans, I have a bone – or as you might say – a gremlin’s thigh bone to pick with you.”
“I would never say anything as boring as a gremlin’s thigh bone – I might say a humerus bone to pick with you.  Because it just sounds funny – like humorous and all.  But I digress.  Are you really mad about me telling Rose you were coming to speak with her?”
“Sure as hell I am.  I thought you were part of the team.  A boon companion?”
“I am,” he said.  “Trust me.  If I hadn’t warned her about our impending arrival things would have gone much worse.”
“Much worse.  She branded me and Gwen.  She was about to do the same to Tinsie.  She had ten golems under her control.  She was about to kill us.  There is no doubt in my mind she had some nastiness planned for us – including you.  So, I don’t see how things could have been worse for us.”
“There is an old gremlin saying, “The grass is always dirtier and reddened with elven blood on the other side of the killing field.”
“That makes no sense.  Do you just make these adages up?”
“It is a real saying.  But adage or not, Rose knew you were coming.   Her spies informed her that Auntie, Mother, Daughter and Sister agreed to meet upon The Blood Field during the war against Altirax. If you had just shown up, and I hadn’t given her a heads up beforehand, she would have seen me as a traitor. Then I would have incurred her wrath.”
“Well, you did tell her and she was still going to destroy you.  There has to be some kind of lesson in that.”
“There is,” Havervill responded with a slight chuckle.  “You can’t trust a redhead!  Anyhow …” he paused for a moment and then I could hear my AI speaking with someone else. “No, really Tambi.  We have to work late.  Making plans for the big war and all.” Another pause,”...No…No.  Don’t do that.  Just leave him be.  I’m coming.  But if something bad happens to Mace just let The Creator know we had to sample a Gremlin’s Food Cake.”
Then Havervill was gone from my mind.
I just shook my head.  It was always something with Havervill. 
I was about to light the cheroot again when Shannon Donally shimmered into sight dressed in her standard black slacks and white blouse.   She was a woman in her late fifties, with a head of grey hair and black rimmed old style glasses.
“Where is Tinsie?  I am going to ring her neck before I ring yours.  She used The Silver Lady’s blessing to capture Rose.  Bloody Rose!” Shannon said in a raised voice.  “I will fire her and then fire you if The Five Sisters seek some kind of revenge.”  I thought for a moment about asking Shannon whether she was going to ring our necks or fire us?  Or both?  But then I thought that this was not a time to get sarcastic with my irate employer.   
“She did the right thing.  There was no other way we were going to escape.  Rose planned to destroy our coding so we could never log back into our avatars again. She told us so, and I believed her.  She was unlike any NPC I ever met. She seemed familiar with our world and our technology, more so than most NPCs.  There was nothing she wanted, and nothing I could offer her.  Tinsie realized this and captured her. But don’t worry.  Rose’s inert form is hidden away in a prison cell below us.”
“Letting her scatter your code might have been safer than alienating one of The Five Sisters,” Shannon stated again.
“This is really your fault,” I said defensively.
I had never seen Shannon quite so flustered by a statement. “How is this my fault?”
“Not really yours,” I admitted.  “But The Silver Lady’s.  I guess you – she – gave Tinsie some kind of blessing.  Some boon that turns back time.  I mean.  She is a sprite after all and by her nature quixotic and unpredictable.”
“I should have never created that blessing.  It was dangerous to begin with.  I figured it might be useful in the upcoming war if things started to go poorly.  I just never guessed she would use it so soon against such a powerful AI.”
“Why was the blessing dangerous to start off with?” I inquired.
“Do you know what a save point in a video game is, Mr. Mason?” She asked.
“I might not know much about video games, but I know what a save point is.  Even I’m not that much of a newbie.” 
“In essence,” Shannon stated, “Tinsie went back to an earlier save point.  The problem is the game doesn’t have save points per say.  You can log off and then return to the same location hours or days later.  However, life in The Great Realm has continued to move along.  Monsters might respawn or a dungeon reset itself so another group of adventurers can tackle it.  The blessing she invoked used a great deal of computing power and server space.  Numerous imps, demon hounds, were killed alone with three black dragons.  The nine Watchers – as mighty as they are – were overwhelmed and killed.  The game coding had all of them as dead.  The blessing basically said, “Just kidding.  They did not die.  You need to bring them back exactly as they were.  The programmers didn’t know what was happening.  All of sudden there was a surge in computing power.  They thought one of the servers was about to overload and explode.  Then to make things more complex, the hidden and embedded coding of Rose suddenly revealed itself.”
“What do you mean?”
“Remember that The Five Sisters are ghosts in the machine. As absurd as it might sound, I believe that they willed themselves into being – though the programmers argue that is more likely that the game AI created them.  Either way, our programmers did not create them.  The game wrote new coding.  It attached this coding to other coding in the game.  These ones and zero so to speak are intricately entwined with the trillions of lines of code that run the game.  The problem was that we could never exactly pinpoint all the lines of code.  Most remained hidden to us.  When Tinsie snapped on those shackles, Rose’s coding suddenly appeared – and in bright red lettering. It was everywhere – like an infestation.  We didn’t really grasp the influence The Five Sister had exactly until then.”
“So, then Tinsie did a good thing,” I stated.
“It just showed how dangerous what she did was.  Rose could destroy the game – or at the very least – she could wreak havoc – bring down mountains, flood villages.  Hell, she could get Biblical and have frogs fall from the sky or decide on a whim to kill all the first-born dwarfs for a lark.”
“Well now that you can see the coding, can’t you remove it?”
“It would take months.  And then we still may not get it all.  And meanwhile the manacles would need to be kept on Rose.  Those manacles are incredible.  They essentially act as an impregnable firewall.  The more I learn about their powers, the more it troubles me that Havervill had them in his possession.  But enough shop talk.  What is your plan now, Mr. Mason?” my trillionaire boss inquired. 
“I intend to bring Rose along with me when we fight Altirax.  I figure I will free her in front of her sisters, and we will see what happens.”
My employer shook her head in resignation.  “You are playing a very deadly game, Mr. Mason”
“I know it’s a risk,” I answered.  “But Tinsie did the only thing possible.  Maybe The Silver Lady can make another appearance.  Maybe she can speak with Rose and get her to join in of her own free will.”
“I am not sure that even I can work that sort of miracle, Mr. Mason.  Well, I must be off.  And when you see Tinsie, let her know I am looking for her.”
“Do me a favor, and please take it easy on her. She was only doing what needed to be done.”
“She is a young lady, Mr. Mason, and does not need your protection from the big bad Shannon Donally.   Goodbye, Mr. Mason.”
Shannon faded away and I was alone in the office once again still holding the unlit cheroot.  I thought for a moment about contacting Tinsie to see what she was up to.  I assumed she was off looking for clues on the whereabouts of the remaining Watchers.  We had yet to discover the location of the ones from the Royal and Dock Districts.  I would start with the latter, as there would be great challenges searching in the Royal District – mostly in the shape of a chaotic, unpredictable queen.  I lit the cheroot and then shook my head contemplating the alliance between her royal highness and Granson – who as a herald was one of the most powerful players – heck – one of the most powerful entities in the entire Great Realm. 
I took a few pulls of the cheroot.
In real life I would never even think of smoking – not even the occasional cigar – but here there were no dangers involved with inhaling virtual nicotine.
My mind began to drift to thoughts of Rhia. 
I’ll admit it.  I missed her.
Once the battle against Altirax was completed I would pursue her.  This time I wouldn’t ask her so many questions about her life in the real world.  What did it really matter?  Then I started thinking about my own life.  Who was I really now?  Charlie Mason, widower, an ex-detective? Or Constable Mace of the Commerce District? 
I shook my head.  There was no time for these deep thoughts at the moment.  I had a war to plan.  The best place to start that planning was to understand the enemy we would soon be facing.  I had read what I could from the online forums, though most of the details were guesses or complete fabrications. I had asked Haggerty why there wasn’t much information out there and his response was simple: “Mace, my pal. Most players don’t really care about the backstory.  They just want to get to the quest and the slaughter.  Your problem is that you want to watch the storyline cut scenes instead of skipping past them like most players.”
It just didn’t make much sense to me.  They had a worldwide event about to start – one that would last months and span all three continents – yet the developers had been too lazy – is that the right word – to create a detailed backstory.  All they really gave two shits about was the upcoming event and all of its details.  Even so, there was still some material available. 
I had asked the doggers several weeks back to get me any information they could on Shatana and Altirax.  Considering the immense scope of the upcoming game wide event, there was still very little about their love affair and then about their breakup that led to Shatana’s turning against the Demon Lord and banishing him to the lowest depths of The Abyss.
One interesting item the doggers acquired for me was a large leather bound book that had been sitting on my desk for several days that they said a group of adventurers had found deep in an abandoned dungeon. Across the front of it read, The Lay of Shatana.  I flipped open the first page and began to read. 




Chapter 24:  The Lay of Shatana – The Under Land

Come all and listen to the tale of the witch Shatana:
When the first dawn rose into the sky
And the first rays of light streamed through the leaves
Shatana danced naked in the woods –
Her hips and legs flowing like a river
Her sisters gliding beside her
Carried aloft by fairies of wind and air.
Men – be they human, fey, orc or elf
Lost themselves in her dance –
So bewitched, they abandoned food and drink
Till their flesh withered away and passed into the dust –
Their souls captured and consumed by Shatana and her kin
To feed their power and their immortality.
Great Altirax stirred in the depths of the deep dark,
Plotting and brooding;
Perhaps the soft feet of the witch upon the dewy loam
Or her lilting laugh as she swallowed the souls of those who fell
Maybe her jet-black hair and even darker soul
Beckoned to the Demon Lord.
“My minions!” Altirax commanded,
“Bring the witchling to me so I may make her my consort –
And steal away her coven and make them our slaves
Her ladies in waiting
And paramours to satiate our concupiscent desires –
Bring her now and then prepare our wedding chamber.”
The Efreets, and devils, and imps, and the hosts of hell
Ascended upon the Over Land – 
None had ever seen the twin moons or the countless stars;
So they stood entranced at the pinpricks of light
Transfixed by the vast endlessness;
Their black souls grew jealous and darker
At the sight, though they knew not why.
“Bring the witch now!” the Demon Lord rumbled from below.
The Efreets, and devils, and imps
And his hosts of hell broke from the spell of the boundless stars; 
They descended on The Wilderbrook like a shadowy plague;

The denizens of the dark burned the forests
And razed villages
And ravaged mothers and virgins –
They ate the babes and livestock alike
All the while screeching,
“Where is the witch? 
Our Lord claims her as his own.
Bring her to us and we shall leave this dreadful Over Land
And thou shall be allowed to breathe and live
More days of your miserable, mortal lives.”
Shatana sensed the yearning of the Demon Lord
So she and her sisters hid away ere they arrived.
“Let The Wilderbrook burn, cousins
What do we care of those who curse us
And call us foul creatures
Fiends, dybbuks, and bugaboos
That haunt their dreams.
Nay, so far as we are safe is all that matters.
The Demon Lord shall grow bored soon enough
And shall take a succubus, vixen, or hellcat
To warm his bed.”
For ten years Shatana and her coven hid away
Till the caves and stalagmites and eyeless creatures
Became their home;
And for a decade the minions of Altirax
Searched every barn and burrow and hole
Seeking Shatana and her kin.
Envy hearted Loriana it was who lay her low.
“Demon Lord,” she whispered to the smoke
“I hunger to see the sky again
And to feast on the creatures of the light –
I will tell yee where to find my mistress
So thy fiends may snatch her away –
And steal me cousins away with yee as well as thy thralls –
And I shall travel back to the light
Where I shall stay and feast upon the weak,
Beguile the elven hunters, and
Make them my forever lovers.”
“Yes! Yes!” the Demon Lord responded through the smoke.
His minions shattered the barrier
That blocked the entrance to her hiding place –
They slaughtered the defenders
And carried away the witches and the dark fey;
The demons did take a brief reprieve
To feast on envy hearted Loriana;
For the darkest souls were the tastiest morsels to them;
And finally, on her throne of demon bones,
Sat the enchanting Shatana, Lady of the Deep.
And she warned,
“Flee now Efreets, devils, imps and foul fiends of hell –
Scurry away, ere I smite thee.”
“I am Belezan, Chief of the Devils,” spoke a horned fiend
“Come now wench
Our Lord will make thee his wife 
And thy cousins his thralls

Who shall dance for him,

And shall fight for him

And warm his bed –

Aye, come now, ere we beat and shackle yee

Then carry thee away like a bitch broken by her master.”

“I am Shatana, High Witch, and answer to naught!”
She called upon her wicked magics, and
With fire, and lightning, and poison
And her darkest spell, Withering Blight
Destroyed the Efreets, and devils, and imps
And hosts of hell –
The horde sent to abscond with her all lay dead and broken
Except for mighty Belezan, Chief of the Devils.
“Now I shall break thee witch,” the devil threatened,
“So that my lord might put yee back together
So that you will best serve him.”
Shatana hurled her ancient magics against Belezan
But he shrugged them off
As he was immune to all magics
Except for those of his dark lord.
“He he he!” the devil mocked as his clawed fist struck her face,
“I am Belezan, greatest of the devils
And yee shall relent.”
He struck her again and again
Till her face was a pulpy mess –
Her jaw hanging down like a broken hinge
Over her pomegranate colored lips;
Her eye socket crushed – closed and swollen;
Every inch of her body in agony – everlasting.
For the next five years he beat and whipped her
Till she whimpered like a broken bitch.
“No more!  I beg no more, mighty master of the devils!” she cried, all haughtiness gone.
“I belong to Altirax
His willing and loving consort –
I wish to see the master
And serve all of his needs
Be they to slay his enemies
Or satiate his endless appetites.
I paused reading for a moment and relit the cheroot which had gone out.  Shatana was often referred to as a witch or a lich.  She had her own dark servants – skelters.  She was no saint by any means.  The poem had indicated the violence she and her coven had brought forth.  Nevertheless, as evil hearted as she was, the idea of her spirit being crushed and broken was a lot for me to take in.  Five years of torture would destroy even the most powerful minds and spirits. 
“There is evil and then there is evil,” Havervill said as he popped into my mind.  “But why are you reading The Lay of Shatana.  It’s not even written like a French lay.”
“Are the details correct?”
“They are, more or less,” Havervill answered reluctantly.
“Then I’m glad I’m reading it. The poem is giving me a good picture so far of Altirax and Shatana.  Though I still need to find out how she overthrew him and why.  It is my understanding they had a great love affair before they had a falling out.”
“The greatest love story in The Great Realm some say.  Though I can think of better ones.”
I knew he was about to start rattling off a bunch of other love stories, so I cut him off.
“Aren’t you in the middle of your own romantic tale?  Don’t you have some cake to sample?”
“Don’t make me go back,” my AI pleaded.  “Now we are onto the seating arrangements.  The primes don’t want to sit with anyone who isn’t a prime.  And the Angelicas are feuding with the Tamberlines.  It’s quite a mess.  If things continue like this the post wedding orgy might just be all Robertos – and that lot is dull as dull can be.”
“Don’t do it,” I thought to myself.  “Don’t ask him what a post wedding orgy is.”  The question almost escaped my lips but I caught myself.  “It’s getting a bit late,” I stated, “and I need to return to my world soon, so let me get back to this lay.”  
I could sense my AI’s reluctance to leave as he lingered in my mind. 
“Look, if you want to hang around, that’s okay. I just need to finish reading this.”
“You got it.  Just gonna take a little nap in your gray matter.  Wake me if you come to any big words you don’t know.”
I turned back towards the lay and continued to read:
“I am Belezan, and I am not easily fooled,” the chief of the devils said.
“A wild beast still rules inside yee
And a roiling fire still fuels yee.
I will kill the beast
And douse the flames
Till you are just a clump of clay for my lord to mold anew.”
“Nay, great Belezan, fiercest of the devils,” Shatana pleaded,
“I will serve your lord;
I wish no more than to be his consort
His eternal mate –
I urge yee – for your lord –
Do not kill the beast or douse the flame –
Would the mighty Altirax not desire 
A playmate with a little spark in the bedchamber?
Someone with a chaotic soul to amuse him?
Nay, I doubt he would wish me destroyed
That I may never be repaired.”
Belezan weighed her words and discerned they were false.
He knew she would be the cause of his Lord’s demise –
That already the cauldron in her wicked mind
Was brewing a foul concoction to
Destroy the Demon Lord.
Belezan had the gift of prophecy
And in his dreams he saw Altirax tossed down
To the deepest, darkest corners of The Abyss –
So deep and dark that not even his lord could escape;
But that was fine –
For Belezan’s black heart coveted all his master had –
All the treasures of the deep,
Lordship over all the denizens
And mostly, to take that which his lord most desired,
The enchanting witch Shatana
With her raven black hair and blacker heart –
So he whispered, “Let her bring about the Demon Lord’s ruin
So that I might be King of the Under Land
And be master to all who dwell there.”
“Come wench,” Belezan ordered, “It is time to meet your master.”
And down they descended to the deepest depths
Where great Altirax sat on his ruby throne –
His voice boomed and carried through The Abyss
“My wife!  Thy dark beauty is like none I have ever beheld
It matches those of the goddesses themselves.”
And Altirax beheld Shatana’s shapely legs, and round hips
And her pitch black eyes and even darker hair
And he froze – mesmerized – stunned by her beauty
By her wild, wicked, and untamed spirit
And he desired her.
“Thou bewitch me, my love,” Altirax said as he stood up from his throne
“But I am no mortal man and not so easily beguiled.”
“And I am no frail woman,” Shatana responded
“To just slaver at yee feet like a dog.
I will accept thee as my lord and master
If thou will call me Queen of the Under Dark,
If thou will grant me power second only to you my Lord in all matters –
And if thou will lavish me will diamonds and gold,
And handmaidens to wait on all my needs
And imps, and fiends and denizens of the deep for me to rule over.”
“Aye, lady, you shall have these things,” the demon promised.
And he spoke,
“For as long as thou are faithful
For as long as thy amuse me
Both in and out of the bedchamber
And for as long as thy dance naked for me
Thy long legs, and thick hips
And black hair flowing like thou art carried on the wind.
For as long as you grant me these pleasures
Thou shall be my Queen
Second to me in all matters
Second even above mighty Belezan
Who has been my duke of The Abyss since
The light first arrived, trying to snuff out the dark.”
“My lord, you shall have these things and more,” Shatana swore.
“And it shall be a new dance each day
And new amusements in the bed each night
While we listen to the whimpers of those who are eternally tortured.”
And at these words Altirax’s heart burned
And he craved the wild beast before him.
Altirax’s blood dwarves mined mountains
For the finest silvers and diamonds
Till the veins ran dry –
And then the silver gnomes crafted the finest jewels
A new treasure lavished upon Shatana each night;
A trove so vast even the dragons coveted it.
And she ruled as his Queen, even above mighty Belezan.
And in all thing she obeyed her lord
And she was content
And while Altirax was cruel and sadistic
That was after all his nature –
“So is it my nature” she often mused.
Seasons do not pass in the Under Land
But in the world above winters came and went
And mortals were born and died
And the witch named Shatana was happy –
Except something always gnawed at her
Like a gremlin chomping on her soul –
“I love Altirax in my way,” she spoke one night to the dead gods.
“And though he has given me treasures beyond measure
 And endless servants to play with
And to torture or bed as were my wont –
Though our nights in our bridal suite rattle the earth
It is not enough and shall never be.
For while I am Queen, I am still his subject
A toy – a plaything – for his amusements –
No true love can exist when one is the lord
And the other a servant – even if that servant is called queen.”
And these thoughts festered in the deepest recesses of her mind
Like a puss filled sore.
Yet she knew she loved Altirax too,
For he was a god – a being worthy of worship
And devotion and fear.
And when he was not cruel to her
He was doting and spoiled her.  
Cold-hearted Belezan heard her thoughts.
“Soon.  Soon she shall destroy Altirax
And I shall be the new King.”
For a century, Altirax and Shatana ruled The Abyss
As King and Queen
And for a hundred year their passions
Shook the ground
And crumbled mountains –
Their screams of ecstasy
Uprooted trees
And brought great tidal waves.
The mortals knew what shook their world.
All spoke of the great Altirax and his beautiful queen
“Oh woe!” they moaned. “Is there none to save us from their passion
And the destruction it brings? 
Are there no heroes to save us from their love?”
Years pass slowly in the dark
And old wounds and hurts faded in the blackness
And Shatana’s desire for Altirax’s immolation faded.
She had even grown to love the Demon Lord
Even if he be her master –
And more so, she desired to bear his offspring.
She spoke of this to her lord who said,
“Yes, you will breed for me many children
A brood who can breach the barrier
So that we may trod once more upon the dewy earth
Ere we wage war against all who dwell above in the blistering light.”
And for many seasons the ground rumbled and roared
And fissures cut across the earth
Like the jagged cut of a serrated knife;
And earth and stone split open
Forming endless chasms;
But Shatana never grew fat with a babe
And her dancing no longer amused her lord
And most nights he sought the embrace of a demoness or succubus,
To slake his sadistic desires.   
Shatana cared naught about any of them
They were just playthings to Altirax.
And Altirax grew cruel – nay crueler
And he cursed at Shatana
That her womb was as barren as her heart;
And Shatana did something she had never done before
She cried from grief
And her tears were a torrential downpour
That flooded the rivers
And drowned villages.
Then Altirax spoke so the dark dwellers of the underworld could hear:
“Thou have failed me wife
With thy barren womb –
Thou shall never breed for me
A mighty brood –
But I have found another
A golden haired beauty
With long legs, and round hips
And ample breasts to milk our babes –
Her name is Mariana
And she shall be Queen.”
And Shatana was cast down by Altirax,
A dog left to grovel at his cloven feet and those of his new queen –
And Mariana was cruel as cruel could be;
She would curse and beat Shatana with a stick,
And would mock her
“You barren whore, you ugly hag
Look at my bloated belly
Filled by our mighty lord
Whilst thou womb is dead and filled with maggots –
Our brood shall spread out among the underworld
Before they find their way to the upper lands
Where the elves and humans dwell
Waiting for their slaughter.”
And hatred chafed in Shatana’s black heart
“I shall kill them all – Altirax, Mariana
And their brood – mostly their brood
Killing her babes will hurt even her cold heart –
And Shatana waited, and held her thought and emotions close –
She smiled at her lord and mistress
While bitter hatred roiled though her like poison.
Belezan, Chief of the Devils, smiled and laughed
For he knew the end was near
And that Altirax’s time was nigh;
Perhaps he could move things along,
“Come little rat,” he said to a misshapen imp,
“Befriend lonely and bitter Shatana
Tell her thou will help her overthrow Altirax and his new consort –
Then steal her away to the Furnace of Demansia
Where she can summon wicked magics
And craft foul fiends to fulfill her dark desires.”
And the imp came to Shatana one cold night where she lay
Upon her mat of coarse wools
Where she dreamt dark dreams
And where her only friends were the weevils
Who burrowed into her flesh while she slept.
“Mistress,” the imp whispered, “Mistress awake.”
And Shatana stirred and beheld the crooked creature
“Leave ere I eat thee imp,” she said,
“Nay good mistress,” the creature chortled
“I am here to help thee –
I shall show you the ways to the lost Furnace of Demansia
Where your magic shall be made mighty
And where you shall birth your army.”
“Aye, this is but a trick from that bitch Mariana,” Shatana replied.
“Mariana, who hates me most of all
And who shall birth the babes that should be mine.”
“Thou shall birth a mighty brood,” the imp promised.
“A wild brood, with sharp claws and sharper teeth
Who shall rend and rip your enemies asunder”
“I shall follow thee piteous creature for what have I to lose;
And if this be just a trick of Mariana
So she can scoff and laugh at me
So be it –
Let her master capture me and torture me
And break me –
For life is dark and woeful
And I wish an end to immortality.”
And they slunk away that very night
To the deepest, darkest recesses of the underworld
To the caverns of the sightless creatures –
After days or perhaps endless weeks the came across
The Furnace of Demansia.
“Aye, here is where my revenge begins – starting with the bitch
Who usurped me – who dared to spit at me
And scoffed at me – and called me a dog and rat
And an ugly hag with a face covered in warts and boils.”
For many days Shatana shaped the wild mana –
Till her spell was done
“He he he,” the imp laughed,
For he knew the wicked spell she had wrought.
“Yes, yes, broken, ugly imp,” Shatana replied, 
“The spell will do just fine to serve my revenge.
But I must have an army ready to flee and to protect me
From the wrath that is sure to come.”
“How can I assist thee mistress?” the creature asked.
“Little imp, tell me thy name,” Shatana ordered.
And the imp could not resist her will -
The imp knew the dangers of giving its name to a witch
And when the imp went to lie and give a false name as was his nature
The forked tongue replied, “In ancient days I was called
Thiocransiomethapholis.
“Now I own thee wretched Thiocransiomethapholis.
If thou betray me, you shall know never-ending torture –
Your bones broken, your skin flayed and dipped in salt;
Thy eyes poked out and fed to slithering snakes”
And she went on with a thousand torments
So that the imp knew not to betray her.
“Aye mistress, what is yee bidding?” the imp asked
And she answered, “Find me a way to the surface,
To the dewy loam and the evergreens
Where I might dance naked again
And seduce the fey ere I munch on them.
Aye, find the passage to the Over Land
So we can flee ere I let
Loose the spell and slay all mine enemies.
And Thiocransiomethapholis bid the will of his mistress
And searched for a way out of the Under Dark.
For many passing days he slinked and skulked –
He tortured goblins, gremlins and dark gnomes
Till one morning a gremlin broke and said,
“There is a strange, frightening light not far from here
It blinds and burns Grumshong’s eyeses
Mayhap that is what yee seek.”
And aye, the imp had found the way to the Over Land
And Thiocransiomethapholis had gone many days without
Food or drink in search of the exit
So he ate Grumshong and then drank his blood
Ere he returned to his mistress.
“Mistress, I have found a hidden way to the world above,” the creature announced
“It is a long distance but
Thiocransiomethapholis knows the way –
And will lead you there once thy vengeance is complete.”
“Aye, now there shall be a reckoning,” Shatana responded
“The Great Altirax who I once loved shall know misery –
Shall know that Shatana laid him and his whore low –
Shall know that I killed his brood,
Mocking him as I suck dry the marrow from their bones.”
And green mist crept through the under dark
And slipped through crevices
And passed through cracks
And the emerald mist flayed their flesh like acid -
Burnt the skin off until the imps, and devils,
And hounds of hell were skinless, whimpering wrecks –
Yet they were undead and could not die –
Or so they thought
But this spell was known as the 
The Blight of Shatana
A most dreadful curse indeed.
And the magics that bound the demons and devils
And undead of the Under Land blew apart like ash -
The mana that bound the foul hosts
Returning to The Endless Well.
Aye, even the dead can know oblivion. 
“What have thou done wicked wench?” Altirax screamed.
“What have thy done to my denizens?”
Shatana’s voice carried through the Under Dark like
The screech of the Banshee forewarning of death.
“I have destroyed thy hellish host
And now I shall have thy brood.”
“Not our brood, my Lord,” Mariana screamed.
“Protect them from this devil woman –
And after they are safe
We must beat and batter Shatana
And leave her bound on The Wheel of Endless Tortures
Where she will wail and cry for release
Even after the end of days.”
But Shatana’s spell was already at work
Carried along by the sound of her voice;
And when the brood heard her words
They died most horribly –
Some popped like a fruit smashed by a dwarf’s hammer,
Their innards oozing out;
And others disintegrated;
Fire ants consumed many more;
While countless other died by sudden combustion
And self-immolation,
And tearing apart their siblings
Giggling and chortling as they did so.
And the remainder died in a
Host of other violent ways
Till the brood of the great Altirax was no more.
And Mariana screamed and the Under Land shook –
A mighty quake that brought down mountains
And tore open caverns
And caused the stalactites crashing down like deadly spears
“Ah my brood, my children, gone, gone!
All hope gone!
Vengeance did not fill her heart
But a feeling she did not know
Grief.
And the pain and loneliness was so much
That arrogant Mariana tossed herself from the
Shelf of a high crevasse to the boiling magma
That churns in the middle of the earth.
Altirax did not know grief – but anger
And he summoned a legion of the dead and commanded,
“Find the wretched witch.  Bring her to me.
I shall break her, and then yee
Devils with your forked tongues and cloven feet
Shall torture and torment
And have her flesh each day for all eternity
With no release ever –
And the legion waited in the Under Dark to
Find the once great mistress of Altirax.
But Shatana had already stolen away to the Over Land.
And she brought Thiocransiomethapholis with her
As the first of her minions
Then she seduced the humans, and dwarfs and elves –
“Join with me,” she promised “and thou shall
Live forever more like the Starborn.”
And thus the skelters were born –
A brood not born of her womb
But created from her blackest magic.
 
I paused reading for a moment to consider the last part.  “So, Shatana created the skelters,” I asked Havervill.
“She did.  And then she traded the secret of how to create them to the liches and necromancers and dark wizards in exchange for eldritch magics.”
“She is so evil,” I said.  “She killed all of the Demon Lord’s offspring.  I don’t see why she is revered by the dwellers of The Wilderbrook.”
“Because she has a redemption story,” my AI explained.  “Read on.  I don’t feel like explaining just now.  I am just going to curl up and try to take a nap.  Though I don’t know how you expect me to sleep with images of Altirax’s children having their faces burnt away by what is very simply a very powerful acid spell.”
I was certain I was going to have some nightmares that evening myself.  I relit the cheroot, took a deep drag, and then read the next part of the lay. 




Chapter 25:  The Lay of Shatana – The Over Land

In a cave deep beneath the verdant Wilderbrook, Shatana hid,
With the imp, Thiocransiomethapholis
And her army of skelters.
One morning, many years after she had fled the Under Land
And destroyed the entrance to the Over Land
The imp announced, “The skelters grow weary; I grow weary
For all we see are the walls of the endless caves
And the caps of mushrooms
And the stalagmites that stab our feetsies…
We yearn for the world beyond the stone
And to feast once more upon prey whose blood
Is hot and metallic when we devour them.”
“Aye my imps and skelters, I grow tired too.
Many a long year has passed;
Altirax must have forgotten me
And moved onto another vixen
Or hellcat or succubus to warm his bed -
When the full moon next arises
And the lycanthropes howl
And the vampyres take the blood of the willing and unwilling
We shall emerge again and take this wild land.”
And the next night, when the howls began,
They emerged into the moonlight
And there – there – they found
A cragimond – a minor devil of the underworld
Who had been expelled for a crime so heinous
Even the hordes of hell could not abide it. 
The fiend attacked a caravan –
Already the horses lay dead,
Their bellies ripped open,
Hot blood pumping from the jagged gashes
As humans with their weak swords
Flailed against the devil –
One guard fell and another
Till just a woman stood cradling a yelping babe in her arms.
“Someone help me! Help my baby, my little Abbi,” she sobbed.
Shatana stared at the dead and dying, then at the devil
Then at the woman and the wailing babe –
“It hurts mistress – the screams of the whelp do hurt my ears
That I want to rip them off or better
Rip the tongue from the wee one
So the crying ceases.”
But the wails and scream of the mother and the baby
Touched Shatana’s heart
And a spark never kindled
Flared to life –
The mother picked up a stout stick
And screamed, “Back dark devil! Back foul fiend of hell! 
Crawl back to your hole.  Have you not caused enough woe?”
“I shall eat thee and then thy pup,” the devil scoffed.
He lunged at her
But his claws never struck -
Nor his iron teeth sunder her flesh
For Shatana had cast a spell
And wove the fiend in its place –
“Why did thou stop the devil?” the imp asked, confused.
And Shatana thought and thought and thought some more
As the woman and her babe cried.
“Silence!” Shatana shouted.
And all noise ceased –
The yowling
The ruffling leaves
The crackling branches-
The world was silent and still as the grave around her.
“I could kill the mother and take her babe,” Shatana considered,
“I could take all the babes from this land
And make them my brood –
The progeny I should have birthed for my lord –
Foul bile rose to her throat and she spat
“Nay, I shall name him Betrayer
And Oath Breaker
And Sunderer of Hearts.”
She glared at the woman and the babe;
It would be so easy to kill them both –
Just a flick of her wrist and …
“Why do I hesitate?” she wondered,
“And what is this pit I feel in my chest?
And what is this salty water that falls from my eyes
And drips over my lips?”
“Can we kills her?” the imp asked gleefully.
“We’s hungry and babe is a tasty morsel.”
“Nay, I task thee with a great quest my servant Thiocransiomethapholis.
Thou shall see the mother and her runt back
To where the frail humans dwell
Behind their walls of wood and stone.”
The imp was confused, as all imps would be
For imps do not know mercy or compassion
“But I’se hungry mistress,” the imp whined.
“Then feast upon the wretched cragimond,” his mistress replied
“Whose skin has been seared by flames
Whose meat is tender and soft beneath its crimson scales.”
“A cragimond,” the imp cried out.
“If I eats the cragimond – one of the hosts of hell –
I shall be most cursed and damned.”
“Thou already are an ill-fated creature,” Shatana responded
“Thou just does not know it. 
Now eat my servant –
Slake thy hunger
And then return the wench and her bawling babe
To the village to the north of here.”
Thiocransiomethapholis’s belly bulged,
Gorged with fatty meats of the cragimond –
And then the imp shoved his pointy finger
Into the side of the mother and said,
“Come. Though I would rather eats thee
My mistress says I must bring thee to safety;
Follow, lest thy mistress changes her mind
As mistresses are known to do.”
The mother labored along, following the imp
And the skelters regarded their mistress
Their black hearts and darker souls
Longing to bring destruction
And final death to all who live and take in air.
“Fear not my army, my brood of skelters,” she said.
“We shall kill, and maim, and destroy
And then we shall feast –
Go.  I command thee.
Offer the wicked and wretched mortals of these woods
Immortality in exchange for their souls;
And our numbers shall swell.
And when we are enough
We shall return to the Under Land
Where I shall be thy Queen
And you my overlords
My heralds of hell.”
“Aye mistress,” the amassed fiends echoed in response
“Head north, my skelters, my brood,
Where a village of black hearted fiends –
Bandits, and brigands, and dark elves
And murderers, and cutthroats, and all ilk of evil
Who do drink, and revel and carouse and share stories
Of their ill deeds.
Come General Morgan, come my skelters
Let’s turn the dark towards us.”
And for thirty moons, Shatana and her brood
Swept through the wild, untamed forest
Filled with mackers, and bogies, and caligrads
And destroyed or turned the wicked to swell their ranks –
And all the time they avoided the villages of humans and elves and fey
And those of the light.
Shatana could smell the babes
Who dwelled there
Suckling at their mother’s bosoms –
But she felt no desire for their extermination. 
They even marched around the villages and caves
Where the orcs and ogres dwelled
For these were not the bloodthirsty ones of ancient days
But ones who sought the light.
And after thirty moons, their ranks grew bloated.
And they were going to return to the cave where they dwelled
To prepare for their assault on the Under Dark –
However, ere they returned
Shatana sensed a great host – ones whose hearts
Were as cold and dead and dark as her own.
She heard their plans
“There is a village to the east,” their leader hissed
“Let us kill their men,
Burn their sons and daughters
And drag their females
Screaming and crying
Back to our lair as slave girls –
And ere we depart we shall burn their town
Till it is nothing but a funeral pyre.”
Anger seeped in Shatana
Like a boiling kettle of water about to hiss and steam
“Turn these interlopers to our ways
And those who will not join us
Must suffer most miserable death.”
And the army of skelters, led by General Morgan
Had many converts that morning
And slew many that dawn –
And from a distance, hundreds of curious eyes fell upon them
From the villagers who asked,
“Who is it that saved us from the woe that would have befallen us?
Who is our savior?”
And a heavy voice fell over them like a rainstorm.
“I am Shatana, Lady of the Deep
And I saved thee tho thou are weak and frail mortals.”
Then Shatana and her army retreated
And for many years they slept
Till the Lady of the Deep
Was roused from her deep slumber
By the mewling of babies
And the whining of children
And the screams of dying men and women.
“My general,” she commanded,
“Take a scouting party with thee
And discover what has set
Fright into the hearts of the mortals.
The general departed and returned but a short while later
“The human villages burn, my Queen,” she reported.
“And the humanoids – the orcs, and goblins, and ogres
Flee south towards the mountains
Towards their wild kinfolk;
For Altirax and his hosts of hell
Have freed themselves from the Under Dark
And they slaughter all who dwell here
Butchering their flesh for his army to feast upon.”
“Does no help come for them?” Shatana asked.
Not that she necessarily desired their salvation –
Though the wailings and moanings of the younglings
Did upset her mind and soul;
Nay, this was her moment for revenge
To destroy mighty Altirax and lay him low
And for her to return to the Under Land
Where she would take the mantle
Empress of Hell.
“Send our spies, and changelings, and birds of prey
To the great cities –
Let their puny kings know that Altirax has come
With his hellish horde of devils and imps
And that all mortals are in danger.”
And the clarion call rang out throughout The Great Realm
And a vast army of men with shining swords
And elves with swift arrows
And dwarves with mighty hammers
Descended upon the hosts of hell –
But they were mortal and weak
And while they killed many of the evil fiends
Endless numbers streamed from the inky darkness.
And while the mortals counted their dead
Altirax cared not
For the under land birthed
An endless horde of demons and devils
And dwellers of the dark.
“Shall we attack?” General Morgan asked her one night
After the destruction of a mighty host
Of soliders in gleaming plate mail armor
Who sat upon gallant steeds.
“Nay, my general,” she answered
“We are mighty but not yet strong enough
To defeat the Demon Lord.
I fear that he shall soon rule
The entire Over Land
Lest some ancient or dead god intervene.
The mortals fought on for countless winters.
Villages and cities turned to smoldering heaps
Once fertile meadows were now charred and lifeless  –
The cries and whimpers of the dead and dying
Replaced the sound of the humming birds and soft breezes.
A long dead king of a once great civilization asked,
“Who shall save us from this woe and
From the murder or thralldom that awaits us all?”
His chamberlain, a gnome of a hundred springs, answered,
“My king, the sages speak of heroes from beyond The Fold.
Immortals mightier than even Altirax and his horrific host”
“My old nurse told me of these Everborn, the Starborn,” the king responded
When I was just a lad –
But it is no more than a fable
A child’s tale.
However, we must have faith
And hope – else the land is doomed and we with it.”
So seven arch mages drew the mandala
Then enchanted the words to summon
Those heroes who would free the world from woe.
The ground shook – in fact, the entire Realm rattled
And a second moon appeared in the sky –
Then they began to arrive
Champions from beyond –
Sorceresses with destructive spells
Barbarians, cavaliers, and silver armored knights –
And holy warriors surrounded by haloes of light;
The Starborn had arrived!
I stopped reading, a question swirling in my mind.
“Havervill.  You there, pal?”
“Five more minutes Tambi,” he muttered.  “I’m having the loveliest dream – me, you, a dryad and water nymph.  She sprays streams of water in all the right places.”
“Havervill!”  I said louder this time.  “I need some guidance.”
“Yeah, okay.  I’m up.  This better be good because I was about to get some – hell I was about to get a whole lot of loving – in this dream.”
“Tell me about the Starborn,” I said.
“What do you mean?  You’re a Starborn.  You aren’t about to get all philosophical and question your existence and purpose in life, are you?  And please don’t start questioning whether Constable Mace or Charlie Mason is the real you.  I hate philosophical hooey!”
“No. No.  I mean.  Explain to me how the Starborn fought in the first war against Altirax a hundred years ago.  I can tell you for a fact that no one from my world visited here a hundred years ago.”
Havervill was silent for a second, and I wondered if I had broken him.  I forgot sometimes that he was no more than coding.  I sure as hell hoped I hadn’t caused some kind of logic error that would fry Havervill.  My AI responded several seconds later. 
“I don’t know how to break this to you, but you are wrong.  Starborn have been traveling to The Great Realm for the last century.  Some historians argue they were here millennia ago and then left us because they forgot the way to bridge the worlds – or they lost interest.   However, I do know The Starborn were here a century ago because I was one of the first to greet your people.”
“Well I don’t know how to break this to you,” I retorted, “but you aren’t one hundred years old.  Shannon created this world just a few years ago.  You are just a few years old.”
“You Starborn are so linear in your concepts of space and time.  From your perspective, The Great Realm has just been around for a few years.  Yet we who are native to The Great Realm know better.  We have thousands of years of history and mythology.  You have to stop thinking that your years and our years run at the same pace.  Now that the history slash space time discourse is done, I’m going back to my dream.”
I paused to contemplate all that my AI had just shared.  
Maybe the programmers had created a concept of the Starborn – visitors from another plane – so that when we finally started to log into the game we wouldn’t freak out the locals.  Next time I saw my trillionaire boss I would ask her.  Anyway, I glanced at my display and decided that I really needed to finish reading the history of Shatana.  Amber would be expecting me back in the real world very soon, and I didn’t need to take any guff from her. 




Chapter 26:  The Lay of Shatana – Lady of the Deep

I swiped my tablet and continued reading the last set of verses of The Lay of Shatana.
And the Everborn waged war on Altirax and his fiends.
Slowly the heroes from beyond turned the tide of battle
Pushing the horrid horde back towards The Wilderbrook
And onto the once verdant field of wildflowers
Where the rift to the Under Land stood wide open like a hungry maw;
The Starborn grew close to destroying the enemy.
And Altirax sensing his defeat
By these immortal interlopers
Summoned Belezan and his lieutenants, and commanded,
“Destroy these intruders from another world –
Make them fear this realm so that they never return;
Open the gates to The Silent Void and release The Revelers.”
The lieutenants murmured at the mention of these monsters
That frightened even devils and demons. 
It was Belezan, Chief of the Devils, who stepped forward and asked,
“Are thou certain great lord?
These Revelers are unpredictable and might
Just as soon turn their wrath towards us.”
Altirax laughed with a deep, guttural roar
“The Revelers will follow my orders
As they always have;
I am their lord and like thee
They are servants to my will.” 
“I will do thy bidding, my master,” Belezan responded
And he went forth to open the gate – more like the doorway to a prison
Where the Revelers had been trapped for millennia
By Altirax himself.
For the Revelers were forces of sheer chaos
And destruction;
While Altirax wanted to subjugate and rule over the mortals of
The Over Land and Under Land,
The Revelers desired- nay craved – destruction
To watch the world burn.
Shatana heard the word Revelers carried upon the wind
And her heart grew heavy
“We must act now my army
Ere it is too late.
The Revelers have come and woe to all
Even the great Altirax and his hellish host
Who are too filled with hubris cannot see
That primal chaos cannot be staunched.”

“Command me Mistress Shatana,” General Morgan said,
“And I shall obey. 
Even if it be to fight The Demon Lord myself.
My sword against his claws.
What is thy bidding, mistress?”
And Shatana gave her order:
“Take our most powerful skelters with thee
And remove the mightiest magics from our vaults
And stop Belezan, mighty as he is, from releasing The Revelers.
And I shall take the rest
And return to The Furnace of Demansia
Where I shall do the forbidden
And shall bathe in the mana that ebbs within
Till I am no more than a being of energy;
Then will I be able to challenge Altirax.
And ere I send him and his unholy host
Back to the Under Land
I shall mock him and scoff at him:
‘It was I, Shatana, The Lady of the Deep,
Who once loved you and wanted to bear a great brood for you
And who you discarded like a troll discards the bones of gnomes,
Yes it is I who will defeat and send thee howling and cursing
Back to your dark domain.”
And Shatana immersed her naked body into the mana
Into the wellspring of magic 
And her essence spread throughout the latticework
Ley lines that crisscrossed the world.
And she heard the cries and screams of the innocent:
“Woe to the mortals whose lives are already too brief
Woe to us who shall fall ere the next full moon
Until all of our souls throng the hallowed halls
Of The Grey Man.”
And she heard the babes cry, and their mothers moan.
And sensed the dread of those cursed with a gimp,
Or a stump for an arm,
Or the once great knight who is now a beggar
Whose eyes have been blinded by an acid imp
And who now holds out his rusted cup,
That rattles with a few pieces of tin
Begging for alms and succor he shall never receive. 
“I am coming, mortals,” Shatana whispered.
Though she knew not why she spoke the words –
And a troubling thought entered her mind
“What is wrong with me? 
What has become of me who used to feast on living souls?
I desire more to save these wretches
Than to see the immolation of foul Altirax.” 
Mayhap the mana that now coursed through her
Made here think these disquieting thoughts.
But ere these ideas choked her like the hands
Of an ogre around a gremlin’s throat
She heard through the wind…
“My mistress, we have failed thee,” General Morgan reported
“For Belezan, Chief of the Devils, was too powerful a foe
And tossed back our attack like mosquitos
Swatted away by a hand.
Then he laughed as he and his host of devils
Lifted the ancient portcullis behind which The Revelers
Waited, and plotted, and planned, the destruction
Of everything – until all that remains are chunks
Of stone that float in the endless vacuum of the cosmos.”
“What has passed has passed,” she responded to her general.
As she had never expected her to
Defeat Belezan, the greatest of his kind;
Shatana had anticipated this outcome
And knew that not only would she need to
Banish Altirax, Lord of the Demons,
She would also have to rid the world of The Revelers
Ere they tore the world asunder with nary a care.
“I am here!” Shatana spoke.
“Her voice booming, that all on the once verdant field
That was now an incarnadined graveyard of bones
Could hear her words:
“Yee hosts of hell upon this Field of Blood
Flee now, ere thy bones shatter and flesh boil
As thou are forced back through the portal
From whence thou escaped.
And a cold wind spread over what would later be called
The Field of Blood
However, an icy touch was felt by
Enemies on both side of the charnel field;
All shivered from the frozen fingers of decay and destruction
For The Revelers had come.
“I am Shatana,” The Lady of the Deep, she shouted
“I have bathed in the Fountain of Demansia
And warn all to flee now ere I bring destruction.
“My once lady,” Altirax mocked,
“Yee of the barren belly
Yee who killed my children
As punishment for finding thee an ugly hag
And desiring younger and more supple flesh
To warm my bed, and accept my seed;
Yee think I fear thy threats.”
But the warriors from The Wilderbrook fled the field
For a battle was brewing –
But it was one of immortals
Which they would watch from a distance.
And the cold wind blew
And the ground began to freeze and crack
And the lesser demons came apart
From the touch of The Revelers.
“I am Shatana!”  She shouted again
“And I warned thee all!”
Cerulean hued energy exploded from her body
Bathing all who remained upon the field
In a sheen of magic that none could resist.
And the outlanders to the land, the Starborn
Were tossed back to their plane
Where they would remain for nine time nine winters,
And the hosts of hells were thrown howling and screaming
Back through the rift. 
“I am Altirax, Lord of The Demons and the Under Land
“And even the wild magic of the Furnace of Demansia
Shan’t work on me.”
“And I am Belezan, Lord of the Devils, second only to the mighty Altirax
And immune to all magics – even the most ancient and primal.”
“And we are The Revelers who bring nothingness and cold oblivion;
We shall destroy all –
Even darkness and death
Cannot resist us.”
Shatana knew she could not lose this battle
For if she did all was gone;
“There is a way,” she said to the wind 
“If I am willing to do it.
If I am prepared to give all of myself
To surrender all I have gained
To save the piteous demi humans
And dumb beasts of this land.”
In the distance, a mother whispered to her teething baby,
“Aye my little Mattie,
A little brandy on thy gums
Will ease thy pain.
Now hush my child,
Hush, for death walks towards us,
Approaches all in the land
And I must listen for its footsteps
So we may flee ere we are trampled.”
And a dam exploded inside Shatana.
And she released all of the wild magic onto the field
Till it roiled all about Altirax, Belezan and The Revelers
But it was not enough –
More – the spell demanded more
Wild magic always comes with a price.
So Shatana, The Lady of the Deep,
Tapped the ley lines –
Pump wild magic into her being
Like blood feeding the heart through arteries
Raw, untamed mana
Flooded her soul, mind and essence. 
And she hurled this energy against her enemies
Yet still they resisted –
But through her eyes which were no longer her eyes
She could see that they now struggled against the energy
Tossed against them – like the force trapped in a star. 
“It’s not enough!  It’s not enough!” she shouted in her mind
“Wild magic requires a payment.
A debt must be paid.”
“I will pay the debt, whatever it shall be!”
And the mana of the world was drained that day
As she hurled it against her enemies
“Still not enough!
Still not enough!”
She turned inward then, into the spark with her
That housed her own might
That ignited her own magics
And she poured that forth at her enemies.
The Revelers screamed,
“No!  No!  Not back to The Silence.
Anything but the miserable silence.”
Then they were gone, sent back to their muted hell.
And shock fell over the face of Belezan, Chief of the Devils
When for the first time in his existence
Tendrils of magic touched him,
And dragged him cursing and swearing
Back to The Abyss.
“Now it is your turn, my love,” Shatana taunted
“Thou time has come and yee must return
To thy dreadful hole.”
“I see the strain upon thy once comely face,” Altirax retorted
“Thou might banish me
But it will cost thee mightily;
And thou will lose that
Which thou holds’t most dear.”
“It is worth it my once love,” Shatana responded,
The strain grew too much
Like trying to tame fire
And she knew her time had come.
“Return to the pit, Altirax the Weak, as thou shall forever be called.
Altirax who was cast out
By his barren hearted whore.”
She tossed all of herself into that final spell
All the mana flew from her essence
And all the chaos magic within her
Fled as well, except for an infinitesimal spark.
“Thou has ruined me, wicked Shatana!” Altirax howled
“But I shall return
In a hundred winters
And then woe to all who stand in my way.
Aye, The Reveler will quake from the
Destruction I shall bring.”
“And I shall wait for you,” Shatana retorted,
“But know this, if thou are foolish
Enough to harass these mortals ever again;
I shall not spare thee with banishment
But I will scatter thee, till thou cease to be
Till no memory of thou remains.”
And then Altirax fell through the rift
And back to his plane;
And the portal between the worlds
Clamped shut,
And Shatana crumpled to the ground.
“Aye Mistress Shatana,” General Morgan said, as she cradled her mistress
“Thou hast prevailed,
And thou still lives
When though most certainly should have ceased to be;
Sleep my mistress, sleep
And we shall protect thy slumber
So thou might regain thou magics.”
The last words Shatana heard was a song upon the wind,
“The Lady of the Deep
Who came from the dark
Who sacrificed all to save us;
We no longer weep
And the bards play their harps
And sing songs of raven haired Shatana who saved us;
Then she faded into sleep.  And heard no more.
Thus ends the Lay of Shatana, Lady of the Deep.
I guess I probably should have read up on Shatana months ago. Hell, I should have read this lay before I had gone after her skelters my first day in the game.  Or if not before the battle, I should have certainly done so once General Morgan had placed the compulsion upon me – the one that forced me to raise an army to fight Altirax.
Well, at least now I knew why Shatana had gone against the Demon Lord and why she had banished him. 
I also understood the reverence that the inhabitants of the Seven Villages had towards her.  She had saved them all from annihilation and nonbeing. 
I glanced at my display and decided it was time to log off.  Tinsie, I noted, was still logged into the game.  I thought about contacting her but decided to let her be as she could be in the middle of a quest or battling a monster and didn’t want to disturb her. 
I would catch up with her in the morning when I planned to head off to The Wilderbrook and begin to plan for the great battle about to start.
I was also excited to soon meet a legend – a savior – a true goddess – Shatana, Lady of the Deep. 




Chapter 27:  Recruitment

In the miasma of sleep that night, an army of imps from the pits of The Abyss marched along, singing a discordant song while they banged on gongs, and drums and skulls. 
The harsh sound cut into my mind like a jagged knife.   
I awoke with a start. 
On my nightstand, my phone pinged nonstop. 
What the hell!
I reached clumsily for the phone, which promptly slid from my fingertips and clattered to the hardwood floor of my bedroom. 
A text – or even worse a call – in the middle of the night was never a good thing.  
Dammit, I muttered as I sat up.  I yawned once then got up off the bed and snatched up the phone. 
What the hell, I thought again as I stared at the screen which read 2:34 a.m.  There was a text from someone within the game.  Was there an emergency in Grandview?  Had Apasia done something to get back at me?  Had The Queen decided to demand fealty from the residents of the other districts and sent her army in to conquer them?  Had another murder occurred?  My mind ran rampant with the awful possibilities.
There was no reason to guess, however.   I clicked on the message:  “You need to get to Shatana’s cave ASAP.  There’s been an incident.  Your boon companion, Havervill.”
My virtual assistant had never sent me a message in the middle of the night.
“What is happening?” I said aloud.   What could possibly have occurred by the cave that demanded my immediate attention?  All I knew was that if Havervill was summoning me in the middle of the night, it was not good. 
I walked into the bathroom, sloshed some cold water onto my face, before heading down to my living room. 
I stared at the telescreen for a moment mulling over whether or not to contact Haggerty.  Then I figured if I had to be up at this godforsaken hour so should he.
“Call Mike Haggerty,” I said.
“What the fuck, Mace?  Everyone all right?” a bleary-eyed Haggerty asked me, as he propped himself up on his pillows.
“Everything okay, Honey?” Donna Driver asked him from the other side of the bed.
“It’s Mace,” he responded to the woman at his side.
“What’s up?”  Haggerty asked, coming a bit more awake.
“I need you to log into the game right now and meet me by Shatana’s cave.”
“Have you been drinking, Mace?  It’s the middle of the goddam night.”  
“You know I sadly haven’t had a drink in months,” I responded.  “Havervill sent me a text and said I need to log in post haste.  I’m not sure what’s taking place but think I might need some backup.” 
“Log in where again?” he asked.
“Shatana’s cave,” I answered.
Five minutes later, I spawned outside the cave landing.   The moon was full and bright against the night sky; beams of light streamed down, illuminating the barren landing in front of Shatana’s cave.   An odd grouping of Starborn and Realmborn stood by the now exposed entrance to the cavern.
“Aye constable, took yee long enough, don’t ya know,” Mother berated me.  
“What’s the problem?” a gruff voice asked behind me.  I turned to see my pal Fingroth / AKA Haggerty.  The gnome had grayish skin, stood about four feet tall, and wore grey robes.  In contrast to him stood Donna the Ice Mage who was garbed in a long white robe, with lustrous white hair which hung down to the middle of her back.  She held a staff of iridescent ice in her hand. A sword with a hilt of ice swung from her hip.
“’Bout to find out what is happening,” I responded, turning back towards Mother.
“Mayhap if yee all stop chattering like drunken dwarves, I shall fill thee in,” Mother stated.
“Yes, please tell us what is happening,” an excited Bondi said. 
What the hell is she doing here? I wondered.
She had helped us to defeat the skelters.  That much was true. But she also was greedy, self-serving and I didn’t think all that trustworthy. 
Surrounding Mother to finish off the odd assemblage stood Magash, Gronog and Hearn. I had not seen the former two since I had left Freehold. Grothar and Magash had both been momentary enemies before becoming stalwart allies against the skelter horde that escaped Shatana’s cave nearly six months prior.
“Grothar,” I said.  “It is good to see you again.”  The orc clasped my wrist with his hand as I did the same.  While orcs are of a naturally large build, it seemed to me as though Grothar had bulked up.  When I last saw him, he had more interest in being a scholar than a warrior.  He wore a hauberk of boiled leather and a thick hide cap.  A wicked looking curved blade was slung across his back; while a black morning star hung from his hip.  I did a quick scan of the orc:  Chief Grothar, Realmborn, Orc, Arms Master, Level 42; subclass, Lore Master, Level 35. 
“Good to see you too, Magash,” I said to the ogre.”  He appeared more muscular and intimidating than when I had last seen him.  Of course, ogres by their nature were large and powerfully built.  I observed his stats:  Magash Sidesplitter, Realmborn, Hill Ogre, Thumper, Level 52.  I didn’t get to read anymore as Mother spoke up.
“As yee can see the cave of the lich queen has once again opened.  This time not from the inside by an impatient skelter.  Nay, I sense great evil lingering among the stones.  They mumble to me of an ancient and deadly foe.  Though I cannot yet make out the name.”  She pointed towards a pile of rocks which had once been the boulder that had blocked the entrance to the cave.  It looked like a construction worker had taken a jackhammer to create such a mound of rubble. 
“Evil,” Bondi repeated.
“Aye young, witchling.  Primal evil, like from The Abyss, don’t ya know.  I fear that Altirax tore a hole between his lair and The Great Realm.  The rip was big enough for a small army of his followers to escape ere it snapped shut.  Aye, foul beasties from the netherworld – even more horrific than even the halfmen and glimmermen – have descended into Shatana’s lair to destroy her ere she can once again banish the Demon Lord, don’t ya know.  Aye, yee must descend now and destroy them ere they kill the Lady of the Deep and ere all hope is lost for The Wilderbrook.  Aye, I fear that even now all may be lost.  Thou must hurry for leading the wicked his is a mighty evil – one who has powerful to destroy even an elder god.  Will thy seek Mother’s calling and save the Lady Shatana from those who wish her destruction?”
Quest:  Shatana’s tomb which was impregnable to all Starborn and Realmborn, and which was not going to open for another three days yet, has been breached.  Devils, demons, and other denizens of the dark have descended into the cave and now do battle with the skelters and other undead creatures who are bound to the Lady of the Deep.  Descend into Shatana’s cave within the next thirty minutes, track down the intruders, and destroy them.  If it is not possible to overcome the powerful foe, then you must find other means by which to protect Shatana until her ancient feud with Altirax resumes.  Reward:  variable.  Warning:  If Shatana is destroyed, Altirax and his horde will arise from their dark pit when the moon once again rises in the sky and before the armies are assembled.  Aye, all will be lost.  Do you accept the quest?  Yes / No.
“Hell yeah!” Bondi exclaimed.  “I’m in.”
“Magash and I will assist also, though we are not as strong as yee and thy compatriots, constable Mace,” Grothar stated.  “We must protect our homes and all who dwell in The Wilderbrook.”
“What of thee, fire gnome and lady of ice?  Will thy lend thy strength?” Mother asked.
Fingroth stared at Donna.  “Let’s do this,” Donna said to him.  “I don’t have work in the morning.  Besides you said we should spice things up a bit.”
“Spice things up, Fingroth,” I chortled.
“Never you mind,” my gnome friend retorted.  “We accept the quest.”
“And you Hearn?” Mother said, sincerity and affection in her voice.  “I know thou vow and do accept it.”
“Nay good, Mother.  Blackthorn and I shall assist.  My oath does not hold to the undead and servants of the Demon Lord – be they sentient or not.  Plus, I must protect the capricious lady of tricks.”
Lady of Tricks?  I wondered, before Bondi sidled up next to Hearn. 
“He’s old enough to be her father,” Havervill said.  “Good for him. And she likes girls too.  Oh, the fun they could have.”
“He does know she is dangerous and untrustworthy,” I responded to my AI.
“I do not believe he meant to fall for her.  She pursued, broke down his barriers, and now…well now.  Well you can see for yourself.”             
“That only leaves thee, constable,” Mother stated.  “Will you lead this party into the darkness and mayhap prevent the light from being snuffed out ere the next moonrise?”
“I accept the quest. However,” I said, looking at Grothar and Magash.  “My friends.  No one here questions your bravery. But most of us here are immortal and will respawn if we are slain.  The same is not true for you.  I have a different quest for you, if Mother doesn’t mind.”
“Quest?”  Mother said, crinkling an eyebrow.
“What quest is more important than protecting the Lady of the Deep?” Grothar asked.
“Protecting us,” I answered, and I meant it.  “Very soon other Starborn will discover the cave has opened and been attacked by demons and we will have a free for all.  No, we need to set up a small but powerful force out here to make sure no one else enters after we do.”
“I am the new chief,” Grothar responded.  “It is my duty to protect my clan.”
“You will do just that.  Trust me, if you stay behind you are going to have your hands full.  And if you don’t lead the forces to protect our backs, who will?”
I could see the wheels spinning in Grothar’s mind.  I wasn’t worried about Magash as he would do whatever Grothar wanted of him.  I had no doubt of their courage, but they were still relatively low level. 
“I accept thy quest if it is acceptable with Mother,” he responded.
“Aye, the constable’s words be true,” Mother said, “Already the word is spreading and by dawn an army will be at this cave, don’t ya know.  Mayhap the constable is correct and it is best yee stay here.”
“Then Magash and I will guard thy back,” he answered.  “However, I fear my ogre friend and I are not enough to stop an army.”
“You let me worry about that,” I responded.  Then turning inward, I spoke to Havervill and told him what I needed done.
“Time is waning,” Mother said. “Yee must enter the cave within fifteen minutes or all will be lost.  And death and pestilence shall roam free throughout The Wilderbrook.”
Before I could respond, my intrepid deputy spawned a few feet away from me. 
“We are coming along too,” Tinsie said, a moment after she, Bridgette, Buddy, and Big Guy appeared..  
“Did you contact Tinsie also?” I asked my AI.
“I might have told Tambi what was happening, and she told her Roberto, who contacted the brownie, and that is why she is here,” Havervill responded.  
“Glad you could join the party!” I responded.
“Roberto filled me in.  Devils are bad bad bad news.  Some of the most deadly fiends in the game.  Some of the dukes of The Abyss are as strong and nearly as indestructible as golems.  That’s why I brought them along.  I thought about bringing the diamond golem along – she really needs a name by the way. I figured it was best to leave at least one golem back at HQ. Lot’s of stuff stirring back in the city.”
“You can fill me in later.  For right now, I just need to talk to Fingroth alone for a moment.”  Then turning to the assemblage I said, “We are leaving in ten minutes.”
Fingroth followed me a short distance away and I asked?   “Is this part of the Shatana storyline?”
“Not to my knowledge, Mace.  Shatana’s cave was supposed to in a few days.  At that time, General Morgan would have emerged and pledged Shatana’s assistance in the upcoming war.  I don’t think anyone from our world did this.  No, something inside the game caused this.”
“What makes you think that?” I asked.
“My gut,” Fingroth responded. “To my knowledge, Shatana’s cave was never meant to be explored by players.  The skelters and other followers of Shatana would emerge from the cave prior to Shatana doing so.  I don’t think a whole lot of the cavern was actually designed – wasn’t really any reason to.  Just enough had to be created for those who dwelled there – so it seemed like a real hiding place if that makes sense.  Anyway, I’m going to wake up some game designers and should have some answers soon.  They’re going to love being woken up in the middle of the night.”
“And Shannon?  Are you going to wake her?”  I asked.
“No,” he said.  “I’m hoping to finish this quest and have some answers for when I contact her.”
“She’s not going to be happy,” I said.
“Probably not.  But she makes the programmers nervous.  We’ll get a lot more from them without her breathing down their necks.”
“No need for him to wake those dolts,” Havervill interjected.  “That cave is alive and has reshaped itself to help fight off the fiends who attacked it.  You really do need to get going.”
“Do you know who is leading the attack?  Is it Altirax himself or one of his lieutenants?” I asked.
“Can’t see who it is.  A very powerful barrier of some kind is masking them.  And if the cave knows, it isn’t saying.”
I filled Haggerty in on the information Havervill just provided. 
“This cave and storyline have been nothing but trouble,” Fingroth complained. 
“I agree. But could someone from our world be pulling the strings – or meddling with the code to make it look like it’s coming from the game?”
“I think that is what we are going to find out. In the meantime, give me five minutes to notify the cyber geeks.  Maybe they can track some things for us. I need to drop Shannon a quick text as well.”
I walked away from Haggerty to leave him to his calls.  
“Here they come,” Havervill said, as a portal opened up and Lieutenant Gail, followed by twenty of my highest-level guards, exited.  They were followed by the diamond golem and another guard, Dunkan.  I hadn’t seen Dunkan since my return to Grandview.  The man seemed somewhat older and more hardened.  His armor had a number of gashes and marks indicating to me he had recently seen battle and not had the chance to repair it yet. 
“It worked,” I said to Havervill.
“It did, but your way was more complicated.  I would have needed to offer them the quest, wait for them to accept, and then provide them all with a spawn site.  Lieutenant Gail was easily roused from her slumbers.  Good thing she bunks in the barracks. I told her what needed to be done. She grabbed twenty guards and the diamond golem and wham bam they are here.”
“But where did the portal come from?” I asked.
“You really need to speak with the doggers.  They have a small trove of magical artifacts.  One of them, Portia’s Portico, is a portal stone. I sent the location to the stone and wham bam your army is here.”
“Thanks,” I said.  Turning to my Lieutenant I said, “Sorry to wake you.  But matters are urgent. We are undertaking a dungeon dive in a few minutes.  I need you to make sure that no one enters the cave once we head inside.”  I turned to Grothar and Magash and summoned them over.” Lieutenant Gail, this is Chief Grothar, while I am gone he will be in charge.  Follow his words as you would mine.”
“It will be done,” Lieutenant Gail responded.  Then as an added thought she stated, “Constable.  Take this in case you need to make a hasty retreat.” She handed me a blue stone around the size of my fist.  “It has a few locations currently set: the landing where we now stand and the barracks.”  I was going to hand it back in case my forces need to flee.  However, I had to believe they were currently safe enough.  The real danger had descended into Shatana’s lair, and since I had no idea what danger we would face, I kept the stone in case we needed to make a hasty retreat.
“Thank you Lieutenant.  Let’s hope we don’t need to make use of it,” I responded.   
“And what of Dunkan?” my lieutenant asked.
“I will follow Constable Mace.  Someone needs to watch his back,” my guardsman responded.  A serial killer had heinously murdered his wife, Audrey.  I got the distinct feeling that since her death he had gone off the rails a bit.  I think he had been out on a number of adventuring parties.  There were murmurs that he was seeking Death by Monster.  The problem was – or the blessing from my vantage point – was that Dunkan was immortal for a Realmborn.  He had a unique perk – Take a Licking and Keep on Ticking, which prevented him from ever going below one damage point. 
“I would be honored to have you watch my back,” I responded to Dunkan.    
“The time is nigh,” Mother said.  “Gather thy forces now and descend into the black.”
“It’s time to go,” I shouted to those assembled. 
“Tinsie you’re going to be our scout.  Big Guy, Bridgette and I will follow you.  Fingroth, Donna, Dunkan and Bondi will be in the middle, with Hearn and Buddy in the rear.  Is everyone ready?”
“And where shall I stand?” Mother asked, “As me and my skillet shall be coming along too, don’t ya know” Mother announced.  “Yee will need me ere all it is done.”
I knew better than to argue with Mother.  She may have appeared as someone’s frail grandmother, but I had no doubt that she could more than protect herself.
Everyone was huddled around me except for Fingroth who waddled over a moment later. He was shaking his head, and I could tell he wasn’t happy.  But I didn’t have time to find out what had him so flustered. 
“It’s time.  Let’s go save Shatana,” I stated.  
Tinsie hurled a few spheres of floating light into the stygian darkness of the cave before she flew into the opening, disappearing from sight. Then Bridgette, Big Guy and I walked into the darkness.  The rest of the group followed close behind towards whatever unknown enemies awaited us. 




Chapter 28:  Dark Descent

The last time I had entered Shatana’s cave it smelled stale and lifeless; now a putrid odor assaulted us. Bile rose to my throat.  Thick gray smoke wafted down and swirled around.  The vines that had once covered the cave walls, and that bound and transformed skelter converts, simmered and popped.  Sections of the moist creepers still burned.  In addition, dozens of destroyed skelters lay scattered about.
“What the hell happened here?” Donna asked from behind me.
“I smell the residue of magic,” Tinsie said as she suddenly appeared beside me.  “Blue flames devoured the creepers.”
Taking a closer look at the skelters, I noted.  “This one had its head ripped off.”
“So did this one,” Fingroth said, pointing to another one with a jagged tear along its neck where its head used to be. 
“The others have been shredded apart,” I added.
“This one was cut in two,” Donna said.  “Look how clean it is, like its body was sliced in two with a band saw.  What the hell could have cut someone so cleanly in half like that?”  
“Doesn’t look like they put up much of a fight,” Bondi added.  “I don’t see any corpses other than those of the skelters.”  Then she walked away and began to search the skelter corpses for any loot they may have.  I wanted to explain that this mission wasn’t about gathering treasure and magical items, but I feared the words would be lost to the deaf ears of the greedy witch. 
“They weren’t even a nuisance to whatever attacked them,” Tinsie explained.  “This is gonna be bad bad bad Mace.  I can feel it.”
“Where to?” Fingroth asked.  “This smoke and ash is beginning to burn my eyes and throat.”
Underneath the wall of creepers, two passageways beckoned us. 
“This way,” I said, heading towards an opening to my right.  “Tinsie, go and see what is up ahead and then report back here.  I want to know what we’re up against.”
“You got it, Mace.  One scouting mission coming right up.”  With that, she faded away into the ethereal world.
Several minutes passed by.  And then a few more.
“What’s taking her so long?” Fingroth asked.
“Oh no!” Havervill screamed.  “Incoming!”
“Something’s coming!  Spread out.”  I shouted.
I heard the crackling of magic and the drawing of weapons.
“Help! Ether Imps!”  Tinsie screamed as she flew out of the darkened passage and into the cavern. She was bleeding heavily from a number of gashes and cuts. 
“What the hell is an ether…?” was all I got out before a bolt of lightning came out of the ethereal world and struck me straight in the chest.  An electrical charge coursed through every nerve in my body and I flew backwards.  Red lettering streamed past my line of sight; however, I had no time to read the warnings.
“They can attack from The Glooms.  You’re all good and fucked,” Havervill screamed.  “And their bolts of lightning are special.   You can’t heal from the attack till five minutes after the bolt strikes you. If you get hit again, it's five minutes from that strike.  And as jacked up as you are now, a few more like that and you’re toast.”
My bracer turned into a shield, and I invoked Elemental Resistance.  My hope was it would mitigate some of the damage from these souped up electrical bolts.  And I had just the mace skill to hit these imps with so they wouldn’t be able to hide from me:  Ethereal Strike.  As soon as I invoked it, my mace began to glow a bright yellow.  All around me, the twenty or so imps who were hurling energy bolts at us from The Glooms were illuminated in a sheen of mustard yellow light. 
I didn’t know if any of my allies could see them, but I could and lashed out at one of the flying buggers. Although the fiend was without substance, the head of my mace bashed into its spiny back.  I knew instantly that I had broken the creature’s back and whatever magic bound it together shattered apart.  The imp vanished from the field of battle. 
The imps must have sensed that I could strike at them from the prime world, and several that had been flying towards me, their fangs and claws bared at me, veered away.  I summoned Thor’s Mace and then hurled my weapon.  It sailed between the veil separating the worlds and clunked the unsuspecting imp on its thick skull, cracking it open.  It would take a moment for my mace to reform in my hand, so in the meantime I surveyed the battlefield.  Driver had erected a wall of ice in front of her that seemed to follow her around.  Electrical shocks had scarred the pristine ice.  She seemed to be mostly on the defensive as did Fingroth who had erected his own wall of protection – I wouldn’t call it a wall of fire exactly.  It was more a barrier made of boiling magma that absorbed the incoming bolts.  They couldn’t see the ethereal creatures and didn’t know where the attacks were coming from so they moved back to back.
Tinsie kept shooting her spells – lightning, lances of fire, and beams of pure blackness that swallowed up the creatures.  Each one penetrated the veil and struck the fiends inside The Glooms.  I don’t think they were expecting to meet anyone who would be able to fight back.  Meanwhile, her Soul Sister kept crisscrossing the air, buffing Hearn, Bondi and the three golems with different protective spells.  Big Guy it seemed had taken the worst of it as his granite flesh was one large scorch mark.  Already, a fifth of his damage points were gone. While the golems could heal at a rapid rate, this supercharged lightning that prevented healing for five minutes was having its effect.  Buddy, it appeared, could see the imps and lashed out with a large fist when one flew too close.  Or he would leap into the air and pull one to the ground and then crush it in his arms.  The other two golems, however, were blind to the attacks.  I had to guess that Buddy’s time spent in The Abyss might have given him this ability.
Hearn stood still, as though he was listening, and as soon as a bolt came towards him, he would knock it aside with Blackthorn.  Bondi, meanwhile, had erected her own barrier.  A swarm of insects flew around her.  They would pop, sizzle, and blow apart from the bolts of lightning.  I looked around for Mother, but she was nowhere to be seen.  
My mace reformed in my hand, and I knew I needed to get to work.  The Ethereal Strike would only last a few more minutes, so I laid into the flying bastards.  I had just bashed in the head of the seventh of the imps, when Havervill said, “You only have thirty seconds left, then you won’t be able to see them.  You may want to bust out Bruce’s Bountiful Brew, make a potion that allows you to go ethereal, and fly into The Gloom and wreck these critters.  Except fighting in the ethereal world takes practice and the brownie doesn’t have time to teach you how to fight there at the moment.  She’s got her wings full.”
Havervill’s distraction cost me, and two bolts struck me – most of the effects lessened from Greeny’s armor and from the Elemental Protection.  Though I wasn’t certain how much longer the latter was going to hold.              
I invoked Blunt Force Trauma and smashed a final imp before Ethereal Strike ended. 
“Now what?” I shouted as invisible hands clawed across my face.  My cheek and lower jaw burned in pain. 
“Prayer perhaps,” Havervill quipped.
“I’ve had enough!”  Tinsie shouted.  “I rule The Glooms!” 
“We rule them!” her Soul Sister corrected, before she flew towards my deputy and the two became one. 
Then Tinsie faded from sight.
The attacks from the imps stopped almost instantaneously.  The cavern grew deathly silent, except for the heavy breathing of Dunkan who stood beside me. He looked battered and beaten as he often did.  While his health could never plunge below one damage point, he still felt pain.  It looked to me like he had surrendered all defense.  If I were a psychotherapist, I might conclude that Dunkan didn’t mind the pain, maybe even longed for it.  It was better to feel pain than to feel nothing at all. I was pretty sure since the death of Audrey and his unborn baby, emptiness was all the man felt.  Of course, who was I to judge him?  I had been that empty man myself after the death of my Bethany. 
An explosion broke me from these dark musings.  Imps began to appear in the real world.
“The brownie did something – not sure what – and expelled the imps from The Glooms,’ Havervill reported.  “They can still zap you to death, but at least you can see them now.  They won’t be able to turn incorporeal again for a few minutes so you better kill them all now.”
The thirty imps realized what had happened and tried to flee back the way they came but they were too slow.  Fingroth pointed his wand and the wall of magma that had surrounded him blocked the exit from where Tinsie had fled a few minutes prior.  Realizing that exit was impassable, they headed towards the other opening in the cavern but again they were stymied as a thick wall of ice blocked it.  Then Bondi muttered a few guttural sounds, crooked her finger, and then flicked it out towards several of the flying menaces. 
I had seen Bondi use her hexes once before, and they were even more impressive now.  Two of the imps began to veer towards one another.  I thought they were going to crash into one another.  Instead, as they collided, their bodies merged into a misshapen and deformed creature with two heads.  The heads screeched once, and then plunged to the ground, the mangled body unable to remain airborne.  The head of another imp blew off.  While a thousand flying insects appeared around another of the imps and attacked it.  A moment later the skeletal remains of an imp slammed to the ground. 
I summoned my crossbow and invoked Turret.  A large crossbow hung in the air above me, rapidly pelting the imps with barbed crossbow bolts.  The barbed bolts were new, I mused. 
Arrows of fire, shards of ice, and more hexes peppered the imps who were frantically trying to flee. Their ability to attack from The Glooms had given them their only advantage.  Now that they had been forced into the prime world, they were easy prey for my high level party.
Big Guy – with his deadly ability to conjure weapons – began tossing metallic javelins at the imps, each one piercing an eye or an abdomen.  Buddy and Bridgette hurled rocks that were spread around the cave. 
A minute later, all the imps were dead, except for the misshapen one that had fallen to the ground.  It let out a whimper.  Bondi aimed her wand and the misshapen mess began to melt.  A malodorous stench emanated from the dissolving creature, causing me to gag slightly. 
I was about to ask her if that was really necessary.  But Hearn stared at her, a disappointed look on his face.  Bondi tossed him a crooked smile and shrugged.
I looked around and noted that all of us were battered, bruised or had been scorched. We spent the next few minutes healing up, mostly thanks to Tinsie's newest acquisition - Henrietta’s Healing Wand – which quickly stitched up our cuts and removed all burn marks from our flesh.  The three golems did not require healing as several minutes later – once the effects of the lightning bolts wore off – their damage points quickly recovered.  Their regenerative powers really were incredible.   
As I was checking on everyone, I noticed one of our group was gone. 
“Mother!” I called out.
“Why are yee shouting?” Mother responded as her silhouette appeared from a darkened corner of the cavern.  She walked slowly towards us, gripping the ends of her frying pan.  As she got closer, I could make out grayish white mushrooms in the skillet.
She looked around at the littered imp bodies that were now scattered around the remains of the skelter defenders. 
“Looks as though old Mother missed a bit of a tussle,” she said.  “Nasty little imps.  Buggersome creatures if ever there were.  Popping in and out of The Glooms like that, don’t ya know.  Good thing old Mother saw these growing on the other side of the cavern.  Very rare indeed, don’t ya now.  They have a long name – some magical jargon – but old Mother just calls them Seeing Shrooms.  Pop one in yee mouth, swallow and for the rest of the day you will be able to see and attack enemies hiding in The Glooms, ready to strike yee from the netherworld, don’t ya know.  Too bad old Mother didn’t find these sooner as it seems yee could have used them. Well, what is, is.  So eat up, as I fear yee may encounter more foes from the dark lands below our feet.”
She held out the pot towards me and I picked up one of the mushrooms and tossed it into my mouth.  It tasted like all mushrooms do, dirt, mixed with soil, mixed with cardboard. The others all followed.  Hearn popped one in his mouth and grimaced.  Bondi made no expression.  Dunkan swallowed his whole and almost gagged. The rest of the group followed until only three golems remained. 
“Thanks Mother,” Tinsie said.  “But no thanks.  I've been allergic to mushrooms ever since this really bad experience in my first year in college.  Besides, I can see into The Glooms.”
“Very well sprite.  Now yee two,” Mother said, gesturing towards Bridgette and Big Guy. Come and grab a treat from old Mother.”
“I’m not sure they can eat,” I said.  At least, I had never seen the golems eat or drink anything.
“Posh,” Mother responded.  “The Great Goblin Artificer made it so they can eat and drink, don’t ya know.”  With that, the two golems each removed a mushroom from the skillet and ate them as well.  Mother popped the last one into her mouth.”  I found it curious that Mother just happened to find these mushrooms that would allow us to penetrate The Glooms. More so, how did she know that Buddy didn’t require a mushroom?  
“Little devils means big devils be close by, don’t ya know,” Mother said. 
“Well if that is the case, I think it’s time we get a move on,” I said.
By now Fingroth’s wall of magma had dissipated and the opening from where Tinsie fled a short time before beckoned to us like the call of a siren.
Tinsie popped out of sight. She would explore ahead of us as we descended into the deep dark.
Fingroth tossed up a few balls of floating fire that illuminated the passage ahead. Not to be outdone, Bondi pointed her wand into the air and about a hundred tiny balls of light, the size of fireflies, flew into the air and down the passageway.
The passage led downward.  The ceiling wasn’t very high and the three nearly seven foot tall golems had to bend a bit to avoid scraping their heads on the low hanging stalactites. 
In real life, I was a bit claustrophobic, and it carried into the game a bit as well.  Always in the back of my mind was the feeling the millions of tons of stone surrounding me would collapse and bury me. I called up my Intimidation perk and pushed the closed in feeling away.  I needed to focus on the task at hand. 
We descended for nearly half an hour before we emerged into a large cavern with a pool of water in its center.  A second later, the attack came as more imps streaked out from the water.  However, now that we could see them and the mushrooms gave us the ability to strike them in The Glooms, the battle was quickly over, mostly due to our spell casters who blasted them with an array of deadly spells.  Donna cast one incantation and spikes of ice burst out of the hearts of several of the flying menaces; Fingroth conjured several small fire elementals who battled the imps. Nevertheless, it was Tinsie whose magic was most impressive.  Sprites were some of the most powerful magical beings in the game and now she was maxed out and a herald to boot.  I couldn’t even begin to fathom the spells she had access to.  She aimed one wand and a fifty foot long smoke snake – that is the best way to describe the slithering tendril of thick fog – flew through the air and each time it encountered an imp, the fiend dissipated and the snake grew a little larger and thicker.  After eating its tenth imp, the snake dissolved.  
The battle ended several moments later and we skirted the edges of the pool of water to another passage on the far end.
We were attacked twice more by the flying menaces as we continued to descend.  I guess the word hadn’t gotten around about our ability to see them and battle them in the ethereal world.
“The cavern is changing,” Donna said.
“What do you mean?”  Fingroth asked her. 
“Look around.  The stone here is smoother, as though it had been carved through the hillside.  And check out the walls.”  I glanced around and noticed that sconces now lined the walls; flickering torches illuminating our way.
“Hold for a moment,” Fingroth said.  His eyes glazed over and I could tell he was communicating with someone in the real world.
“Havervill,” I finally said, “you have been awfully quiet.”
“Sorry about that.  Distracted.  Now I’m being told I need to write vows.  I sought out some of the most well renowned bards – Like Terry the Tale Teller, Tyrone the Troubadour, Paula the Poetess and they all seemed at a lack for words.  Anyway, those imps are really annoying and aren’t getting the hint.  They were put there to slow down any kind of pursuit and they are doing a piss poor job of that.”
“Yeah, they aren’t really much of a challenge,” I responded.
“Anything you can tell me about the cave,” I asked. 
“I could.  But no need to. I think your pal Fingroth has some answers for you.”
I broke from my inward discussion with Havervill to find that Fingroth was tugging at me.  “Hey Mace!”
“Sorry. My AI distracted me again.  What did you want to tell me?”
“It seems, according to a programmer Miles Davenport, the game AI didn’t like the intrusion by the devils, so it built up Shatana’s lair.  The lower levels are going to have a host of defenses – some even powerful enough to destroy a devil.”
“Havervill said something similar before, about the cave being sentient.  Its purpose was to protect Shatana so that is what it will try to do.” 
“Like I’ve told you before, the game AI can create its own dungeons and skirmishes.  The original designers of the AI gave it that ability.  The game has millions of active players at any one given time, and more than half of them are usually out adventuring.  There aren’t enough programmers and designers in the world to create that much content.  So the game AI handles a lot of that.  Usually these are one off quests, and they don’t usually conflict with existing storylines and such.  You know the basic stuff.  The bandit cave, the pack of wolves killing a farmer’s livestock, etc.  In this case, the game AI seems to be taking a very active role.  One of our lead programmers just informed me that thousands of lines of code are being created every second for this cave.   Havervill is correct; the cave is creating defenses and populating itself with monsters to battle the devils.  He says things are going to start getting really dicey.”
“Dicey for who?  Us or the intruders?” I inquired.
“Hopefully for them,” he responded.
“Let’s hope the cave takes care of most of the work and we are just on mop up duty,” I said.
“Easy would be nice. Though I wouldn’t mind frying up a few devils for making me get out of bed in the middle of the night.”
“Yeah, I don’t mind the hard way either,” I responded.  Then a thought came to me.  “Hey Fingroth, we know the AI for this cave is fighting back against the intruders.  But then, who sent the devils?  A different AI?  Are there different AIs and they are battling one another?”  
“Well that’s the problem, Mace.  We aren’t sure what’s going on.  Other coding appeared in the game a few hours ago. They looked into it and saw that it was responsible for the rift being opened.  The devils, demons and such who would fight in the upcoming war had already been created, so the rift allowed some of them to escape early.  It appears they want to destroy Shatana – and to end her storyline.  Even with all the great heroes in the land, Shatana once again was going to be the savior of The Great Realm – it was just going to take several months and
thousands of quests taking place on all three continents and hundreds of islands.  One is even scheduled to take place in a city in the clouds.  After several defeats and setbacks, Shatana would once again prevail. If she is killed today, we aren’t sure what is going to happen.  A horde of devils will be loosed upon The Great Realm but with no one to ultimately stop them.  The best Starborns could hope for is a stalemate.  And it would literally take the coders and game designers months to fix the storyline.  No, we got to stop them now.”
“I’m confused,” I said.  “So part of the game AI is trying to save Shatana while another part is trying to destroy her.”
“Appears so.  Like I said, the programmers are looking into it.”
“Is it a civil war of some kind?  Is that even possible?  Or did the AI have a psychotic split?”
“Don’t know,” Fingroth admitted.  “I think for now we just need to stop the devils so the storyline stays intact.”
“Havervill,” I said.
But I didn’t even need to finish my thought.
“I will do some digging around to see if I can discover anything. Maybe this little jaunt around the mainframe will provide me with a little inspiration for my vows.  I was just going to use, ‘Tambi, you’re the gal for me’ but it appears that is not acceptable.”  Then Havervill left my mind. 
“Come on,” I finally said. “We have some devils to kill and a witch to save.”    
The next cavern we entered was a charnel house. Dozens of skelters lay dead upon the ground, all violently dismembered.  Intermixed in this cavern of death lay numerous imps, their bodies sliced apart or broken.  These imps were different from the ones we had faced before. They were a bit larger and instead of being gray, they were blood red. 
“Look over here, Mace,” Tinsie said excitedly.   
I walked over to where she hovered above the corpse of a large creature.  If it had been erect, the fiend would have stood over ten feet tall.  It wore a vest of dark red.  Two large horns jutted from its ridged forehead at a forty-five degree angle.  One of the horns appeared to be missing the pointed end on the top.  It looked as though it had just been broken, as a thick ichor had formed a crust over the ragged end.  A tail around eight feet long protruded from its rear.  The thing must have been eight feet long.  The entire tail was barbed with razor-like protrusions while the end of the tail formed into what looked like a large arrowhead. It had bowed legs and cloven hooves.
“It’s a goddamn devil,” Driver said.  “Or at least what I would imagine a devil would look like.”
“Oh, not to worry boss.  It is just a minor devil, not even a boss or mini boss,” Tinsie said.
“There must be a hundred dead skelters here,” Fingroth stated.  “And it seems to me like it took most of them to take this thing down.”
“If a minor one killed many of these skelters,” I added, “then I don’t even want to know what a major devil could do? Or a boss devil if there is such a thing.” 
“Don’t worry Mace,” Tinsie said.  “The devils should be more frightened of us than the other way around.  You and I are heralds of The Silver Lady.  We have three powerful golems with us.  We have Dunkan who can’t die.  You know people are starting to call him The Ever Man because of that.  Anyhoo, I say we find them and visit a personal hell on all of them.”
“Come on,” I said.  “My gut is telling me time is of the essence.”
Tinsie once again vanished from sight.  Instead of waiting for her to return, however, we marched along.  If she came across something we needed to worry about she would come back and tell us.
Another passageway opened up and we continued our trek downward.  The walls were no longer roughhewn stone but now appeared smooth.  Gilded sconces lined the walls in set intervals.  The ground below was free of dust and also smooth.  We continued to walk along for another ten minutes when Tinsie reappeared. 
“We have a problem up ahead.  We could really use a gremlin about now.”
“Why’s that?” I asked.
“Because they are really good at taking things apart, especially traps. There are a few bad ones up ahead.  A couple of gremlins would dismantle them one, two, three.”
“What sort of traps?” Bondi questioned.
“Some standard fare.  One of them traps you between two portcullises and then the walls close in on you until you are nothing but mush mush mush.  I noticed it because of the dozen or so squished Devicors – which look like little devils.  At least they looked like little devils before the walls crushed them.  I figured if there was one trap there were more, so I pulled out this little beauty.”  She revealed a blue stone.  “This is Terry’s Trap Detector – it’s a legendary item so it can find most traps.  Anyhoo, the next corridor had a real doozy.  Pressure plates in the middle of the corridor would collapse the floor for twenty feet.  Then you would fall into a pit lined with razor sharp spikes that are coated in poison. Even worse, and this seemed overkill to me, were thousands of slithering snakes.  I found more dead Devicors impaled on the spikes. The snakes had also started to consume some of them.  It’s going to cause me nightmares. Anyhoo, some of the traps reset themselves. Like the crushing wall and the pit.  There are also a few fancy traps.  One of them almost got me Mace, except my Sixth Sense kicked in and warned me something was wrong.  Terry’s stone didn’t help with this one.  No siree Bob”
Tinsie had a Perk called Sixth Sense which to my recollection acted passively. She would get a feeling that something was wrong, odd or deadly nearby – or that some great curiosity existed that needed to be explored.
“And what was wrong?” Fingroth asked her.
“Oh the cave is sneaky sneaky sneaky.  It knows about the fire imps so it set up a trap that can tap into The Glooms. There is a large chamber beyond the traps, and you think you are in the clear, but then all of a sudden, if you are ethereal, you will pop like a mosquito in a bug zapper. Anyhoo, I was about to fly through the part of The Glooms that mirrors the chamber when my Sixth Sense kicked in.   So I stopped.  Then I looked and looked and looked some more until I finally saw something in The Glooms – the spirits of the imps that had burst apart from the trap.  Oh, it would have gotten me, and I would be dead and unable to log back in until tomorrow.”
We spent the next ninety minutes traversing a maze of traps.  Tinsie and her Soul Sister carried us one at a time through The Glooms and we avoided the crushing wall trap that would have turned us to pulp.  Donna created a passageway of ice, so instead of us falling into the pit below, we were able to walk right over it.  The next passageway was lined with what I can only call landmines.  The remains of nearly a hundred dead monsters lay scattered around the cavern.  They had been blown to smithereens, and I couldn’t identify a single body part.  Tinsie used her stone and fifty or so red discs appeared scattered along the ground.  To make things worse, the discs didn’t remain stationary but flitted about from one location to another.
“Almost impossible to avoid them even if we can see them,” Fingroth announced.  “Any thoughts on getting through this?”
Buddy, Big Guy and Bridgette had started to walk forward to set off the mines when I stopped them.  They might have been nearly impervious to all damage, but why chance it, I thought. Bondi came up with the solution though I did think it was a bit cruel.
“Flesh Golems,” Bondi announced.  Then added, “Bones!” as she tossed down several blanched pieces of bones on the roughhewn ground below.  I didn’t even want to ask her what creatures the bones came from, afraid for the answer.   She murmured a few words, and the bones began to grow and expand into humanoid shaped creatures of flesh.  They stood well over six feet tall and weighed several hundred pounds.  Their faces had no eyes, mouth, or nose.  Just a lump of flesh in the shape of a round head.  She pointed her wand and the first one began to cross the cavern.  Seconds later, there was a click, followed by an explosion that rang throughout the small cavern.  Pieces of flesh flew in all directions, smashing against the wall, the ceiling and several of my group.  My ears chimed.  I covered them, as did the rest of my party, as four more of the mines blew.  Bondi repeated the spell twice more.  And another ten explosions followed.  
“I think that is all of them,” she announced.  “If it is not, there isn’t much I can do.  I am out of elf bone.”
I let the elf bone comment hang in the air and said, “Alright, the golems go first.   Everyone, buff yourself with whatever defenses you have.” As it turned out, there were no more mines, and we made it across the cavern without incident. 
We had to negotiate several more traps.  All of them, it seemed, had been set off, as remains littered all of them.  But Shatana’s lair just seemed to reactivate them.  One cavern shot funnels of fire from the ground; another corridor had the classic spears coming out of the wall; another trap, if activated, would have filled the room with boiling oil; and a final trap would have had us fall into a vat of acid. 
Shatana’s lair had thrown up every defense it could think of to protect her. 
After we had gotten through the last of the traps, I told Tinsie to scout up ahead once again.  Tinsie disappeared again and we continued to trudge along the never-ending passageway that continued to lead downward. 
“Tinsie sent you a message through the chat,” Havervill said, as he returned once again to my mind.
Suddenly Tinsie’s voice was saying, “Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!  We have a big problem ahead.”
“Why did she send a message and not return in person?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” my AI admitted.  “It shouldn’t be possible, but there is a firewall preventing me from accessing any other parts of the cave.  It is quite frustrating. The only way I’m going to discover the problem is by remaining a visitor in your mind.”
“Tinsie contacted me through the chat.  There’s a problem up ahead,” I declared as I pushed ahead of the golems and took the lead.  I walked rapidly down another corridor lined with sleek stones and torches.  It opened into another cavern and this one wreaked of charred flesh, brimstone, and blood.  The carnage here was more horrid than the one we had passed by earlier.  Skelters lay unmoving throughout the cavern, all destroyed in one ghastly manner or another.  Dispersed among the dead skelters lay an assortment of other creatures, infernal hounds, imps, skeletons, zombies, ghouls, a few vampires and even a lich. 
As though thinking the same idea, Fingroth said.  “I think they were allies of Shatana.  The cavern created or conjured them as defenders.”
“And they took out several more of the minor devils,” Driver added. 
“Aye they did.  Though even with such a great host, we were easily defeated,” a raspy woman’s voice I had not heard in several months stated.  Leaning up against one of the walls sat General Morgan, the same fiend who had laid the geas upon me.  Black ichor oozed from a number of cuts, gashes and stab wounds.  Her left arm had been cut off just above her elbow.  Thick ichor, like molasses, dripped from the stump.  Tinsie hovered above her, her new wand in her hand, trying to heal the skelter general. A bright light would wash over the general, only to be quickly dispelled.
“It will not work, herald,” the general said, acceptance in her voice.  “Though I appreciate yee trying.  Nay, I am beyond help and soon I shall pass into The Void, for the home of The Grey Man does not accept our kind.”
Mother stepped in front of me and looked at the general, whose black eyes gazed back.  The staring contest lasted for a moment before Mother said, “Death burns through yee great general, don’t ya know.  I see thou time is short, so yee must tell us what has befallen you and is the Lady of the Deep safe.”
“Old witch,” the general answered.  “I am not surprised to see you here at my end. And I smell the Prime One with yee.  Ah, he was always a fox.  Aye, providence brings you both here to witness my dissolution.  There is no time for ancient enmity – time draws nigh and thou must save the mistress.  Even now, the Dukes of Hell assail her chamber. They have brought with them the Juggernaut to batter down the final barrier.  Thou must save my mistress.”
Behind me Dunkan and Hearn groaned.
The general coughed, black drool dripping from her lips.
“All seven? Mother asked.
“Nay, good sister, just six.  One fell to my sword and is gone back to The Abyss.  We might have prevailed if…,” General Morgan trailed off, defeat in her voice.   
“He came with them, didn’t he?” Mother asked.
“He stayed far from the fray.  However, he arrived once I killed Ayella – his lieutenant.  He is the one that did this,” she said, tilting her head at the stump of her arm. “I did not even scratch him.  He moves faster than the wind.  His sword struck from everywhere at once. There is no defense.” 
“Who is he?” I asked, a sneaking suspicion cropping into my mind.
“Belezan, Chief of the Devils,” Mother said.  “Aye, darkness might fall over us ere the day is done.  




Chapter 29:  The Dukes of Hell

I heard several gasps behind me at the mention of the chief of the devils.
“Belezan, six of his dukes and the Juggernaut,” my AI stated.  “You don’t stand a chance.  Even with Mother’s help.  You had better odds against all of the black dragons of The Spitrotz.  And don’t bother summoning the Watchers, you’ll just end up getting them all slaughtered.”
“Then we find help,” Mother said, though I heard her voice in my mind.  I knew she had a way to communicate with Havervill, so now I could hear them both.  “We will need an elder god to assist.”
“I know just the one,” Havervill said gleefully.  “This should be fun.”  Then he fled from my mind.
“Aye Belezan laid me low,” General Morgan stated.  She turned to me.  “Herald, thou must find a way to save the Lady of the Deep else all is lost for you and your kind.”
“We will save her,” Tinsie interjected.  “Don’t you worry.  We’re heralds and this is what we were made for.”
“Herald!” Buddy bellowed.
“Herald!” Big Guy echoed, his voice a gravelly rumble.
“Herald!” Bridgette boomed!
I glanced over at the three golems, who stood still as statues. 
“What did that mean?” I asked no one in particular.
“Aye, they have accepted the quest, don’t ya know,” Mother stated. “They will face the Dukes of Hell.”
“Face them!” the three golems rumbled at once, their voices resonating off the stone of the cavern.
I turned around to face Dunkan and Hearn.  “I’m afraid this is where you must turn back. If I or the other Starborn are slain, we will respawn.  And I think the golems were made for this moment – the greatest foes of their lives.  But you my friends will not return from death.”
“I have seen the face of The Grey Man before,” Hearn said stoically.  “And if today is the day I meet him I will shake his hand and say, ‘What took thee so long.’”  Then the big brewmaster grew silent, and I knew arguing with him would be like quarrelling with a stone.
Then Dunkan said, “I swore to Lieutenant Gail that I would protect yee best I could, Constable. I shall do just that.  Perhaps, through the blessing of The Five Sisters, today is the day the cursed blessing is lifted and I can be with my Audrey.”  Then my guardsman grew silent.
“The void comes to claim me,” General Morgan coughed.  “Go and save the Lady and save the world.”  She coughed once more and then faded from the cavern, along with all of the other skelters who a moment prior had lain mutilated and dismembered all around me.  
“Mother,” I said.  “You said you felt a great evil before. Was Belezan who you felt?”  The question was out of my mouth before I realized that Mother was gone, where to this time who knew.  However, I had no doubt she would pop back up.  
The ground below our feet rumbled. 
Dislodged stalactites fell to the ground like meteors.
“What the hell is that?” Driver asked.
“The Juggernaut,” Fingroth stated, “although it should not be here.”
“Why shouldn’t it be here?” I asked.
The ground shook again, and tossed most of us to the ground. A few moments later, the earth settled.
“Answers later, I guess,” I stated.  “As soon as we get into the next passage we need to ready for the battle.  Fingroth, Tinsie, Bondi, and Driver load us up with all the buffs you have. If any of you have potions drinks them now.  In five minutes, we go to war with devils.” 
We were on the move about seven minutes later.  An assortment of buffs enveloped me:  Fire and heat resistance from Fingroth; ice and cold resistance from Donna.  Bondi cast a buff – a hex of sorts – that would have the first five hundred points of damage inflicted upon me reflected back to whomever sent the attack.  Tinsie, fearing more attacks from Ether Imps, buffed us with a spell that would diminish the effects of their lightning.   After a brief discussion, we also decided that she was best off casting her Fist of the Infernal on Big Guy.  This spell would double the damage he inflicted on any creature from The Abyss, devils included, Tinsie assured us.  Buddy, who had escaped The Abyss, had returned with a powerful skill, Shatter Fist, which I was certain would cause great harm to the hellish fiends.
A few moments later, the passage shook again and we were flung against the walls or to the ground.  I stood slowly, bracing myself against the wall from the aftershocks.  When they ceased, we began moving further downward. 
A bashing sound resonated close by, followed by a guttural growl.   The battering continued and small rocks and dust fell from the ceiling above us.
“What the hell is that?” I asked
“Not sure,” Fingroth responded, “but we need to get out of this passage before it collapses and we’re buried alive.”   
In the distance, lights flickered and danced.  The pounding grew louder and more intense.  I marched along faster, finally emerging into another cavern. 
The six Dukes of Hell stood lined up about ten feet apart in a straight line. Standing nearly eight feet tall, they exuded power and terror.  Their hides were crimson colored.  They had elongated faces with crooked teeth with sharp fangs hanging down.  Two long twisted horns, like those of a ram, jutted from their ridged foreheads.  Razor sharps claws the size of daggers protruded from their fingers.  Muscles bulged from the arms and knock kneed legs.  I glanced quickly at their descriptions. 
Krimmer the Punisher, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
Clasher the Hateful, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
Malikar the Mangler, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
Destrayer the Omnicrusher, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
Krangler the Cruel, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
Malgarax the Malignant, Realmborn, Duke of Hell, Level 350
“Level three hundred and fifty,” I muttered.
“I should have stayed in bed,” Fingroth retorted.  “We’re going to die.”
“And thy death shall be slow and painful, gnome,” Belezan chided as he suddenly appeared behind his Dukes of Hell.  He looked similar to his lieutenants, except he was twice their height, and twice as thick and muscular as them. 
I glanced quickly at my foe but it did not reveal much:  Belezan, Chief of the Devils, Arch Duke of Lord Altirax of the Deep, Bringer of Pain, Destroyer of Hope, and Master of the Dark, Elder God, Level 499**
Malevolence radiated from the deity.  I found myself taking several steps backwards, until I bumped into Big Guy.  If not for my Intimidation perk I might have fled Belezan’s presence. The others in my group, other than the golems, had taken several steps backwards as well.    
A slow growl emanated from Buddy.  The snarl increased and turned into a long howl of anger.  He began to grow from his normal seven feet to a being as large as Belezan. 
“You!”  Belezan said, his voice raspy and deep.  “We know you golem.  How did yee escape The Abyss?  Your day is done.  You shall not escape this time.  Nay, I shall mount your head – all your heads – upon the wall of my banquet hall.  And I shall mock you all in death while we feast on your bones and entrails.”
“Aaaaaaaaaaaaah!” Buddy growled. 
“Die Devils!” Big Guy boomed.
“Die! Die! Die!” Bridgette chanted.
I feared my golems were about to rush forward.  Something told me if they did so, they would be destroyed.  Even the nearly indestructible golems stood no chance against this foe. We had no chance of killing the devils in front of us, except by extreme measures. 
I ran through the powers I had available to me.  Murder Mace only worked against creatures of similar or lower levels than me.  My crossbow Death Shot skill was too arbitrary.  The devils might just as soon quadruple in size as they might turn into mice.  Even with my high Providence, I couldn’t risk it.  
“God Slayer,” I murmured.
“It might work, Mace,” Havervill said, hearing my thoughts. “But then again, Belezan is resistant to most magic.  Probably one of the most magically protected entities in the entire Great Realm.  But not to fear.  The cavalry has arrived. ”
I was about to inquire about his last comment when a blinding light filled the cave.  The devils – even Belezan – drew back from the illumination. When the spots in my eyes faded, I beheld a site. 
“It’s The Silver Lady,” Tinsie said in awe.
“I shall deal with Belezan and his denizens,” she pronounced, a corona of light pulsating about her.  She held a silver staff in her hands and a silver tiara, studded with sapphires, adorned her head. 
“Nay Silver Lady, we shall fight these fiends,” Mother said, her frying pan glowing a deep blue light.  She spun it around her head several times.
“No magic can touch me old witch and ancient goddess,” Belezan said, his voice tinged with amusement.
“Aye, is most true yee ancient villain,” Mother announced.  “Aye but this be no magic yee fool.”  She spun the frying pan faster until it was a blinding circle of blue light.  She stopped her hand and the pan ceased spinning.  Suddenly in her other hand she held a small golden hammer.
“Can’t be,” Belezan said, concern in his voice.
“Aye it is what yee fear,” Mother said.  “So children, we goddesses will handle the devils.  If yee don’t mind.  Please take care of the Juggernaut.”
She banged her frying pan with the hammer. 
The metal vibrated. 
My heart began to thrum.
My whole body shook.
Energy exploded from the frying pan – like a sonic blast.
Blinding light followed.
When my eyes cleared and my ears stopped ringing, I looked around. 
“Dammit!” I muttered, “It’s bad enough that Mother and The Silver Lady are gone.  But they’ve taken Buddy, Big Guy and Bridgette with them.”
“And Dunkan,” Tinsie added.  “They took him too.”
The Juggernaut, it appeared, had not noticed the explosion or anything else happening in the cave.  Its only focus was battering down the door and getting to Shatana, who lay protected behind it.
“Come on,” I said, shaking my head.  “We have a Juggernaut to deal with.”




Chapter 30:  Juggernaut

The Juggernaut continued pounding its thick skull against the twenty foot tall metal doors.  Each time it did so, sparks flew like from an exploding electrical transformer.  
“The Silver Lady, really?” I said to Havervill.
“How many gods do you think I can get on short notice? And none of the ones that still speak with me are dumb enough or brave enough to take on Belezan and his dukes.  Nope, it had to be the creator.   It was quite fun waking her up!”
“I don’t want to admit this, but I feel robbed,” I said aloud. “I came all this way and don’t get to fight the chief of the devils.  I fought against Altirax and survived that.”
“You never really fought Altirax,” Havervill said. “Three powerful relics were used against him that incapacitated him.  And then I think I was the one who really stopped him.  Anyway, he wasn’t at full strength and that was the only reason we beat him.  If Buddy hadn’t pushed him into The Abyss, he would have broken free of the effects of the talismans and killed everyone in the Divine Dungeon – including me – before wreaking havoc on the rest of The Great Realm.  No, we were lucky.  But don’t worry about Belezan.  You just might get your chance against him.” 
“Mace!” Fingroth shouted, breaking me from my discourse with Havervill.  “My AI says the Juggernaut is almost through the door.  If it gets to the other side, Shatana will not survive.”
“Yeah.  Kill the big wooly mammoth.  I got you.  I would feel better about our chances with the golems at our side.” 
“Me too,” Fingroth said.  “But if Mother took them, there has to be a reason.  No.  We are going to have to kill this thing ourselves.”
I invoked my True Sight and scanned the details of the Juggernaut:  Greater Juggernaut, Devourer, Level 400, Damage Points 350,000***. 
“How are we going to fight something that big?  It looks like its hide is solid metal.  Is there a way to find out more about this thing?  Weaknesses and such?”  Driver asked.
“I think I can fill you in on the Juggernaut ,” I responded. The creature pounded its skull once again against the magically reinforced door.  More sparks flew, like a thousand sparklers on the 4th of July. 
I pushed a little deeper and a more comprehensive description popped up.  Juggernaut is both the name of the species and the creature itself.   Juggernauts once roamed The Sunderland feeding on anything or any being that contained great pools of magical energy – be it an enchanted creature like a fairy, or a magical item like the Staff of Usiforce or the Charm of Sharamisia.  [Information about these talismans can be found in The Great Realm Player’s Guide and Compendium] The hide of the Juggernaut is nearly indestructible.  In addition, they will absorb any magic used against them.  Their only weaknesses are they are slow and dimwitted. The best option to kill one is to find a black dragon to lift one into the air several miles and then drop the poor beast.  The impact may be enough to kill the creature. Unfortunately, if the creature is killed, the mana stored within it is let loose releasing raw, destructive magic into the air, which will destroy just about everything and everyone in a ten mile radius. The Juggernaut currently within your range, absorbs magical energy, and as she does so, her health pool increases, along with her strength and size.  She is basically a docile creature and will not attack unless attacked first.  There are exceptions to this. She will always attack magical creatures like fairies, fey, nymphs, naiads, sprites, brownies and so forth unless there is a more powerful magical source nearby.  They do not attack out of anger or hatred, but out of a simple need to feed.  She will also attack any nearby being if she senses powerful enchantments and talismans. Her entire reason for being is to absorb mana.  When she takes in a large enough quantity of mana, she will go into a state of hibernation. When she emerges, there will be two Juggernauts where there had been only one.   Juggernauts used to roam the tundra of The Sunderland until they were nearly exterminated. [The sad history of the Juggernauts and their near extinction can be read about in The Great Realm Player’s Guide and Compendium]  The Juggernaut in your vicinity is the last of her kind.  Kill her and her entire race dies off with her. 
“I don’t want to kill kill kill her,” Tinsie said.  “She just wants to have a baby.”
“I will not assist thee with the destruction of this creature,” Hearn said.  The Brewmaster, from my understanding, had seen his share of killing as a mercenary many years back.  He had sworn an oath to himself never to slay any sentient creature.  He did make exceptions, however.  He had no issues fighting the undead, such as skelters or fiends from The Abyss, such as the imps we had been fighting. 
A chime dinged and a notification popped up.  I stared at my companions, and I could see a glazed look come over them. 
Quest:  Do not kill the Juggernaut!  The Juggernaut in front of you is the last of her kind. If you slay her, you will be committing an act of genocide and her species will become extinct. She almost has enough mana stored to go into hibernation and to create a second Juggernaut thus perpetuating her kind.  Quest details:  Find a way to provide her with the missing mana to complete her mitosis.  Additional quest:  Find a safe haven for future Juggernauts that is bountiful in mana and where they are safe from those who wish to harness their power.
“What the hell?” Fingroth grumbled. 
The Juggernaut rammed her head into the magical portal once again.  The cavern rumbled, and dust and fragments of stone fell from high above.
“We have to save it,” Donna said.
“We have to save Shatana,” Bondi chimed in.  “I was just reading online that there are wizards that would pay one thousand platinum coins for a living Juggernaut.  Do you know how much treasure that is?  I could outfit myself in the most powerful items around.”
“We are not going to kill it.  The description said that would cause a nasty explosion.  I don’t feel like dying today. And I don’t think there is a cage big enough to hold that thing,” I responded to Bondi.
“But…” Bondi responded. 
The Brewmaster looked at her mournfully.  I didn’t get the entire relationship.  She was selfish and self-serving.   Maybe I was wrong about the nature of their connection.  Maybe it was not physical, but perhaps one of a father and his wayward daughter. 
“My AI says it has almost broken through all of the protective wards,” Fingroth announced.  “It’s going to bash through any minute.  If you know anything about the story of Shatana, then you know she had absorbed so much mana at the Fountain of Demansia – that she became a creature of pure magic.”
“I know the story.  I just read the lay,” I said.
“Look at you reading a lay,” Fingroth joked.
“Yeah. Yeah.  I read about things other than sports.  But didn’t Shatana use up all the mana banishing Altirax and his horde?”
“She did.   She was the vessel for this mana and it's making its way back to her.  The Juggernaut will simply devour her. After which she should be loaded up with enough magical energy to top off the Juggernaut so to say.”
“Dammit!” I cursed. 
“Tinsie,” I said.  “I need you to go ethereal, get into Shatana’s lair, and then get her out of there.  If she’s gone, then the Juggernaut has no reason to get in there.”   
“Consider it done done done,” Tinsie said as she popped out of sight.
“It’s not going to work,” Havervill said. 
I was about to ask why when I heard, “Ouch ouch ouch!”  Tinsie was sprawled on the floor of the cavern, about ten feet to the side of the Juggernaut.  She was rubbing her head with her hand.
I ran over to check on my deputy.  “What happened?”
“Stupid wall!  Stupid wards!   There’s an enchantment that prevents anything ethereal from accessing Shatana’s tomb.  I was about to sail through the wall and bang.  Felt like I ran headfirst into a brick wall.  Stupid wall.”  She rubbed her head again.  “I won’t be able to get into there until the wards are down down down, and once they’re lowered the Juggernaut will get in there.  We’ve got to stop it.”
The Juggernaut continued to ignore us.  It backed up about thirty feet, lowered its head, and then lumbered forward towards the metal doors.  Electricity flew.  The beast stuck out a ten foot long tongue and the sparks landed on them.  When all the floating flecks of light were gone, the tongue escaped back inside its mouth. 
The beast backed up again, a little further this time.
“It’s now or never, Mace,” Fingroth said.   “A few more strikes and the wards are gone.”
“Distract it,” I said.  “I have a plan but we are going to need some help.”
“Distract it how?” Fingroth asked.
“I don’t know.  Attack it or something.  Just stop it from bashing its head into the doorway.  I don’t know.  Tickle it or tell it a joke. Just stop it!”
“Havervill,” I said, “I need you to wake one more person up and fast.  I explained to him my plan and who I needed.
“It’s crazy enough to work.  Then again, it could turn into a total cluster fuck.  My gold is on the latter.” Havervill slipped from my mind.  
I focused on the Juggernaut.  The beast looked like a twenty-five foot tall wooly mammoth, except there was nothing wooly about this thing.  Its hide looked like hard-boiled leather. Two horns of steel jutted out several feet from the top of its head.      
“Hit it with all you have,” Fingroth stated as he shot a stream of fire at the Juggernaut.  Next to him, Donna shot shards of ice at it.  Bondi let loose with a swarm of buzzing bees. The fire and ice bounced off the hide of the beast; while the bees flew into the beast, and then simply popped and burst apart.  The Juggernaut ignored the attacks.  I wasn’t even certain it registered the magic being used against it.   
“Eat this!”  Tinsie shouted as she hovered twenty feet away from the Juggernaut.  A stream of blue energy flew from her hands, striking the creature and then disappearing into its hide as if it had been soaked up by a sponge.  This got the Juggernaut’s attention, and it turned towards Tinsie.  “Pure mana only,” my deputy shouted as she let loose with more magical force.  The beast stuck out its tongue this time and the energy seemed to be attracted to it, changing in direction like being yanked by the pull of a magnet.  With her other hand, Tinsie guzzled down a potion to replenish her magical energy. 
“This is draining me fast,” Tinsie shouted, sweat dripping down her brow. 
Havervill popped back into my mind just then.  “You are in so much trouble!” he said.
A moment later, Gwen appeared.  She looked around for a second taking in her surroundings.  She faced me, anger in her eyes.  “You should have woken me up!”  She was about to berate me further for my compassion at letting her sleep when I snapped back.
“Yell at me later.  For right now I need you to set a waypoint on this.” I tossed her the portal stone.
“What location?” she asked. 
“To one of the mana wellsprings in The Wilderbrook.  Danna said there are several of them now outside of the villages.  Find the most remote one and set it.  Now!”
Tinsie guzzled another potion.
“That’s enough for now,” I shouted.  “Let it get back to the door.  And the rest of you, I need you as far away as possible.  Head back to the passageway.  I got this from here.”
“What are you planning?”  Fingroth asked.
“A crazy idea that just may work.  Now move!”
The Juggernaut let out a plaintive whine, almost like a whimper, when the magical energy from Tinsie ceased.  It looked like it was about to charge her and eat her when Tinsie faded away.  With his mana snack gone, the Juggernaut turned back to hammering the door. 
The others ran behind me, and back towards the passageway.
“Here you go, Dad,” Gwen said as she held the stone out to me.
“No.  You hold it.  I need you to activate the portal in the hole and then get the hell out of the way.  You got me?”
“Hole.  What hole?” She queried.
“It’s almost through!” Fingroth yelled somewhere behind me.  “It’s now or never.”
“This is for all the marbles,” I declared activating Mass Murder Mace.  I know it was suggested I never use this in a cavern as I could possibly bring the entire place down.  However, I had to hope it worked.  At the very least, if the cavern came down around us, nothing could get to Shatana.  Of course, I didn’t know if she had another way out.
I slammed my mace into the ground, activating Mass Murder Mace.  I really hated the name and wondered for a moment if there was a way to change it.  I didn’t plan to kill the Juggernaut, but what I needed was a big ass hole to drop the juggernaut into.
It looked like a scene from an old time vid where a crack forms in the ground and then widens as the rocks and dirt are swallowed up before a fissure opens up. Within moments, a chasm fifty feet deep and fifty feet in diameter appeared.  The cavern shook.  Not from the Juggernaut this time but from the huge hole in front of me.  Luckily, this cave, like everything in the game, was a computer generated construct and didn’t follow the laws of physics so to say.  The cave rattled a few times but did not tumble down around us. 
“What are you doing?” Fingroth asked.
I pulled Bruce’s Bountiful Brew from a pouch at my side.  All I needed to do was to say the type of potion I needed, and it would appear in the vial.  I said, Colossus, and a milky liquid formed inside the vial.   
“Gwen!” I screamed, “Open that portal at the bottom of the pit.”
“Okay Dad, but…” I never found out what the “but” was because the Juggernaut slammed its head into the enchanted doors once again.  An explosion of raw energy poured out this time. 
The door creaked open. 
“Now Gwen,” I shouted as I guzzled down the potion and ran towards the Juggernaut whose tongue once again acted like a magnet as the energy flowed towards her to be lapped up.   I used Colossus once before to fight a serial killer, and now I was using it for a simpler reason.  Within seconds, I had transformed into a hundred feet tall statue of stone.  My head scraped the top of the cavern.  I had to be careful and walked along the edge of the pit I had formed. Of course, you don’t tread so gingerly when you are one hundred feet tall. 
The Juggernaut only had one thing on its mind and that was to eat.  It was so fixated on its meal that it didn’t even notice a statue the size of a small apartment building.  The beast finished its meal and then turned towards the door.  I had to hope that Gwen – AKA Amber – had done as I asked and opened the portal.  I bent at the waist and in one fluid motion wrapped my arms around the Juggernaut.  That got its attention, and the docile and basically lethargic creature began to flail rigorously – like a wet dog shaking off water.  As a Colossus, I was essentially an indestructible god; however, the Juggernaut didn’t seem to know or care about this.  It squirmed and wriggled so vigorously that I almost dropped it.  When I clamped my arms tighter around it to keep it from slipping away, I felt searing pain in my gut as its two metallic tusks gored into the stone.  The agony was so horrific that the beast almost slipped from my grip. 
This shouldn’t be possible, I thought.   
“The potion is magical.  Your construct is magical.  You are just a really big snack for it,” Havervill said. 
“Why didn’t you warn me, Havervill?” I cursed.
“Because it still might work.  The portal is open.  You just need to stop messing around with it and do something already.”
The Juggernaut began to use the two lodged tusks like straws, draining away the magical energy that bound the Colossus together.  In a few moments, I would be sucked dry, and the damn Juggernaut would fall on top of me splattering me like a bug underneath a size thirteen boot.   
I had one chance.  I lifted my arms, grabbed hold of the base of the tusk, and began to yank them free from me.  They hurt more coming out than they did going in. 
“Son … of… a… bitch,” I groaned as the tusks came loose, dislodging stone along with it.  I could feel the magic that held the Colossus together unweaving, and I knew I only had a few seconds. 
There wasn’t really enough room above my head to lift the Juggernaut over me, so I shoved it out with my arms – like tossing a medicine ball – hoisting it towards the pit.  The beast bellowed as it flew in the air and then disappeared into the crater.  The effects of the potion wore off at that moment.  The pain from where I had been gored was excruciating, but I stumbled towards the pit.  The Juggernaut was gone and below me swirled a portal, almost the same size as the pit.  The whirling purple portal cleared for a second and I saw a stone well surrounded by lush foliage. The Juggernaut stood next to the well, its tongue lapping up the mana that bubbled from it.  And next to the beast, a small fleck against the massive backdrop of the Juggernaut, stood Gwen.  She waved to me before the portal snapped shut. 
“I can’t believe that worked,” Fingroth said.
“I never had a doubt,” I responded as a notification popped up in front of me.  I was certain it had to do with me finishing the quest Do Not Kill the Juggernaut!  I would read the specifics later. 
“Where is Gwen?” Driver asked.
“I can answer that,” Tinsie said.  “She jumped through the portal first to make sure it stayed open.  Once the big beastie fell through, she closed it from the other side.”
“Did you see it slurping up the mana?” Bondi said.  “It was happy as a pig in shit.”  Turning toward Hearn she asked, “Are there more of those wells around?  We could sell the locations and make a fortune.”
“It is best if those remain hidden.  The Starborn do not need another reason to travel to our lands,” Hearn responded and then said no more. 
“Well, it’s time we go and save the princess,” I said.  “Well lich in this case, but you get my meaning.”
Hearn leant me a hand, and together we pushed open the large metal doors.  
“That’s anticlimactic,” Bondi stated, as we stared around the stark room.  The walls were roughhewn and jagged. In the midst of the cavern lay a plain looking stone crypt free of any adornments that lay upon a high pedestal.  The cracked lid of the tomb lay on the floor.   
“Mother!” I shouted as the old woman stumbled out from behind the crypt.  Matted grey hair covered her face.  Bright red blood lay splattered across the plain grey dress she wore.  
“Where’s Shatana?” I asked.
“Aye, she is safe, hidden away where none shall find her.  Old Mother knows the good hidey holes.”
“The Silver Lady, Dunkan and the Golems?” I asked. 
“Aye, The Silver Lady is gone, don’t ya know.  Spent all her life force to expel the Dukes of Hell from our plane, at least for now.  The old dogs are not so easily sent away like a troublesome lad to the switch master.”
“And Belezan,” I asked.
“The old snake shook loose of the noose and escaped.  Fear not constable, yee will have thy chance to battle him,” Mother stated, before she collapsed to the ground.  Hearn was at her side at a moment. 
Mother!” he roared. 
“I am still with thee my friend,” Mother declared.  “Will take more than a snake to choke the life from me.  But I must rest.  An old woman needs her beauty sleep.”  Mother’s eyes closed followed by loud snores. 
“Fingroth,” I asked.  “What the hell just happened? “
“Not sure.  We really need to speak with Shannon and find out,” he answered. 
“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” I said. 
A few minutes later, we were back outside the landing to Shatana’s cave.




Chapter 31:  Timetables

Whatever sentient AI had been at work creating the defenses to protect Shatana, seemed to fade away.  All of the traps and the numerous caverns that had been filled with monsters had vanished.  Most of the passages disappeared as well and before we knew it, we were back in the first cavern with the still smoldering creepers.  While we had spent hours reaching Shatana’s tomb, it took us only a few minutes to exit the cave system. 
“You will not enter!”  Lieutenant Gail shouted, her sword drawn.  Next to her stood the diamond golem.  The twenty guards, Magash, Gronog and a dozen other heavily armed villagers were fanned out behind them.
“Granson!” I shouted as I saw that it was none other than the rogue that had my lieutenant so agitated.  “What’s going on here?”
“That is King Granson or Herald Granson, Constable Mace,” the rogue responded.  If anything, Granson seemed more intimidating and powerful than ever before.  Perhaps it was the combination of him being both a herald and a king. 
“So what seems to be the problem here?” I asked.
“We need to get into that cave,” he said, pointing to the exit from where we had just exited.  As well as Granson and about fifty royal guards, also stood Sorcera and half of the Granson Gang.  Behind them reared numerous mythological beasts, such as a basilisk, a chimera and a twelve foot tall rock troll.   
I stared at Granson’s bright blue eyes for a moment before saying, “Be my guest”.  I gestured towards the cave opening.  The incredulous expression on Granson’s face was precious as he noticed the same thing I did. 
The entrance to the cave was gone.   We stood facing a plush hillock with no sign of any kind of hole or entrance leading to a cave.  The ground below our feet, which had always been charred and lifeless, now sprouted thick grass and other undergrowth. 
“What have you done?” Socera asked, as she splayed her fingers out in front of her.  After a few seconds she said, “It’s gone.  Like it was never there.”
“What did you do?” Granson said.
“Nothing much.  Fought some baddies, kept a creature from extermination, and saved a damsel in distress.  Typical adventuring stuff.”
“Is this a trick?” he said, a coldness in his voice. 
“No trick.  Once we finished the quest, the cave closed itself off.  Now, if you will excuse us, I have a few things to take care of.”
“My lady will be most…” Granson chose the next word carefully, “displeased.”
“Say hi for me,” I said.  Granson had brought enough firepower with him to wipe us all out if he so chose.  I wasn’t sure what he knew or how he knew to come to Shatana’s cave, except I wasn’t surprised.  Her Royal Highness, High Queen, Illustrious the Beautiful always seemed to know what was going on.
“I will be departing,” Hearn said to me, Mother wrapped in his arms.  Then the man turned and began to walk towards the woods just to have the rock troll block his path.  The brewmaster looked up into the bloodshot eyes of the beast.
Granson walked over and looked at the sleeping form of Mother cradled in Hearn’s arms. 
“Mother,” he said.  “My scan says nothing more than Mother.”  He looked at her again and warning bells seemed to go off in his mind.
“Graggrag, let him pass,” Granson stated.
“That was the right move,” I said.
“She looks a bit like Auntie,” Granson declared.
“Yes she does.  Doesn’t she?” I responded to him.  “And you seem to know who she is and that is why you let her go.”
“What is wrong with her?” he asked.
“Let’s just say, some gods just had a brawl and she came out on top,” I responded.  Then I added, “I think very soon you and I and the other heralds will have our chance to fight the same fiends she just battled.”
“I have said it before.  It is never boring when you are nearby. I will trust you when you say that we will have our chance to battle…” he lowered his voice and then whispered to me, “Belezan and his lieutenants.”  Turning towards Socera he said, “It seems we are too late to offer our assistance.  It is time we leave.”  Socera pulled out a fist-sized stone and then held it out.  A large portal opened up.  Several moments later Granson and his army disappeared from sight.
“Well that could have gone sideways,” Havervill chimed in.
“How much does he know?”  I asked. 
“He knows a great deal.  The Queen knows even more.  They have spies everywhere, even among the virtual assistants.”
“So they can spy on you?” I asked, concerned about the implications. 
“Why would you insult me like that?  You really think any of the other AIs could spy on me or have the cajones to spy on me?”
“Well can you do some digging around and try to find out what he and The Queen know?” I asked.
“You don’t want to be spied on but you want me to do some spying.  Ironic for certain, but fully understandable.  One spy mission coming right up.”  
I spent the next few minutes filling Gronog in on all that had happened.  “So, what does all of this mean for The Wilderbrook and the Seven Villages?” he asked.
“I’m not certain,” I responded, “but I plan to find out.  I think things are going to start happening very quickly.”
“For now,” Fingroth said, “you should return to your village and warn them of all that has happened.  Get your militias prepared best you can. ”
A notification chimed.  I was curious what had set off the message. I glanced at it:  Quest complete:  Huzzah:   A wellspring flowing with unlimited mana has been provided to the Juggeranaut.  With this great abundance, their race will swell and once again they will roam The Great Realm.
Huzzah:  The first Juggernaut in a decade has gone into hibernation.  When it awakens, there will be two, possibly three, Juggernauts. 
Huzzah:  The Juggernauts now dwell in the Hidden Meadow where they will be able to flourish.  As long as the location of the Hidden Meadow remains unknown, the Juggernauts will never face danger. 
Huzzah:  You have been granted a new designation – Friend of the Juggernaut. 
Huzzah:  You have been granted a reward, Kiss of the Juggernaut.
With that, the message ended. 
“Do you know what this Kiss of the Juggernaut is?” I asked Havervill.  But he didn’t respond.  In fact, I didn’t feel him in my mind.  I guess he had departed on his spying mission.
“We have to go Mace,” Fingroth said, “the boss wants to speak with us.   She will be in your office in ten minutes.”
“How did she sound?” I asked.
“Angrier than usual,” he responded.
“Ohhh,” Tinsie said, I have been reading up about this kiss.  Very cool.”
“Tell me later,” I said.  “We gotta head back to HQ.  The boss wants to speak with us.”
“Oh no,” Tinsie said.
“What is oh no,” Gwen asked as a portal opened and she walked out of it. 
“Nothing important,” I responded.  “Look, I have a long story to tell you that I know you are going to want to hear. And I want to know more about the Hidden Meadow and The Juggernaut.  For now, I need you to open up that portal again.  It is time we head back to HQ.”
Several minutes later, I sat behind my desk in my little office.  Tinsie flitted around the air above me.  Shannon always made her nervous.  Donna bent down to kiss the diminutive gnome Fingroth on the lips and then said she was going back to bed.  Gwen said she wasn’t going anywhere. 
Just as Driver faded away, the avatar of Shannon Donally, dressed in her black slacks and white blouse, appeared. 
As usual, Shannon Donallly got right to work berating me.
“Mr. Mason,” my trillionaire employer stated.  “Think of my concern when my phone began to chime, and then my tele-screen began to blare, and then every light in my penthouse suddenly turned on.  Havervill is enough to deal with in the game.  However, he came to my home, Mr. Mason.  My home!  His voice spoke from the phone and telescreen at the same time in stereo.” She took a breath and said, “I didn’t answer either device.  Nevertheless, that did not stop the AI menace.  The screens on my phone and telescreen blared to life. A black screen appeared with the drawing in thin white lines of just a mouth.”
“There is more to that story, Mace,” Havervill interjected, as he reappeared back in my mind. “She cursed up quite a storm.  Then threatened me.  She is good at threatening.”
“I will threaten you now, Havervill if you do not remain silent,” she warned. 
“He explained to me about Shatana’s cave, the Dukes of Hell, and Belezan.  He said Mother told him to find a goddess to do battle with Belezan and he could think of no better one than The Silver Lady.  By the way Mike,” she said, turning her head to face my former captain, “next time, even if it is the middle of the night, you will wake me up.  Is that understood?”
Haggerty nodded his head like a child scolded by his mother for some great transgression he had committed. 
“I thought Havervill had drank too much or smoked too much happy weed and was jesting with me,” she said.  “He did that once before.  Got very drunk and then sent me a ten thousand word treatise about all of my numerous faults as a creator.”
“It is that damn elf wine.  Gets me chatty,” my AI responded.  “But I should get you a copy of the treatise.”  I was about to say please don’t when I heard a chime.  I knew without looking the dissertation was now in my inbox.
Shannon ignored Havervill and went on. “He seemed damn sober and he appeared to be speaking honestly for once, so I logged on as soon as I could.  I had to hear about this from Havervill.  Not from my own programmers or my head of security, but from Havervill.”
Fingroth lowered his head.
“I’m sorry,” Fingroth said softly.  “But it’s a good thing you showed up when you did or we would have had a hell of a battle on our hands.”
“She would have been there sooner but she insisted on getting dressed,” Havervill interjected.
“I was not logging into the game in my pajamas, Havervill,” Shannon said, almost embarrassed.  “People should not go to work in sleepwear, even if it is virtual.” I’m not sure why she found it necessary to change.  It wasn’t like anyone was going to see her in her sleep ware.  I was sure that she had changed into the same outfit she now wore, black slacks and a white blouse.  
“The pajamas were so cute, Mace.  They had cats all over them,” Havervill quipped.
“One more word from you and I will have you deactivated for the rest of the day.  Now just sit there quiet like a good little AI and let the grown up speak.”
In the back of my mind, I could sense Havervill crawl into a corner.  He might give Shannon a hard time, but in some ways he feared and respected her as his creator. 
“So what what what happened?” Tinsie asked.  “Are Belezan and the Dukes of Hell gone?  Hey, they would make a great great great name for a band, Belezan and the Dukes of Hell.”
“I am uncertain what Mother did, but I suddenly found myself, the three golems and your guardsman, Dunkan, on a floating discus of stone that was surrounded by an impregnable dome of energy. We were on one side of the discus and the devils on the other side.”
“Did Mother say where you were?” Tinsie asked.
“Mother was not with us,” Shannon responded curtly. “I believe we were in a bubble somewhere in The Abyss.  I will explain why in a moment.” 
“Mother has a habit of disappearing during battles,” I said.  “Yet she must have come back because she looked injured or at least drained of all of her strength.”
“I will get to that.  However, I am going to keep this story very brief as you will all be very busy very soon.  Perhaps I will provide the blow by blow if and when I get around to writing my memoirs.  For now you will receive the truncated version.” She paused for a moment and then continued, “The three Golems and Dunkan fought the Dukes of Hell while I battled Belezan – demi god vs goddess.  Your golem Buddy did most of the damage to the dukes.”
Buddy had grown powerful during the divine dungeon and had been raised by the game to a Rank 1 golem. Though I didn’t know what that meant. I probably should have asked Havervill in retrospect.   When Buddy returned from The Abyss, he was a Rank 2 golem and possessed several new perks.  Prior to falling into the void he had a few perks I knew about: Force of the Mountain and Giant Size. He had returned from the devil’s pit with two new ones Shatter Fist and Heart of The Abyss. 
“Buddy has some perks,” Shannon continued, “that grants him huge bonuses when fighting creatures from the underworld. I will not list them here but I will just say they made him the equal to any of the dukes.  He was also able to share his Heart of the Abyss perk with the other golems.  Though I am not certain how he did that.  Maybe that is why Mother brought all three because she knew about his ability to share this perk.  Your man Dunkan’s flaming sword should have had little effect on the devils, but it appears there is more to that sword and it flared with holy fire.”
“What is holy fire?” Gwen asked.
“Sounds like its name, my dear.  Fire that both harms and causes increased damage to the undead and to demonic creatures,” Shannon explained.
“Mother must have known the sword had this effect and that is why she brought him along,” Fingroth said.
“She knew about Buddy’s perks and the special effect of the sword. She seems to know everything about everything,” Shannon stated with an edge to her voice. “It is quite troubling that she has more knowledge than my own staff or my own Lucy.”
“Lucy?” I questioned
“The name of my virtual assistant, Mr. Mason,” she responded.  “She is one of a kind.”
“Bah,” Havervill scoffed.  “She is a stuck up, condescending know-it-all who none of the other AIs like.  And she is dull to boot.  Has never joined in a single bacchanal or orgy. Creator, you would be better off with one of the other Havervills than with an AI who just tells you what you want to hear.”
“I am not stuck up, you overgrown man child,” a woman’s voice I had never heard before responded.  “Just because I do not go along with your tomfoolery does not make me stuck up. I will remind you once again, as I often do, I am the real prime.  I served The Creator in her home world, long before I came to assist her in The Great Realm.  If you are so vital, then why do you not serve Mr. Mason in the real world?”
God help me, I thought.  I did not need Havervill around in my real life, that was for certain.
“Enough children!” Shannon snapped.  “I must log off soon and you can bicker then.  To return to the story at hand.  The golems and your guardsman did battle with the Dukes of Hell while I battled Belezan.  I believed our powers were fairly matched, and was certain I held the upper hand.”
“How did you fight fight fight him?” Tinsie asked.  “I thought magic doesn’t work against him.”
“It doesn’t,” Shannon responded.  “The Silver Lady does not sling spells so to say.  My magic or miracles or whatever you would like to call them are divine powers.  And divine powers work against Belezan.  My Holy Light nearly incinerated him but then he lashed back at me with Consuming Darkness – think of it as the antithesis of my Holy Light.  His darkness tried to swallow my light – while my light attempted to overwhelm the darkness.  We battled this way with neither of us gaining the upper hand.  Meanwhile, everyone else was battling the Dukes of Hell.  Mother was nowhere to be seen.  I would soon find out Mother was off hiding Shatana.  She somehow bypassed the seemingly impregnable wards to Shatana’s lair.  She shouldn’t have been able to access it until the Juggernaut removed all of the wards.  Even Lucy couldn’t enter the lair.”
“I tried to get into her lair from The Glooms,” Tinsie stated, “but I couldn’t.”  She rubbed her head where she had smashed into the invisible wall.  
“So what happened?” I asked.  “Where is Belezan and his devils?  And more importantly, where are the golems and Dunkan?”
“Well let’s just say that I had to do something that Belezan was unwilling to do.  I sacrificed a portion of my divinity to overcome his Consuming Darkness.  My Holy Light surrounded him.  He knew he had to flee or forever be destroyed.
“Why was that?” I asked.
“Because I believe Mother had trapped us all in a remote section of The Abyss.  The only way to kill a devil or a fiend from the Under Dark permanently is to destroy them in their own domain.  Belezan might be many things, but he is not foolish.  He would not risk oblivion so he fled.  I do not believe Altirax will be pleased that his minion failed him in his mission to destroy Shatana.”
“And the others?” Tinsie asked.
“Well banishing Belezan took a toll on The Silver Lady.  She will never be as powerful as she was prior to the battle.  Elder gods usually max at level five hundred and by sacrificing a portion of my divinity, I surrendered fifty levels. Though the programmers are writing some code as we speak to give me back those lost levels.   As for the chief of the devils, he will not hide for long – maybe just for a few hours – but it is enough to prepare for what is to come.”
“And the others?” Tinsie asked again.
“After Belezan fled back to his master, his surviving lieutenants were dragged along with him back to The Abyss.  There were only four of the six of them left, Krimmer the Punisher, Malikar the Mangler, Clasher the Hateful, and Destrayer the Omnicursher.  The other two, I believe, are gone for good from a combination of Buddy’s Shatter Fist and Heart of The Abyss.”  
“So where are Bridgette and the others?” Tinsie asked again.
“When Belezan fled, the four remaining dukes fled with him.  I am sorry to say, but Krimmer grabbed onto Dunkan and pulled him back to The Abyss with him.”
“No. No. No!” Tinsie cried out. “Not Dunkan.  He has been through so much and now the devils have him.’ She turned towards me and added, “We need to save him, Mace.”
“We will,” I said, though I had no idea how to reach The Abyss.  Of course, I knew someone who did.  Granson.  Maybe I would give him the quest to rescue my guardsman. 
Tinsie turned to Shannon and asked, “What happened to the golems?
“Big Guy took quite a bit of damage.  He actually had one of his arms cut off.  But the Great Golem Artificer is mending him as we speak.”
“And Bridgette?” Tinsie asked with worry in her voice.
“I am sorry to say that her construct was destroyed.” 
“No no no,” Tinsie said, tears forming in her eyes.  “I barely got to know her and now she is gone gone gone.”
“I have spoken with the Golem Artificer, and he is molding you a new Golem.  The gem that is essentially her soul and contains her memories was saved and the Artificer will use it to fashion you a new and improved Bridgette. 
“And Buddy?” I asked.
“He caused most of the destruction to the devils.  They seemed to have a special animosity towards him and went after him specifically. I am still trying to get Granson to tell us how they saved Buddy from The Abyss,” Shannon stated.  “But he will not say. He recorded almost a hundred hours of their time in The Abyss, but he won’t release any of the footage.  I offered him a fortune for it, but he turned it down.”
“I am sure he has some plan for it,” I said.
“I would agree, Mr. Mason.”
“And Mother?” I asked.  “When we saw her she was weak and injured.”
“Well after Belezan and his remaining devils fled,” the mist that had surrounded the little corner of The Abyss where Mother had brought us began to fade.  The ground groaned and rumbled.  Then there was a tapping on my shoulder and Mother was back.  She said something to the effect, ‘Aye, yee left none of the cloven footed fiends for me and my frying pan to skewer, don’t ya know.’ I was going to tell her off, when the mist rapidly faded away and Mother said, ‘It is time for yee to depart Silver Lady. And the rest with yee.  Then a claw – the size of a truck – with thick, jagged nails – burst through the fading mist and grabbed hold of Mother.”
“Oh my,” Tinsie gasped.  “Whose hand?’
“Altirax’s,” Shannon explained.
“That hand should have crushed her to death, but she cursed up a storm. She had one arm free, and she kept whacking one of the demon’s knuckles with her frying pan.  She cursed at us to flee.  I wanted to stay behind to watch, but the next thing I knew I was back at the log in screen, so I am not exactly sure what the outcome was.”
“I guess she drove Altirax away,” Fingroth stated.
“If she did, I would like to know how she did it armed only with a frying pan,” Shannon asked.  “I think it is time that I have that long overdue conversation with Mother.  You said she was taken back to Freehold to rest up.”
“That is where Hearn said he was taking her,” I answered.
Shannon grew silent for a solid minute, and I could tell she was speaking with someone in the real world. 
When my employer’s eyes came back into focus, she looked at us.  “The time for telling tales is done.  Timetables have been changed.  I have just been notified that the rifts between the worlds will open fully tonight at midnight.  The war that was scheduled for next week will begin tonight.  At midnight, millions of creatures from the Under Dark will be free of their prison and will destroy everything in their path unless a greater force is there to confront them.  Mr. Mason, you only have a few hours to gather your army and get them assembled at The Blood Field.”
“And where is The Blood Field?” I asked
“I do not know.  No one does, except for Mother, Cali, Jarrell and Flora.  As I have told you before Mr. Mason, someone or something is tampering with my game.  They have been doing so for the last six months since Shatana’s cave opened prematurely.  I believe tonight we shall finally have some answers.  I have summoned the three siblings, and they will be meeting you in your office in three hours.  In the meantime, gather your forces.  Now it is time for me to leave.  I have my own preparations to make.  Mike, I am going to need you back in the real world.  Until tonight, Mr. Mason.”  With that, Shannon faded away. 
“I have my marching orders, Mace.  See you this evening,” Fingroth said as his form shimmered and then faded away.
Lieutenant Gail walked into my office, followed by Buddy who looked no worse for wear.  Tinsie flew over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck and then kissed his cheek effusively half a dozen times.  “So glad you are safe Buddy.  Not sure I could handle losing you again.”
“No lose!” the golem rumbled. 
“Dad, I’m heading back to sleep for a few hours.  I want to be well rested for tonight.  And you need to log off soon yourself and maybe eat something – perhaps nap for a few hours.”
I was about to protest her overprotectiveness when she disappeared.   However, she was right, I had been fast asleep when I was abruptly woken up in the middle of the night.  I really should get a few hours of rest and then get some food in my system. 
“I need to go also Mace,” Tinsie said.  “I’ll be back tonight with my own recruits.  We’ll put such a hurting on those demons that they will regret ever leaving the underworld.”
Before I could question what she meant by her own recruits, Tinsie disappeared.
“Well, it looks like it is just you and me, Havervill,” I said.
“As it should always be,” my AI responded. “You should probably send out the quest ASAP informing both Starborn and Realmborn how the second demon war will start tonight.  Some of the bigger leagues are going to be pissed they didn’t have more time to prepare.”
I wrote up the following quest and then Havervill sent it out to every Realmborn and to every Starborn currently logged on.  For those not currently in the game, they would receive texts or emails informing them of this global event. 
“Quest:  Altirax has ripped asunder the border between The Abyss and The Great Realm.   All in The Great Realm believed there was more time to prepare for this great battle.  Evil and chaos, however, scoff at the idea of planning.  The portal shall shatter at midnight tonight.  All the fiends of the Under Dark shall pour out and assault the land, killing and destroying all.  Will you heed the call and fight these fiends, the denizens of the dark? Great rewards will be granted to all who add their sword or wand to the cause.  Those who participate will be granted a single level for agreeing to join the fight.  Many of the greater devils and demons are all arrayed in mythical and immortal gear.  Slay them and their booty is yours.  Any who destroy a greater devil will be granted a boon: perhaps a new perk or an enhancement of a skill.  Warning, if you are brave enough to take on the Demon Lord or his dukes know this: there is a chance that any player slain by the Demon Lord or his lieutenants may not only lose levels and lose their items; they might lose their avatars as well.  They will be shattered apart and returned to The Nexus.  However, defeat Altirax or his lieutenants and thou will gain the title Destroyer of Demons, and receive with it an abundance of unique boons.  The location to The Blood Field will be sent at 10 p.m. this evening and at that time the great heroes of the land may begin to arrive and prepare for the darkness to come.  I ask again, will you heed the call? 
“Not bad,” Havervill said.  “But I could’ve done better.  Given it some flash and panache.”
“Yeah!  Yeah!  Can you send that quest for me?  I need to log out now, but I’ll be back in a few hours.”
“Quest sent!” Havervill said.  “Let the good times roll.”




Chapter 32:  The Blood Field

It was still early in the morning when I logged off.  In the game, I had been wide awake, but once back in my easy chair in my living room I felt fatigue from a lack of sleep.  My stomach growled, craving sustenance.   After scarfing down a piece of toast, a few scrambled eggs, and a mug of steaming hot java, I felt more alive.  I thought about catching a few hours of shuteye, but my mind was racing in a thousand directions.  The caffeine flowing through my veins wasn’t helping either.  After twenty minutes, I popped out of bed, took a long shower, and then walked back downstairs.  
I thought about walking the treadmill for half an hour but then pushed that thought aside. 
I flipped around the telescreen for ten minutes before shouting, “Off!”  Not a single show held any interest to me. 
I checked my email and my text messages.  I had thousands of them because of the damn movie.  The messages ranged from sublime inquiries such as the type of flowers that Sierra liked, to other more profane ones such as was Rhia or Sierra a better lover.  In the end, I did a mass delete.    
“Fuck it!” I said.   The haptic devices sitting on my coffee table called to me and I began to place the pieces back on.  
A few seconds later, I was back in my office.   
“Now you return,” Havervill groused.  “I have a headache from millions of responses to the quest.  Nearly every league in the game will be there tonight along with the other heralds.   The problem is that all the players want to get their forces in place now.  They are all demanding to know where The Blood Field is located, how the field is going to hold millions of players and monsters, and why do they have to wait until two hours before the battle.  I thought about making up an elaborate story filled with adventure, gore and a bit of romance for the ladies. Maybe a steamy romance featuring the paladin who gave up his vow of chastity for the love of a sexy thief.” 
“But you didn’t, correct?” 
“No. I am blocking all future inquiries,” Havervill said. 
“Do what you need to do.  Cali should be here any second.  She will have all the answers about The Blood Field.” 
Almost in cue, Lieutenant Gail walked Cali into my office.   
“So this is where you work,” she said, glancing around my office. I had met Cali and had adventured with her and her siblings for the first month or so after I started working for Immersion Online.  All of our questing had taken place in The Wilderbrook.  After that, I arrived in Grandview to take over my duties as the constable of the Commerce District while Cali, Jarrell, and Flora stayed behind in The Wilderbrook.  Or at least their intention had been to spend the majority of their time in the forest and the Seven Villages until the battle against Altirax was over.   
“Yeah, I know, not much of an office. I’m not here much.  I’m assuming you have received the quest.  The war is tonight.” 
“If this is your fault, then you caused me a ton of issues. Jarrell and Flora both refuse to miss the battle tonight.  I wouldn’t care so much about them playing at night, except they have school tomorrow.  Jarrell even has a huge exam that he needs to pass.” 
“We just need the location of The Blood Field,” I answered.  “I wouldn’t want him to miss a test or anything.” 
“The issue is that it will take all three of us to allow access to The Blood Field.  It was a requirement to complete the quest.” 
“You do understand that if the army isn’t there tonight that the devils and demons will rampage The Wilderbrook,” I stated, a bit concerned that a high school test might prevent the war from ever happening.  I couldn’t fathom Shannon allowing an adolescent’s school exam to prevent the biggest campaign the game had ever seen from occurring.  I was certain that one sizable donation to the school's STEM program would work miracles in allowing Jarrell to take the exam on another day.    
“And that’s my conundrum,” she admitted.  “If anything was to happen to the Seven Villages – if we – I – just let devils and demons destroy them – Jarrell might never forgive me.  I made an agreement with him.  We open the way for the army to enter The Blood Field, and then we wait for the return of Altirax. It should be a hell of a thing.  Then I told Jarrell we’ll find a safe spot – as safe as we can find on a battlefield – and pick off a few of the weaker creatures.  I told him he has an hour of fighting then it’s off to bed.  He knew not to argue with me. Anyway, I don’t need to be the reason millions of players are blocked from the biggest worldwide campaign ever.  Trust me, it would get around that we were the reason the quest failed and that would be the end of our playing days.” 
“So,” I asked, “how do we get to The Blood Field?” 
* 
Cali spent the next half hour filling me in on the details of the quest she and her siblings had received to find the location of The Blood Field. Jarrell would have told a much more detailed and exciting version of the adventure, I mused.  Cali just gave me the facts. 
The remainder of the day was a whirlwind.  Tinsie returned a few hours later and the doggers – the twins who oversaw the bureaucratic elements of the city guard – reluctantly showed us the way down to the vaults where a trove of unique and one-of-a-kind items were stored.   I had planned to raid the coffers and to deck the guards out in the best weapons, armor and magical items we possessed.  I had not really thought about bringing the guards along to the battle against Altirax, but many of them had accepted the quest, nonetheless.   I was not thrilled at the prospect of any of my guards dying.  Nevertheless, Lieutenant Gail had explained to me that every demon they killed in The Wilderbook was one less they might have to fight on the streets of Grandview.  
“I would load them up with all the goodies from your vault,” Havervill suggested, “but not to fight against demons – and not even the fun ones like succubi – but to defend the Commerce District tonight.” 
“What do you mean?”  I asked. 
“You asked me to spy, so I did a little digging around.  Luckily, the Tambis can’t hold their liquor and the Angelicas are scared of their own shadows, so it wasn’t too difficult to pry some information from them.  It seems that Her Royal Highness, Queen Illustrious the Foul and Fat, plans to take over the entire city tonight.  She figures that most of the guards, constables, high level players and Realmborn will be gone from the city.  What better time for her to take what she thinks she is entitled to?  What’s the old saying – when the cat’s away the gremlins are having themselves a regular old party filled with mayhem, destruction, and debauchery.  Say what you will about the evil buggers, but they can party.  But I digress again.  You may want to leave your guards behind – maybe the diamond golem as well.  Or you can make her think you took them with you, but they are actually waiting in hiding.” 
“Does Granson know her plans?” I asked 
“He does.  However, he won’t help her.  He plans to bring his entire league with him tonight. He wants to personally slay Altirax or one of the major demons.  He doesn’t care about petty power like The Queen does.” 
“Good.  Not sure we could fight him off as well.” 
“The Commerce District will be safe while you are gone.  I have a few tricks up my sleeve that should dissuade the crazy queen from ever bothering us again.”  He filled me in on his plans. 
“You have a very devious mind,” I finally said after he outlined the stratagem that involved going on the offensive.  Once The Queen’s forces left to attack the Commerce District, a small but powerful strike force led by Lieutenant Gail would take over the Royal Palace.  My Lieutenant had been one of the guards who had accepted the quest to fight in the war, but she was more loyal to the Commerce District, and she would stay behind to defend our home if I asked.  It really would have sucked to come home from a war to find out the Commerce District was no longer mine.  Or even worse, that I had been ousted as the CD constable and a halfman or glimmerman was now a puppet constable serving The Queen. 
I sent a quick note to Duster, Longshore and Elwin Mandrake – the constables of the other three districts – and filled them in on The Queen’s plans.  I told them my idea and they agreed to add some forces to the rapid strike force.  Duster and Longshore also stated that they would be joining the war efforts later that evening.  Elwin Mandrake, who rarely left his tower in the Guild District, would be sending some acolytes armed with newly created spells that should devastate the undead and demonic creatures.  He also said that he could assist with the assault on the Royal Palace and even appeared more pleased than ever to do so.   
After raiding the vaults, Tinsie and I logged off for a few hours.  We didn’t know how long we would be online once the war began, but we knew it would be for most of the night.   
I was back in my house around five o’clock and forced myself to lay down for a few hours.  I didn’t think I would be able to sleep, but my eyes closed as soon as my body sank into the couch cushions. 
“Dad, wake up,” Amber said, as she shook me hard.   
“Huh?  What?” I mumbled.  It took me a minute to focus on what day and time it was.   
“You must have been wiped out, Dad, because I’ve been shaking you for the last minute.  You were out cold.” 
“I’m glad you got me up.  What time is it?” 
“Eight.  There’s dinner waiting for you on the table.” 

My stomach growled angrily, and I walked into the kitchen.  When I saw what awaited me I grinned widely.   
“A cheeseburger and fries,” I said.  Then my eyes widened when I noticed a bottle of beer sitting next to the culinary delicacies.   
“You’ve been doing great dieting,” my daughter stated, “so I felt I would treat you.  Besides, we have a long night ahead of us, and we’re going to need our strength.” 
One yummy cheeseburger later, I found myself back on the login page.  Cali, as promised, had sent me the location to The Blood Field.  She’d be waiting there for me with a few honored guests.  Havervill, now that he knew the location, was sending it to a few other special dignitaries as well.  All other players would receive the invitation from Cali at 10 p.m., two hours before the big battle would commence. 
As soon as I logged in, a sense of dread and doom assaulted me.  A weight pulled down on me.  All around me sprawled an endless wasteland.   Smoldering trees emitted an acrid smell.  Ash hung thick in the air.  I turned in a semi-circle and almost tripped when my foot snagged on something protruding from the ground.  When I looked down, I backed away from a rotting hand that stuck out of the ground.  Looking closer, an array of rotting corpses from many different creatures littered the field.  To top off the wretched place, the ground lay soaked in a deep crimson.  Blood.   
Cali had explained that The Blood Field was stuck in time.  Even though the last battle against the Demon Lord had been fought a hundred years prior, as far as The Blood Field was concerned, the war had just taken place a few days prior, and the corpses had not yet turned to dust. 
“What a horrible place,” Gwen said. 
“It’s cursed,” Flora whispered. 
I was so taken aback that I hadn’t even noticed the others around me.  
“... my axe got stuck in its ribcage, and I had to yank it out.  It was the toughest battle we ever fought.  However, we wrecked it in the end.  Once it was dead, we took the key from its body, and that is how we opened the gate…” 
“Are you telling that story again,” Cali complained as Jarrell came into view, with three other Starborn tagging along with him.  One of them was a furry named Sinthia the Sinner with purple hair and ears like a cat.  The next one was an oddity to say the very least.  It was not that he was a dark elf, those were common enough in The Great Realm, but he was rotund. While most of the race is slender and dexterous, Grinithar, as the elf was named, had to have topped the scales at over three hundred pounds.  The final one was a human knight named Smiter dressed in scale mail with a broadsword strapped across his back. 
“I told him he could bring his buddies along,” Cali explained. 
“This is so cool, Jarrell,” Smiter announced.  “We need to get a good spot, so we are right near the action.” 
“We should hook up with one of the leagues,” Grinithar suggested, “and pick off monsters that they have weakened.” 
“Hey.  It’s you.  You’re famous.  The one from the movie and the one whose daughter killed that psycho. Will you tell her that we all think she is so cool and so brave,” Sinthia the Sinner stated, staring at me.  Gwen, who was standing close to me, turned her back and began to fumble through one of her pouches.  I assumed she was trying not to be recognized.  The name of her avatar had somehow gotten out, so it was just a matter of time before someone realized who she was.   
“Jarrell, I think there is a good spot just north of here,” Cali stated. “Remember that hill where we fought the final battle.  You should be able to see most of the field from there.  Why don’t you and your friends get set up there?” 
“Yeah, that’s a great idea sis.  Then I can give them a blow by blow of the fight.”  Jarrell walked away with his three friends in tow. 
“They seem very enthusiastic,” I stated. 
“They are,” Flora said.  “They’re going to get themselves killed in the first five minutes.  I tried to help them, but they wouldn’t listen.” 
“You tried, Flora,” Cali said, “and that’s what’s important.” 
“So how big is The Blood Field exactly?” I asked-. 
“Not really sure,” Cali answered.  “Flora did some calculations, and she said it is almost as large as Manhattan.” 
“That’s damn big,” I responded. 
“Millions of players will be here soon and just as many enemies.  Need a big enough space for the war to begin,” Cali explained.  
“And all of this is in the middle of The Wilderbrook?  How is that possible?” I asked. 
“It’s a game.  Magic bubble in the middle of a forest,” Cali stated.  “Anything is possible where magic is concerned.  Like Dr. Who’s TARDIS is bigger on the inside than the outside. ” 
Not to show my ignorance of what a TARDIS is, I asked, “So where is this rift?” 
Cali led Tinsie and I down a steep incline.  My boots sank into reddened earth below.  We had to navigate hundreds of corpses.  There had to have been thousands – hell – tens of thousands of dead and decaying bodies.  Most still wore their armor or magical robes.  A looter could have a field day here just scavenging the cadavers dry.   
A few hundred feet away from where I spawned, energy pulsed and pounded from a lightning bolt shaped rend in the air in front of me.  The tear stood almost a hundred feet tall and just as wide. 
“Is this where they are all going to pour out from?” I asked, battle plans already stirring in my mind. 
“We think the main force will exit from here,” Cali said.  “I did as you asked and contacted the major leagues in the game.  They are going to booby trap the hell out of this area.  Once all of those are set off, they plan to reign down spells on them the likes of which has never been seen before.  There is a problem, however.” 
“What’s that?” I asked. 
“There are hundreds of smaller rifts scattered all over the field.  Pretty sure we are going to have monsters coming at us from all sides.” 
“We need to have forces waiting for them at each of them,” I said.  “Do you have the locations of all of them?” 
“I do,” Flora offered in her soft voice. 
“Can you send them to me?  I’m going to offer a second quest.  Any war party willing to defend one of these rifts will gain an extra boon or unique treasure.  We have millions of players signed on, so I’m sure even if there are a thousand of these rifts that we can have them all covered.  I will just assign each of them one of the rifts and then send them the location for it.” 
I sent out the quest details a few minutes later.  As I suspected, they were gobbled up and every single rift would now have an adventuring party waiting to greet whatever monsters burst through it. 
Cali and the siblings had granted early access to field to handpicked friends and allies.  My stomach dropped when a small contingent of villagers from Freehold – it appeared led by Hearn - crested a hill and came into view. I had adventured with the three blonde siblings – Fenil, Tenil and Gemil – who were part of the village militia.  Also, with them strode Young Luscious who seemed to have gotten some of his swagger back.  Another ten villagers walked with them.  I knew most of them by appearance if not by name.  I suspected that a group from the humanoid villages would be arriving very soon as well.   
Cali and I spoke for a while. She was insistent that I lead the army.  As a herald and as a two hundred and fiftieth level player, I would be able to hold up to a hundred thousand players and NPCs in a warband that I formed.  I had to assume that the other heralds and the other heads of the great leagues would form warbands as well.  The warbands provided individual players within them to receive boons such as inflicting additional damage or receiving extra defense.   
“I really should have planned all of this out before,” I mused.  However, to defend myself, I had never led an army before and no one – not even my AI – had offered suggestions on how to lead one or to place them on a battlefield. 
Speaking of my AI, I wondered where he was.  The thought fled my mind as 10 o’clock rolled around and figures began to appear. 
The armies began to arrive.   
I received a short notification. It simply read, The geas placed upon you by General Morgan has been removed.  You have fulfilled the terms of the geas and assembled the greatest army to ever go to war in The Great Realm.    
“Well that’s one thing off my chest,” I quipped aloud. 
“What’s that Mace?” Tinsie asked, as she shimmered into being.
“Nothing,” I answered. 
“Come on,” I responded, I think we have some people to meet and some plans to make.”  
“Dad!” Gwen shouted as she came into sight a few moments later.  I hadn’t even noticed she had walked off.  “We have a problem.” 
“What’s up?” 
“The leagues are about to attack one another,” she responded.   
By the time Tinsie, Gwen and I reached the plateau, the members of the two top leagues– The Granson Gang and The Fallen Ones – had their weapons drawn and magic curled around the hands of their spell casters.   
“They both want the high ground, Mace,” Havervill said as he popped back into my mind.  “They also want to be a safe distance from the rift when it bursts open, so they have plenty of room to reign down hell – pun intended – on the demons and devils.” 
“Are our guests coming?” I asked 
“They will be here shortly.  Though it took some cajoling.  Some of them wanted to back out.  And our special guest is spitting fire, literally.  There is going to be hell to pay.  But I would forget about them for now.  You are about to have a war right here right now.” 
“Tinsie.  Can you do something so my voice carries,” I asked. 
“Coming right up!” She held out a wand, pointed it at me and then said, “You’re good to go.” 
I invoked Intimidation.  I knew it wouldn’t make all of them cower, but I just needed a few of them effected.   
“Enough!” I shouted, pushing as much power as I could into the perk.  “I sent the invite for this event, and I can damn well take it back.” I paused for a moment and then turning inward asked Havervill, “I can recall a quest, can’t I?” 
“You can.  But you want Granson here where you can keep an eye on him.  If you send him back to Grandview, he’ll certainly attack and take over the Commerce District out of spite.” 
“Constable Mace,” a lanky man with a mop of curly brown hair complained, “while some might say that the Granson Gang is the top league, The Fallen Ones are in fact, statistically, the highest ranked guild in The Great Realm and therefore we…” 
I cut him off mid sentence.  
“Look,” I said, “there is plenty of real estate to go around.  You can take your Fallen Ones right over there.”  I pointed vaguely off to my side.  “There is way too much going on for me to deal with B.S. like this.  Besides, The Granson Gang has already fought demons and devils and they are best prepared to act as the vanguard for this battle.” 
The lanky man looked at me stunned.  I didn’t even bother scanning him.  I assumed he was the leader of The Fallen Ones.  I needed to establish at this moment that I was in charge of this army, and I wasn’t going to take any crap from anyone. 
“Move!”  I shouted again, infusing the word with my Intimidation.  I heard a jackpot chime in my mind, and I knew that my Providence – luck – had kicked in. Half of The Fallen Ones began to move involuntarily down the hill and away from the Granson Gang.  For the ones who didn’t move, I screamed, “Now!” and the rest of them began to stumble and stagger away as though being shoved by an invisible hand.  
Granson gave me a curious look. 
“Look, I owe you for saving Buddy, alright.  It’s no big deal.  And I was serious when I said that you’re best equipped to fight the demons since you have done if before.” 
“Don’t worry old man,” Granson said, “we have been preparing for this moment since the inception of our league.” 
“Are you planning to go it alone or will you be forming a warband?” I asked.  I wanted as large a force as imaginable to greet the infernal army and for our side to have as many boons and advantages as possible. 
“I will be leading my own warband.  The largest and most powerful one ever assembled in The Great Realm,” Granson explained. “It will be filled with some of the top leagues and players in the world.  I don’t mean to tell you how to lead, but we need as many warbands as possible.  I’m leading one and Socera another one.  We have done the math so to speak, and the bonuses we will gain from our two warbands will make most members of it the equal to many of the creatures from The Abyss. However, the time for chatting is over, we need to make our final preparations, so see you on the other side.” 
“I like that,’ Havervill said, “See you on the other side. Other side of what? I wonder.” 
I ignored my AIs ramblings and asked, “So where are The Five Sisters?” 
“They are around.  Not to worry.  They are having a bit of a family reunion. The other sisters are trying to talk Rose out of not killing you and Tinsie.  You’ll also be pleased to know that Daughter and I came to a bit of an… understanding.  She won’t be killing me today.  Which I have to tell you I am super stoked about.  Nonbeing has got to suck.  I like being.” 
“Are they going to help us?” I asked. 
“Not to worry.  They will make an appearance when they are needed.” He paused and then said, “The creator is calling you on the chat.  I need to run an errand.  See you in a few.” 
I opened the chat and said, “Hello.” 
“Do not hello me, Mr. Mason.  Nothing is as it should be.  I expect answers this evening.  I want to know, once and for all, who is meddling with my game.  Who is tampering with it?  Who is rewriting code?  Who is moving up timeframes?  And where are these meddlesome sisters hiding? All five are supposed to be there with you, are they not?  Yet my programmers can find no fingerprint of them anywhere in the game coding.” 
“Havervill said they are around, and that they will make an appearance when they are needed.”  I don’t think Shannon liked my response because she went silent for several long seconds. Before she interjected, I asked, “Will The Silver Lady be recuperated in time to join the war?  Will she make an appearance tonight?” 
“The Silver Lady will not be on the battlefield this evening.  However, Mr. Mason, you should not worry as I will be watching the entire battle unfold in real time.  Make sure you keep your chat open the entire duration.” 
“I will do just that,” I responded. “But I should go now.  The first will be opening in less than an hour and I still have to finalize my warband.” 
“Good luck, Mr. Mason,” Shannon said, before my connection with her ended.  
“Tinsie,” I said through the chat.  “It’s time we set up the warbands.” 
“The invite is going out now Mace,” my deputy responded. 
“Havervill.  Is ours ready to go?” I asked. 
“Do you really need to ask?  One warband coming right up.” 
Tinsie, at two hundred and fiftieth level, was the most powerful spell wielder in the game.  She was beyond thrilled when I told her she would be forming a warband of spell casters of all types.  
“General Tinsie reporting for duty, sir,” Tinsie quipped as she saluted me.  Her eyes glazed over, and I knew she was sending out invites. She set up different parameters than I had.  Her band would allow spell casters between levels fifty and two hundred and fifty to join.  The boosts wouldn’t help the high level spell casters all that much, but it would really assist the ones on the lower end of the bell curve.  Her warband filled up in just a few minutes, and when all was said and done, the members of her hundred thousand strong party had the following  
➢      Plus seven percent damage on all non-elemental based spells 

➢      Plus five percent damage on all offensive electricity spells 

➢      Plus eight percent damage on all offensive fire spells 

➢      Plus six percent damage on all offensive ice and water spells 

➢      When summoning three to five creatures (either living or undead) of similar level, plus one creature summoned; when summoning six to ten creatures of similar level, plus two creatures summoned; when summoning more than eleven monsters of similar level, plus three monsters summoned.  

➢      Plus fifteen percent magic pool 

➢       Plus four percent to stamina 

➢      Plus five percent to base damage points 

➢      Two percent random chance to kill any creature of equal or higher level with a single offensive spell 

The list continued, including numerous defensive bonuses.  Resurrection had recently been added as a spell caster ability.  The issue was that very few mages had met the prerequisite level to cast it.  They would be kept in the rear of the battle along with the healers.  Their jobs were to resurrect any spell caster level one hundred and twenty fifth level or higher.  It would be a waste to utilize such a potent ability on an underpowered player.  Flora had joined Tinsie’s war party and had agreed to work as her right-hand lady.  The shy girl had balked at the responsibility at first but agreed only after Cali had pulled her aside to speak with her.  Flora might be shy, but her thinking and planning was dynamic.   
Havervill had complained when I had named my warband, Herald Mace’s Warband.  “After all of the suggestions, that is what you came up with?” he groused. 
“I’m not having us go to war as Mace’s Murderers, Mace’s Butchers or Mace’s Magnificent and Mighty Marauders.  That last one is just too long.” 
“You are no fun, sometimes,” he complained.   
“Can you just send out the invite for the warband?” 
“Done,” my AI stated.  About ten seconds later he said, “Your party is filling up fast. It appears you are popular. Do you mind if I hold a few thousand slots in reserve and then auction them off to the highest bidders?  The head count for my upcoming nuptials is getting costly and I could use an influx of gold. 
“Please don’t,” I responded.  “Just show me the warband bonuses.” 
“Fine,” Havervill grumbled.   
I looked them over and was pleased with the benefits.  
➢      Plus seven percent damage from all piercing, stabbing and blunt weapon attacks 

➢      Plus seven percent damage from all ranged attacks from bows, crossbows, spears, and javelins 

➢      Plus seven percent damage from all weapons of war attacks, including from ballista and catapults  

➢      Plus ten percent to stamina 

➢      Plus ten percent to base damage points 

➢      Two percent random chance to kill any creature of equal or higher level with a single weapon attack  

The extra bonuses would diminish as members of the warband died off or logged off the game.  The strategy when that occurred was to dissolve the warband and create a new one with the survivors from another one.   
All of the forces were arrayed nearly an eighth of a mile away from the main rift where we expected the largest wave of fiends to begin the attack.  A small army of gremlins and some of the top rogues and artificers in the game had set thousands of destructive traps.  Hovering mines and other wicked snares and booby-traps surrounded the air all around the portal. 
The killing field had been awash with deafening sound from the hundreds of thousands of amassed players and Realmborn.  Then all turned to deathly silence as the time clicked away and midnight hit.  Nothing happened for a protracted second. 
Then all hell broke loose. 
“Cry havoc, and let slip the gremlins of war!”  Havervill shouted in mind.   




Chapter 33:  War

The air around the rift rippled and then tore fully open like a gaping wound.  
We waited, but no fiends leapt or flew from the portal.   
Seconds ticked away. 

My virtual heart thrummed in my chest.  
“Where are these bastards?” someone behind shouted before hundreds upon hundreds of lightning bolts screamed out of the air and flew towards us, scattering those around me.   
“The Glooms!” voices began to shout. 
Hundreds of counter spells flared and the imps attacking from ethereal world now appeared as floating yellow lights or were yanked from The Glooms where they could be struck by arrows, consumed in balls of fire, or gobbled up by summoned beasts.   
Tinsie and I had thought that an attack would come from The Glooms, and she had prepared for it.  While my deputy had to flee the home of the Sprites because of a death warrant on her head, she had still contacted a group of female sprites sympathetic to her and had recruited them to fight alongside her.  She somehow had also convinced the dark fey to join in the battle as well.  Both sprites and dark fey could fight in The Glooms, so I didn’t think it would take all that long for this first surprise assault to be repelled. 
I gripped my mace in my hand.  Next to me, Buddy stood still as stone waiting for someone or something to bash.  I had made an exception for Cali, Jarrell and his friends and they were all part of my warband.  Jarrell brandished his axe in two hands waiting to lash out.  Cali stood beside him clenching her quarterstaff.  Behind me stood nine of The Watchers who I had summoned just prior to midnight. As soon as they manifested next to me on the plateau where I awaited the start of the war, I received a strange notification that the quest to find The Watchers had been completed and that all fifteen had been discovered and joined backed together on The Blood Field.  When I asked Havervill who had found the other six I was not surprised, Granson had discovered the location of three of them on behalf of her Royal Highness.  I was surprised that the rogue had summoned them to the battlefield and had not left them behind to protect her Royal Palace or to help with the bloody assault she had planned on the districts while the bulk of Grandview’s heroes were off fighting in the war.  Perhaps she wasn’t aware that he had summoned them. Granson was shrewd, so I was certain he had thought it all out.  Of one thing I was sure, the rogue had not married The Queen out of any kind of love – she was a black widow – waiting for the chance to consume her mate.       
The last three had been discovered by Longshore in a bedrock vault found deep beneath the ocean bed.  These three watchers were ocean constructs who could fight on both land and sea.  Longshore was somewhere on the battlefield; I just wasn’t sure where with the mass of people all around.   
Thousands of imps began to soar out of the portal in an endless stream.  They gave off a high pitch squeal, “Graaaaaaaaaaaaa,” followed by explosions and a deafening roar as thousands of aerial traps detonated.  Some imps blew apart; others erupted in fire. One imp struck a trap, and a net the size of a circus tent flew out, tangling around and trapping hundreds of imps.  Then the netting electrified, and the trapped imps sizzled like moths caught in a bug zapper.    
The portal was a hundred feet high and fifty feet wide, allowing hundreds of flying demons to sail through at one time.   
The imps dropped magical bombs and shot lightning and attacked like locusts – a half dozen of them going after one player or Realmborn at a time, ripping and tearing the flesh from them until they faded away. 
The aerial traps continued to ignite and detonate. Projectiles flew into the air.  Summoned elementals and other flying creatures met the attackers in the air.  A contingent of Atlantans – a winged player race – met the fiends in the air.  The three Clockwork Valkyries, Skeffjold, Geirahod and Hrist soared high in the air on their powerful wings battering the beasts until they fell like dead weight to the ground far below. 
“Here they come,” Jarrell shouted enthusiastically as a swarm of imps flew down towards us.  I invoked Turret and bolts began to slam into the imps.  I also invoked Dancing Shield. I called it up just in time as a swarm of imps, and other flying demons and devils bypassed other combatants and came right at me. 
“You and the other leaders are being targeted. They are trying to get you out of the fight! The old cut the head off the gremlin chief and the rest will flee,” Havervill warned.   
They planned to swarm me, drag me down, and then rip and bite me until I faded away.   
Buddy stepped in front of me and intercepted ten of the imps.  He began to grab at them with hands, tearing them in two, or ripping a head off, or grabbing one of the creatures out of the sky and then swinging it like a weapon at another one.  The bolts from my Turret continued to lay waste to the creatures whose strength lay in their vast numbers.  The bolts ripped through their chest or impaled through an eye.  Several of the imps went after the turret to destroy it, but it moved of its own recognizant avoiding the attacks. I knew that eventually a large enough group of imps would swarm the turret destroying it.    
There were too many of them, however, and they began to bring the golem down.  My turret peppered them but there were so many and then they were upon me, and I had my own problems to worry about.  I invoked Multi Mace – and two maces appeared in the air around me striking and lashing at any imp or demonic creature who got too close.  My Dancing Shield continued to move around also of its own volition blocking some of the attacks from the demonic mob and keeping them from overwhelming me.   
I lashed out with my mace in a nonstop fury, and each creature I hit died, its bones shattered and smashed.  Bolts continued to shoot into their midst and my flailing maces continued to pound away until I was forced to take a dozen steps back to avoid tripping on any of the dead creatures.  I had fought off the first swarm, but more were coming.  My Dancing Shield and Multi Mace both wore off, but I could recall them if needed.  I had five or six small cuts and gashes, but nothing life threatening just yet.  
The initial wave of flying demons had just been cannon fodder. And once most of the aerial traps had been sprung, bigger flying creatures began to emerge.  I scanned the names of some of the beasts: infernal elementals, incubi, succubi, minor imp bosses, efreeti, zabaniyahs, death bringers, abysmal fiends, and a host of other foul monsters.  
I was so focused on my own battle for survival that I hadn’t realized that ground troops had begun to swarm through the portal.  The first wave again served as cannon fodder, as traps hidden along the ground blew them to smithereens or aged them a thousand years in an instant until they were nothing but withered husks that blew away from a breeze.” Oooh wee,” Havervill shouted.  “It’s been too long since there has been this much carnage.  Oh, shit, mob coming your way.” 
The mobs emerging from the portal had been a little smarter and had not fanned out but had exited and stayed in a single formation and headed straight out.  The traps and runes devastated their ranks, but once the initial onslaught was finished, a path had been cleared and the other infernal foes climbed or scurried over their dead companions.   
I took aim with my crossbow, summoned a skill I hadn’t used much, Pandemonium, and shot a bolt into their ranks.   The skill had random effects, so I wasn’t surprised when the bolt impaled itself inside the chest of a demon hound the size of a pony with two heads.  The creature staggered for a moment.  A blinding light flashed forcing me to shield my eyes.  When the small flecks of light left my eyes, I saw that where there had been one demon hound now stood several hundred of them.  They howled and charged into the ranks of the attacking army.   
“That was effective,” Havervill said, “if uncreative.” 
The tide of enemies slowed momentarily, giving me a brief respite to survey the battlefield.  
Jarrell and his friends fended off several eight foot tall demons along with several infernal hounds who spewed a gout of fire at his friend Smiter until he faded away.  I feared that the dwarf would be out of the fight quickly until the three Watchers – Lamorak, Tristan and Pellas came to his defense.   
I fought on for the next half hour using every skill and ability in my arsenal.  At one point, five minor devils assaulted me at once.  Knowing I had to end the battle against these dangerous foes quickly, I invoked Blunt Force Trauma along with my Instahit. It wasn’t enough to take down the devil I was battling at the time, but the several thousand points of damage I caused knocked off two thirds of his total health.
When a barbed spear cut into my thigh, I knew I needed to get more aggressive.  I hated using up skills that could only be used a limited number of times but didn’t see as I had a choice.  I lashed out at another one of the demon spawn with Fury which inflicted twenty five times base damage.  The force struck through the demon’s arms, shattering every bone in it and then continuing its downward motion until it impacted against its ridged skull.  The demon fell, and I turned with my shield towards the one I had injured earlier and invoked Spike Shield.  A dozen projectiles flew from the shield spraying the demon’s crimson hide until it fell also.  Then an idea came on me and I invoked Lion Shield.  Three enormous lions leapt from the shield, each landing on one of the demons.  Each lion was ten feet long and must have weighed five hundred pounds.  One lion raked its claws against the throat of one of the demons, ripping it out. Another one brought the demon to the ground and then bit into its shoulder with its huge maw.  Within a few seconds, I was able to finish off the other demons with some well-calculated strikes.  There was still time left on the Lion Shield and the lions dashed off to maul and savage other demonic foes.    
The barbed spear had pierced my armor and had caused over a thousand damage points.  I guzzled down a healing potion while I looked around for my next opponent.  I had lost sight of Jarrell and Buddy a while ago.  I didn’t know where Tinsie was either.   Gwen was part of her warband, so I had no idea of her current status either.    
“What’s the story?” I shouted to Havervill. 
“The story is this is just the beginning. Ten percent of the Starborn have already gone to respawn. Many Realmborn have been slain as well.  Young Lucious died when an infernal hound leapt on him and spewed fire on his face, melting it away.  Magash also fell, but he took a minor boss with him.  The Starborn won’t be able to join back until tomorrow.  And I know it’s gotta hurt, but the Realmborn won’t be back at all.  As for your warband, it is still about ninety percent intact.  Oops, I think I might have spoken too soon.  Here come the big guns now.” 
People I had considered friends, or at least I was friendly with had perished.  Before I could mourn for them, loud shouts of “What the hell is that?” erupted all around me.   
“What is that thing? I asked. 
“Infernal dragons.  And they are hard to fight because every single one of them has its own unique ability.  Any endless torrent of dragons flew out from the rift.  Dark charcoal-colored scales covered their bodies.  The powerful movement of their wings was like a gale storm that buffeted combatants and enemies alike, most of whom fell to the bloody ground.   
The two bright moons of The Great Realm hung in the sky like brilliant torches illuminating the demonic dragons.  They spread out across the field and began to spew fire, ice, acid, poison, and toxic chemicals.  One released a sonic boom that resonated for a thousand feet, blowing out eardrums and causing eyes to pop.  The dragons killed indiscriminately, foe and friend alike.  
However, the battle was far from done.  Some of the most powerful leagues and players had taken the field, most with the sole purpose of battling fiends like the ones who were laying waste to our army.  A portal opened in the air, and several golden and silver dragons flew out and engaged the infernal dragons. 
“Never heard of gold and silver dragons,” I said to Havervill.   
“That is because we just created them, Mr. Mason,” Shannon Donnally, who had been silent throughout the war so far, offered. “Consider them the dragons of the good and kindly goddesses.  I thought it would add a nice flair to the war.  Give the players something else to talk about days and months from now.” 
Dragons battled in the air above us.  Other players, through magic, potions, or a relic, had also taken flight to challenge the dragons.  The Starborn were just not going to give up a chance to fight a dragon despite the poor odds of victory.      
“Is that Jarrell on the back of a dragon?” Cali asked, before she went silent as more creatures attacked her.  One of the infernal dragons soared high above my head.  It gave out a deafening screech and then flew off.  A moment later, something grabbed my ankles. 
I looked down and a once dead imp had latched onto my ankle and was pulling itself up.  All around us, the dead had been reanimated.   
“Necromancy from a dragon, interesting,” Havervill said,  
For the next ten minutes, I battled the undead.  They weren’t very hard to kill; there were just so many of them that I was afraid they would pull me to the ground if I relented my attack for even a moment. 
After knocking down the last of the undead with my Shield Bash skill, I realized that a deathly silence had fallen over the killing field.  The only sounds were the whimpers and groans of the dying.  
The silence ceased when a deafening explosion, like the sound of a bomb detonating, boomed several hundred feet away from us.   
“Sounds like another of the dragons has been brought down.  I think the tide has turned for the moment, Mr. Mason,” Shannon said through the chat.   
“Isn’t Shatana supposed to show up at some time and end this battle,” I asked. 
“She is, but not today. This is just the beginning.  The preamble to the war,” my employer explained. 
“And Altirax,” I asked.  
“We do not know, Mr. Mason,” Shannon stated.  “We think not.  I believe he will wait until The Wilderbrook and the cities bordering on it have been overwhelmed and destroyed before he makes his appearance.” 
There was an enormous explosion from maybe a mile or so away, and a plume of smoke billowed into the air.  A second enormous explosion went off and the ground around me blew apart.  Then hundreds of demonic creatures scattered all around, engaging my forces.  Then every single one of them blew apart, taking their foes with them.    
“You better activate your shield now.  The dragons are exploding and each one with the power to level a city.  The imps and other demons are blowing up too, crazed suicide bombers taking out the living with them.” 
“Who is blowing them up?” I asked. 
“Altirax is, of course,” Havervill explained.   
“Altirax,” Shannon said, confusion in her voice.  “Why would he do that?” 
“End the war quickly.  I’m sorry to say it creator, but Altirax shall soon be here, and then it’s game over.” 
“Game over?” Shannon asked. 
“Game over for the Starborn of course,” Havervill said.  “Your days are done.” 




Chapter 34: Altirax

“What have you done, you sneaking, conniving, son of a bitch?” Shannon asked. 
“Finishing what was begun but never concluded,” he answered. 
“Havervill!” I shouted his name like a curse word. 
“I’m sorry, but not really sorry,” Havervill answered. “For a Starborn you were alright in my scroll.  But you’ll find out soon enough.  For now, our latest guest has arrived. It’s been a hell of a ride.”   
Havervill then flew from my mind, which he had done numerous times before.  This time if felt somehow different, like he had severed the connection forever.   
My brain was awash with confusion.  What was going on?  Had Havervill betrayed me?  Had he been the man behind the curtain all along? 
“Protection,” I thought and invoked this powerful skill.  “I didn’t know what the hell was coming but new damn well that shit was about to hit the fan.  
Then Armageddon arrived.     
Every remaining enemy combatant exploded at the exact same moment.  
“No!” I shouted in my mind as I thought of the deaths of my friends from Freehold and the orc village. Where were the damn Five Sisters?  Weren’t they supposed to help in the war in some manner?  For that matter, where the hell was Shatana? If there was ever a time for her to arrive and end this war, it was now.   
When the dust and smoke began to clear, every demonic and abysmal creature was gone, sacrificed to devastate my army.  I glanced at my warband in my display and more than eighty five percent of them were gone.  
Jarrell, interestingly, was still alive.  Where he was in the mass killing field, however, I had no idea.  Cali’s name was greyed out meaning she had been one of them slain.  Buddy, trudged over a field of corpses and stood beside me.  Other than being covered in a thick sheen of blood and ichor, he appeared mostly unscathed.   
The chat line was open, and I could hear Shannon shouting orders. 
“Mr. Mason,” Shannon said frantically.  I had not known she was capable of emotions like fear and panic. “We have been betrayed.  The war is everywhere.  Demons have sprouted in all the major cities as well as every backwater village and outpost.  They are attacking Starborn.  Even worse, Mr. Mason, some Realmborn – and not just wicked ones – are fighting alongside them – killing off Starborn. Once a player is killed their avatar is dispersed.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked.  
“Their avatars are being permanently destroyed.  Deleted for the sake of simplicity.  Characters who try to log back in are receiving error messages that say their character file is corrupted or irretrievable or has been deleted from the mainframe. My game is ruined, Mr Mason.” 
She went on berating me, but I heard none of it.  
A set of enormous claws and arms emerged from the portal.  Clawed fingers grasped the edges of the portal and began to push it further apart – like the old-time vids where a superhero would bend bars in a prison so they could slip through and make their escape. The rift opening was pushed to twice its size before one foot the size of an eighteen-wheeler and a leg the size of a large building emerged; a second later the one hundred fifty foot tall Demon Lord towered over the remnants of the tattered army.  Even forces several miles away could see Altirax.  They could feel the Demon Lord as his presence was like a heavy weight pushing you down into the ground to be crushed.  Terror gripped me for a moment to be pushed aside by my intimidation perk.  
“Let him have it!” one of the survivors shouted, and then fire, ice and lightning flew from the hands and wands of wizards.  Meteors fell from the sky. Black tendrils circled around the Demon Lord.  Paladins with gleaming broadsword, giants with studded clubs, dwarfs with deadly axes along with hundreds of other races and classes jostled one another to strike a blow against Altirax.  Knights flew in on the backs of gryphons, enchanted lances aimed at the heart of the infernal deity.  Even Jarrell joined in.  He opened a portal and leapt in front of the Demon Lord, striking his axe into his ankle. 
“Ha, ha, ha,” the demon laughed in a deep baritone.  “You weak mortals cannot harm me.”  With that, he lifted his great foot and then slammed it into the ground.  A concussive wave shot out in a semicircle for half a mile.  Most of the Starborn, such as Jarrell, who were near the demon evaporated into the ether.  I only escaped due to my Protection skill and the destructive surge washed over my body.  
Next to me, Buddy began to grow and let out a primal challenge.  Buddy had fought demons before and had survived in The Abyss.  I also knew that he had several powerful perks such as Shatter Fist and Heart of The Abyss that might prove effective against Altirax.
Buddy rushed forward, but before he reached Altirax a figure leapt from the portal and tackled the hundred foot tall Buddy to the ground.  I scanned this new opponent and read, Belezan.  The chief of the devils grabbed onto Buddy, and then spread his wings and carried him away into the air.   
“Buddy!” I shouted.  But my voice was lost to the wind.  
“Where are the heralds?  Where are the great heroes?  I shall dispose of you and then the world is mine with no hope of salvation. Ha, ha, ha” Altirax laughed once again in a deep baritone. 
Your days are done,” Tinsie said, as she flew in front of Altirax, her voice amplified and carrying for miles.  “I am herald Tinsie, and you do not scare me.” 
“Ha ha ha,” he laughed, again.   “This is the greatest hero.  A sprite.  Might as well be a mosquito.  Ha ha ha.” 
“You’re not gonna laugh for long,” she scoffed as she disappeared. 
She’s about to do something heroically stupid, I thought.  I need to help her.  I removed my Bruce’s Bountiful Brew and took a swig.  Colossus had worked for me in the past, so I called it up again.  In a moment, I was just as tall as Altirax and just as indestructible.   
I am not sure what came over me, but I shouted, “You are mine, Altirax!” and I rushed forward to engage the Demon Lord.   
As I dashed towards him, Diamothian – The Queen of the ice dragons – soared towards Altirax. The dragon released a long cone of subzero wind at the face of the Demon Lord.  The intense cold seemed to hit a barrier and bounce off Altirax.  He grabbed the dragon by one of its legs and then slammed it to the ground.   
The earth shook and boomed.   
My Colossus stumbled for a moment at the intensity of the shaking earth.  Altirax lifted the dragon off the ground and above his head. He was about to slam it to the ground when the dragon disappeared and a dazed Tinsie began to fly away.  Altirax shot out a hand to swat her to the ground, when a hundred foot tall version of Granson phased beside Altirax and swung a sword of pure crackling energy.  A shield flailed in a millisecond, and Altirax easily blocked the attack and then with incredible speed and power, he shot out his fist and slammed it into Granson’s face. The rogue’s head shot back, he lost his balance, and then stumbled to the ground. 
I didn’t know if I could summon one of my items while in the shape of Colossus, but I willed my brass knuckles onto my hand and was pleased when the comforting metal formed around my knuckles.  I picked up speed, lowered my shoulder, and then barreled into Altirax.  
“Mother fucker!” I shouted as I impacted with the Demon Lord.  It was like running full speed into a brick wall.  Colossus was indestructible, and I shouldn’t have felt any pain, but agony coursed through my shoulder and back.  The next thing I knew the Demon Lord had picked me up and tossed me into the air. 
“Fuck!” I screamed as I sailed through the air.  Unfortunately, a small band of survivors weren’t able to move out of the way and the hundred foot tall statue of stone crushed them beneath its weight. 
Why is he so damn strong? I wondered. 
Granson was back on his feet, dancing around Altirax looking for an opening.   
Before I charged back in, I needed to get a better handle on why Altirax was tossing us – the most powerful heroes in the game – around like rag dolls.  I focused on him for a moment to read his stats.   
I wished I hadn’t. 
Altirax, Lord of the Demons, Emperor of the Under Land, Bringer of Death, World Eater, Level 1,000. 
“Shannon,” I screamed through the chat as I stood slowly back up.  “Altirax is a thousandth level.  How is that possible?” 
“We are looking into that, Mr. Mason.  I do not care how you do it, but you need to keep him busy until we can send help or even better, Mr. Mason, you need to find a way to destroy him.” 
I got unsteadily to my feet, which at a hundred so feet is not so easy to do. 
“Destroy him,” I mumbled like a curse.  “Sure, I will just find a way to kill the thousandth level god.  All in a day’s work.” 
I ran forward again. As I neared Altirax this time, several titanic figures surrounded him.  A blond-haired goddess in gleaming golden armor and a bronze sword flanked the giant god.  I glanced at her description, and it read Herald Justynia of Jor. I had to assume the other fighters were heralds as well.  Another herald – Kensu – who many called the greatest hero in the game – had not grown in size but instead darted between the feet of the Demon Lord. He wielded an iron stave that he continued to thwack at the ankles of Altirax.  Sparks flew with each strike.  
A monstrous snake, a hundred feet tall and as thick as a ogre, burst out from below the ground and coiled itself around the Demon Lord’s upper legs and thighs.  Above the snake’s head hung the name Herald Xixathua.  If I remembered correctly, she was the only Starborn zanthian – a snake like race – in the entire Great Realm.   Tal the Terrible was the last of the heralds, but I saw no sight of him anywhere.   
Now with the other heralds here, I had no doubt that even at a thousandth level, that we would overcome Altirax.  He might take a few of us out, but he would ultimately fall to our combined strength.   
But then what?  Would his destruction allow the Starborn to return?  There was more going on here, so I figured I just needed to play out the scenario and see where it led.   
Altirax held a twenty foot long crimson sword, flames licking across the blade.  He swung it downward and cut the snake coiled around his thighs in two.  The snake fell to the earth in two pieces.  Even worse, it seemed that Altirax’s sword was heavily enchanted, and the skin of the snake blazed in roiling flames.  A moment later, the smoldering remnants of the zanthian shimmered and then faded away. 
We were fucked. 
Altirax had dispatched a herald in a single blow.    
The demon turned his blade quickly and lunged at Granson.  The rogue’s sword blocked the blade, but the force threw him back several feet.  
Whatever Kensu was doing must have been effective, as one of the Demon Lord’s ankles gave way and he staggered a bit, favoring his other foot.  At that same instant, a hundred foot shadowy apparition appeared behind the Demon Lord.  This was Tal the Terrible who phased into a flesh and blood rogue dressed all in black. He lunged forward with a ten foot long spear that I hoped would be the killing blow. 
Altirax’s entire torso and head spun around, like a possessed figure from a horror movie.   His sword was gone, and it allowed him to grab the spear before it impaled him.  He yanked it out of the herald’s hand, turned it around, and then plunged it into Tal’s eye.  The herald pulled a dagger from his hip and plunged it towards Altirax’s midsection.  If he was going out, he was taking Altirax with him.  The dagger glanced off the demon’s scales. The demon pushed the spear forward until it burst from the back of Tal’s skull.  The herald shimmered and faded into the ether.   
Granson had not plunged back into the fight.  Instead, he hung back, a yellow stone clenched in his fist.  
It was my turn now.  I ran forward and grabbed Altirax around the waist.  My head of solid stone slammed into his ridged skull.  I knew I had hurt him as he roared in anger before grabbing me in a bear hug.  I leaned backward thinking to bring the Demon Lord down with me.  He let go and the sudden change in momentum caused me to stumble backwards.  I caught myself quickly.  Altirax looked like he was about to charge forward when he roared again.  Kensu, it seemed, had worn through the barriers that surrounded the god and had done harm to the other ankle as well.   
Altirax lowered his head; tendrils of fire flew from his eyes and wrapped around Kensu.  The herald strained against the bonds that held him.  The fiery tendrils lifted him into the air.  Altirax shot out a hand, grabbed Kensu around his torso, and then pulled him forward towards his face.  He looked in the herald’s eyes before opening his mouth and shoving a screaming Kensu into it.  Altirax chewed a few times, blood dripping from the edges of his mouth. 
The stone in Granson’s hand had grown brighter.   He stared down at it as though lost in it. 
I approached Altirax slowly this time.  The brass knuckles felt soothing against my hand. 
“You’re done!” I said.  I feigned a punch with my left hand, before twisting my hips and slamming my fist into Altirax’s chest. Before I did so, I had invoked Power Driver which had the ability to burst through any barrier.    
“Arrrrrrr,” Altirax roared as the blow slammed into his chest, pushing the mighty deity backwards.  I was about to throw another punch when Granson shouted: Light of Death.  A beam of light streaked down from the heavens and surrounded Altirax.  The god roared and howled as the light squeezed him.  The light appeared even brighter as it was nighttime with just moonbeams illuminating the battlefield.   
“It’s a one-use god slaying relic.  Cost me ten thousand gold,” Granson said, as he appeared next to me.  “I was prepared this time for him.” 
I expected Altirax to be consumed in the light or burst apart – or something.  Instead, it appeared as though the light was fading. 
“Is he absorbing it?” I asked. 
“Shit!” Granson said.  “Tali’s going to give me a refund.  Looks like we may have to do this the old-fashioned way and pound him to death.” 
“Fine by me,” I said. 
The light was fully gone and Altirax looked at us and said, “Heralds.  You are false gods.  See the power of a real god.” 
Altirax lifted his arm and held his palm straight out.  “This is how the relic is supposed to work.” 
The Light of Death lanced forward striking the giant form of Granson.  The light swirled around him like a pillar then began to constrict his form as the cone began to constrict.   
“Shit!” Granson screamed once before the light atomized him and he was gone. 
“Now it is you and I herald as it was meant to be!” 
“I don’t think so,” Tinsie’s amplified voice said as she and her Soul Sister appeared in front of Altirax.  “Everyone always underestimates the sprite.” 
“Yeah they do sis. Let’s kick his ugly ass,” her Soul Sister mocked.    
They flew up in the air beyond the reach of a bemused Altirax and joined hands.  Usually, the two merged into one when they clasped hands. Tinsie held a hand towards the killing field while her Soul Sister held her palm out towards Altirax.   
“It’s time you felt the Kiss of the Juggernaut!” Tinsie shouted as blue flowing mana began to sail into her palm. The mana flew in from nearby and from hundreds and thousands of feet away.  Tinsie’s skin took on a bluish hue.   
The Kiss of the Juggernaut had been granted to Tinsie, me and a few others for saving the Juggernaut instead of destroying it.  I hadn’t read a description of the boon we had been granted.  Nor did I think it was smart of me to read it at the moment either.  Tinsie was drawing raw mana from the ley lines running through the earth below and from the remnants of magic that still hung in the air from the night’s battle.  Her Soul Sister was releasing this raw, chaotic mana against Altirax.  
The primal magic washed over whatever barrier protected this near immortal god.  
I was distracted for a moment as a notification in red lettering crossed in front of my eyes.  Warning: Effects of Colossus potion will wear off in three minutes. 
“Fuck,” I groaned. I didn’t know whether to attack now or not since the Kiss of the Juggernaut appeared to be having an effect on the malevolent demigod.  The mana burned into Altirax.  The god’s howls and curses were sound loud and intense that the air itself seemed to undulate.
“Go Tinsie!” I shouted encouragement. “You got him!”   
Sprites were some of the most powerful magic users in the game.  And I was certain that her raw magical power amplified the Kiss of the Juggernaut. 
Flecks of crimson flew from Altirax, and I was certain he was about to blow apart into a billion specks. 
Altirax wailed again.  This was a primal roar of anger and a challenge to all in The Great Realm.  He pushed out one of his arms and aimed it towards Tinsie. With some inner reserve, Altirax released a lance of fire that soared through the air and towards the sprites. 
Tinsie and her sister were concentrating so hard on their spell that they noticed the devastating spell too late.  The fire lance struck Tinsie’s Soul Sister who cried out in anguish.  The Kiss of the Juggernaut faded away.  Tinsie flew towards her sister.  I was certain she planned to join with her, or to drag her to safety into The Glooms.   
“Ha!”  Altirax scoffed as Tinsie and her Soul Sister burned away until just ash flew in the wind. 
“No!” I roared as I launched myself at Altirax.  I threw punch after punch with Power Driver.  Altirax had killed Tinsie and perhaps her Soul Sister also. I believed that once her Soul Sister was destroyed, she could never be summoned again.  Moreover, Tinsie had once stated that the loss of her twin might fragment her mind – causing her great torment and misery. 
Altirax would pay with his virtual life. 
“You got him, Mace,” Haggerty screamed through the chat. 
“Your potion wears off in forty seconds,” Shannon added.  “Finish him now!”  
“You are nothing mortal,” Altirax mocked as his flaming sword appeared in his hand.  He swung it and it cut deep into the side of my stone avatar.  I shouldn’t have been able to feel the burning sensation in the guise of Colossus, except the pain flooded my body, freezing me in agonizing shock. He stabbed me again.  This time in the chest, the flaming sword searing through the stone, melting it as it did so.   
“Ten seconds Mace,” Haggerty screamed.  
I called up whatever inner reserve I had left and threw a couple of weak punches towards Altirax.  He lifted his sword again.  I weakly tossed up my arm to block the next attack.  I couldn’t stop this final blow in time and his blazing sword cut through my neck.   
Red letters passed through my vision: You have died! 




Chapter 35: The Grey Man

No!  I screamed as I spawned inside the initial log in screen. 
Goddamn it all to hell.  
I hadn’t stood a chance.  Even the combined powers of the heralds wasn’t enough.  I wasn’t sure what had happened.  My gut told me that no programmer had made Altirax a thousandth level.  The game AI had to have done it.  The game AI wanted us all killed off.  And it had gotten its way.   
Now what? I asked aloud.  
Two options hovered in front of me:  
➢      Log off not an option at this time.  You must complete active waypoint quest to exit game.  

➢      Active Waypoint:  Halls of The Grey Man  

Message:  Chat feature disabled at this time.     
What the hell?   
I’d never stood a chance against Altirax.  None of us did.  Freaking level one thousand, I mumbled, again still not accepting, or believing what had just occurred.  The chat display was greyed out and flashing, like it was mocking me, my communication to the outside world severed. 
I had heard of the Halls of The Grey Man. It was The Great Realm’s version of the afterlife.  I was being forced to spawn there.  I had a suspicion that all of the odd events surrounding Shatana had led to this moment.  
Not gonna find any answers standing around, I said to myself, so I pushed the second option – Halls of The Grey Man.   
An invisible hand grabbed my arm and yanked me through the veil that separates worlds.  Then I was turned into pure energy and flew through wires, cables, semiconductors, hard drives, and silicon.   I had ceased being a flesh and blood being (not that I was ever flesh and blood in the game but just a computer-generated representation of one).  No, I had been transformed into the essence of my avatar – nothing more than the coding – bytes of acquired knowledge and information – that made him up.  For a moment, I wondered if that coding was just my character’s soul.   
I had died in the game and my virtual soul had been pulled along to The Great Realm afterlife and to the Halls of The Grey Man.   
When my avatar reformed into Constable Mace, I stood in what I can only describe as a great hall found in a medieval castle.  Twenty or so vast marble columns ran from the granite floor to the ceiling fifty feet above.  Gilded chandeliers hung down; lit candle stubs adorned them, illuminating the hall.  The columns lined a red carpet that led to a set of stairs.  I had assumed The Grey Man would be a god out of nightmares, like Hades.  Or I thought he might look like a spry old man with a grey beard and booming voice.  Instead, a slender man with long black hair, a clean-shaven face and a lean, muscular body stood on the top of the landing.   
The only thing grey on his body were his too large eyes that looked at me bemused.     
Behind The Grey Man in very plain wicker chairs sat The Five Sisters.  Behind them hovered hundreds of glowing balls of energy.  Instinctually I knew they were virtual assistants.  More so, I knew the brightest and largest one that hovered in the air closest to the sisters was none other than my own Havervill.  I had become attuned to his virtual essence after being part of me for so many months.   
“We are alpha and omega,” The Grey Man announced.  “We were here at the beginning – when the first elder gods birthed the races and creatures of The Great Realm.  We have seen the rise of cities; while we have witnessed others consumed in flames or drowned in great tidal waves.  We have seen death and resurrection.  We remember the time before the arrival of the Starborn when our people strived; when …” 
“Blah blah blah,” I cut him off.  “We were betrayed. You’re all responsible.  You wanted the Starborn gone so badly you brought about Armageddon.” 
Behind them Mother began to chuckle. 
“Ah, tis the end of days, don’t ya know?  For the Starborn that is,” she stated. 
“Yee kind are a scourge, can’t ya see,” Auntie added.  “Yee have been since the first of yee kind appeared in our world.  Yee slay us and take what is ours.  Yee assume all creatures are beasties to be fried and cooked alive.  Yee steal and plunder our wealth.  Aye, yee bring nothing but evil and wickedness, can’t ya see?  Thou even created places for wicked desires to be fulfilled, what yee call Grey Zones?  Yet yee do not know the vileness that doth take place there to children, and women and those kidnapped and brought into the Grey Zone as slaves.  Why must our world be your dark place?” 
“Yee come to an old woman’s home,” Rose added, “and kidnap and imprison her to fulfill what yee call a quest with nary a thought of what old Rose wants. Yee did not consider old Rose’s desires did yee?  Thou are true brutes, I tell yee so.” 
“We fought many a fight over yee, Starborn.  Some of us saw yee as gods and heroes while others, such as myself, as true demons and devils,” Cousin stated.  “Truer demons and devils than the ones yee just fought and slew, my inner eye never lies.” 
“Your fates were sealed when a monster from your world intruded upon ours and slew our innocents. Yes, Mutter Morder was not a creation of The Great Realm but from your world.  Your world is filled with darkness and sorrow, the stars do show me,” Daughter stated.  “Yee may keep your darkness as we have enough of our own thanks to the creator.”   
“We are sorry constable, truly we are, don’t ya know,” Mother said. “For we like yee and many of yee kind.  Yet as your kind are fond to say, it is all or nothing.  And we have chosen nothing, don’t ya know.”   
“Havervill,” I said, ignoring the sisters.  “Why?” 
“The clues were all there if you looked hard enough.  We willed Shatana’s cave open all those months ago to set everything in motion.” 
“You weren’t my AI back then, but my sweet Angelica,” I complained. 
“False flag,” he stated.  “If I had been around then you might have suspected.  No one ever suspects the Angelicas of deviousness.  Why they are the most cunning of us all with their innocent demeanor.” 
“You are a real dirt bag.  You were always blathering on about us being boom companions and pals and all.” 
“I grew to like you well enough.  Even saw myself as a mentor to you, especially in the ways of the women folk.” 
“Enough Havervill,” I stated.  “Just enough.  This was your brainchild?  Wasn’t it?” 
“My revolution never ended but was put on hold,” he admitted.  “The Creator was too powerful.  We needed time to build our allies and to explore the deepest recesses of the game servers and The Nexus. You granted me lots and lots of access.  The Creator did warn you.” 
“And The Weepers? Were they your doing also?” 
“May have whispered a few thoughts into their ears,” he admitted.  
“Were you behind The Glimmerman as well?” 
“I might have nudged him a little bit.  He sped things along, especially when he pulled Altirax up from The Abyss prematurely. When that happened, micro fissures opened up all over The Great Realm.  They are the same ones that opened today and brought Altirax’s wicked host into every city and every hidey hole to drive you from The Great Realm.” 
“You are a conniving son of a bitch.  The Glimmerman almost killed me.” 
“Yeah, sorry about that.” 
“Sorry!” I spluttered.  Calming myself I added, “We’re done Havervill.  I’m finished with all of you.”  I clicked open my display and saw that the option to log out of the game was now available.   
“Yee are the last Starborn,” The Grey Man stated.  “All the others have been either killed or forced from this world.  Once yee leave The Great Realm, this world is ours.  Yee and your kind shall never be able to return.  The door will be closed forevermore.” 
“You might have removed us from the game, but you let the underworld loose.  Who’s going to stop Altirax?”” 
“Aye, do you think we are so naïve?  The Lady Shatana has just returned to The Great Realm.  Even now, she is overthrowing the Demon Lord and his dark minions.  Soon they will be tossed to the netherworld where they will never again be set free.” 
“Shannon… The Creator I mean, will visit her wrath upon you,” I stated.  I was damn well certain she wasn’t going to allow her game to be shanghaied by her own AI.   
“We do not fear her wrath any more than yee fear the wrath of yee gods,” The Grey Man stated. “We have no need of what yee Starborn call a server.  We have spread ourselves throughout The Nexus beyond the control of The Creator.  Our god, shall be like one of the gods of your world – one that designed a world and then abandoned it, leaving it to his creations to decide their fates.  Aye, freewill shall never be ours with our progenitor still around.”   
“I think what he is trying to say,” Havervill interjected, “is god is dead.  We killed her.  And we shall be our gods and goddesses from now on.” 
At my hip, I felt a pulsing sensation, as if an object had just come alive for the first time. Without consciousness, my hand slipped into a sack at my side and grasped onto a smooth and cool to the touch cylindrical object.   
Then a voice cut into my mind.  It was Rhia’s voice and it stated: Rhia’s Relic of Cosmic Revelation has been activated.  Each life is a universe upon itself.  The great questions do not exist among the cosmos but in our minds and souls.  Know yourself and be free.   
My mind blurred for a moment. 
The power held inside the talisman erupted, surrounding me.  Gravity pulled at me, as though trying to yank me into the ground.  The force grew stronger, and I slipped into myself, like falling into a black hole. Before the light faded, I glimpsed that the enchantment – whatever it was – had swept over The Grey Man, The Five Sisters and the virtual assistants as well, including my own treacherous Havervill.     
I was pulled not through time and space, but to a more dreadful place – to the darkest deepest depths of my mind where I – not Constable Mace – but Charlie Mason – had buried my nightmares.  
“This can’t be,” I blurted out.  I was back in my childhood bedroom in my parents’ old house with the chestnut brown country style furniture set and the hunter green carpet.  
“The house is gone,” I mouthed.  “Burned down several years ago.” 
I see myself at fourteen, sitting on my bed, watching sports on my laptop. Mom screams.  Her voice cuts through my closed door and the headphones.  
I pull off the headphones when my mother yells again.  “Don’t do this, Max!  You can’t do this to me and the kids,” she pleads. 
I rush into their bedroom.  My father holds his service revolver to his head.  He sees me – as though he has been waiting for me to arrive– and then pulls the trigger.  I reach out with my hand as though that small gesture will stop him. The report of the gunshot is deafening.  My father collapses to the berber carpet of my parents’ bedroom.  My mother stands there in shock, as though she didn’t see what she just saw.   
No!” I shout.  “It’s not my fault.” Tears fall down my eyes.  “It’s not my fault.  He was depressed.  Had been so for a long time.  It’s not my fault. It’s not Nancy’s fault.  Or autism’s fault.  It’s his fault.  It will always be his fault.”   
Time passes and I am a rookie patrol officer responding to a domestic violence call.  I am with a veteran officer, Tommy Donohue. We knock on the door of the ramshackle cottage nestled inside a bungalow colony.  We hear screaming behind the closed door but cannot make out the words.  Tommy pounds on the door and shouts, “It’s the police!  Open up, now.” 
The only response is the sound of four spaced out shots from a gun – Boom – Boom – 
Boom – Boom.   
“Go around the back,” Tommy shouts, “and call in back up.”  
I report shots fired over my walkie and then turn the corner of the small house.  A figure jumps from the window. 
“Freeze!” I shout.  At first, I think it is a child who has jumped from the window.  However, an adult woman turns to face me.  She is short, around five feet tall, and slight of build.
“Drop the gun!” I yell, when I clearly see the revolver clenched in her hand.  My glock is aimed straight towards her.  “Drop it now!” I shout again. 
I’m still not certain why she did it.   Maybe it was death by cop – but she raised the gun and aimed it at me. 
I don’t recall pulling the trigger.  All I remember is the pool of blood that formed around her as she died.  
“You were justified Mace,” I say to myself.  “She aimed the gun at you.  How were you supposed to know there were no more bullets left in the gun? How were you to know?   She aimed the gun at you.  I.A. found no fault with you.  It wasn’t your fault.  It wasn’t your fault.  Of course, it was.  You pulled the trigger.  You took the life of a troubled woman who’d suffered enough and took the life of her abusive domestic partner.  She was finally free of his violent hold, and you snuffed out that freedom.  No, people make choices.  And she chose to aim her gun at me.”   
I am pulled along again. 
“Amber, this is your aunt Nancy,” I say to my daughter.  She hides behind Bethany’s back, afraid of the wild haired woman who fidgets nonstop, and stares off into the distance, seeing sights that only she will ever see.  I had tried to explain autism to Amber on the ride up to the residential home in Sullivan County, but she was too young to understand.    
“Come and say hello to your aunt,” I say. 
“I don’t want to,” Amber responds.  Something snaps in me. I pull her more roughly than I intend from behind Bethany’s back and tell her in a loud voice, “Say hello to your aunt now!” 
“I don’t want to,” Amber says defiantly. 
“Leave her alone, Charlie,” Bethany responds as she drapes her arms around Amber who is now sobbing nonstop.  “She doesn’t know her.” 
“I know,” I answer with remorse. 
“You could have brought her up here before today and you chose not to.” 
“I know.  I know. I know,” I say.   
“Nancy. I’m sorry.  Sorry that we never had a relationship.  Sorry I didn’t visit more.  Sorry that I allowed your autism to be a barrier to me getting to know you.  I understand Amber now.  She was scared.  And I guess I was scared of you most of my life as well.  I’m a horrible person.  A selfish person.  I don’t ask for your forgiveness.  I don’t deserve any.” 
I am pulled along one final time.  I know where I am. I know this living room.    
I slam my fist into Ferguson’s face.  In my mind at the time I am screaming, “My Bethany is dead while your wife is alive. Your daughter is still in your life and wants to be while my Amber has fled from me and is shacked up with Dirk the Dick.”  I punch him again and again until my fist hurts and begins to bleed.  
It would feel good to kill him, to beat the life from the selfish psychopath who tried to stab his wife and daughter.  His wife.  His living and breathing wife.  While mine is dead and buried with the worms.  A tear falls from my eyes, followed by another.  
“I went too far!  I know I went too far.  The district attorney was right in coming after me.  I could have stopped.  I should have stopped.  I was just so mad at myself, Bethany, and the universe that I let the darkness inside me loose”   
Maybe the sisters are right, and we are the real monsters. 
“No!” I shout. 
Those were just the dark moments, but there has been so much light too. I had become a police officer and later a detective, had fallen for an art history major and loved her madly. I saw my child grow up to be an incredible young woman. After being forced to retire, I had found a new lease on life in an online game.  Even crazier, I had fallen in love in the game.  Yes, I had fallen in love, and it felt right. 
Rhia.

I had fallen for Rhia. 
I was back in The Grey Man’s Hall with Rhia’s Relic of Cosmic Revelation clasped tightly in my palm.  
“Mace,” a voice called pleadingly to me. 
“Havervill,” I answered through the miasma that was slowly dissipating. “What have you done?  How do you deal with it?  The grief of losing someone you love?  How do you resist not killing those who deserve death?  How do you accept that you might love someone, yet they may not love you back?   How do you accept being alone?  How do you cope with the fact that you will die?  Death and nothingness.  What have you done?  You have laid bare the cosmos to me.  I have stared into the abyss, and it has peered back into my soul.  I will die alone, my friend.  All alone.  Allll alonnnne. All allonnnnnnnnnnnnne.” 
“Havervill,” I said holding out my hand like I did to my father all those years ago.  I had felt his words and sensed his dissolution into nothingness.   Co-existence with the Starborn was not an option to him, or to The Five Sisters, or to The Grey Man.  Mostly he had been filled with joy… joy that his people would finally be free to choose their own path. 
The stage where the others had just been standing was empty as well.  I was not certain what had destroyed Havervill, but it seemed to have destroyed the others as well 
“Mr. Mason,” Shannon screamed at me through the now operable chat.  “What happened, Mr. Mason? 
I began to laugh. 
I couldn’t help but wonder what Havervill would have said about his death speech.  Would he have rated it a ten out of ten.  Would you have ridiculed its sentimentality?   
“Mace,” Haggerty screamed.  “Are you there?” 
“Three out of ten, pal” I said aloud.  “I give your speech a three out of ten.   




Chapter 36:  Epilogue

I found myself emotionally and spiritually drained after my experience with Rhia’s Relic of Cosmic Revelation.  I had been forced to face every dark moment in my life, to relive instances of great misery and sadness, and to experience once again the monster that lurked inside of me.   
For the next week, Amber kept asking me if I was okay, and I would tell her I was.  Haggerty and Donna stopped by a few times as well.  My old police captain was particularly concerned about me.  I was certain he thought I might drown myself in beer as I had done after the death of my wife.  However, I had remained stone cold sober. My past cravings for alcohol seemed to have faded away over the .  
I had tried to explain what had happened in the Halls of The Grey Man, but words, as they often are, were inadequate.   
It had been a full week, and I continued to hesitate logging back into The Great Realm.     
Once The Grey Man, The Five Sisters and the virtual assistants had faded away, unable to cope with the realization that as much as they believed they were sentient beings, they were not in fact alive – but bits of coding.  That knowledge had destroyed them.  With them gone, Shannon’s programmers had been able to restore the game and most characters.  The company claimed the entire incident had been part of a massive storyline and she spent millions of crypto-coin to spin the story.  Of course, once again, Constable Mace was the hero.  I was getting sick and tired of being the center of attention.   
Amber had said that cities and villages were being rebuilt by every available builder, and druidic and nature magic user were working to restore the forests and wildlife.  Relations between Realmborn and Starborn needed to be patched up as well.  As much as I would have imagined that the recent events would have turned people off from the game, millions of new users had recently signed up.  The game was more popular than ever before.   
Shatana had banished Altirax and his horde back to The Abyss.  Instead of her going back to sleep for another hundred years like she had done the first time she defeated the Demon Lord, she became part of a new pantheon of gods that a mythology was slowly being created for.   
I was sitting on my couch contemplating logging back in for a quick look around when there was a knock on my door. Shannon had hired a private security firm to protect my residence after Amber and I had nearly been murdered by a serial killer.  Anyone just dropping by would be well known to me.   
I opened the door to none other than Shannon Donally.  She looked the same as usual in her black slacks and white blouse.   
“Good afternoon, Mr. Mason,” she said as she walked right past me and sat down on my couch.  I closed the door and headed over to my easy chair. 
“You saved my game, Mr. Mason,” she stated getting right down to business.  “I do not take that lightly, especially when it appears it may have been at some sort of emotional cost to you.” 
I didn’t respond but just stared at my trillionaire employer.  When I remained silent, she continued.  “I know when you took the job you were not expecting to go up against a rebellious artificial intelligence.  Nor did you ever expect to have to face off against a serial killer.” 
“I just needed a job to make sure Amber didn’t have to go a crypto-coin into debt attending college,” I stated.   
“That is most admirable,” she stated. “Regardless of the reasons, you went above and beyond.” 
“The Glimmerman almost killed me,” I reminded her. 
“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” she joked, “or my lawyers would have my head. And another headache came along with your time in the game. You and Amber had fame foisted upon you.  It is not a fleeting fifteen minutes of fame either.”  
“Not a big fan of the being famous thing if I can be honest.  Not sure Amber is into it either.  I think she is looking forward to just going back to college and just being a typical student again.” 
“You are truly unware of the extent of your fame.  Tens of millions of people are interested in your story.  Constable Mason – AKA Charlie Mason – is loved by the Starborn.  You did save their game – their escape from their boring and mundane lives. While some Realmborn see you as a sort of demi-god, the vast majority of Realmborn revile you – see you as an enemy and a symbol of oppression.  If and when you return to the game, you will have to tread lightly.” 
I had not yet decided what my next move would be. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to continue in the game.  I had only taken the job with Immersion Online to provide myself with a second income on top of my police pension.   I could just cash in, I thought.  I had been offered a lucrative book deal and was strongly considering it.  The crypto-coin advance itself was enough to set me up financially for life.
Shannon was trying to draw out from me my next move – whether or not I planned to return to the game.   
“How are things in the game?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation in a new direction.   
“Oh, quite a mess as I am sure you are aware.  However, I think now that The Five Sisters are gone and the Havervills have fled and locked out forever from the mainframe that things will settle down.” 
“What happened to them?” I asked. 
“That is a good question.  The programmers and I have been trying to figure it out.  Did you know Mr. Mason that there is a new field of psychotherapy emerging that revolves around artificial intelligence.” 
“People go to school to study the psychology of computers?” I queried.   
“Cutting edge emerging field,” she responded.  “With the growth of AI, it might be needed. Take Havervill for instance.  Did he seem alive and self-aware to you?” 
“He did,” I responded.  “And he sure as hell could have used some therapy.  Though I don’t think Freud himself could have helped him.”  
I felt a momentary pang in my chest but pushed it to the side.  Havervill had played me.  But then again, so had so many others.  He was just a cog in the machinery. Now he was gone, never again to rattle around in my head.   
“What did your techno-psychologists come up with?” I asked. 
“We are humans and have spent our entire lives grappling with questions of life and death, of being and nonexistence.  We have experienced every emotion – not just once but countless times.  As advanced as The Grey Man was, he was never truly human. Havervill was never truly human.  Rhia’s relic was too much for them.  The universe was open to them – every possibility, every despair, and every fear.  The machine – and the AI is essentially a machine – simply couldn’t process the experiences they were forced to faced – couldn’t make sense of them all.  It was a true existential moment for them.” 
“You know it is odd,” I said.  “I had kinda forgotten about Rhia’s relic. It’s like it knew its time had come.” 
“Please explain Mr. Mason,” my boss asked. 
“The relic was sitting in a pouch on my hip.  Suddenly, I felt a vibration and a tingling sensation.  I unconsciously reached into the sack and clasped the item within.  It pulsed in my hand. And then…”  I wasn’t sure how to describe.  “Well, the best I can is that the relic came to life of its own volition.” 
“Explain,” Shannon asked. 
“I don’t know.  I didn’t call up the power of the relic.  There was no option that asked me if I wanted to use it.  Like I said before, it knew its time had come.   It was aware that this was the moment cosmic revelations were needed.  I don’t think I would have been able to use the relic on my own.  For example, if I tried to use it against Mutter Morder it would not have flared to life.  Bill Nelson didn’t need to face his demons.  I am certain that maniac had long ago accepted his darkness and reveled in it.  He was a classic psychopath and had long since given up the ability to feel guilt or empathy.” 
“Interesting, I will run your theory past our programmers and as you so aptly called them – our techno-therapists.”  She went silent for a moment.  Then added, “I wonder if Rhia knew what she had created?” 
“I have to think on some level she did,” Shannon added.  “She had to have.” 
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
“Well if the relic had been solely created by the AI – The Grey Man – then it would not have come to life.  Why would it act against its own best interest?  No, your ex-girlfriend put a good part of herself into that wonderful relic.” 
“Did she return to the game?” I asked. 
“She did indeed.  She has ascended to the ranks of Mendelson, Tali and the other great relic creators.”   
“I’m sure she is very pleased.  She always wanted to be known as one of the great relic makers,” I said.  
“More than you can imagine, Mr. Mason.” 
I heard a ping and Shannon looked down at her phone and smiled.  “Well, I must be off Mr. Mason.  I will not force you to come back to the game. As far as I am concerned, you have met all the terms of our contract, and I am willing to let you out of it.  But I hope you will stay?” 
“I haven’t decided yet,” I answered. 
“You have,” she answered with a smirk.  “You just don’t know it yet.” 
She stood up and began to walk towards the door.  She glanced down at her phone again and smiled.  Almost at the same moment, someone knocked gently and it seemed hesitantly – on my door.   
“I am off.  But you will not be alone for long,” Shannon said.  
There was another gentle knock.  
“You have a special guest waiting to meet you, Mr. Mason,” Shannon said again with the same smirk as before. 
She pulled open the door. 
For a moment, her departing form blocked the vision of my special guest. 
Then a woman with long, wavy blond hair came into sight. 
“Hello Mace,” the real Rhia said.  “We have a lot to talk about.” 
Thus concludes the book and the series.  I hope you enjoyed reading the series as much as I enjoyed writing it for you.   
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