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    Foreword 
 
      
 
    Alexander and the Greystone Guild members continue their adventures on Io.  Their struggle against the Dark One and his minions has been intensifying.  New members, including Dayle and his group, fellow immersion players working for Jupiter Technologies, have joined the guild.   New citizens from several races, including a clan of duergar, are swelling the ranks at the keep.  Rocky the cute little moat monster is growing rapidly, and Lia and Kai are nesting in preparation for their hatchlings.   
 
    The group has just investigated the last of the mysterious mirrors in the control center.  It led to the discovery of a new land up on the plateau, six hundred feet above Dire Keep.  A fortified outpost tower left over from a great war that happened thousands of years in the past.    
 
    While investigating the tower, they encountered some new friends.  Braxis the gryphon alpha, and his friends.  They also ran afoul of some nasty giant ladybugs who farted poison gas that killed Jules.  And a giant abomination that guarded a portal in the lowest of the underground levels.  
 
    After a horrendous battle, Alexander has managed, using some new magic and a little quick thinking, to defeat the abomination.  The dead have barely been resurrected, the loot gathered, and the group is about to destroy another portal used by the Dark One’s forces, when it activates right in front of them!


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Look Who’s Coming to Dinner 
 
      
 
    Alexander stood as the portal in front of them activated with a swirl of colors.  The stunned raid party of Greystone Guild members and friends didn’t even have time to take cover before the gateway opened, revealing a dimly lit area filled with shuffling undead demons on the other side.  There were walking corpses of all sizes, from two-foot-tall imps to seven-foot warriors with horns and wings.  Directly in front of the portal stood a figure all in black.  Humanoid in shape, its neck and limbs seemed elongated.  One black-gloved hand was still extended toward the portal, presumably having just cast the spell of activation.   Alexander used his identify skill. 
 
    Demon Lich 
 
    Level 130 
 
    Health 53,000/53,000 
 
      
 
    The undead demon seemed as surprised to see Alexander and his group as they were to see him.  Just as it opened its mouth to either cast a spell or order its minions forward, Alexander yelled “Fitz! Kai! We need a wall, NOW!”  Alexander’s mana had refilled when he leveled, but his head hurt too much to channel his earth magic.  
 
      
 
    As Alexander was shouting, Fitz and Kai were already casting earth magic to raise a stone wall right in front of the portal’s event horizon.  The stone seemed to take forever as it crept up from the floor, slowly blocking the view through the portal. 
 
      
 
    The lich had ordered his minions forward, and those closest to the gateway were already moving to step through.  The lich, meanwhile, had cast a black bolt of magic at Brick, who was standing directly in front of the portal, having been about to disable it when it activated.   The dwarf tank had his shield raised, but the bolt hit it with sufficient force to make him take two steps back.  Alexander returned fire, using what little mana he dared to fire a blast of Ray of Light at the lich.  It screamed in pain, or perhaps it was outrage, and raised its hand again. 
 
      
 
    The stone wall finally reached a height that blocked Alexander’s view, but still, it kept rising.  The group could hear the impact of the lich’s spell against the stone.  Then several smaller impacts, likely from mindless undead stepping through and impacting stone.  For the moment, they were safe enough. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone behind the walls!  Fitz, Kai, please thicken the portal wall.  Brick, Lugs, destroy those portal stones!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf and half-ogre tanks rushed forward, one on either side of the portal. The portal stones that powered the gateway were ten-foot-high columns that were embedded into the wall of the cavern.  Both tanks immediately set to work with their hammers, blasting away at the stone and sending chips flying. 
 
      
 
    “STOP!” Fitz shouted at them.  “If you break one of those stones while the portal is active, you will unleash its power and likely kill yourselves!” 
 
      
 
    Both tanks took a step back, looking between Alexander and the wizard. 
 
      
 
    “How do we shut off the portal then, Fitz?” Alexander asked.   
 
      
 
    “From a distance, my boy!” The wizard grinned at him.  “Just like when you killed that abomination.  Only we’ll be a bit smarter about it this time.” 
 
      
 
    Brick and Lugs moved back behind the walls the party had used when fighting the abomination just minutes earlier.   The others were already gathered there, standing and watching.   
 
      
 
    Several larger, louder impacts sounded on the other side of the wall as Kai worked to reinforce it further.  Alexander gulped down a mana potion and grabbed a full soul crystal from his bag.  He was still in pain and feeling weak from his mana usage in the last fight, but he’d deal with that later.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s strengthen these walls, and try and raise them up a bit more.  Add a roof, while we’re at it,” Fitz said.  Taking one wall each, he, Kai, and Alexander all went to work.  Alexander raised his wall up to six feet and thickened it, making it five feet deep.  He extended the wall back in an overhang that reached five feet back from the wall, and then he added a couple of columns at the corners for support.   He saw Fitz and Kai were making similar alterations.  When they were done, they had three effective-looking blast shelters. 
 
      
 
    Alexander sat down, exhausted again.  Jules sat next to him, looking worried.   
 
      
 
    Fitz called out, “I’m going to overload the portal stones!  It will cause feedback that will warp the event horizon and make it explode!  We’ll need to drop the wall on our side, so it doesn’t act as shrapnel and injure our own.  Kai, when I say so, you drop the wall.  The rest of you, you will have about ten seconds before the explosion.  You will need to keep the enemy back for half of that time.  Fire everything you have at anything coming through!” 
 
      
 
    Each of the party members stood behind and to the sides of their respective shelters.  They’d need to fire and then jump behind the shelters before the blast hit them.  Five seconds seemed a very short window.  Alexander took out his Ray of Light wand.  He had maybe one wizard fire in him.  “Sasha, drop your aoe thorn trap right in front of the portal on their side, if you can.  I’ll light it up!” he called.  
 
      
 
    Fitz had been pouring magic into the portal stones.  Worried that the wizard would use too much of his mana, Alexander called out “Fitz! Catch!” and tossed a soul crystal to the wizard.  Fitz caught the crystal and winked at him before resuming his casting. 
 
      
 
    After less than a minute, Fitz called out, “Get ready… Kai! Drop the wall now!” 
 
      
 
    The stone wall that had been blocking the portal instantly liquefied, splashing to the floor and revealing a small horde of demons gathered on the other side of the gateway.  Sasha cast her trap, and Alexander hit the nearest demon with wizard fire.  Then he sent off three more blasts with his wand before the five seconds were up.  Beatrix pulled a huge ball of water from the stream behind them and tossed it onto a group of demons, and then Misty froze it solid, slowing them considerably.  Max and Lainey had each managed three arrows, while Kai had cast dragon fire on the lich, who was still standing near the portal.  Lugs hurled his spear at the lich, sending it screaming through the portal to embed itself in the lich’s chest.   Benny and Brick both cast holy smite on demons nearest the portal, and even Fibble got off several shots with his stick. 
 
      
 
    At the five second mark, Sasha yelled, “TAKE COVER!” while ducking into her shelter.  The others quickly complied, until only Fitz stood with his head exposed.  With one last visible effort, he sent a burst of mana from the soul crystal into the portal stones.  As he ducked his head behind the shelter, the drained crystal turned to dust in his hands, and he shouted, “Cover your ears and close your eyes!” 
 
      
 
    There was little time to comply before a massive explosion of magic lit the room.  The air screamed around them as if in the throes of pain.  It shimmered with light and heat as the ground beneath them trembled before it rippled in a wave rushing out from the portal.  Their stone shelters cracked and then whistled as light and heat leaked through the cracks.  Alexander could see the stream behind them evaporate into a cloud of steam.   
 
      
 
    Within seconds, the light faded.  The heat lingered a bit longer.  Large chunks of the ceiling fell across the chamber, some of them in the form of molten rock.   
 
      
 
    Level up!  You are now level 51! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 19 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    Level up!... 
 
      
 
    Level up!  You are now level 56! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 24 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    “WoooHOO!” Helga shouted.  She was breathing hard from the sensation of gaining so many levels at once. “Two boss fights and eighteen levels in one day.  I am SO glad you invited me to this guild, Alexander!  If I didn’t think Jules there would cut my throat, I’d jump you right here and now as a thank you!” She winked at him.  Jules moved closer and took Alexander’s hand, shooting a meaningful look at Helga, who just laughed.  
 
      
 
    A squeak from behind him caused Alexander to turn around.  Fibble was on the ground, holding his tummy and rocking side to side, eyes wide.  The little goblin looked half terrified, half confused.   Sasha giggled and moved to kneel next to her tiny protector.  “Your tummy is feeling strange again, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Big strange!  Think big boom killing Fibble!” the goblin cried.   
 
      
 
    “No, Fibble.  Tingles in your tummy just mean you’re getting stronger.  We killed lots of demons and two boss demons.  You helped. So now you’ve leveled up. Grown stronger!” Sasha explained. 
 
      
 
    She helped the goblin to his feet.  He patted his tummy gently, then poked at it with one clawed finger, as if expecting it to explode.   Alexander noted that the goblin actually seemed taller standing next to Sasha than he had before.   
 
      
 
    Max stared morosely at the melted stone wall where the portal had been.  “I can’t believe we don’t get to loot all those mobs,” he grumped.  Lainey punched his shoulder lightly.   
 
      
 
    Brick chimed in, “Aye.  Me combat log says we killed tha’ lich ‘n sixty-five of his beasties.  All them demon horns wasted.” He shook his head, causing a laugh to erupt from the original guildies, who knew the history of his sorrow.   
 
      
 
    “I doubt we really killed the lich unless his phylactery was near the portal,” Alexander said. “Let’s hope it takes him a while to find another body.” 
 
      
 
    “I say we get the hell out of here before another of us gets killed.  We’re out of pally rez abilities for the day,” Sasha chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” Lainey added as several others nodded their heads. 
 
      
 
    “I want to grab as many of those weapons and things from the supply room as we can,” Max reminded them. “They’re not really worth selling, but we can give them to citizens for defense, or break them down for materials.” 
 
      
 
    “And we should check the rest of the tower more carefully for useful items,” Beatrix added. 
 
      
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  He was thinking on a larger scale.  “Fitz, this tower is pretty close to Dire Keep.  It sits atop the ridge, north of Dire Falls, and not far from the river.  Do you know if this land is claimed by anyone?” 
 
      
 
    Fitz and Kai both shook their heads.  “Not since the last war was fought here.  This tower would have been at the front line, and the demons wiped out anyone north of here.  As far as I know, no one even remembers this is here,” Fitz replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’d like to claim this tower and the surrounding lands for Dire Keep.  Do you know how I would go about doing that?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    “BWAHAHAHA!” Brick’s laughter echoed off the chamber walls.  “Ye never think small, do ye?  Why loot the goodies from the tower when ye can just take the whole tower?” 
 
      
 
    “This would make an excellent fallback position for us.  There’s room for several hundred to hide in here if needed.  We can retreat through the mirror to this stronghold if the keep gets overrun.  There have got to be more resources here.  Timber, maybe ores, definitely wildlife to hunt.  And we can rebuild the portal if necessary, so that we have access to Stormforge and Broken Mountain.” Alexander was thinking out loud. “Our hunters and farmers could work in safety up here, and nobody would know.  We could feed ourselves even with an army camped outside our walls.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, boy.  Not a bad idea.  You have only to declare ownership of this place.  As owner of Dire Keep, you have that right as long as the land is not claimed by any other,”  Fitz told him.  “But let us do this upstairs.”   The wizard waved a hand, and the entire group teleported back to the main room of the tower. 
 
      
 
    Alexander hopped up on the table for effect and took a deep breath.  “I, Alexander, claim this outpost and the surrounding lands in the name of Dire Keep!” 
 
      
 
    There was a loud <GONG> that rang through the tower.  Followed shortly after by a second.  The same sound they heard when the keep gained a level.  “I guess that did the trick!” Jules giggled.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Master.  You have been quite busy, it seems.” Jeeves’ voice rang out from nowhere in particular.   
 
      
 
    “Jeeves!  So, it really worked? This tower is now another… what did you call them? Ancillary structure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.  This tower, and the two smaller towers that are tied to it.  One to the east, and one to the west.  My area of influence has been extended to include those areas of the plateau.  Roughly four times the size of my previous area.  The Dire Lands are now sufficient to be considered a Kingdom if you so choose.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, okay then!  That makes up for not looting those mobs!” Max grinned at Alexander. “Should we start calling you ‘Your Highness’ or ‘Majesty’, or maybe ‘Lord Greystone’?” 
 
      
 
    Sasha dropped to one knee and gushed sarcastically, “Oh, Majesty! What an honor to be in your presence!” earning laughter from most of the party. 
 
      
 
    Alexander blushed.  “There will be none of that!  IF we declare this a Kingdom, we won’t be doing it now.  I made that mistake once.  Remember the worldwide announcement when we took the keep?  Why let our enemies know about this place before we need to?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re learning, lad.” Fitz patted his shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “And furthermore, if this does become an independent kingdom, I’d want to secure formal alliances with King Charles and King Thalgrin before we declare it.  And there will be a ruling council, with the same structure as the guild.  That would mean all of YOU would have to take on more responsibility.  We’d need ministers for all the various positions a kingdom needs in order to run.  Finance, Defense, Trade, Industry, Agriculture, Infrastructure, Transportation, Foreign Relations, and so forth.  We’d also have to have ambassadors, generals, and who knows what else.  Are you all that anxious to cut back on your questing and dungeon diving to do paperwork?” Alexander looked at Brick, who hated paperwork more than anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Bah!  There be no rush to be makin’ this place all fancy!” the dwarf growled.   
 
      
 
    Smiling, Alexander continued. “That’s what I thought!  Okay, so we’ll leave the mirror here and move its twin down into the keep somewhere.  Fitz, can you tie this main door and the rooftop door to the dragon pins, so that only our people can lock or unlock them?” 
 
      
 
    Fitz nodded and walked over to the door.  “I’ll need to remove Rizzo’s seal first, but that won’t take a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. So, we can use the mirror to get back and forth.  The gryphons already know this land, so they can give us information, and scout for us.  We can send parties with hunters and citizens into the woods to explore and map out the area.  If the beasts in the forests aren’t too high, they can hunt here in groups to level up.   I’d like to build a wall around the tower, maybe fifty yards out.  That way we can protect this place better if we need to, and keep a backup herd of livestock here, protected from whatever’s in the forest.  We’ll need to locate and investigate the other two towers, as well.  Fitz, we may need you there for that, if they have the same magic seal.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” Fitz said. “Rizzo would not have bothered with smaller outposts.  Though, now that you mention it, some lesser mages could have been assigned to each.  I’ll accompany you when the time comes.”  
 
      
 
    “Then that’s the plan, for now.”  Alexander looked at the group members. “All of us, except maybe Kai and Fitz, gained at least ten levels today.  Am I correct?”  
 
      
 
    Benny who had been the lowest level among them, other than Fibble, shouted, “Nineteen!” with a fist-pump.  “I just hit level 50. I’m catching up to you guys!”    
 
      
 
    Alexander smiled at the paladin. “That’s great, Benny!  You were level 25 when you joined us just a week ago.” He shifted his gaze to the others. “So let’s head back and get some rest.  We’ve all taken a beating today.  Everybody take a trip to Stormforge for training first thing in the morning.  With that army in the demon dungeon, and possibly another one on the way from Antalia, we’re going to need every skill we can get!” 
 
      
 
    Max reminded them, “Everybody grab a handful of swords and shields from the storage room.  We’ll give them to citizens if an attack comes before we have time to forge better.”  
 
      
 
    They each complied with Max’s request, stopping in the storage room to stuff their bags with swords, spears, bows, and shields.   There were also several crates of arrows, so Lugs stuck a couple of crates in his bag.    
 
      
 
    Deciding the mirror would be better placed upstairs, Lugs went down and retrieved it.  Once he was back in the storage room, they closed the trap door and covered it with crates.  Alexander created an alcove beneath the stairs in the main room and installed the mirror there. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to move livestock or large quantities of supplies back and forth, we’re going to need a portal.  Fitz, can we establish another portal here?  Or will that lich be able to access it?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    Fitz thought about it for a moment.  “If we bring the portal up to ground level, I think the coordinates will be different enough that those who used the previous portal won’t be able to connect.  The old portal was nearly three hundred feet underground, and offset toward the north a good bit.  Also, the portal on their end would have been destroyed in the blast.  They will know that this one was destroyed as well.  They may never try to make the connection again.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, if we can, we’ll come back tomorrow and build the portal.  And start the wall.  In the meantime, let’s go get some food and rest,” Alexander declared. 
 
      
 
    Fitz teleported the entire party back to the keep.  The sun had set, and it looked as if most of the citizens had already had their evening meal.  The party made their way to the kitchen courtyard and took their seats.  They found fresh bread and fruit, still-warm pots of boar stew, and pitchers of water and ale sitting on the table.  
 
      
 
    As they filled their bellies, the party was mostly silent.  Each of them in contemplation of either the fights they’d just survived, their upcoming training, or what was likely to happen in the coming days. 
 
    
The silence was interrupted by a crash and a few annoyed cries.  Alexander was just rising from his seat to investigate when Bacon came around the corner of the donjon.  He trotted toward the group with what could only be described as a piggy smile on his face.  Around his neck was what appeared to be the remains of some kind of wooden gate.   And trotting behind him were three sows. 
 
    As Bacon reached the party, he moved to where Brick was sitting, plopped down on his belly and poked the dwarf’s chest with his snout, making a demanding snort.   Brick chuckled, grabbing an apple from the bowl on the table and tossing it to his mount.  Bacon crunched loudly as a farmer came jogging up behind him. 
 
      
 
    “That damned pig o’ yours!” the farmer cried out.   
 
      
 
    Brick and Bacon both gave the farmer their most innocent faces.  “What be the problem?” Brick asked; Bacon snorted inquisitively.  
 
      
 
    “He demanded to be let into the pig pen to visit the ladies.  We figured, why not?  Maybe they’d breed some bigger stock.  He’s a damned monster, after all.  Things was going fine until he all of a sudden decided to leave.  In a hurry.  Didn’t even give us a chance to open the gate.  He just ran right thru it!” The man pointed to the gate-shaped necklace the giant boar was still wearing.  “Now all the pigs is loose, and we gotta round ‘em up again!” 
 
      
 
    Brick gave his mount a stern look.  “Be this true? Did ye destroy the pen?” 
 
      
 
    Bacon looked thoughtful, then enthusiastically nodded his massive head, making his jowls jiggle and flinging apple bits about.  He snorted proudly and shook his head, shedding chunks of gate in every direction. 
 
      
 
    “BWAHAHAHA!” Brick bellowed.   The others tried to stifle their laughter at the unrepentant pig.  For the sake of the farmer.    
 
      
 
    But one look at the man revealed that he was having a hard time containing his own laughter.  After a moment, he gave in and snort-laughed.   “Stupid beast,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Brick held up another apple to get Bacon’s attention.  “Ye can have this here treat, if’n ye promise to go back out there ‘n’ round up the rest of them pigs.  Put ‘em back where they belong.” 
 
    Bacon nodded vigorously, shedding the rest of the gate from around his neck, saliva dripping from his maw.   
 
    
Brick tossed him the apple, which disappeared as quickly as the first.  With a satisfied snort, the giant boar got back to his feet and headed off toward the bailey gate and the livestock area beyond.  The dwarf watched him go with a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Max reminded everyone to drop off the weapons and gear from the store room at the armory.  So, they all strolled over to the first floor of the barracks building and lightened their loads.  Between them, they’d brought through 60 swords, 50 shields, 24 spears, 20 bows, 40 helms, and 400 arrows. 
 
      
 
    The group dispersed for the evening, with a reminder from Alexander that he’d open the portal an hour after sunrise.   
 
      
 
    Jules took Alexander’s hand as they walked into the donjon.  They took a quick detour to Silverbeard’s office, where Alexander updated his chamberlain on the day’s events and the additions to their territory.   He gave the old dwarf a rough outline of their plans for those lands, asked him to offer any suggestions he could come up with in the morning, and then asked about the gryphons.  After Silverbeard assured him that the gryphons were properly situated, having chosen to rest for the night upon the walls of the inner keep, Alexander wished him a good night. 
 
      
 
    The two elves walked hand in hand up the stairs to Alexander’s quarters.  There was no question as to whether Jules was staying the night.  After her death that afternoon, Alexander wasn’t prepared to let her out of his sight again just yet. 
 
      
 
    They settled on a sofa in his sitting room.  She curled up tight against him, her head on his chest.  “You were scared I wouldn’t come back,” she said, easily reading Alexander’s thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Alexander took a deep breath.  “I was.  I saw you die, and all I could think about was you being trapped in the darkness again.  I wanted to log out and run to your pod, but I couldn’t.  That made me angry, and I sort of lost it.” 
 
      
 
    “You just stay away from my pod, mister!” She slapped his leg.  “I’m all nekkid in there, and you will NOT be peeking!”  
 
      
 
    He chuckled at the absurdity of that.  Wrapping both arms around her, he hugged her tightly.   
 
      
 
    “Odin spoke to me while I was in limbo.  He said that my condition is improving and that my connection is stronger now.  I don’t think I have to worry about not staying connected anymore.” She traced a pattern on his stomach with her finger as she spoke.    
 
      
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “That’s great news, Jules!  Maybe someday soon I’ll be able to hold you like this in the real world.  We can game together by day, and snuggle at night,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She sat back and looked him in the eye.  Getting to her feet, she pulled him up and led him past the stacks of looted books in his study toward the bedroom.  “When I’m back on my feet in the real world, we’re going to be doing MUCH more than snuggling!” she purred. 
 
      
 
    Alexander laughed. “So… then I’ll actually get to peek?”  
 
      
 
    “Ha! Don’t get too excited there, Romeo.  Tonight, we need sleep.”  She dove face-down onto the massive bed, arms and legs spread wide, and immediately pretended to snore loudly.  After a moment, she opened one eye and stuck out her tongue.  Then she rolled to her side and patted the bed behind her. “Come keep me warm.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander joined her; their bodies spooned in the middle of the bed.  She pulled his arm around her and settled in, making a few soft grunting noises as she got comfortable, causing Alexander to grin into her hair.  It wasn’t long before they were both snoring for real. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    My, How You’ve Grown! 
 
      
 
    Brick woke before sunrise, as was his habit.  After a quick shower, he donned his armor and headed down for breakfast.  Mattie and the cooks in the kitchen were prepared for early risers, and a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausage, and oatmeal was already prepared.   When he had eaten his own breakfast, Brick fetched a large bowl and filled it with oatmeal, pouring some honey on top.  He thanked the ladies for a lovely meal and then went in search of Bacon.   
 
      
 
    He found his beast in the stables beneath a veritable pile of sows, snoring contentedly.  Grinning, the dwarf crept forward as quietly as his iron-shod shoes would allow and extended the still warm bowl of oatmeal toward Bacon’s nose.   
 
      
 
    The battle-boar snuffled a few times in his sleep, getting a snootful of the warm oats and honey smells.  When the scent finally reached his piggy brain, he was instantly wide awake and shaking his way out of the pile of annoyed lady pigs.   Brick backed up as the giant pig stomped toward him, snuffling enthusiastically at the bowl.   Brick continued out of the stables and made it partway across the courtyard before Bacon lost patience and charged.  He rammed into his master’s chest, then deftly gripped the bowl in his teeth as Brick fell backward.   
 
      
 
    Bacon set the bowl down and buried his snout in it.  Brick sat on the ground, laughing.  “I been mugged by me own hog!  Ye faithless pile o’ breakfast meat!” he cried out, drawing laughter from several bystanders in the courtyard.   
 
      
 
    Having finished his treat, the boar licked his snout thoroughly, before nosing the bowl toward Brick.  “Oh, no!  Ye won’t be getting more o’ that after ye knocked me on me arse!” the dwarf scolded him.   
 
    
Bacon looked slightly repentant, stepping forward to gently head-butt his master.  He snorted once, then plopped down on his belly.  Being careful not to crush Brick, he rolled onto his back, waving his legs lazily in the air.  An obvious demand for belly-scratchins.  
 
      
 
    Brick eyed the shameless battle-boar.  Truth be told, he felt a bit guilty for not paying much attention to his mount over the last few days.  The others had dismissed their cats, but Brick thought Bacon preferred to hang around and socialize.   
 
      
 
    His conscience got the better of him; with a battle-cry, he leapt upon the boar’s belly and began to tickle him mercilessly.  “Gotcha!  Ye useless stack o’ ham sammiches!  Yer a battle mount.  Ye know better than ta leave yer belly exposed!” he shouted.  
 
      
 
    The epic battle between dwarf and pig that followed woke all those who still slept within the keep, including Alexander and Jules.  Remembering he’d awakened the morning before to an intruding dragon, Alexander sighed and shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “Am I ever going to get a full night’s sleep in this place?” he mused aloud.    
 
      
 
    Jules mumbled something into her pillow; obviously, she wasn’t a morning person.  Alexander noted she’d gotten up at some point during the night and changed.  She was now wearing a pink pajama onesie, complete with feet and mittens.  All she was missing was bunny ears. 
 
    
Smiling at his strangely dressed bed partner, Alexander slid on his boots and gathered his gear before slipping out of the room and downstairs.   As he sat in the dining courtyard with his breakfast platter piled high, Brick and Bacon came strolling around the corner.  Both were still puffing from their recent exertions.   
 
      
 
    “If you’re done torturing that poor animal, have you got time to work on a couple of light cannon triggers?  I want to give the king a couple more when I stop by there today,” Alexander called out around a mouthful of eggs.  
 
      
 
    “Aye, that be simple enough.” Brick patted the boar on the shoulder and pushed him toward the stable “Git back to yer harem, ye lazy meatball.  I got work to be done!”. 
 
      
 
    As the dwarf strode off toward the smithy, Bacon turned to regard Alexander.  He stepped closer, laying his massive snout on the bench by the elf’s leg and sighing.  He looked up at Alexander with pleading eyes, as if he hadn’t been fed in days.   
 
      
 
    “Nope.  You and that dwarf woke me out of a perfectly good sleep.  The sun’s not even up yet!” Alexander shoved at the pig’s head, which moved not one inch.  Alexander did his best to ignore the begging and pleading of the giant hog at his side as he finished his breakfast.  Bacon tried sighs, desperate squeals, and indignant snorts to no avail.  Finally, one of the citizens at the next table couldn’t take it anymore and tossed Bacon an orange.    
 
      
 
    The pig caught the fruit in mid-air, and with a sideways glance at Alexander, squeezed his jaw shut.  The resulting burst of orange goodness splattered juice on Alexander.  Payment for his refusal to feed the hog. 
 
      
 
    Alexander was about to extract retribution when Jeeves’ voice came to him.  “Master, a single adventurer approaches the drawbridge.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported himself to the roof of the outer gatehouse.  Looking down, he saw a human barbarian staggering onto the bridge that extended partway across the moat.  He was injured and looked as if he’d been in a serious fight.  One arm was hanging limply and dripping blood.  Blood was also streaming from a cut on the man’s forehead.   Alexander used his analyze skill on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff Barbariano 
 
    Human Barbarian 
 
    Level 12 
 
    Health 280/1300 
 
      
 
    Real original name. Then again, who am I to talk? And how the hell did a level 12 get through those woods?  
 
      
 
    Alexander called out, “Good morning, barbarian.  How can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    The man stopped, looking around.  The sun was just about to rise in the east, but darkness still prevailed.  Jeff obviously didn’t see Alexander. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?  Where are you?  Show yourself!” the man demanded. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Alexander.  Who are you, and why are you bleeding on my bridge?” 
 
      
 
    “YOU!  You’re the reason I’m here!  My whole group died because of you!” the man practically screamed in rage.  
 
      
 
    “I haven’t killed anyone today.  And why were you looking for me?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bounty on your head!  My friends and I came to claim it.  Nobody told us there would be giant wolves and bears in the woods.  Ten of us started out.  They’re all dead because of you.  I’m going to take your head myself! Then I’m going to toss your body to the sharks in this moat!” The barbarian waved an axe at Alexander with his good hand. 
 
      
 
    “You came from Stormforge?  Everybody there knows there are dire wolves out here. And there are definitely NO sharks in my moat.” Alexander smirked at the angry noob. 
 
      
 
    “Not Stormforge, Antalia!  We heard how you’ve been picking on a local guild, and the Queen put a bounty on you and your guild officers.  Come down here and fight me!” Jeff demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Jeff, have you not seen any of the PWP videos?  It is not us targeting them.  They are a PK guild.  They came after us-” 
 
      
 
    “They told us you’d say that!” Jeff interrupted.  “Propaganda! You’d say anything to save your miserable hide!  Come down here, coward!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be an idiot.  I’m nearly five times your level, and you’re wounded.  Go back where you came from.” Alexander turned to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill you, and your dog, and your mom!  After I show her what a real man is!” Jeff screamed at his back. 
 
      
 
    Alexander froze.   Turning to face the barbarian again, he growled. “You should be more careful what you say.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you!  You’re a big talker up there on your wall.  Come down here, momma’s boy!  I’ll-” 
 
      
 
    Jeff never got to finish his sentence.  The shiny blue form of Ragnarok rose up out of the water and plucked the barbarian from the edge of the bridge.  The man screamed as he disappeared beneath the water, a stream of bubbles the only indicator of where he’d gone.  A moment later the bubbles were replaced by a cloud of blood that quickly dispersed in the current.   
 
      
 
    Alexander chuckled.  Teleporting down to the spot where Jeff had just stood, he looked down into the moat.  “Rocky?  You still there, buddy?” he called. 
 
      
 
    Rocky’s head emerged from the water; a severed forearm gripped in his jaws.  He looked up at Alexander as he crunched through the bone and swallowed his prize.  A moment later he let out a satisfied belch. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Rocky.  That was very smooth.  Jeff the noob never even saw you coming.  Did he make a good breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    The water dragon nodded his head vigorously, grinning a dragon grin that showed much larger and sharper teeth than Alexander had last seen on his moat monster.  Bits of Jeff were stuck in between. 
 
      
 
    “You’re growing quickly!  What are you, twenty feet long now?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    In answer, Rocky disappeared below the surface. He then rocketed up out of the water to land on the bridge next to Alexander.   He stretched out as if to display himself, preening a bit at his glimmering blue scales. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Alexander patted the dragon’s head.  “You’re beautiful, buddy.  And modest, too.  I’m glad to see you’re doing well.  We’re expecting more adventurers to arrive soon, so more snacks for you.  But be careful, okay?” 
 
      
 
    The moat monster nodded his head and then slipped quietly back into the water.   
 
      
 
    Alexander opened guild chat. “So, Rocky just got his first kill.  A noob barbarian who came with a group to claim the bounty on me.  Rocky didn’t like the way he talked about my mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit.  Go, Rocky!” Sasha cheered.   
 
      
 
    Max asked, “Where’s the rest of the group?” 
 
      
 
    “He said the wolves and bears killed them.  He was only level 12.  Nice of them to feed our critters for us. Especially Rocky.  He seems to like barbarian tartare.”  
 
      
 
    “BWAHAHA!” Brick’s laughter could be heard both in guild chat, and drifting down from the keep. 
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  Walking to the smithy, he retrieved enough obsidian to make two more cannons and then went back to the dining area.  He sat and socialized as folks joined him to eat their breakfasts.  While they ate, he shaped the two weapons and infused them with the Ray of Light spell.  Remembering the pain from overusing his mana the day before, he used soul crystals to provide the power for the weapons.   
 
      
 
    Finishing the second cannon, he walked back over to the smithy to pass the weapons along to Brick for shaping of the trigger mechanism.    The sun was up now, and the bustle of activity around the keep increased.  Alexander spotted Lola seated at one of the tables nearby and went to join her. 
 
      
 
    “Good mornin’, Alexander,” she greeted him.  “I hear ye be makin’ a trip to Stormforge today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, most of the guild will be going for training.  Would you like to join us?” 
 
      
 
    Lola shook her head. “I be needed here.  Me gramps says there be a whole new land to organize.  I’ll be sendin’ the merchants with ye, though.  Already give’d them a list o’ supplies we’ll be needin’.” 
 
      
 
    “When we return from Stormforge, I’ll be heading up to the plateau to see about creating a new portal and building a wall around the tower.  If you’d like to join me there, you could get a good look at what we’re dealing with?” 
 
      
 
    “That be a good idea.  Me and me gramps both should take a look-see.   Ye’ll be back by noon?” 
 
      
 
    “If not sooner.  I need to meet with the king while the others get their training.  The gathering of supplies will probably take longest.”  Alexander handed Lola a couple of the king’s teleport scrolls. “If someone attacks while we’re gone, send someone to the palace with one of these. We’ll return immediately.”   
 
      
 
    “Aye, will do.  I’ll give one to the guard officers.  Fer when we be away as well,” Lola confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Yo! Dork boy!” Sasha’s voice rang out.  Alexander turned to find her exiting the kitchen with a plate of food.   She sat next to him, greeting Lola with a smile.  “I was thinking about how you killed that monster yesterday.  That enchanting thing adds a lot of power to stuff.  So… what if you could enchant a potion?  Like, add extra healing magic to one of these?”  She produced a low-grade healing potion and handed it to him. 
 
      
 
    “This one gives 1,000 health.  Do you think you could beef it up?” She looked at him, a challenge in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Alexander held the glass vial in his hands, inspecting the red liquid within.  After a few moments, he said, “I’m not sure.  I mean, I could enchant the vial easily enough, but I don’t know if that would help at all.  I’ve never heard of anyone enchanting a liquid.  It must be possible though because we get buffs from the water here.  I’ll ask Fitz and Master Baleron.  Do you have a few more I could experiment with?” 
 
      
 
    Sasha produced a pouch that clinked when she set it in front of him.  “There is a dozen of them in there.  Try not to waste them.”  
 
      
 
    “I won’t,” he assured her distractedly.  Her question had opened up a whole new line of thinking.   
 
      
 
    His train of thought was interrupted when she put a hand on his arm.  Looking up, he saw her face had become more serious.  “I’m glad Jules was able to come back okay yesterday.  I was worried about that myself, though obviously not as much as you.” She gave him a small smile.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  And thanks for getting in my face.  I sort of lost it there for a minute.  You were right to beat me up.”  
 
      
 
    “HA!  As if I need an excuse.  Smacking your fat head is just plain old good fun!” She grinned back.   
 
      
 
    Changing the subject, he said, “I’m going to the control room to retrieve the mirror and have a chat with Jeeves.  Want to come along?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Got work to do before we head to the city.  Don’t lose track of time.” Sasha got up and left. 
 
      
 
    Alexander stood and wished Lola a good day before teleporting himself up to the control room. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Jeeves.  How are you today?” 
 
      
 
    “I am quite well. Thank you, Master.  I have spent the night examining the new territory you gained yesterday.  It is quite extensive.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I saw some of it from the air yesterday.  But how extensive are we talking here?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am not able to sense the entire area, as there are no structures on most of the plateau.  However, the tower you visited yesterday is approximately twelves miles north of here.  The smaller ancillary tower to the east is six miles from that tower.  And the western tower is five miles in the other direction.  So, at a minimum, your new territory is twelve miles long by eleven miles wide.  That would be approximately two thirds the size of the kingdom of Stormforge.  With the previous Dire Lands dimensions, I deduct that you are now the master of more land than King Charles. If your territory extends farther than the towers in any or all of those directions, your lands could be significantly larger, Master.”  
 
      
 
    “And what else can you tell me about the territory, Jeeves?” 
 
      
 
    “Within the area I have described, I have located one abandoned mine, two abandoned villages with stone structures, both severely damaged, and one pier structure on the river near one of the aforementioned villages.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you mark those on my map, please?” Alexander pulled up the map on his UI.  The vast empty area around the tower began to fill out in sections surrounding blue dots that marked the tower, mine, and village locations.  Large blank spaces were still left in between. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves, that is very helpful.  Now, I believe you leveled up two times yesterday?”  
 
      
 
    “Three, Master.  The first was when the embassy was completed, and the intruder was destroyed.  The second and third were upon the addition of the extra territory and resources. I am now level 19.” 
 
      
 
    “Great!  Congratulation, Jeeves.   Were you given any more upgrade options?”  A familiar display appeared above the control table.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master. I currently have four options.” 
 
      
 
    A familiar display appeared above the control table.   
 
      
 
    Extended Area 
 
    The area of influence of Dire Keep would be extended one-half mile in every direction 
 
      
 
    Stone Golems Level One  
 
    The Keep will be able to generate stone golems to serve as labor or defense.  Level One maximum: 10 golems.  Resources required per golem; 200 stone, 1,000 mana 
 
      
 
    Aerial Defense Level One 
 
    The inner keep will be protected by a domed magical shield that can absorb damage equal to the number of keep’s resource units.  Alternate power sources may increase damage absorption. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Spawn 
 
    The keep can summon a low-level dungeon to be placed within its area of influence.  The dungeon will grow with the passing of time or the absorption of life force and magic items. 
 
      
 
    “If you wish more details, or would like my opinion, you need only ask, Master.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander once again opened up guild chat.  This time, to save time, he pasted the options into a text message for the guild members.  He followed up the text with a question in voice chat. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, folks.  Choosing time again.  Jeeves has earned another upgrade.  We’re going to pass on the Area Extension.  I think we’ve got more than we can handle at the moment.  Anyone disagree?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it should be the golems or the shield.  A dungeon would be nice for leveling our citizens, but we have more immediate needs.  And we can always send them to the Stormforge dungeon for now.” Max offered.   There were multiple mumbled agreements, no comments to the contrary. 
 
      
 
    Alexander tried to narrow it down.  “Alright.  Golems or Aerial Defense.  Anyone?” 
 
      
 
    Silverbeard spoke first. “It be my humble opinion that Golems be more useful at this time.  With the addition o’ the gryphons, the light cannons, and a dragon roost nearby, I do no’ be thinkin an invasion by air is likely to succeed.  The golems be good front-line troops to hold a gate, fer example.  And when not in combat, they be useful fer multiple purposes.” 
 
      
 
    Dayle spoke next. “I’d be curious to see how tough these golems are.  But I agree with Master Silverbeard in principle.  Having some stone tanks to take even part of the damage in a melee would be useful.” 
 
      
 
    “One second,” Alexander said. “Jeeves, can you participate in guild chat?  And if so, can you tell us all whether the stone golems can be healed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master. Now that you have invited me, I can monitor and participate in guild chat.  And yes, stone golems can be healed by allies just as any citizen can be, with nature, holy, or light magic.  They can also consume stone to regenerate themselves, given time.  Also, at higher upgrade levels, you may create a larger number of golems, or the same number with more strength, health, and intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves, for anticipating our next question.  That interface upgrade is certainly proving itself worthwhile,” Alexander said. 
 
      
 
    Brick chimed in. “I be thinkin’ the golems be the way to go.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Alexander said. “I was just talking with Jeeves about the new territory, and the large, unexplored, unmapped area.  With ten golems, we could send them out in every direction and have them fill in the map while we’re doing other things.  Jeeves, will you be able to monitor the golems enough to fill in the map?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.  The golems would be extensions of the keep, and therefore under my control when not following direct orders from one of you.  I can see and hear what they do, and speak through them if needed.  They would indeed be ideal for mapping or scouting.  Though they will not be able to do so with any discretion.  Stone golems are not quiet unless sitting still.” 
 
      
 
    “BWAHAHA!  Just like me!” Brick chortled.  
 
      
 
    “So, anybody disagree?  If you have a different opinion, please speak up.” Alexander asked.  There were several comments in favor of the golems, but none against.  
 
      
 
    “Then golems it is.  Jeeves, please activate the Stone Golems upgrade.  And begin creating golems.  Do you have enough stone?” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, Master.  And yes.  I have approximately 4,000 units of stone at the moment, mainly from removing the stone to create the dining hall and duergar quarters.  I will need a mana source to animate them, however.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander pulled out a handful of soul crystals.  Setting one on the table, he asked out loud, “Can you use one of these?”  
 
      
 
    “One moment while I analyze the crystal, Master.  Yes. I am able to draw mana from the crystal.  This one is sufficient to charge six of the golems.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander looked at the crystal he’d set down.  It was a medium grade crystal, one they’d gotten from some of the undead when they cleared the keep.  Alexander lifted it and put it back in his bag.  He withdrew the crystal that Max had looted from the Abomination below the tower.  Setting it on the table, he asked, “How about this one?” 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Jeeves answered. “This is a grand soul crystal, Master.  This one would be sufficient to animate three dozen golems.” 
 
      
 
    “Great!  I’ll leave this here with you.  Let me know when it reaches 25% capacity, and I will recharge it.” Alexander left the crystal on the table.  “Oh! How long will it take you to create the golems?” 
 
      
 
    “Each golem will take approximately four minutes to form and animate, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!  Faster than I expected.  Okay, please create ten golems and instruct them to assist the farmers and loggers for now.  When we return, we’ll send them out to the new territory to scout.  Please show me the current keep status.” 
 
      
 
    The glowing blue display above the table changed to the keep status screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Keep:  Level 19/25 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Status:  1350/1700  
  
      	  Resources: 23,100 units 
  
     
 
      
      	  See Infrastructure for details 
  
      	  See Resources for details 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Population: 148 
  
      	  Defensive Capabilities: 85% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Citizens: 142   Guests: 6 
  
      	  See Defense for details 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Ancillary Structures: 23 
  
      	  Production rate: 55% 
  
     
 
      
      	  See Ancillary Structures for details 
  
      	  Production will increase with population and use of ancillary structures 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    The population number reminded Alexander that the duergar should be taking the oath today.  That would take them to nearly 300 citizens.  
 
      
 
    “Jeeves, will you level up to 20 when your population reaches 200?” 
 
      
 
    “N,o master.  I will receive significant points, but they will not be sufficient to gain level 20.  Each successive level requires a much larger number of points to achieve.  A population of 300, plus the repair of the two villages would be sufficient for the next level.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Jeeves, please begin repairs on the villages.  Do you have sufficient resources?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Master.  After creating ten golems, I will have enough resources to fully repair one village, and to bring the other village to approximately 70% physical condition.  If you wish, I could harvest more stone resources by expanding the living spaces in the keep.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good idea, Jeeves.  Do we have a library?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the study in your quarters, Master.  I do have a plan for a library available, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “And what other structures or rooms do you have plans for?” 
 
      
 
    “I have standard plans for corridors and stairways of different sizes and configurations.  I also have plans for barracks rooms, guest rooms, guest suites, dining and gathering halls, kitchens, storage closets, bathrooms of varying size and complexity, offices, medical facilities, laboratories, training hall, dungeon cells, cisterns-” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I get the idea.  Thank you, Jeeves.  How many prison cells do we have currently?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-four cells, Master.  On two dungeon levels.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Jeeves.  We may need more than that soon.  I now have the ability to bind prisoners, so that we do not have to send them to Stormforge.  So, let’s do this.  Begin construction on another dungeon level.  Make it large enough for twenty-four more single-person cells.  You’ll need to create the stairway leading down, and a corridor wide enough to keep the cells separated.  When you are finished with that, I would like you to create a laboratory accessible only from my quarters.  Cut it into the stone at the back, as it will not need windows.  Next on the list, please create a hospital ward sufficient in size for fifty beds.  I assume that will allow you to harvest enough stone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.  Any one of those would give me sufficient stone units to complete the second village.  The three projects combined will add about five thousand additional units.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s go with that plan.  Also, please consult with Silverbeard to see if he has suggestions for further expansion within the keep.  And, can you expand the underground levels below the main tower on the plateau?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.  The tower and structures below are now within my area of influence. If you have no objection, I shall designate that structure as ‘Garrison Tower’ and the others as east and west observation towers.” 
 
    
“Alright then. Please discuss that with Silverbeard as well. I’d like to add a couple of large chambers off the stairs just below the garrison tower floor.  To be used as barracks if it becomes necessary to retreat there.  Sufficient in size to sleep 100 citizens each.  With appropriate bathrooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master.  I estimate the time required for all projects to be four days.  The first village repair will be completed tomorrow.  The second in three days.  The prison level will also be complete in three days.  The remaining structures here and in the tower, will be complete on the fourth day.” 
 
      
 
    “Good enough, then.  Thank you, Jeeves.  It’s time to head to Stormforge.  I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Alexander lifted the garrison tower mirror with a grunt, and teleported back to the courtyard.   Finding Lola among the guild members gathered there, he handed her the mirror.  “This is the mirror that leads to the garrison tower.  Please find a secure place that is accessible here in the inner keep.” 
 
      
 
    Lola simply nodded her head, taking the heavy mirror from him as if it weighed nothing at all.  
 
      
 
    Looking around, Alexander noted that some of the guild members had not yet arrived.  There were still a few minutes until the designated meeting time.  So he took the opportunity to examine his own stats. 
 
      
 
    Mage:  Alexander   Level 56 
 
    Build:  Ranged magic/Melee dps 
 
      
 
    Health:  16,000Experience 6,100/123,000Attribute pts avail: 24 
 
    Mana: 19,800Skill pts avail: 5 
 
     
 
    Stamina:  9(22)   Dexterity: 6     Armor: 240       Heath Regen: 90 
 
    Strength: 7(23)   Wisdom: 66(96)    Defense: 150       Mana Regen: 185 
 
    Agility:  9(19)   Intel:  66(96)     Attack: 45       Magic Attack: 135 
 
    Luck:  14(22)        Charisma: 11     Stam Regen: 16    Race: Elf 
 
      
 
    I’m still a glass cannon.  Nearly all my strength and stamina come from gear boosts.  Need to fix that. 
 
      
 
    Alexander assigned five points to Strength and five more to Stamina. That took him back down to 14 available points.  After a bit of thought, he assigned three points to Agility, and one to Charisma.  He saved the remaining ten points. 
 
      
 
    There.  Now if I have to fight melee I won’t totally embarrass myself.  But I need to stop thinking like a warrior.  The key to success for me now is to control the fights so that I can use magic effectively.  Having to go melee would be a tactical defeat. 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the group soon arrived, and Brick opened the portal to Stormforge.  Upon entering the Greystone compound, the core members summoned their mounts.  The big cats had spread out to their favorite resting spots around the compound.  Bacon had apparently opted to stay at the keep with his harem.  Max promised to stop by the butcher’s shop and order a cartload of meat for the beasts and headed off to find his trainer.   
 
      
 
    Brick made straight for the dragon forge to check in with the dwarven master smiths.  Sasha followed her cat into the greenhouse to plant some of the featherroot transplants.  The dwarven merchants took their empty carts and headed into the city to begin gathering the items from Lola’s list.  
 
      
 
    As the other guildmates drifted out the gate to locate their own trainers, Alexander made his way to the palace.  He stopped at Lydia’s shop to see if she and the captain were about. 
 
      
 
    Entering the shop, the familiar smell of dried and powdered herbs greeted him, making him aware of his growing hunger.  Lydia’s uses of herbs and spices made her one of the best cooks around.  Her delicious meals provided significant buffs, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Alexander! Welcome back.” Lydia’s voice came from somewhere behind the racks of bottles and vials.   She quickly emerged to gather him in a hug.  “Are all of you back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s what I came to tell you.  We went back to the featherroot caves and found both demons and undead.  So, Sasha removed as many of the plants as she could.  She’s planted some at the keep and is in her greenhouse right now doing the same here.  I thought you might want to go and advise her on how best to keep them alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!  Well, yes.  They need to be someplace with very limited light and plenty of moisture.  I think she knows that already, but I’ll just go make sure.  My husband is already at the palace if you’re looking for him?” Lydia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am. Thank you.  Oh! Can I ask a professional question?” he asked, pulling out one of Sasha’s healing potions. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you can.  What would you like to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve been learning and practicing enchanting.  Using it to enhance items and increase the power of … well… explosions.” Alexander blushed a bit.  Lydia laughed.  He held up the healing potion vial. “Sasha gave me some of these and asked me to find a way to enchant the potions to make them stronger.  Have you ever heard of anyone doing this?” 
 
      
 
    Lydia looked thoughtful.  “I have not.  But you children have already found ways to do things that I would have said were impossible.  It is an intriguing idea.  If you succeed, it could change everything.”  She motioned him toward the door as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    Alexander followed her out of the shop, saying goodbye as she locked up.  As usual, the guards at the gate saluted and waved him through.  Alexander smiled fondly and waved at the line of citizens waiting to be granted entrance.  Just a few weeks ago, he’d been among those folks himself.  Waiting to request an audience with the king. 
 
      
 
    Captain Redmond greeted him as he passed through the inner bailey gate.    “Nearly level 60! Seems you’ve been busy this week.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!  You have no idea.  I’m actually here to report to the king.  Does he have time for me this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “I think he’ll make time.  My guess is he’ll want to hear what you have to say.  He’s in with the merchants again.  Any chance you have news of demons to interrupt them with, like last time?”  
 
      
 
    The captain’s smirk turned into one of surprise when Alexander replied, “Demons AND undead.” 
 
      
 
    The two men made their way to the great hall, where the king was seated on his throne listening to the merchants air their grievances with a bored look on his face.  Upon seeing Alexander, his face brightened considerably.  Noting the change, several of the merchants turned to see Alexander and Captain Redmond entering, and a hush fell over the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “HA!” The king laughed.  “It seems your presence alone can silence this horde!  You’ll have to teach me your secret, Alexander.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander bowed to the king. “Simple, Your Majesty.  I bring news of terrifying monsters and ways for the merchants to earn more money!”  This earned him a laugh from the king and several of the merchants in the room. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, I brought the dwarven merchants, Thagin and Drellin, with me this morning.  They arrived with empty wagons and a large bag of gold.” Alexander looked at the crowd of merchants. “I imagine they’re looking for a few of you as we speak.”  More laughter, even as a few of the merchants hurried toward the door while trying not to be conspicuous.   
 
      
 
    “And what of the terrifying monsters?” the king sounded almost hopeful.  It seemed anything to end this meeting would be a blessing. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, Your Majesty, I have news of those as well.  The demons have returned to the featherroot caves near the keep.  And this time, they had an undead army with them.”  Alexander hadn’t wanted to make this general knowledge, but the king had asked, so he answered.  
 
      
 
    “I see.  That is unfortunate.” The king rubbed his chin for a moment.  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m afraid we’ll need to cut this meeting short.  It seems we’ve new threats to contend with.  I will ensure that you are all informed of necessary details after I’ve met with my Knight-Advisor.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Redmond led the king and Alexander through a side door to the king’s study as the merchants muttered among themselves and began to leave.  Some moved at a more rapid pace, either to try and sell goods to the dwarves or to spread the latest gossip. 
 
      
 
    The captain closed the study door as the king took a seat and motioned for Alexander to do the same.  “So.  Demons and undead?” the king asked. 
 
      
 
    Alexander recounted their activities since he’d last spoken to the king.  The attacks, their new moat monster, the dungeon caves full of demons and undead, exploring the garrison tower, their fights with the monstrosity, and the lich on the other side of the portal.  Even the comments from Jeff the noob regarding the queen of Antalia and the bounty propaganda.   He finished with the option that Greystone had been given to claim their own kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Though he clearly had questions, the king held his tongue while he considered what he’d heard.  Captain Redmond filled the silence.  “By the gods, boy.  How do you manage to get into and out of so much trouble so quickly?” He chuckled.  
 
      
 
    “Just lucky, I guess?” Alexander shrugged. “It’s possible Odin is messing with me just a bit.”  Alexander turned to the king. “Your Majesty, I came here hoping for your guidance on the potential for a new kingdom.  I would obviously only wish to proceed with your blessing, and with that of King Thalgrin.  And strong alliances with both of you.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like quite the kingdom,” King Charles began. “Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Duergar, Trolls, Dragons, Gryphons… am I missing anyone?”  
 
      
 
    “One goblin, Your Majesty.” Alexander grinned at him. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. The streaker, Fibble.  We must not forget him!” The king chuckled.  “I do not recall hearing of any kingdom in the history of Io with such a diverse citizenry.  It will be interesting to watch you grow.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you approve?” Alexander was surprised it would be so easy. 
 
      
 
    “Alexander, other than the captain here and my sister, there is no one I would trust more as a neighbor and ally.  Dire Keep and its lands are already yours.  The area you have expanded into has been unclaimed for centuries.  It is frankly better for me that you have some control over it.  And that you act as a buffer for whatever lies beyond.  It seems Greystone Manor will become an embassy once again.  I do hope you don’t insist on closing the tunnel?”  
 
      
 
    “Ha! Of course not, Your Majesty.  You are always welcome in our home. And Brick’s cellar.  You need not even ask.  We couldn’t ask for a better friend or ally.”  Alexander stood and bowed deeply to the king. 
 
      
 
    When he resumed his seat, he continued. “As for a buffer, we will be exploring the plateau beginning this evening.  We have the ability to create stone golems now, and we’ll be using them as scouts.   I’ve sealed the demons and undead in the dungeon caverns behind some thirty feet of stone, though I don’t know how long that will hold them. I have hunters keeping watch for activity.  Which reminds me…” 
 
      
 
    Alexander removed the two newly crafted light cannons from his bag.  He handed one to the king and one to the captain.   “These are for you, in case any of the forces of darkness bypass us or defeat us.  I’ll make another one this morning and leave it for you before I head back.  That should give you enough to cover the gates, at least.” 
 
      
 
    As the king and captain looked over the weapons, Alexander removed six medium-sized soul crystals from his bag.  He handed them to the king. “I would appreciate it if you don’t share where these came from, Your Majesty.  I have a large enough target on my back already.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  And thank you. This is a generous gift.  My son has been busy with his ‘training’ with these cannons.  The mages from the guild are having to constantly recharge the weapons.  I will keep these in reserve for any potential battle.” 
 
      
 
    “We have learned, Your Majesty, that if you take the crystals, or the cannons, to the altar at Whitehall, or the altar in our keep, the magic from the dual blessings recharges them.  It takes most of a day and night.  Also, the water that runs below our keep has been consecrated, and now has significant healing and mana regenerating properties.” 
 
      
 
    “We will certainly try that.  Thank you. Maybe the same will happen at one of the temples here in the city,” the king replied. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard back from the queen in Antalia yet, Your Majesty?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    “Our messenger has not yet returned.  But it has only been a day.  I expect it will take two more days before we hear back.  The messenger has instructions to use a teleport scroll to get home once the queen replies,” Captain Redmond informed him. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, of course,” Alexander replied, feeling foolish. “So much has happened, I forgot it was only yesterday that we spoke.  My apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “Be assured I will notify you as soon as I receive word,” the king added. “If there is nothing else, I’m afraid I am a bit behind schedule this morning.”  
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.  Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.  I’ll update you as soon as I learn more.” Alexander bowed his head as the king took his leave. 
 
      
 
    Alexander left the palace and made his way down to Master Baleron’s shop.  Removing a bottle of dwarven spirits from his bag, he stepped through the front door.   
 
      
 
    The old gnome was standing behind his counter.  He called out a greeting as Alexander closed the door behind him.  “Well, hello, boy! Come for another lesson?  Have you been practicing?  Come here, let me get a look at you.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander smiled at his enchanting mentor as he set the bottle on the counter.  “I’ve actually come for some advice, Master Baleron.” He pulled the healing potion vial from his bag again. “I want to know if there’s a way to enchant this potion to make it stronger.” 
 
      
 
    The old half-gnome enchanter raised his eyebrows.  Taking the vial from Alexander, he looked thoughtful.  “You know, I’ve never considered that. I don’t recall ever hearing of anyone enchanting a liquid.  The container, sure.  But not the potion itself.  It is an interesting idea.  I assume you intend to experiment?” 
 
      
 
    Alexander nodded his head. “I’m going to ask Fitz first, to see if he already knows of a way.  But if not, I’ll try to figure it out on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “Good for you, lad!  Let me know how it goes.  Maybe the student can teach the master something!” Baleron’s ears seemed to waggle a bit as he grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I certainly will.  Thank you, Master Baleron.  Enjoy the bottle!” Alexander waved at the enchanter as he exited the shop. 
 
      
 
     Turning to head back toward the compound, Alexander noticed a jeweler’s shop a few doors away.  An idea struck him, and he made for the shop. 
 
      
 
    Upon entering, he found a very simple and spartan room filled with glass cases.  Beneath the glass was an assortment of loose gems and jewelry pieces ranging from small single pairs of earrings to elaborate necklaces and headpieces.   
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Sir Knight.  How may I be of assistance?” a female voice came from the left.  Turning, Alexander found the smallest human woman he’d ever seen.  She was, at most, four feet tall and maybe fifty years old.  Dressed in cobalt blue mages robes, she had blonde hair that was going grey and a kind smile.  Her eyes sparkled like the gems she had on display.  She wore a headband with a jeweler’s loupe attached. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you, lady…?” Alexander paused. 
 
      
 
    “Ha!  I’m no lady.  Call me Mags.  And I know who you are.  Saw your duel in the square the other day.  And that old coot Baleron never stops talking about you! I had to chase him out with a broom yesterday.  Drunken old gnome barely made it back to his shop.” She grinned at him. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mags.  And I’m sorry about Baleron.  I’m afraid he gets his spirits from me.” Alexander bowed his head in apology.  “I’ve come in search of a gift for a young lady.  An elf.  Something as beautiful as she is.” Alexander blushed slightly as he realized what he’d said. 
 
      
 
    Mags favored him with a knowing smile.  “Ah, I see.  Someone special has captured the heart of the gallant knight!  Well, let me see… I assume she has blonde hair? Fair skin? What color are her eyes?” 
 
      
 
    “The deepest green I’ve ever seen!” Alexander responded without thinking. “I mean…” He was definitely blushing now. 
 
      
 
    Mags patted his arm. “You’ve got it bad, sweetie.  I’m sure I can help you find something.  Or I can make you a custom piece if you don’t like what you see here.” She motioned to one of the glass cases.   
 
      
 
    As Alexander peered through the glass at her wares, Mags moved around behind the display and stepped up onto something that brought her to eye level with him.  Alexander noted that most of the pieces inside this particular display were set with emeralds. 
 
      
 
    “Emeralds to bring out the color of her eyes!” Mags confirmed for him.  I’ve got earrings, bracelets, necklaces, even a tiara.” She pointed to a fanciful headpiece on one side of the case. 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking for something… simple.  But beautiful.  She’s a rogue and moves around quite a bit.  I think anything big and fancy would end up stored in a box somewhere.  I’d like something maybe more durable, that she can wear every day.” 
 
      
 
    “So, a rogue stole your heart! How fitting!  Now, it’ll need to be something quiet.  Can’t sneak up on people with jingling jewelry.  What kind of enhancements would you like it to have?” Mags asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that doesn’t matter to me.  I just want it to make her happy.  And I’m an enchanter myself, though still learning. I could add bonuses to it later if it doesn’t come with any.”  
 
      
 
    Mags reached into the case and removed a gold ring with a tastefully sized emerald setting.  Setting it on a square of blue felt atop the glass, she said, “This one has a bonus to luck.  Always a good thing for rogues.” She smiled. 
 
      
 
    Alexander felt a lump in his throat.  When he managed to swallow it, he said, “Errmm… a ring might be… too suggestive?  I don’t want to scare her.  We’ve only known each other a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so it’s like that, is it?  You’re smitten!  But you don’t know if she feels the same?” Mags laughed.  “Well, that changes things a bit!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander suspected Mags was having significant fun at his expense.  “I think she feels the same. Or feels something.  Gah! It’s complicated.” 
 
      
 
    Mags patted his hand and adopted a motherly expression. “It is always complicated, my dear.  I think I have the perfect item.  Wait here a moment.”  She hopped down from her perch and disappeared into what must have been her workshop. 
 
      
 
    Alexander fidgeted while he waited.  He began to second-guess himself.  Would giving her jewelry be too much? Or too soon?  Or both? 
 
      
 
    He was eyeing the door and considering a hasty retreat when Mags reappeared with a small velvet box in her hands.  Hopping back up on her perch behind the counter, she set the box upon the glass. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. Open it.” She grinned at him.   
 
      
 
    Lifting the lid, Alexander saw a thumbnail-sized emerald upon what looked like a tangle of black leather.  Not being a jewelry expert by any stretch of the imagination, he was confused by the combination. 
 
    
Mags lifted the item from the box, pulling it open to its full size.  It was a loop of leather with the emerald affixed on one side, and a clasp on the opposite. 
 
    
“It’s a choker,” Mags explained.   When no enlightenment appeared on Alexander’s visage, she elaborated.  “She’ll wear it around her neck.  It fits tight, so there’s no jingling like with a necklace.  The gem is secured tightly to the leather, so it will not just fly off during combat.  And the emerald is enchanted with agility.”   She flipped the thing inside out, then held it against her own throat to demonstrate. “She can even turn it inside out so that the gem presses against her skin, and it will not be visible in times of stealth.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s… perfect!” Alexander beamed at the tiny shopkeeper.  “Even the agility boost is appropriate.  And the stone is beautiful.  I’ll take it!”  
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you like it.  That’ll be 130 gold.” Mags returned the choker to its box, arranging it so that the stone was properly displayed. 
 
      
 
    Alexander set 200 gold on the counter.  “Thank you, Mags.  Keep the change. You’ve been amazing.  I’m so glad I came in here this morning!  I will be sure to tell my fellow guild members about you.” 
 
      
 
    Mags scooped up the gold and deposited it in her coin purse.  “You just send that young lady in here, so I can see her.  I have a feeling you’ll be needing my services again! And I can make better items for her if I’ve met her in person.” She winked at him.  “Now, go on! Go make the young lady smile!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander stowed the box in his bag as he left the shop.  There was an extra spring in his step as he made his way back to the compound as he began to plan ways to present his gift to Jules. 
 
      
 
    Once back at Greystone Manor, Alexander sat at the desk in the study.  He had a few hours yet before it was time to open the portal back to the keep.   There was something he’d wanted to work on for several days now, and had not found the time. 
 
      
 
    He pulled Ceaser’s ring of communication out of his bag.  He wanted to figure out how the magic worked so that he could create rings for his citizens.  Especially with the new territory they had to explore.  Being able to communicate with non-guildmember citizens at a distance would be invaluable.  
 
      
 
    First, he activated Mage Sight and examined the ring.  He could see the ‘color’ of the magic imbued in the metal.  It was a dark blue, almost purple shade.  He wondered if that might have something to do with the alignment of the ring’s creator, or just the type of magic used.  He tried using Analyze, but it gave him the same basic information he’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    Ring of Communication 
 
    This ring allows the wearer to speak with its creator over long distances 
 
      
 
    Baleron had taught him how to deconstruct enchanted items.  The process was relatively simple, but not one hundred percent guaranteed to be successful.  Sometimes deconstruction resulted in knowledge of how to duplicate the enchantment involved.  And sometimes the item was destroyed with no information gained.  Alexander had four of the rings, looted after the battle in the square with Ceasar and his friends.  He wanted to retain at least one of them to use in their attack on Antalia.  That left him three chances to learn the magic. 
 
      
 
    He placed the ring on the desk in front of him and cast the deconstruction spell on it.  He watched with his Mage Sight, hoping for some enlightenment.  The magic glow seemed to brighten slightly, then fade away as the ring disintegrated. 
 
      
 
    Well, that didn’t work. Maybe my skill level is too low? Or maybe it’s just that the odds were against me this time.  Maybe a subtler approach? 
 
      
 
    He reached into his bag and produced another ring.  This one looked identical to the last. 
 
      
 
    Holding the ring in his hand, Alexander focused on the deconstruction spell.  Keeping his Mage Sight active, he pushed the deconstruction magic into the ring as slowly as possible, watching carefully for any clues as to how the communication magic worked.  Not seeing any visual indicators, he closed his eyes and continued to push the magic.  When the spell was complete, he felt the ring disintegrate in the palm of his hand.  There was a tingling sensation in his mind that quickly increased as knowledge of the spell installed itself.  The tingling escalated into significant pain that Alexander now recognized as normal based on his experience of learning spells from Fitz or Kai.  It lasted only a moment before fading away. 
 
      
 
    Alexander opened his eyes and looked at his still open hand.  There was no sign of the ring.  Opening his UI and selecting his spell library, he found what he was looking for. 
 
      
 
    Far-Speaking 
 
    Level One: This enchantment allows an item’s user to communicate with its creator over a distance of up to 30 miles.  
 
      
 
    Alexander gave himself a little fist-bump of celebration.  This enchantment could be incredibly useful.  He immediately pulled out ten small pieces of obsidian and began to enchant each of them with his new spell.  When he’d finished the ninth one, he got an alert. 
 
      
 
    Skill Level Up! Enchanting +1 
 
      
 
    After finishing the tenth stone, he went out to the smithy.  Brick was away getting training or running errands, but Alexander was able to make a deal with one of the master smiths who had the shaping skill.  He shaped the ten stones into tiny dragons in return for Alexander enchanting a couple of items for him.  Alexander was thrilled with the arrangement.  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, he stepped into Lydia’s shop.  He spotted her in the back workroom, seated on a stool at her workbench and monitoring several potions that were bubbling above small flames. 
 
      
 
    “Hello again, Alexander.  What can I do for you?” She smiled in greeting. 
 
      
 
    “I bring gifts!” he grinned back as he produced two of the newly crafted little dragons and handed them to her.  “One for you, and one for the captain.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia took a moment to Analyze one of them. “Well! Someone has been learning again.  These could be very useful.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I deconstructed a couple of the rings we took from Ceasar and his friends.  Managed to learn the communication enchantment.  These will only allow you to speak me.  But I’m hoping with more practice I can make some that will work two ways.  In the meantime, if you need anything, you can reach me anytime!”  
 
      
 
    “That is very thoughtful of you, Alexander. You’re a good boy.” Alexander noticed she rubbed her belly with one hand as she spoke. “I’ll be sure and pass this other one on to my husband. Did you find him earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did.  Thank you.  He mentioned that the Greystone ladies had already been by to update you!”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, news travels fast.  Your very own kingdom.  Quite impressive.  Have you decided on a name?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ha!  Like I’ll have any choice in that!  Brick will try to name it ‘Bricktopia’ or ‘Durinvania’.  Max will suggest something like ‘Maxland’.  Ultimately, I’m sure the ladies will decide on the name.  I’m just here to look pretty.” He grinned at her.  “We’ll end up with something like Fluffybunnyum.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia snort-laughed at that.  “You just might, at that,” she agreed, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    “Your brother already gave me his blessing,” Alexander added. “I’m going to speak to King Thalgrin as well.  And we have some preparations to complete before we make things official.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking.  I’m very proud of you. All of you!  Now, I’m sure you have things to get done, and if you keep distracting me, I’ll ruin these potions.  Off with you!” she waved him out of her shop.   
 
      
 
    Alexander went back to the compound and spotted his tiger, sitting in his usual spot on the balcony outside his suite.  Plopping down next to the massive cat, Alexander scratched his ears.  “Do you have a name already?  Or should I give you one?” 
 
      
 
    The tiger made a chuffing sound that sounded a lot like laughter.   
 
      
 
    “Let me guess.  Jules named you?” Alexander raised his eyebrows at the cat, who just chuffed again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    What’s in a Name? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max had headed out into the city as soon as he stepped through the portal.  His first stop was the butcher’s shop, where he arranged for a cart of tasty meat chunks to be delivered to the compound for the big cats.  
 
      
 
    Next, he headed to the outskirts of the city near the west gate.  The ranger and hunter trainers could be found in a wooded compound just inside the wall.  He found his trainer watching some level one noobs trying to hit training targets with starter bows and arrows. 
 
      
 
    “Max!  Thank the gods.  Somebody with a brain to talk to.  Tell me, does your homeland TRY to recruit your dumbest and slowest to become adventurers?  And who gives them such ridiculous names?” the trainer shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    Max looked at the line of noobs.  They had names like ‘Stinkyfeet’, ‘LadyKilla’, and his personal favorite, ‘DufusMcGee’. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Max looked at his trainer.  “Yes. We send all the morons here to get themselves killed.  We figured it would make good entertainment for you.” 
 
      
 
    “HA!” The trainer shook his head. “I see you’ve gained quite a bit of experience since I saw you last.  Dungeon runs?” 
 
      
 
    “You could say that.  I’ve killed lots of demons, bugs, and undead the last couple days.  High levels.  Those noobs aren’t the only ones who were born stupid!” Max replied. “I was hoping you’d have something more to teach me?  Maybe keep me alive a few more days?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly! Let me see here…” The trainer stared at Max for several seconds, noting his level and skills. “I’ve got a couple good ones for you.   The first is an upgrade to the multi-shot you got last time.  You can control the point at which the arrows begin to scatter.  Anytime from when they first leave your bow, to right before they impact.  Obviously, the earlier you trigger them, the wider the spread will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” Max was already thinking up ways this might be useful.  He could trigger the spread at the last second and have five arrows hit a single target all at once.  That would make a great interrupt.   
 
      
 
    “The other is called Grapple.  Your arrow flies with a thin magic thread attached to it.  When you hit the target, you can yank it toward you.  Watch.”  
 
      
 
    In one smooth motion, the trainer pulled his bow from over his shoulder, drew the string, and fired an arrow into the boot heel of one of the noobs.  Then he stepped backward and yanked on his bow.  The unfortunate ‘LadyKilla’ tumbled face-down on the ground, nearly stabbing himself with an arrow as his foot was pulled from under him.  Even knowing it was there, the thread was so thin that Max couldn’t see it.  “You can also shoot it up into a window, for example, and pull yourself up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it!” Max was already picturing shooting a certain dwarf in his posterior region and pulling him off his battle boar.  “How strong is that thread?” 
 
      
 
    “At level one, the thread will be strong enough to support three people at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Both upgrades will come in very handy.  Thank you!” Max said.  The trainer placed a hand on Max’s forehead, and the knowledge was passed directly into his mind.  For some reason, these skills didn’t hurt like the magic that Kai had given him.   
 
      
 
    Maybe because it’s a class ability? I’ll ask Kai about it when I see him. 
 
      
 
    Handing the trainer 50 gold, which was a significant amount more than the training cost, Max wished the man well and left the area.   He was walking along a side street, thinking about visiting the carpentry skill trainer, when he noticed a shadow flicker in front of him.   
 
      
 
    Instantly suspicious, he kept walking without pausing.  His half-elven vision was excellent, and the wide set of his eyes on his face gave him more peripheral range than a human.  There was no one in the street ahead of him, so the shadow must have come from someone on a rooftop above. 
 
      
 
    Keeping a steady pace, he began to sing to himself as he continued to watch for another sign.  A block further down the street, he saw it again.  A humanoid shadow on the stone of the street just ahead of him.  Which, from the angle of the late morning sun, meant that the caster of that shadow had to be very close. 
 
      
 
    Continuing forward, he opened guild officer’s chat.  “Hey, guys.  Got somebody stalking me from the rooftops.  So far, I’ve only seen one.  Don’t know how serious it is.  I’m going to head to the old guild house.  Slowly.  Anybody close enough to get there?  Maybe set up a welcoming party?” 
 
      
 
    “I be two blocks from our compound,” Brick responded. 
 
      
 
    Alexander said, “I’m in the compound. Brick, come here, and I’ll teleport us both to the house.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re at the tailor’s, maybe 5 minutes from the house if we run.  Walk slow, Max.  Stop and tie your shoe or something.  We’ll be there.  Jules will be stealthed, and Lainey will get on the roof,” Sasha added.  
 
      
 
    Max came to an intersection where two side streets met.  On the opposite corner, there was an alchemist’s shop with a large storefront window.  Moving across the intersection, and approaching the shop, Max watched the reflection in the window, hoping to spot someone on the roof behind him.   No such luck. 
 
      
 
    Taking the opportunity to kill some time, he stepped inside the shop.  Greeting the shopkeeper, he asked about agility potions.   The old shopkeeper produced a box of six vials that all contained potions of +10 to agility.   Max asked the old man if he had anything with a larger boost. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, I have some that give 25 points in agility.  But they’re quite pricey.” The shopkeeper put away the first box and produced another.  This one held five potions.  “The price is 75 gold.” 
 
      
 
    Max quickly did the math.  15 gold each for a 25-point boost? No-brainer there! 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take them.  Do you have any more?” Max asked. 
 
      
 
    The shopkeeper shook his head.  “I’m sorry, this is all I have.” 
 
      
 
    Max gave the man four 20-gold pieces and told him to keep the change.  All the while he was watching out the window to see if he could spot his follower.   
 
      
 
    Putting the potions in his bag, he took a deep breath and held it as he opened the door.  He half expected an arrow in the chest as he stepped out.   When nothing happened, he released the breath as casually as possible and set out toward the old guild house.  
 
      
 
    While walking the six blocks to the old guild house, Max noticed his stalker’s shadow twice more.  Whoever this was, they either weren’t very good, or they didn’t care whether Max knew they were there. 
 
      
 
    As he approached the house, Lainey spoke in guild chat “Two people on the roof behind you.  One’s an archer.  The other looks like a caster.  The archer’s bow is empty.  They’re just watching you.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander replied, “Lainey, stay behind cover. Don’t let them see you.  Sasha and I are inside the house.  Jules?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m behind Max.  In the shade across the street from the house.  They can’t see me,” Jules reported. 
 
      
 
    Max crossed the street and entered the front door of the guild house.   He found Alexander, Brick, and Sasha standing on either side of the front window, looking out and upward.  “Thanks for coming, guys.  I’m not sure what they want.  They could have shot me a dozen times since I spotted them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I’ve been wondering about that.  It doesn’t make sense for them to follow you. If they’re PWP or Chaos Nation they already know where we live,”  Sasha said.  She had the best mind for strategy among the group, and would normally be the first to solve a puzzle like this. 
 
      
 
    Jules spoke in guild chat again. “I can hear them talking above me.  They’re wondering whose house Max is in.  One of them mentioned backup coming.  And something about a bounty and buying better gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Jules.  That explains a lot.  More players looking to collect on the bounty.  They probably won’t attack in the city.  They’ll wait for you to leave.  They might not know about the portal at the compound.  We could probably head back, and they’d just wait outside forever.”  Sasha said.  She snorted out loud, amused by her idea. 
 
      
 
    “But, if they know about the bounty, they know about Dire Keep.  Why come here looking for us?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can’t just attack them.  We’d get flagged for PVP inside the city.  They haven’t committed a crime that we know of,” Sasha mused.  
 
      
 
    “Max, buddy.  How do you feel about playing target dummy some more?  Take a walk down to the Ogre?” Alexander asked.   Max just nodded his head. 
 
      
 
    Alexander spoke in guild chat. “Okay, guys.  Max is going to walk to the Ogre.  Jules, stay as close to them as you can.  See what they say.  Lainey, follow them from the rooftops.  Shout out as soon as they can’t see the door.  Sasha, I’m sending you to the palace.  Inform the guards about what’s going on. Send them to the Ogre.”  He waived a hand and Sasha disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Brick and I will be waiting inside the Ogre.  Max, Lainey, Jules, shout if you see them attacking.  Max will walk inside and sit at a table.  Let’s see if our friends out there follow him in.” 
 
      
 
    Max opened the front door and headed out at a leisurely pace.  It took all his willpower not to look up at the roof before he turned and headed up the hill toward the Ogre.  He smiled and greeted a few passing citizens as he walked, trying his best to act casual.    Despite knowing that Lainey would warn him, he couldn’t help but expect an arrow in the back at any time. 
 
      
 
    “They’re moving to follow,” Lainey reported.   
 
      
 
    Max moved up the street.  It was only a few minutes before he was approaching the Ogre’s tavern door.  Sweating a bit from the tension, he stepped inside and headed toward an empty table near the back of the room.   
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported himself and Brick into the private dining room that Martin O’Malley had let him use to interview volunteers.  As hoped, the room was empty.  They quickly made their way through the restaurant and into the tavern. 
 
      
 
    “Alexander!” Martin called out his name, emerging from the kitchen and spotting them.  “Have you come for lunch?” 
 
      
 
    Alexander shook the man’s hand.  “We’ve spotted some adventurers following Max on the rooftops.  We had him come in here to see if they’d follow.  We don’t know yet who they are.  There may be a bit of trouble…”  
 
      
 
    “Bah! I’ve heard all about how you Greystones fight.  Two strangers won’t last long enough to do any damage in here.   But just in case...” Martin stepped behind the bar and grabbed a stout wooden cudgel.  He grinned as he tapped the bar with it.  “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to knock a dent in a skull or two!” 
 
      
 
    Grinning back, Brick thumped he innkeeper on the shoulder. “Bwahaha! Ye be my kind o’ man!” 
 
      
 
    “They’re down off the roof and headed for the door.  Maybe ten seconds,” Lainey reported. 
 
      
 
    “They’re on their way in,” Alexander informed Martin.  “Please don’t get involved if you don’t have to.  They may have friends here in the city, and I don’t want them coming after you or the Ogre.”   Martin made a face but nodded his head in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Alexander and Brick retreated toward the kitchen so as not to be spotted.  They peered around the door frame, watching the two players enter and look around.   Catching sight of Max, they moved to one side of the room and sat a table close to his. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, guys; they’re just sitting.  Keeping an eye on Max.  Change of plan.  Max, order some food.  Brick and I will watch your back.  Lainey, Jules, Sasha, all of you head back to the compound.  Keep an eye out for more stalkers.  I don’t want to start trouble in here, so we’re going to lead them back to the compound.  Sasha, deactivate the outer ward.  We’ll let them walk inside just like Henry did.”  
 
      
 
    “Will do,” Sasha said. “I just spoke to Captain Redmond.  He’s on his way.  He’s stationing guards a block away both in front and behind the Ogre.  They’ll come running if they hear trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to lead them to the compound, why am I ordering food?” Max asked even as he smiled at Martha O’Malley. 
 
      
 
    “Jules said they had friends coming.  I want to see if they show up here.  And we need to give the ladies time to get back to the compound.  Sasha, create a raid group. Invite all of us.  Invite whomever you find at the compound, including the masters.  If these guys are high level, they might get some free xp out of it.  Stop and grab Lydia too if she’s there,” Alexander instructed. 
 
      
 
    Alexander and Brick were handed sandwiches and cups of water while they observed Max’s fan club.  The two were talking quietly among themselves, glancing occasionally over at Max.  Martha delivered Max’s food, then stopped at the stalkers’ table to take their order.   Passing by Brick and Alexander as she entered the kitchen, she said, “They just ordered food and drink for five.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank ye, lass!” Brick winked at her and flipped her a gold coin. 
 
      
 
    Max was barely halfway through his lunch when three more players entered the tavern and joined the first two at their table.  There was a warrior in plate armor, another caster, and the last wore leather armor and carried twin daggers.  Probably a rogue or assassin class.   The newcomers began to eat as soon as they sat down, trying to avoid staring at Max as they did. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Max.  Leave a nice tip for Martha, and head out.  Let’s see if they abandon this excellent food to follow you,” Alexander said. 
 
      
 
    Max dropped a couple gold coins on the table as he got up from his seat.  Waving at Martin as he crossed the room, he passed by the group of players without making eye contact.  
 
      
 
    The moment he was out the door, the players began to quickly stuff food into their mouths as they rose to follow.   Noting that they hadn’t paid for their meals, Martin winked at Alexander before calling out, “That’ll be three gold total, gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    The rogue tossed coins to Martin as she headed for the door.  Barely containing a smirk, Martin called out, “Thank you.  And seee ya!” to their vanishing backs.   Brick caught the reference.  “Bwahaha! Ye be a funny one, too!” 
 
      
 
    After giving the players a minute to move down the road, Alexander and Brick followed them outside.  They kept their distance as the group followed Max down the street.   
 
      
 
    Max began to mutter to himself.  The back of his neck itched, as did the spot midpoint between his shoulder blades.  He could almost feel an arrow sliding into his spine.   
 
      
 
    Why do I get to be the lucky one they chose to follow?  Brick should be the one.  He’d be enjoying this!  
 
      
 
    Max noticed Captain Redmond casually leaning against a wall in a side alley as he was passing.  The captain was casually cleaning his fingernails with a dagger.  He nodded at Max almost imperceptibly, then went back to cleaning. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Redmond’s in the alley I just passed,” Max informed the group. 
 
      
 
    Alexander said, “Sasha, have you done the invites?  If so, make me raid leader so I can invite him.” 
 
      
 
    “One sec.  Okay, good to go,” Sasha said.  Alexander’s UI blinked with an alert informing him that he was now raid leader.  A quick check showed that in addition to their core group, there were ten dwarves, Lydia, and six humans already in the raid.  As he approached the alley and could see the captain, he sent him an invite as well.    
 
      
 
    In raid chat, the captain said, “Well, well.  Back in town for what? Two hours? And already you’re making things interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. We thought you might be bored.  So, we decided to put a target on Max’s back and walk him around town until someone was tempted to shoot at him!” Sasha joked.  Alexander could picture the look on her face as she said it.  He rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Ha friggin’ ha!” Max chimed in. “You guys ARE watching my back, right?  You’ll call ‘heads up!’ or something if an arrow is headed my way?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, buddy. We got your back.  I’ll throw up a shield behind you.  You’ll be fine,” Alexander assured his friend. 
 
      
 
    Max continued across town for the next few minutes, with both groups following his lead.  When they reached the final intersection, Alexander said, “I’m going to teleport the captain and Brick into the courtyard.  The rest of you, move to either side of the gate so you can’t be seen.  And stay quiet.  Max, you’re doing fine, buddy.  You just stroll on in and head into the house.  You can cover us from the balcony door in my suite.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported the three of them into the tunnel between the two gates.  As Brick and the captain moved inside to join the others, he quickly confirmed that the outer gate ward was turned off.  The inner ward was set to teleport intruders to the prison.  He decided to leave it that way for the moment as he joined the others against the wall near the armory building. 
 
      
 
    After about a minute, Max strolled through the inner gate.  He held one hand against his chest and shot them the bird as he passed.  Brick snorted. 
 
      
 
    As Max moved into the manor house, Jules reported, “They’ve stopped in the street in front of the house next door.  They’re talking about something, but I can’t hear what.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander’s head jerked around, looking for Jules.  His heart began to race, and he could feel panic rising within.  “Jules, where are you?”  
 
      
 
    “I’m in front of Lydia’s shop.  I’m in stealth mode, so they can’t see me.  I’m going to try and get closer, so I can hear.”  
 
      
 
    “NO!” Alexander could hear the blood rushing in his ears.  “Jules, one of them is a rogue, and two are casters. They might have stealth detection.  And we don’t know how high level they are.” He ground his teeth, trying his best to overcome his panic and not yell at Jules again.  “Just stay where you are, Jules.  Tell us if they move.” 
 
      
 
    WHY does she keep doing this?  First the demon dungeon, now this.  She’ll get herself killed! 
 
      
 
    Sasha grabbed his shoulder and pulled him around to face her.  She shook her head and spoke quietly “Stop.  She’s fine.  She can take care of herself.  Take a deep breath and get your shit together.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander fought the urge to growl at his best friend.  He took her advice and inhaled deeply.  He began his pre-fight ritual, breathing and flexing his muscles.  He could feel his heart rate dropping as his breathing slowed.    After a few moments, Sasha let go of him and nodded her head. 
 
      
 
    Jules spoke up again, “They’re heading for the gate.  The rogue stealthed; I can’t see her.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit!  The rogue will be well ahead of them, scouting the area.  She’ll hit the inner ward ahead of the others, and they might not step inside the outer gate!” Alexander made a quick decision.  He moved in front of the gate and stepped one pace through the inner ward.  He then liquefied the ground behind him, between his back and the ward and on either side, leaving a paper-thin solid crust at the top. If the rogue tried for a backstab, she would sink.  Or at the very least be knocked from stealth.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Sasha asked.  Alexander smiled to himself.  He could hear the mental ‘idiot’ that was implied in her tone. 
 
      
 
    “I’m betting she won’t just attack.  She’ll stay in stealth mode and wait for the others to make contact.  Maybe even for them to say something.  As soon as they’re all inside, I’ll close the wards.  If necessary, I’ll set them to kill.  If she tries a backstab, my legendary chestpiece will prevent a crit.  Impenetrable, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t help if she slits your throat, idiot.” Lainey put in her two cents.  Ah, the women in his life. 
 
      
 
    Alexander didn’t have time to respond, as the other four players in the group stepped in through the outer gate into the bailey tunnel.  Alexander held up a hand in greeting as he mentally activated the outer ward behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Hello there.  I’m Alexander.” 
 
      
 
    The other players stopped.  The caster who had been on the rooftop with the archer took a half stepped forward.  She was wearing classic caster robes, dark blue with swirling red accents along the hem and neckline.  She carried a wand at her belt, and held a dark wooden staff in her left hand.  Her hair was dyed one of the unfortunate neon colors that so many players seem to opt for in game; it spiked upward so that her head resembled a bright green porcupine. 
 
      
 
    “We know who you are.  We’ve been given a bounty quest for your head.” The mage said very matter-of-factly.  
 
      
 
    “A quest?  Like an actual quest? Not just a bounty notice on the board in Antalia?” Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, a quest from our guild leader.  Potential guild leader. This is our audition.  Nothing personal.” The archer behind her nodded his head as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess.  Chaos Nation?  Or has some other guild decided to throw in with the Dark One?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know Chaos Nation.  We’re going to be in Odin’s Hammer.  And come on!  All that ‘Dark One’ stuff is just bullshit.  Some kind of marketing ploy for the game.  You can’t believe what you see on the internet, dude.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, trust me.  It is very real.  Here’s what you need to know before you try to kill me.  The ‘Dark One’ is a real-life person, impersonating a god in-game.  He’s been declared a terrorist by the FBI and is responsible for a car-bombing attack on the Jupiter Tech headquarters.  He took over the PWP guild and seems to be in control of Chaos Nation as well.  And he’s using their members as sacrificial lambs.  Several of them were sent after us, both in-game and in real life, and have either lost their Io accounts, been arrested in real life, or both. And several are dead.  He’s also responsible for that bounty quest you’ve taken,” Alexander explained patiently.  He thought he heard a gasp at his ten o’clock when he mentioned the deaths.  The rogue. 
 
      
 
    “Something else you should know.  You won’t kill me.  Larger groups than yours have tried.  I’m guessing by your gear that you’re all somewhere in your… 50s?  You don’t stand a chance.  And as I hold the rank of Knight-Advisor in this realm, an attack on me here in the city will mean, at a minimum, a year in the king’s prison.   And if you’re found to have any direct ties to the terrorist cell, the consequences will be much worse.  The smartest thing you can do right now is apologize and leave.  You’re trespassing on guild territory, but I’ll let you go quietly. No harm, no foul.  You have one minute to decide.” 
 
      
 
    The tank shuffled his feet a bit where he stood behind the leader, an uncertain look on his face.  The other caster was looking toward the spot where Alexander suspected the rogue was standing.  Probably talking to her in party chat.   The group appeared to be thinking things over.  Which already made them smarter than the PWPs the Greystones had encountered. 
 
      
 
    The leader hissed at the players behind her.  They quieted and focused on her. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not falling for your ruse.  You’d say anything to avoid being killed and losing your gear.  As for going to the king’s prison, well there are no guards here.” She motioned around the tunnel with her free hand. “And we have teleport scrolls back to the guild house.” She smirked as she pulled a scroll from her bag. 
 
      
 
    Alexander shook his head. “Use them now.  I believe that you’re not involved with the Dark One. At least not knowingly.  I think maybe somebody gave you a quest.  A legit one as far as you know.  Let me guess.  They offered you each… what? Five hundred gold?” 
 
      
 
    “Six hundred!” the tank corrected him. 
 
      
 
    “Right.  Six hundred each.  That’s three thousand gold total.  The bounty, last I heard, was five thousand.  Might be more now.  So, somebody got smart and sent you here on the off chance you’d succeed.  They pay you three thousand gold, and they keep two thousand for themselves. I can understand that. Even admire it.  Solid business move.  Did any of you even bother to check the bounty board?” 
 
      
 
    Now the leader looked unsure.   
 
      
 
    “You got any guild friends you can ask to quick check the board?  They’ll confirm what I’m saying,” Alexander offered. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not in the guild yet.” the helpful tank spoke up again.  Alexander actually grinned at the guy. 
 
      
 
    “Look, folks.  I don’t want to kill you.  I believe you had no bad intentions coming here.  Other than to kill me, I mean.  Let’s just chalk it up to a misunderstanding, and you can teleport back home.  I’ll even give you a thousand gold for your expenses.” Alexander pulled a small pouch from his bag and held it up for them to see. 
 
      
 
    “Ha! I knew you were full of shit.  The money proves it.  Nobody gives away a thousand gold just to be nice.  You’d do or say anything to stay alive, you coward!” The group leader grabbed her wand and pulled it from her belt, pointing it at Alexander.  “Kill him!” 
 
      
 
    At that point, several things happened simultaneously.  Alexander raised a magic shield in front of himself, then mentally changed both bailey wards to kill status.   Captain Redmond and several guards appeared in the street outside the gate and held position there.  The lead mage used her wand to cast a fireball at Alexander, which struck his shield just as it formed, and dispersed to either side as the shield disintegrated.  And the rogue tried to move behind Alexander for a backstab, finding herself stuck to the knees in liquefied stone.    
 
      
 
    After a brief hesitation, the remaining players took action.  The tank rushed toward Alexander as the archer nocked an arrow and fired.   The arrow sped past the lead mage and struck Alexander squarely in the chest.  It failed to penetrate his mithril shirt, dropping to the ground at his feet. 
 
      
 
    Alexander leaped backward over the softened stone and through the inner ward.  As the tank’s charge took him forward, he struck the soft ground, and his lead foot sank.  His momentum caused him to lean forward, hands out to catch himself.  The moment his hands made contact with the ward, he dropped dead. 
 
      
 
    Sasha and the others appeared on either side of Alexander.  Max was already firing arrows over their heads.  A silence arrow struck the healer that was standing in the back.  Immediately after, five more arrows split from one and struck the healer, archer, and lead mage.  The mage put up a magic shield in an attempt to hold off some of the incoming damage.  It didn’t last more than five seconds. 
 
      
 
    Lainey stunned the rogue with a shock arrow as Brick hit her with a Holy Smite. Sasha filled the whole tunnel with a thorn trap that began to shred the legs of the four remaining players.  The guild’s other ranged players began doing damage.  Misty sent ice bolts as Beatrix engulfed the head of the healer in a water globe.  Benny cast his own Holy Smite at the rogue.  
 
      
 
    Lugs, Dayle, and Warren set up their shields in front of their party members to block incoming arrows from the archer.   
 
      
 
    Alexander had no wish to cause pain to the players, so he held back from casting Wizard’s Fire.  Instead, he cast his newly upgraded Magic Bolt at each of them.  A lucky shot hit the lead mage in the face.  He checked his combat log. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit!  Magic Bolt does 2,920 damage. 
 
      
 
    He fired another round at each of the players, then switched to another new spell.  Focusing on the leader, he began to channel Drain Essence.  A nearly invisible thread appeared as if being pulled out of the mage.  It extended toward him and into his chest.  Instantly he felt a tingling sensation, much like when he consumed a potion.  His health, mana, and stamina levels began to increase.   
 
      
 
    Another look at his combat log showed him the rate of damage for the spell. 
 
      
 
    Drain Essence damages target:  -45hp/sec; -65mp/sec; -50sp/sec 
 
      
 
    The mage, also under a barrage of arrows and magic attacks from Max, Lainey, and the others, didn’t appear to notice the drain on her stats at first.   
 
      
 
    There must not be a physical sensation for the one that’s being drained, Alexander thought. 
 
      
 
    Not needing health, mana, or stamina, Alexander stopped channeling the spell.  Looking around, he saw Lainey firing off a near constant stream of demon-bone arrows.  Fibble stood in front of Sasha, firing healing shots from his stick at her while shouting his now trademark “Pew! Pew!”  Sasha herself had an arrow in her shoulder, which Brick paused to pull out for her as she grimaced in pain.  The enemy archer must have managed to get off a shot. 
 
      
 
    The dwarves and other citizen allies inside the compound had been warned to stay clear of the wards.  Being primarily melee fighters, they were mostly standing around yelling encouragement and flinging curses at the enemy players.  Several of them had singed beards, having taken some splash damage from one of the mage’s fireballs.  One of the masters had produced a wand and was sending a steady barrage of fireballs back at her.  Another was handing out throwing axes, which were quickly hurled by other dwarves at their targets.  After seeing Sasha get hit, three of them moved forward and created a mini shield wall in front of her and Fibble.   
 
      
 
    Alexander watched as the players’ health bars dropped quickly.  In raid chat, he said, “Kill them and let’s get this over with.  Captain, I don’t want them arrested.” 
 
      
 
    As he cast another round of magic bolts at the players, he shouted, “I tried to get you to walk away!” 
 
      
 
    The rogue had managed to free herself from the still liquid stone.  Alexander hadn’t hardened it to trap her.  She hurled a handful of throwing knives as she dashed toward the outer gate, moving behind her party to use them for cover.  When she’d stopped taking damage for a few moments, she went into stealth mode.  Alexander just shook his head.  It wouldn’t help her.   
 
      
 
    The two casters died at about the same time.  Their low stamina stats and cloth gear meant their health bars didn’t last long.  Especially since the healer had been interrupted nearly constantly since the fight began.   
 
      
 
    Once those two were down, there were no longer any bodies to block Max’s multi-shot arrows.  The rogue was broken from stealth with an arrow in her leg.  She was one step from the outer gate and stumbled forward as she lost balance from her injury.  Her head hit the outer ward, and she dropped like a stone. 
 
      
 
    The last player standing, the archer, was still gamely firing.  He’d managed to hit one of the dwarven masters, though not with a fatal wound.  Lainey was sporting an arrow in her thigh, and Fibble was on the ground with one in his belly. 
 
      
 
    Alexander cast bolt after bolt at the archer’s face.  The archer leapt around as he fired, looking like a man with super-hot sports rub in his jock.  He stopped moving, though, when an arrow from Max divided into five arrows about four inches from his face.  The impact from all five in such a tight bunch threw him backward and didn’t leave much of his head intact.  Alexander looked at his combat log.  The whole fight had taken just over 40 seconds. 
 
      
 
    With the fight over, Alexander reset the wards to teleport, then looked to make sure the wounded were being helped.  Lyra was healing the injured master smith.  Sasha was calming Fibble, trying to remove the arrow from his stomach.  The tiny goblin was on his back, both hands locked around the arrow, whimpering quietly.   
 
      
 
    “Fibble, you’re going to be okay.  Just let me pull the arrow out.” Sasha was trying to be patient with her goblin protector. 
 
      
 
    “Noooo! Crazy Sasha! Fibble dying!  Bad man shoot Fibble in tummy!  No pull on arrow! Pull arrow hurts!” He tugged a bit at the arrow as if to demonstrate. “Owww!”.  Then he moved his hands to either side of his stomach and rubbed there.  “Tummy all tingles again.  Fibble dies!” 
 
      
 
    Sasha tried to suppress a grin as she ministered to her dramatic little patient.  He had leveled up again, and the ‘tummy tingles’ were distracting him from his wound.  “Yes, dear.  It will hurt for a moment.  But Sasha will make it all better really quick!  You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Fibble didn’t look convinced.  He looked from his tummy to her face, then back again, shaking his head.  “Not let Fibble die?” 
 
      
 
    Alexander knelt next to the little guy. “Fibble, you are family now.  Greystone clan, remember?  We would not let you die.  But if you don’t let Sasha remove the arrow, the only other way to fix you is with a BATH.”  
 
      
 
    Fibble’s eyes grew even wider.  With a look of determination, he gripped the arrow even tighter with both hands and tore it free of his stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Gaaaahhhh! Owww, ow, ow!” he screamed.   Sasha immediately cast heals on the screaming goblin, and the wound closed quickly.  After a few moments, Fibble quieted down.  He began to poke at his stomach where the wound had been.  Then, grinning, he leapt to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Sasha big magic!  Make Fibble not die!”  He rubbed his tummy, adding, “Tummy need food now!” 
 
      
 
    Sasha giggled at the resilient goblin’s antics.  She took him by the hand and led him toward the kitchen.  Alexander chuckled as he watched them go. 
 
      
 
    Max had already looted the players’ corpses, and the bodies were fading away.  Most of the guild members were following Sasha and Fibble into the house.  Captain Redmond and his guards were gone, presumably to see to their normal duties.  The dwarves were back in the forge, joking about the one-sided battle.  It was as if the fight had never happened.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    New Lands 
 
      
 
    Once Thagin and Drellin, had returned with the listed supplies, and all the guild members were back at the compound, Brick opened the portal back to Dire Keep.  Lola greeted them as they passed through, directing the wagons and beginning the inventory.  Before the group could disband, Alexander called out, “Hey guys!  Planning a trip up to the garrison tower this afternoon.  I’m going to work on fortifications, and maybe do a little exploring.  Who’s interested in going?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone raised a hand except Beatrix, who needed to log off for a bit.  “All right.  Grab some lunch.  Take care of any repairs or whatever.  We’ll head out in an hour,” Alexander said. 
 
      
 
    Using guild chat, he reached out to gather a few others.  “Lorian, are you nearby?” 
 
      
 
    “I am near the demon caverns.  So far there has been no visible activity.”  
 
      
 
    “We’re going up onto the plateau to look around.  If you’re interested in exploring, you’re welcome to come with us.  We head out in an hour.  Though you can catch up later if you’re busy.”  
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, my people have not walked those lands in centuries.  It would be interesting to see.  I will leave a hunter here and join you,” Lorian replied. 
 
      
 
    Alexander switched gears. “Kai, are you available?” 
 
      
 
    “I will be in the keep shortly.  The duergar have gathered and wish to take the oath,” Kai replied. 
 
      
 
    Shit.  Forgot that was today! Need to take care of that before we leave. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, thank you, Kai.  I’ll see you when you get here. Have you seen Fitz by any chance?” 
 
      
 
    “He is in his tower, with Lia.  She is cleaning and repairing the damage from their… disagreement the other morning.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander wisely decided to stay out of that particular bit of business.  Instead, he headed for the donjon to find Silverbeard.   The old dwarf met him just as he was approaching the main door.  A mob of duergar trailed behind him.  Silverbeard updated him as they moved into the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    “There be one hundred and forty-five duergar here to take the oath.  Since ye were away when they arrived, I showed ‘em the new livin’ quarters.” 
 
    
“Thank you, Master Silverbeard.  Your efforts are much appreciated, as always.” Alexander patted the dwarf on the shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Bah! Ye gots a keep under threat, dragons, trolls, gryphons, and duergar runnin’ about.  This be more fun than I had in a century, lad!” Silverbeard winked at him. 
 
      
 
    Alexander turned to Gelag and the duergar.  “Good afternoon, Stoneburners! Are you all prepared to take the oath?” 
 
      
 
    Gelag and the councilors nodded their heads.  There were a few in the crowd who mimicked the motion, though they did not understand Alexander’s words.   He really needed to figure out the translation issue.  At least until they learned to speak each other’s languages.  Kai appeared in the courtyard and approached the gathering by the main doors.  Once again, the oath would be taken under the obsidian dragon carving above the doors.   
 
      
 
    Kai spoke to the duergar in their own tongue, surprising more than a few.  They turned to him with rapt expressions.  At the point where he must have explained to them that the oath would bind their souls, several looked nervous.  But all of them nodded their heads or spoke in affirmative-sounding tones. 
 
      
 
    Then Kai administered the oath, and one by one the dragon symbol appeared for each of them.  Accordingly, the citizenry of Dire Keep more than doubled.  There were now 289 citizens, almost all of them NPCs.  Plus, the four gryphons.  Alexander made a note to find out if they wanted to become citizens.  Or if they even could.  They were not humanoid, but they were sentient.  
 
      
 
    After welcoming Gelag and the rest of the duergar, Alexander left them to get settled into their new quarters.  Silverbeard and Lola were going to meet with them and determine where each of them would best fit into the community based on skills and inclinations.  Some would become miners, smiths, guards, and hunters.  And something new for them, some would become surface farmers and traders.  Others preferred to remain underground.  Alexander didn’t blame them.  It was a huge adjustment to move to the surface after a lifetime underground. 
 
      
 
    Fitz appeared in the courtyard with Fibble at his side.  The little goblin was definitely taller than when they’d originally found him in a cage not so long ago.  The levels he’d gained clearly improved his physical attributes, making him a bit taller and stronger, if not much smarter. 
 
      
 
    Alexander approached the wizard.  “Good afternoon, Fitz.  I was thinking.  We’ve got stone golems to use for exploring the plateau.  Instead of trying to move them through the mirror, we should go ahead of the others and create the new portal.  Then we can bring everyone through at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, lad.  I was thinking the same.  Grab the dwarf and let us get started,” Fitz agreed. 
 
      
 
    Alexander messaged Brick, who soon joined them in the courtyard.  After a quick word to Master Silverbeard, they were ready to go.   Fitz delivered himself, Brick, Alexander, and Fibble to the main floor of the garrison tower.   Moving to the massive main door, he used his magic to break the seal and open it. 
 
      
 
    Outside, the forest was lush and thick with ancient trees that towered into the sky around them.  The sun shone through gaps in the canopy in scattered bright rays that illuminated clusters of large ferns and berry bushes on the forest floor.   The air was alive with the sounds of birds, the rustle of leaves in the breeze, and chittering of small wildlife.   
 
      
 
    Smaller trees had sprouted up in what had once been a cleared area that extended two hundred yards out around the tower.  Alexander could see rusted remnants of armor and weapons among their roots, and sprouting from the grass here and there.   The forest was slowly reclaiming this place. 
 
      
 
    “It be a wonder,” Brick mumbled, looking about at the pristine surroundings. “Untouched by man or dwarf for so long…” His voice trailed off.   
 
      
 
    Alexander understood.  There was a majesty to this place.  His heart felt lighter just standing here, breathing in the clean forest scents.  This was a place to relax. To sit beneath an elder tree and dream of better days.   And in better days, he’d do just that.  But for now, they had to make this place more defensible.   
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful,” he answered Brick.  “We’ll not damage it any more than we must.  The elder trees will live on.  We need only clear these younger ones for our needs.” 
 
      
 
    Fitz interrupted. “And speaking of our needs, let us begin work on the portal.  Alexander, some stone if you please?”  
 
      
 
    Alexander closed his eyes.   Using his earth sense, he searched the depths below him.  He could feel the stairway under the tower, and the immense chamber far below where the portal had been, toward the north.  He could also feel a tunnel system off to the west a bit, though he could not tell if it was simply lava tubes, or human-made.   He located several large deposits of obsidian, granite, quartz, and limestone.  As well as other forms of stone he did not recognize.  
 
      
 
    Looking at Fitz, he asked, “You mentioned we need to be a distance from the destroyed portal.  Where should we place this one?” 
 
      
 
    Fitz looked toward the north, then turned south and paced about a hundred yards as Alexander and Brick followed.  He stopped in a clear space and drove the butt of his staff into the earth.  “This will do quite nicely, I think.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander reached into the earth below and used his Earth Mover skill to raise a large block of obsidian, slightly larger than the ones he’d raised for Brick’s smithies. He figured they could always use the extra stone.  With his higher level, and better gear improving his stats, the job was much easier than before.  He didn’t need to stop and recover his stamina or mana before it was done.  Though it did still drain him quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    He stepped to the side and sat against the trunk of a young oak tree while Brick separated out the needed stone and formed the pillars for the portal with his shaping ability.  Then he activated his Mage Sight in order to watch Fitz infuse the portal magic into the stone.  Each time he witnessed this, he managed to understand just a bit more about how the portal magic worked.  
 
      
 
    As Fitz completed the work, he nodded his head. “The positioning is far enough from the other portal that it will have its own discrete location.  I’ve tuned it so that it will open to, and can be opened from, the keep, Greystone Manor in Stormforge, and Broken Mountain.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Fitz.  That’s perfect.  Are you up for raising a wall around the tower?  Since you’ve placed the portal here, we can set the wall right behind it, then circle the tower at a hundred-yard distance.” Alexander said.  “That will leave us another hundred yards of clear space outside the walls.  Or it will once we’ve removed the younger trees.  We can make use of the lumber and let the farmers cultivate the open space.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, that seems about right,” Brick agreed “We should have gates to the north ‘n’ south. And we’ll be needin’ more fields ‘n’ livestock ta feed all the new mouths.” 
 
      
 
    Fitz simply nodded in agreement and began raising sections of wall thirty feet high and ten feet thick.  He paced his way from the portal in an eastward curve as he worked. 
 
      
 
    Alexander moved so that he was due south of the tower, and raised a massive section of stone thirty feet deep that extended forty feet up.  This would be the southern bailey.  “Brick, this is the southern gate.  Can you shape a tunnel through it, with inner and outer doors?  Maybe twenty feet high and wide enough for… two wagons?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be me pleasure!” Brick rubbed his hands together and stepped up to the stone.  Like Alexander with his teleportation and earth moving skills, the more Brick practiced, the quicker he leveled up his shaping.   
 
      
 
    Alexander left him to it, moving to the west and raising wall sections in an arc that should curve around to meet up with Fitz on the north side.  With only a 200-yard diameter, the circle didn’t take long to complete.  In just over an hour they had the full circle raised, and Brick was already working on the northern bailey gates.   
 
      
 
    While Brick finished up, Fitz and Alexander headed back toward the tower.  Alexander opened up guild chat.  “We’ve got the portal complete, and the walls are nearly done.  Fitz will open the portal in a few minutes.  All those who want to come and explore, be in the courtyard.  Lola, please bring eight of the stone golems with you.  If the farmers wish to bring through any livestock, the walls will keep them contained.  And there is plenty of fresh grass to graze for now.” 
 
      
 
    That reminds me, we need water, Alexander thought.   He reached with his Earth Sense into the ground yet again.  This time in search of an underground spring.  He searched to the east, where he knew the river to be.  But he didn’t need to go far at all.  Apparently, the builders of the tower had the same idea.  He found an underground spring had been routed to flow up into the tower.   He formed a small underground connection and directed part of the flow to where he stood.  He then formed a stone bowl about twenty feet wide and six feet deep and let the flow from the stream bubble up in the center.  This would create a small pond for the livestock to drink from.  
 
      
 
    Continuing on to catch up with Fitz, he found the portal already open and the guild members stepping through.  Lola had already arrived with the stone golems, who were standing motionless, waiting for instructions.   Each of them stood roughly eight feet tall, with thick bodies formed of dark stone.  They had short legs and long, powerful arms that reached nearly to the ground.  Their heads seem to perch directly atop massive shoulders, with no visible neck between. 
 
      
 
    “Jeeves, can you hear me, buddy?” Alexander called out.  He was standing near the portal and the southern wall. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, Master.  The newly completed walls are now within my area of influence.  How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I would like the golems to do a bit of scouting so that you can fill in our map of the area.  Please ask four of them to head out in the cardinal directions.  And the other four to head in the ordinal.  That should give us a pretty complete picture.  And please instruct them not to harm anything that does not attack them first.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master.  It will be done.”  
 
      
 
    Alexander and Lola stood in silence as four of the golems headed out of the southern gate, then split up.  The remaining four set off in the direction of the northern gate. 
 
      
 
    “These golems are going to come in quite handy, I think!” Alexander mused, feeling a bit proud of himself.  The map they created would be extremely useful. 
 
      
 
    “Aye. They be tough fighters ‘n’ hard workers.  They can carry twice their weight and no’ get tired,” Lola agreed.  She stepped away to confer with one of the farmers who was driving a herd of cows, pigs, and goats through the portal.   Alexander noticed two duergar were assisting the farmer.   
 
      
 
    Alexander turned to the group of players who were milling about the open space between the portal and the tower.  
 
      
 
    “There are more than a hundred square miles of forest on this plateau, nearly all of it unmapped.  From the air, it looks completely forested, except along the riverbank, and probably around the other two towers.  There are also a couple of old villages and a mine marked on this map.” Alexander shared his map with the guildmembers. “Feel free to break into groups and explore.   Try to have a healer with you, just in case.  And yes, Fibble counts as a healer!” He grinned at the little goblin, who puffed out his chest and waved his stick in the air. “If you run into any trouble, call out in guild chat.  We can locate you with your medallions and teleport to you.  For now, try to stay within five or six miles of this tower.  If you find something interesting that isn’t a danger, call that out too.  And mark it on your maps, please.” 
 
      
 
    As the others began to group up, Alexander called Fibble over.  The diminutive warrior in leather armor scurried over with a questioning look on his face.   “Let me see your stick, Fibble. I want to make sure it’s all charged up.  So you can heal your clan mates.”  Alexander stuck out his hand.  Fibble looked uncertain for a moment but decided he trusted Alexander, and handed over his precious stick. 
 
      
 
    Alexander removed a small soul crystal and used it to bring the weapon to full charge.  Handing it back to Fibble, he said, “There you go.  All set!”  The goblin took the stick back, hugging it to his chest and nodding his head.  His ears flapped with the motion.  “Big magic!  Protect friends!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander looked around.   Dayle’s group had partied up and were headed toward the north gate.  Helga, Lugs, and Benny had adopted Lola, who was now wearing armor.  She had a stout mace on her belt and a shield on her back.  Though Benny was a healer, he was still slightly lower level than the others.  It couldn’t hurt to give him some help.  “Fibble, can you help protect Lola today?  Heal any of the group that gets hurt, but especially Lola.”  
 
      
 
    “Fibble protect!” The goblin nodded his head vigorously again before scooting off to join the group.  Helga saw him coming and then winked at Alexander.  She’d make sure the little fella came to no harm.   Lugs led the group out the south gate.   
 
      
 
    Fitz was standing near the southern gate, infusing the stone with wards and enchantments.  Alexander approached.   “I sensed some tunnels to the west of here.  Thought I’d take a group and explore.  Would you like to join us?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, lad. But I will remain here. I want to put some protections on these walls.  Kai is already doing the same on the north side.  We will await you here.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander took out two of his newly crafted dragons with the communication enchantment and handed them to Fitz.  “You can reach me with this if anything interesting happens.  There’s one for Kai, too.” 
 
      
 
    The wizard took a moment to analyze one of the little obsidian dragons.  “I see you’ve been experimenting!  This is good work, boy.  Useful too.” He arched a single eyebrow at Alexander.  “And you didn’t blow anything up?” 
 
      
 
    Alexander laughed “Well, I did destroy two of the rings while trying to learn the enchantment. But no. No explosions.” 
 
      
 
    “Only two?” Now both of the wizard’s eyebrows were raised. “I’ve had students destroy dozens of items, trying to learn a less complicated spell.  You continue to surprise me, boy.  Now, off with you!  I’ve work to do before dinner!”  Fitz waved him away with one hand while producing a sandwich from a pocket with his other.  As he did so, Rufus appeared as if by magic, dashing up the wizard’s arm to try and seize his share of the snack.  Alexander grinned at the battle of wills that began as he turned toward his core group.  Lorian was now standing with them. 
 
      
 
    “I found a tunnel system west of here,” Alexander explained. “It could be just empty lava tubes.  There’s also a secondary tower to the west.  I thought we’d head in that direction and see what we find.  Any objections or better ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “West be as good a direction as any,” Brick chimed in.  The others nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Alexander sent out party invites, and the group headed out the south gate and turned west.  They crossed the new growth section that surrounded the new wall and then stepped into the cover of the giant elder trees.  The temperature dropped instantly.  These old growth behemoths let little light or heat through their canopy far above.  The friends were pleasantly cool as they moved among scattered undergrowth and around trunks that were six feet wide and more.  As they moved deeper into the forest, the oldsters only got larger.   
 
      
 
    Lorian and Max moved ahead to scout to their left and right.   Max faded from view as his armor blended into the background.   Lorian simply dashed up the trunk of a tree like he was part squirrel, disappearing into the branches above.  Alexander and the rest of the group continued in a westerly direction.  With the sun nearly invisible above, they had to use their HUD maps to remain headed the right way.   
 
    
Maybe thirty minutes later Lorian called out in party chat.  “There is a bear den here. A mother and two young cubs.  The mother is level 40.  She is nursing and no threat to the group.  About a hundred yards south and west of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lorian.  We’ll avoid disturbing her.  Let’s move a bit northwest for a few minutes,” Alexander replied.  The group turned a few degrees north and continued.  Max was next to speak.   
 
      
 
    “Incoming!  Got some kind of hunting cat chasing me!”  The group could hear him crashing through the brush ahead, not even trying to hide his presence as he approached them at speed. 
 
      
 
    Brick stepped forward, shield up as Max rounded a massive ten-foot-wide tree and sprinted toward them.  Around the other side of the tree came a jet-black cat, making no noise as it bounded after Max.  It appeared to be almost playing with him. Bounding high in the air and landing behind the ranger rather than sprinting after him, it reached out a forepaw and batted Max’s legs out from under him.  Rather than pouncing on him, it bounded away, landing ten feet to one side.  It stopped, crouched on all four legs, and its tail twitched back and forth.  Only then did it note the other members of the group. 
 
      
 
    Max cursed as he hit the forest floor, face-sliding through the leaves and dirt.  “Shoot it already!” he shouted when he came to rest.   Getting to his feet, he continued his run toward Brick and the group, only about twenty yards away.   The cat just sat where it was, watching.  Maybe six feet long from nose to rear, it resembled a very large panther.  The tip of its tail, still twitching, was a light grey for the last six inches.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the group, Max panted.  “Damned thing was sitting in a branch, dropped down on me as I walked under it.  Then it let me get up and run.  Thinks I’m some kind of friggin’ mouse!” 
 
      
 
    The cat seemed to smile at Max’s comment as if it understood.  Still, it did not move.  Even its tail was now still as it considered the party of adventurers. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not attacking,” Lainey observed.  “Maybe it did just want to play?  Did it hurt you, Max?” 
 
      
 
    “Only his pride. And maybe his arse!” Brick snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Look out! There’s a huge bunny behind you!” Max pointed behind the dwarf, eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    Brick half-turned with alarm before he caught on, turning back to see a smug grin on Max’s face.  Jules slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle.   
 
      
 
    “Well, what do we do with the big kitty?” Sasha asked.  The urge to step forward and pet it was written all over her face. 
 
      
 
    “Do nothing.” Lorian’s voice drifted down from a tree above them.  He dropped soundlessly to the ground next to Sasha.  He spoke in a hushed tone.  “That is a night prowler. A kitten.  Its mother will be nearby, and likely in a much less playful mood.”  He motioned for the group to step back, slowly doing so himself.   “My people thought night prowlers to be extinct.  We have not seen one in centuries.” 
 
      
 
    “If that be the baby, how big is the mama?” Brick whispered in awe. 
 
      
 
    “This one is not a newborn.” Lorian clarified.  “I expect it is about six months old.  Its parents will be half again that size.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be bigger than Tigger!” Jules gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Tigger?” Sasha asked.  Alexander had a sinking feeling in his stomach. 
 
      
 
    Jules smiled brightly at Sasha. “Alexander’s tiger!  The poor thing told me Alexander hadn’t named him yet, so I gave him one!  It’s from an old children’s tale from like a bazillion years ago!” 
 
      
 
    Before the conversation could proceed further, there was a terrible racket to their west.  A loud roar, followed by the sound of splintering wood.  The prowler kitten’s head turned toward the sound, ears up and alert, shifting side to side like radar dishes.  After a moment, it dashed off in the direction it had come. 
 
      
 
    “There’s some kind of fight going on over there.  The tower should be in that direction.  Let’s go investigate.” Alexander called out as he began to jog toward the sounds of battle. 
 
      
 
    The group had gone less than a quarter mile when they came upon a newly cleared area.  Several bushes and a few small trees had been smashed to splinters.  One of the trees was being used as a club by a stone golem.  Facing off against the golem was an adult night prowler.  Full grown, this one was easily ten feet from its nose to the base of its tail.  Its shoulders were a good four feet high. 
 
    
The golem’s shoulder and torso sported parallel scratch marks where the great cat had made contact but seemed no worse for wear.  The cat, on the other hand, was favoring its left hind leg and trying to back away while still keeping an eye on its foe.  Alexander took a closer look. 
 
      
 
    Night Prowler Matriarch 
 
    Level 65 
 
    Health 18,400/24,000 
 
      
 
    Alexander shouted “Jeeves!  What’s going on?” knowing that the keep’s AI controlled the golem. 
 
      
 
    “This creature attacked the golem as it moved through the trees, Master.  It has done minor damage, but the golem is still at 94% combat efficiency.” Jeeves’ voice came from the golem.  It was a little creepy.  
 
      
 
    The prowler looked toward Alexander and growled.  The sound was so deep it felt as if his bones were vibrating.  The cat began to alternate its gaze between the golem and the new arrivals.   
 
      
 
    Lorian spoke quickly.  “Prowlers are intelligent.  It would not attack the golem for food.  My guess is the golem was approaching its den.  And the creature is trying to lead it away since she can’t kill it.” 
 
      
 
    “Jeeves, command the golem to drop the tree and stand down, please.” Alexander called out, trying to keep his tone of voice calm.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master.” The golem immediately dropped the sapling club and took several steps back before standing still. 
 
      
 
    Sasha cast her biggest heal at the female prowler.  The cat’s eyes widened as the damage to its leg was repaired, and the pain ceased.  Still, it continued to growl at everyone in sight. 
 
      
 
    Lorian stepped forward, slowly.  He removed a chunk of boar meat from his bag and tossed it toward the cat.  The cat leaned forward and sniffed at the meat, never taking its gaze from the half-elf and his friends.   
 
    
Lorian said quietly “Follow my lead.  This is a Matriarch.  She is the queen of this section of forest.  Show her some respect; she could kill us all with little effort.”  He took a knee and spread his hands wide, then bowed his head to the cat.  Her growling ceased, but she still looked suspiciously at the party, and especially at the golem. 
 
      
 
    Alexander and the others copied Lorian’s posture, down on one knee with hands wide.  He wasn’t ready to bow his head and lose sight of the cat, though.   
 
      
 
    The prowler matriarch leaned forward and took the chunk of meat in her jaws.  The meat, which was large enough to make steaks for five people, disappeared without even being chewed.  She settled down on her haunches and just stared at the intruders.  
 
      
 
    Jules stood and stepped up next to Lorian.  “I think I can talk to her…?” she ventured, sounding unsure. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, talk to her?” Max asked before Alexander could respond.   
 
      
 
    “Just like with Tigger.  I was sitting with him on the balcony the other night, just talking to him.  He stared at me and just purred.  But after a while, he seemed to understand. He nodded his head at me and even smiled once.  I got a notification that I learned a skill called ‘Empathy’.  It lets me talk to animals,” she explained.  
 
      
 
    “Animals don’t talk,” Brick declared as the others all rose to their feet as well. 
 
      
 
    “Well, not with words.  Not like ‘Hey go make me a sammich’ or anything.  But I could understand what he was thinking, sort of. Like, I knew when he agreed with me. And when he was laughing at Alexander.” Realizing what she’d said, she looked guiltily at Alexander.  Moving quickly to change the subject, she added, “Anyway, I think I can talk to this kitty, too. She seems very smart.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander opened his mouth to object.  Not just object.  The words ‘Hell no!’ were on his tongue as visions of poison ladybugs flashed in his vision.   But Lainey kicked him pretty hard in the shin. When Alexander turned to her, again about to yell something, she pointedly widened her eyes and shook her head no.   Alexander’s mouth clamped shut as he got the hint. 
 
      
 
    Sasha covered for him.  “Jules, how sure are you?  Look at the claw marks on that golem.  She can kill you without even trying.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I’m pretty sure.  I mean, I’m not scared or anything.”  She looked to Alexander, clearly asking for his support. 
 
      
 
    His guts twisted, heart racing, it was all he could do to nod his head.  He knew he shouldn’t feel this way.  He wouldn’t it if were any other party member walking toward the giant cat right now.  But in the back of his mind there remained that fear that if Jules were to be killed, she would not respawn. 
 
      
 
    Alexander watched with fists clenched and teeth grinding as Jules slowly made her way toward the prowler.  She spoke softly to the cat, hands held forward and apart like she was going in for a hug.  The cat made no moves, nor gave any indication whether she was inclined to talk… or massacre. 
 
      
 
    When Jules was just a few feet away from the prowler, she stopped and sat cross-legged in front of her.  She continued to talk just as if she were chatting with a Sasha or Lainey about everyday things.  Alexander couldn’t make out the words, only the tone.   
 
      
 
    After a couple of minutes, Alexander’s heart nearly stopped when the cat shifted her feet.  But rather than pounce, or swing a paw a Jules, she settled down into a posture that was more of a nesting pose.  She tucked her front paws up under her chest and began to purr softly. 
 
    
Alexander and the others all let out sighs of relief.  It appeared the matriarch was willing to talk.  Jules leaned forward and began to scratch the giant feline between her eyes.  Those eyes promptly closed, and the purring grew louder.  When Jules sat back a few moments later, the big cat head-butted her in clear demand for more scratchings.   Jules let out a pleased laugh and resumed, this time scratching under the cat’s chin with both hands. 
 
      
 
    She turned and called out to the others “It’s okay.  She understands.  I told her the golem was just exploring, and didn’t mean to hurt her or her babies.” 
 
      
 
    As the group began to move carefully toward Jules, a dark blur burst from the trees to their left.  It impacted with Max, knocking him off his feet.  As Max shouted in alarm, and the others turned toward him with hands on weapons, the prowler kitten with the grey-tipped tail bounded away from Max and toward its mother.  Alexander could swear it was smiling. 
 
      
 
    The matriarch had opened her eyes in alarm at Max’s shout, raising her head to look over the top of Jules.  Seeing her offspring bounding away, laughing at its new toy, she actually smiled.  The kitten took one final leap and landed right in front of Jules, bowling her over.  When she squealed in surprise, the kitten instantly backed away and lay flat on its stomach.  The matriarch reached out a paw and swatted it, as if in reprimand for interrupting her scratchings.  
 
      
 
    The kitten looked apologetically at Jules as she got to her feet.  It tummy-crawled toward her, head-butting her when it was close enough.  The elfess scolded the kitten briefly before relenting and scratching its head with one hand as she scratched its mother with the other.  It would have been comical to watch if both cats hadn’t been so intimidatingly huge. 
 
      
 
    When the rest of the group, including a still-grumbling Max, reached the cats, Lorian removed two more chunks of meat from his bag.  He set them on the ground, one in front of each cat.  The kitten instantly tore into its piece with gusto, growling as it gnawed on the meat.  But the matriarch gently gathered hers in her jaws before rising and padding off toward the west.   She paused after about fifty yards, stopping to look back over her shoulder.   
 
      
 
    Jules said, “She wants us to follow” before once again doing something that made Alexander’s heart stop.  She booped the kitten on the nose to distract it, then grabbed what remained of its snack and began to walk backward in the direction the matriarch had gone.  She waved the chunk of meat at the now growling kitten, and then she turned and ran.  
 
      
 
    “She be insane!” Brick yelled.  “Ye don’t take food from wild critters!  Especially not ones big nuff to eat yer head!” 
 
      
 
    Jules sprinted toward the mother prowler with the pony-sized kitten bounding after her.  The others all moved to follow quickly behind.  Brick cursed under his breath as he ran next to Alexander.  “Yer damned woman be looking to get herself ate!”   Alexander wasn’t inclined to argue. 
 
      
 
    When Jules reached the waiting prowler, she stopped and tossed the well-chewed meat over her shoulder.  The kitten caught it mid-air as it leapt toward Jules.  Landing next to her, it gave her a dirty look before hunkering down to finish its snack. 
 
      
 
    The others caught up as the last of the meat was consumed, and the matriarch continued on her westward path.  The group followed, with the golem bringing up the rear.   
 
      
 
    I didn’t even have to instruct Jeeves to have the golem move behind us.  He really is beginning to anticipate us, Alexander observed. 
 
      
 
    After just a short walk, they came upon a spot where a log had fallen across a low spot on the forest floor. The matriarch made a chuffing noise and set down the meat she’d been carrying.  The undergrowth beneath the fallen log rustled, and out came two more ‘kittens’ roughly the same size as the first.  One was jet black like its mother, the other a sort of spotted black/grey pattern.  Smelling the meat, they dashed forward and began a tug-of-war over it. 
 
      
 
    “The poor things are hungry!” Sasha said, reaching into her bag.  She pulled out chunks of bear meat and tossed one to the battling kittens.  The spotted kitten gave up his battle and pounced on the new meat.  Sasha tossed another chunk to the grey-tailed kitten, and two more to the matriarch.  “Eat up!  We have plenty,” she called out. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Sasha,” Lorian warned “These are no pets.  Though the matriarch has accepted us as friends, she will not be tamed.  Do not think to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked disappointed, but nodded her head.   
 
      
 
    Jules was standing next to the matriarch, who had already consumed the meat Sasha had tossed over.  The elfess was scratching behind one ear and talking quietly to the giant cat.   She looked sad for a moment, then spoke to the group. 
 
      
 
    “She says her mate has been killed.  I think by something that lives near the tower over there.” She pointed further westward.  “She’s afraid of the tower.” 
 
      
 
    “To the TOWER!” Brick shouted, grinning like a madman.   
 
      
 
    Max wasn’t as gung-ho. “Did she tell you, or… show you, what killed her mate?”   
 
      
 
    “Just that something was killing all the game near the tower.  Her mate went to go see what it was.  She heard a battle, and her mate never returned.  He would have returned if he lived.”  Jules’ face fell with those words.  “She wants to go investigate, but won’t leave her children.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander was about to speak when Sasha beat him to the punch. “Tell her we will go investigate.  We will find out what happened to her mate.  And kill whatever is there!” the fiery redhead practically growled. 
 
      
 
    Jules rubbed the matriarch’s head and spoke quietly to her.  The giant cat nodded once and gently head-butted Jules’ chest.  She growled something at her offspring, who quickly retreated into the den, as she took up station at the entrance.   
 
      
 
    Having obviously been dismissed, the group continued westward toward the tower.  As they walked, Alexander moved next to Lorian.  “Do your people have any legends about the inhabitants of this forest?  Something that could kill a full-grown prowler?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Alexander.  My people do not speak much of these lands.  I know that a great war took place here.  And that before the war, the place was inhabited by several races, including humans, centaurs, dwarves, and some of my distant elven cousins.  If the region had a name, I do not know it.  My people may know more, but I was not the best student.  While my teachers tried to tell me of history and politics, I dreamed of hunting and fighting great battles.” 
 
      
 
    Max overheard and added, “Speaking of names. Have you decided what to call this place, Alexander?” He had a smile on his face that said he had a suggestion or two. 
 
      
 
    “If you say ‘Maxlandia’, I’ll tell Lainey to shoot you in the leg.” Alexander laughed.  Lainey perked up. 
 
      
 
    “Not what I was going to suggest, but I like it!” Max shot back.   
 
      
 
    Alexander sighed and shook his head.  “I knew this was coming.  Okay, let’s hear everyone’s ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “I like Atlantis,” Max said. “I mean, it IS kind of a lost realm…” 
 
      
 
    “Better than I expected,” Alexander admitted.   
 
      
 
    “Bah! Atlantis were an island in the sea.  This place be a mountain home.  I say we call it the Highland Realm!” Brick argued. 
 
      
 
    “Olympus!” Sasha grinned.  Until an ominous rumble of thunder rolled across the plateau. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like Odin doesn’t like that name.” Lainey looked to the sky and waved.   
 
      
 
    Sasha looked sheepish and waved as well.  “Sorry, Odin.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking Elysia.  Like the Elysian fields,” Alexander ventured. 
 
      
 
    There were a few moments of silence from the group as they thought it over.  “I actually like that a lot,” Max said.   
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Jules added with enthusiasm.  Lainey and Sasha both smiled at Alexander.  He didn’t think it was about the name. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, it be a good name.  A place of peace and bounty.  And eternal parties!” Brick added. 
 
      
 
    The discussion was cut short as they approached a break in the tree line.  The elder trees with their ten and twelve-foot-wide trunks gave way to younger, smaller trees.  As the group drew nearer, they could see the tower above the canopy.  It rose maybe sixty feet above ground level; its top two stories high was clearly visible.  
 
      
 
    Sasha halted the group and motioned for silence.  She pointed to Max and Lorian, who moved off to the north and south of the tower to scout. 
 
      
 
    Alexander moved close to the golem and whispered, “Jeeves, I want the golem to remain behind us unless we are attacked.  In which case it should defend us.”   The golem simply nodded its head. 
 
      
 
    While they waited for the scouts, Alexander opened up guild chat.  “We’ve found something potentially nasty in the western tower.  We’ll be going in shortly to deal with it.   If you’re close by, you are welcome to join us.  Also, there is a family of giant cats called Night Prowlers in a den between the towers.  They are friendly.  Do not attack them, or even approach them if you can help it.”  He followed up by pinging the den location on his map. 
 
      
 
    “We’re miles away,” Dayle reported. “We went north from the tower.” 
 
      
 
    Helga spoke for the other group. “Same here.  Only we went south, then east toward the river.  There’s a village here.  Or what’s left of one.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, well shout out if you find anything interesting or run into trouble,” Alexander reminded them. 
 
      
 
    Max, who had taken the northern route, reported in party chat. “The woods seem clear.  Tower door on the north side.  It’s sitting wide open.  Dark inside. Couldn’t see beyond a few feet.” 
 
      
 
    Lorian added, “I located the prowler patriarch’s tracks.  They led to the southwest side of the tower.  There is evidence of a recent battle.  Though there is less blood than I would expect.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.  We’ll move toward the tower entrance.  You two meet us there,” Sasha replied. 
 
      
 
    Brick led the way as the group moved forward as quietly as they could with the golem following along.  It wasn’t exactly light on its feet.  
 
      
 
    Within a couple minutes, they were standing with Max and Lorian against the wall near the tower door.  The tower itself was about four-fifths the size of the garrison tower.  It was maybe eight feet in diameter at the base, tapering slightly as it rose. The door remained open, and there were no sounds within that Alexander could detect.   
 
      
 
    Alexander stuck his head into the doorway and took a quick look.  As he did so, he cast a light globe into the room.  The illumination revealed a bare stone floor and a stairway leading up.  There was a hole in the floor that was likely the downward stairs.  There was no furniture of any kind, just an empty room. 
 
      
 
    “Looks clear,” he reported.   Brick stepped around him, shield and hammer in hand.   
 
      
 
    Sasha whispered, “Okay. Usual plan.  We clear room by room.  Let’s go.” 
 
    
Brick and the group stepped into the tower.  Nothing moved inside, nor made a sound.  Max went toward the upper stair, while Jules went into stealth mode and moved toward the gap in the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing here,” Max whispered from the base of the stairs.  “Some marks in the dust, but they look like small animal tracks.” 
 
      
 
    Jules took a moment longer.  “There are some marks here.  They look like drag marks.  And there is a little blood.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re going down, then.  Alexander, what can you tell us?” Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Alexander used his earth sense ability.  He followed a stairway down about thirty feet where it connected to a tunnel.  That tunnel connected to several others, all mostly at the same level.  There was one that led downward into a large room that had several more tunnels branching from it.  He described this to the group. 
 
      
 
    “Jeeves, what can you tell us about this tower?” 
 
      
 
    “The tower and the lower stair are part of the original construction.  As are the first level of tunnels.  The lower tunnel is not part of the construction, and not within my area of influence.” 
 
      
 
    “So, either someone dug down from the lower tunnels and discovered the rest or something dug its way up,” Max mused. 
 
      
 
    “Jeeves. Station the golem at the main door.  In fact, have it close the door and guard it from the inside.  If anything tries to get in, or comes down the stairs from above, have it defend the downward stair.  We’ll hear it and return,” Sasha instructed. 
 
      
 
    Brick led the way down the stairs.  The group moved quietly now, with the golem left behind.  Sasha and Lainey both cast buffs on everyone.   Brick and Alexander cast Mage Sight on themselves and the others.  This would enable them to see in the darkness, to some extent, without using a light globe that would reveal them to an enemy. 
 
      
 
    As they reached the first landing, Brick paused.  “D’ye hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Lorian cocked his head to one side, then said, “Footsteps.  Large, heavy ones.” 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Brick continued down.  Being a dwarf, his normal vision was several times better in the dark than the others.  Combined with the mage sight, he could see their surroundings as clear as day.   
 
      
 
    When they neared the bottom of the stair where it connected to the tunnels, Brick paused again.  The passages here were wide and high.  Cut in straight lines with smooth surfaces, likely by magic rather than cutting tools. 
 
      
 
    Bones littered the floor in random places.  Some with bits of rotting flesh still attached.  Those along the center of the tunnels had been crushed into dust, stepped on by something of considerable weight. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Whatever it is, it’s big and heavy,” Sasha murmured.  
 
      
 
    “And it eats meat,” Max volunteered.  “Anybody else feeling like a walking appetizer?” 
 
      
 
    Brick snorted. “I be with Fibble on that.  Ain’t nothin goin’ ta eat me!” 
 
      
 
    “Except fluffy bunnies…” Lainey winked at the dwarf.   
 
      
 
    “Bah!” Brick tried to look angry, but couldn’t suppress a smile.  He raised his shield and continued down the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    There were several rooms that branched off the tunnels, and the group cleared each one as they came upon it.  They found nothing living in any of them. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the end of one of the constructed tunnels, they found the spot where something had clearly broken through from outside.  A roughly dug and much larger tunnel descended at a gradual angle from the opening.   Marks on the walls and floor resembled the claw-marks they’d seen on their golem earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Rock troll,” Lorian whispered.  “This tunnel was made by rock troll hands.” 
 
    
Alexander felt some relief.  “Maybe we can negotiate with it.  Like we did with the ones in the mine.” He pulled a softball-sized chunk of obsidian from his bag.  “The others thought of obsidian like candy.” 
 
      
 
    Looking skeptical, Brick continued down the tunnel.  Less concerned about stealth now, Alexander cast a light globe to float above the party, just behind Brick.  Though Alexander’s chest piece granted him night vision, he knew the others were less comfortable in the dark. 
 
      
 
    They reached the end of the tunnel, where it opened into the large cavern that Alexander had sensed earlier.   It appeared to be a natural cavern with a high, flat ceiling about thirty feet above their heads.  It was easily fifty yards across, and Alexander noted three other tunnels branching off from it.  The floor of the cavern was littered with broken stone, boulders, and bones. 
 
      
 
    Alexander eyed the boulders carefully.  When they’d encountered the rock trolls in the mine, the tribe had all be sitting quietly, and Alexander had mistaken them for large boulders.   
 
      
 
    Brick stepped into the room, and was partway across before they all heard a low growl.   Spinning to his left, Brick searched the room for an enemy.  There was none visible.  
 
      
 
    The growl came again, from the direction Brick was facing.  He raised his shield a bit higher, and moved slowly toward the sound.  After about twenty paces, he could see a hole in the floor that had been obscured by some rocks.   The growling was definitely emanating from the hole. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like the momma cat,” Jules said quietly.   Sasha nodded in agreement.  “I think we found her mate.” 
 
    
Brick stepped to the edge of the hole and peered down.  The bottom was easily forty feet down, and obscured by shadow, but the mage sight showed him the outline of a cat.  Laying still on the stone floor, the patriarch was even larger than his mate.   His body filled nearly the entirety of the floor space. 
 
      
 
    Alexander moved the globe down into the pit.  They could now clearly see the big black cat on the bottom.  It had obviously been in a fight, and hadn’t fared well.  Its left foreleg was broken and positioned at an odd angle.  Its left eye was swollen shut, and its jaw looked to be broken or dislocated.  There were long gashes in its flank that had stopped bleeding, but were swollen with infection. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Jules gasped. “You have to help him!”  She dropped to her stomach at the rim of the pit and called down to the prowler,  “We are friends of your mate.  She sent us to find you!” 
 
      
 
    Sasha began throwing heals at the big cat.  Alexander and Brick joined in.  The beast was huge, and had a health pool to match.  It took a full thirty seconds for the three of them to heal all his injuries and bring him back to full health. 
 
      
 
    Almost immediately, the prowler eyed them with distrust.  He leapt at Jules’ face and tried to climb the walls.  He actually got within about ten feet of the rim before losing hold and slipping back down.   He paced about the floor of the pit for a moment before trying again. 
 
      
 
    Jules, who had pulled back in fear at the unexpected charge, stood back from the edge and continued to talk.  “We can help you get out.  But you need to promise not to hurt us.  We are friends. We healed you! Please be nice.” she implored. 
 
      
 
    When no sound came from the pit for a few moments, she and the others took a tentative step forward to look down.   The prowler was sitting on its haunches, staring back at them.   
 
      
 
    Lorian removed some meat from his bag and tossed it down to the cat. “That is the last of the meat from my hunt yesterday,” he informed the others.   
 
      
 
    “It’s okay.  I always carry some.” Sasha replied, pulling another chunk from her own bag and tossing it down.   
 
      
 
    The prowler sniffed at the meat suspiciously, then wolfed each piece down in a single bite.  He looked back up at the group, and lifted a single paw for a moment.  As if signaling them somehow. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to be nice?  We’ve healed you, and fed you.  We can get you out, so you can go back home to your mate and those cute kittens,” Jules called down. 
 
      
 
    The prowler walked to the edge of the pit.  Standing on its hind legs, it put both forepaws against the wall as if was about to climb.  Then it held still and looked up at Jules. 
 
      
 
    “I… think it’s safe to let him up.” Jules looked at Alexander.   “But maybe the rest of you should back up?  Just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll all move back,” Sasha declared. “Everybody back behind those rocks.  They might give us a little protection if he attacks.  
 
      
 
    Following her instructions, they moved several feet back from the edge and stood behind the mid-sized boulders that had originally blocked their view of the pit. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was settled, Alexander reached out with his Earth Mover ability.  He slowly raised the floor underneath the big cat.  He didn’t want to make any sudden moved that the prowler would take as hostile.    
 
      
 
    When the floor had risen to within twenty feet of the pit’s edge, the big cat came leaping out.  Landing between them and the edge, it shifted its gaze around the cavern.  Spotting the group behind the rocks, it ignored them and continued to scan the chamber.  Seeming satisfied, it sat down and stared directly at Jules. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay.  He’s decided to be friendly,” Jules said as she stepped around her boulder and began to walk to the prowler.   As if to reassure the others, the big male began to purr.   
 
      
 
    Stepping up next to the cat, Jules had to look up to address him.  Even sitting on his haunches, the cat’s head was a good eight feet high.  She reached out and stroked the fur of the cat’s shoulder, which was head-high for her.  She spoke as she petted the monster.  “So, you got into a fight with a rock troll?” 
 
      
 
    The prowler nodded his head and growled, causing everyone but Jules to take a step back.  But the big cat extended his forepaws and sat lower to the ground, giving Jules a chance to scratch his ear.   She smiled at the others and went to work with both hands.  “See, he’s just a big cuddly teddy-cat!” 
 
      
 
    “That could swallow ye in two bites,” Brick mumbled.  
 
      
 
    Ignoring him, Jules continued, “We’ll take you out of here now, so you can get back to your family.” 
 
      
 
    The prowler growled again, shaking his head.  Jules stopped scratching and held still.  Her eyes lost focus for a few moments, then she blinked and looked at Alexander. 
 
      
 
    “He wants us to help him kill the rock troll.”  Tears began to form in her eyes. “I think he’s saying it is killing all their food supply.  And is a threat to his kittens.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander considered for a moment.   “Can you tell him we’ve made friends of other rock trolls, and would like to try the same here?” 
 
      
 
    Jules wiped her eyes and nodded her head. “I can try.” 
 
      
 
    She put her hand back on the big cat’s head and closed her eyes.  After a few moments, the prowler growled, but without much enthusiasm.  Then it rose to its feet and moved toward one of the tunnel entrances, sniffing the ground as it went. 
 
      
 
    “I think he agrees.  But I’m not sure.  This isn’t like real talking.  Its more, feelings and yes/nos,” Jules explained. 
 
      
 
    The group followed the prowler as he made a circuit of the chamber, nose to the floor.  He checked each of the tunnels before going back to the one that must have had the most recent scent. He looked down the tunnel and growled. 
 
      
 
    “No need fer translatin’,” Brick said as he raised his shield and headed into the tunnel.  The others followed, with Jules in the rear with one hand on the big cat. 
 
      
 
    They followed the passage for perhaps a quarter mile before it opened into another, smaller chamber.  Here again, bones littered the floor amidst broken stones.  Against one wall was a particularly large and odd-shaped boulder.   Alexander pointed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s gotta be the rock troll.  Let me try and talk to him.  But be ready.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander stepped forward cautiously.  When he was ten feet from the boulder, he cleared his throat to get its attention.  When nothing happened, he bent down and grabbed a small stone, tossing it so that it bounced next to the stone before impacting its side. 
 
      
 
    This got the thing’s attention.  It unfolded slowly, head rising and arms falling to its side as it looked at Alexander.  With a roar, it rose to its feet.   The thing was a behemoth.  Much larger than the trolls in the mine.   Its head nearly touched the ceiling, twenty feet high.  Its shoulders were as wide as a cargo van.  
 
      
 
    Rock Troll Behemoth 
 
    Level 65 
 
    Health 40,000/40,000 
 
      
 
    Alexander held both hands up in front of him in what he hoped was a peaceful gesture.  In his left hand, he held the hunk of obsidian.  He motioned it toward the rock troll, saying, “We come in peace!” 
 
      
 
    Behind him, Brick snorted.  While Max said, “Seriously? That’s what you come up with?” 
 
      
 
    The enormous rock monster paused for a moment, looking at the hunk of obsidian.   Taking that as a sign of interest, Alexander softly tossed the stone to the troll.  The obsidian struck the thing on the chest, and dropped to the ground at its feet.  Looking down at the stone, then up at Alexander, the troll roared again.  This time the entire cavern shook.  
 
      
 
    Brick raised his shield and began to move forward, even as Alexander took a step back.  But he was too slow.  The troll swung a massive hand around and pounded Alexander’s left side, sending him skidding across the floor and into a wall with a crunch.  He didn’t move.  His health bar dropped to barely a sliver. 
 
      
 
    Brick activated his Shield Rush ability and shot toward the massive beast, pounding his shield into its knee.   The troll barely seemed to notice the impact.  Max, Lainey, and Lorian all began to shoot it in the face with arrows as Brick pounded at its knee with his hammer. 
 
      
 
    Sasha threw a Thorn Trap on the monster before running to Alexander, casting her biggest heal as she went. 
 
      
 
    The prowler let out a roar of its own, and bounded toward the rock troll.  Moving behind it while it was distracted by the arrows impacting its face, the cat leapt onto the troll’s back and began trying to puncture its neck with his teeth.   The troll grunted in surprise, then roared in outrage.  It began trying to reach behind itself to latch onto the cat. 
 
    
Taking advantage of the distraction, Brick dropped his shield and used all his dwarven strength to hit the thing’s knee with three devastating two-handed hammer blows.  On the third strike, the knee made a cracking sound. But still, it did not give way. 
 
      
 
    The troll returned its attention to the tank, swinging a massive fist downward to crush the dwarf.  Brick managed to roll to the side and avoid the blow, which cracked the floor upon impact.  Grabbing up his shield, Brick activated his Shield Bash ability, again targeting the monster’s knee.  The impact caused visible cracking in the joint, but the troll remained standing.  Putting its weight on the uninjured leg, it kicked out at the dwarf, connecting with his shield, and sending him hurtling backward several feet.  Brick lay there, momentarily stunned by the impact. 
 
      
 
    Lainey hit the thing in the face with a stun arrow.  It seemed to feel a sting from the electric shock, but the stun effect failed.  
 
      
 
    Sasha paused from healing Alexander to throw two big heals on Brick, who was shaking his head and beginning to rise back to his feet.   Then she returned her focus to Alexander, who was back up to 50% health, but still not conscious.   
 
      
 
    “Keep it distracted.  Let the cat work on it!” she called out to the group.   
 
      
 
    Brick cast Holy Smite on the troll, causing it to roar in anger.  As he activated his Shield Rush ability and charged toward its knee once again, Max took advantage of its open mouth and fired an arrow.  Just before it reached the troll’s face, the arrow split, sending five arrows directly into the thing’s mouth.  The impact stifled the troll’s roar and sent its head recoiling backward.   
 
      
 
    With the extra weight of the giant cat on its back, the troll lost its balance and fell backward.  Sensing the danger, the cat leapt off to one side before the thing could crush him.  The troll’s impact with the floor shook the entire cavern.   
 
      
 
    Brick once again took advantage, jumping to the side of the troll’s leg and smashing the knee with a tremendous overhand hammer blow.  The thing squealed in pain as the joint finally gave way with a crack.   Brick immediately dove over the troll’s legs and went to work on the other knee.   
 
    
The rock troll reached up and yanked the arrow shafts from its mouth, roaring in pain and anger.  Sitting up, it tried again to crush Brick under one of its massive fists.  Brick grinned, then dove back across the rock monster’s legs.  It tried to adjust its blow to catch the dwarf, but was too slow and actually smashed its own knee instead.   
 
      
 
    Amused by this, Brick couldn’t resist.  “Bwahahaha!  It be dumber than a rock!  Get it? Rock?” he looked around, finding Max.  The ranger just shook his head and shouted, “Behind you!”   
 
    
Brick turned to see the other massive fist barreling at him.  His left arm moved to raise his shield, forgetting he’d dropped it to use both hands on his hammer.  He tried to duck, but the troll scooped him up in its fist and began to squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “Noooo!” Max screamed at the troll, firing arrow after arrow into its eyes and mouth.  Lainey and Lorian did the same. 
 
      
 
    The prowler dove in from the other side, again latching onto the troll’s neck.  He growled as he thrashed back and forth, trying to use his weight and momentum to tear the rock-hard skin.  Focusing on the cat, the troll reached across to try and grab him.  Realizing he still held a cursing dwarf in that hand, he flung Brick away.  The tank hit the same wall Alexander had struck, falling limply to the floor, dead. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!  Brick’s gone!” Sasha cried out. “We’ve got no tank.  Max, try to keep it from killing the cat.  That’s the closest thing we have now!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander had regained consciousness in time to see Brick die.  His head, not surprisingly, felt like a rock troll had pounded on it.  He tried to get up, but was too dizzy.  He couldn’t focus enough to cast, either. 
 
      
 
    Reaching into his bag, he pulled out the Ray of Light Wand and handed it to Jules.  “Use this.  It will do more damage than arrows.  Focus on sending… burst,” he managed before falling back onto his back and passing out. 
 
      
 
    Jules didn’t hesitate.  She pointed the wand at the troll and fired a burst of light into the thing’s face.  The troll howled and raised both hands to cover its face. 
 
      
 
    Lainey shouldered her bow and ran to where Brick’s hammer lay on the floor.  Taking it up, she leapt toward the downed troll’s leg, smashing the hammer down with all her might on the second knee.  Then she raised the hammer and pounded again and again, getting in five blows in rapid succession.  On the fifth blow, the knee broke, and the giant rock monster roared in pain yet again.  It removed its hands from the defense of its face to reach for Lainey.  As soon as it did so, Jules shot it in the face again with an even larger burst of light magic. 
 
      
 
    Taking damage from every direction, and unable to stand with two broken knees, the confused troll rolled onto its stomach and began to push itself up with its hands.   Sasha cast another thorn trap on it, but the brute strength of the troll’s arms snapped the vines across its back.  Those on its legs held fast, though.   
 
      
 
     The prowler took  the opportunity to jump on the troll’s back and once again clamp down on its neck with his massive jaws.  At the same time, he dug into its shoulders with his fore-claws, and began trying to shred its back with his rear claws, pumping his rear legs furiously. 
 
      
 
    Jules shot the monster in the face with the wand again, using up the remaining charges in one massive burst.  The light bored a hole partway into the side of troll’s head, just in front of its ear.  She called out to Max, “There’s an opening!  Kill it!” 
 
      
 
    Max and Lorian began to fire arrow after arrow at the opening.  One of them scored a solid hit, and an arrow sank deeply into the troll’s head.  Its arms instantly went limp, and it fell back to the stone floor, face down. 
 
      
 
    Lainey ran forward and began bashing madly at its head with Brick’s hammer. She screamed in rage as she smashed the hammer down again, and again, not stopping until the hammer was too slick with blood and brain matter to hold onto. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the hammer and gasping for breath, she looked up at the others.  They were all staring at her, including the cat.   She wiped some of the gore from her face, arms, and armor before bending to retrieve Brick’s hammer and shield.   
 
      
 
    She walked over to where Sasha knelt over Alexander.  “How is he?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sasha answered, sounding worried.  “I’ve healed him back to 100%.  But I think something got knocked loose in his brain or something.  He’s not waking up.” 
 
      
 
    “If Brick were here, he’d say something was always loose in there!” Max tried to lighten the mood as he went to loot the rock troll.   “Hey! It’s giving me this thing’s head and heart as loot items.  Maybe there’s a bounty on this thing somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    The others mostly ignored him as Sasha continued to fuss over Alexander.   The prowler moved over to hover above the fallen elf, sniffing at him a couple of times before sitting back on its haunches.  Jules buried her face in the cat’s shoulder, crying softly. 
 
      
 
    As Brick’s body faded away, Max gathered his gear to return to him at respawn.  Nobody spoke of it.  Max smiled slightly in anticipation of Brick’s reaction when he got back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Mind Over Matter 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we get out of here,” Max urged the others.  “Jules, would the cat be willing to let Alexander ride? 
 
      
 
    Jules sniffed and wiped her eyes, looking at the prowler for a moment.  She turned back to Max and nodded her head.  The prowler flattened itself to the ground as Max and Lorian lifted Alexander onto its back.  They placed him face down, with an arm and a leg dangling on each side.  He looked as if he were just sleeping atop the cat’s back. 
 
    
When the cat rose and began to walk toward the tunnel that led out, Jules and Sasha walked on either side, each with a hand on Alexander to steady him.  The others followed behind.  They moved up through the troll’s tunnel and into the tower’s underground structure.  As soon as they were within the tower basement area, Max called out to Jeeves.   
 
      
 
    “Jeeves, has the golem seen anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I have detected no movement within the tower, or its immediate vicinity, Sir Max the Fabulous,” Jeeves’ deadpan voice replied.   
 
      
 
    Just then Brick’s voice came across the party chat, “Did ye kill the damned thing?” 
 
      
 
    Sasha answered as Max was still snickering over Jeeves’ reply.  “Barely. But it’s dead. Alexander is down. He’s healed, but unconscious. I don’t know what to think.  We just reached the tower’s main level.” 
 
      
 
    “If he don’t be dead, he’d want ye to clear the tower before ye leave,” Brick advised.  “I can hop on Bacon n be there in 15.”  
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded her head, though Brick couldn’t see it.  “Alright, head this way.  We’ll probably have the tower clear by the time you get here.  I don’t expect to find anything dangerous upstairs.  We can have the golem tank if we need it.” 
 
      
 
    Max and Lorian lifted Alexander from the cat’s back and set him against the wall behind the tower’s main door.  The golem remained at its post there, and could watch over Alexander.  
 
      
 
    Jules petted the prowler patriarch and told him he should go back to his family.  He growled and headed up the stairs, clearly understanding their intent to clear the tower. 
 
      
 
    The others quickly followed.  Jules slipped into stealth mode and followed close behind the cat.  Sasha took up the rear behind the three archers. 
 
      
 
    The tower was built to nearly the same design as its larger cousin, just on a slightly smaller scale.  The second, third, and fourth floors each held a hallway with rooms on either side.  The team moved quickly through each floor, checking room after room and finding nothing.   They were anxious to get back to Alexander and get him to Fitz, so they moved faster than was probably wise. 
 
      
 
    On the fifth floor, they found a shorter hall, with four large rooms.  They appeared to be laboratories of some kind.   The team checked each room for living enemies, but did not take the time to look around for loot or secret places.  Max closed each door as they exited, to keep any wild animals from wandering in. 
 
      
 
    The sixth floor was a single, wide open room with a stairway leading up to a roof hatch.  The room was bare except for a long stone table and chairs.  And in one corner stood a six-foot-tall mirror, much like those they had traveled through recently.   
 
    
The big cat, upon seeing its reflection in the mirror, began to growl, its hackles rising.  Jules patted it on the shoulder and began to explain mirrors and reflections.   She walked up and waved at the mirror so that the big cat could see her reflection. It calmed down quickly and sat quietly. 
 
      
 
    Sasha took the lead.  “Max, Lorian, head up onto the roof and check it out.  Lainey, help me set this mirror on the table.  That should secure it until we find out where it leads.” 
 
      
 
    Max opened the roof hatch, which was not locked in any way, and stepped up onto the roof.  Lorian followed immediately after.   A moment later the call came down. “All clear up here.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Lainey set the mirror face down on the table, and the whole group followed the two men up onto the roof.  
 
      
 
    The view from the rooftop was lovely, if limited.  They could see above the treetops of the new growth section surrounding the tower, but the elder giants reached much higher than the tower roof.  However, the sky was clear, and the sun felt good on their faces.   
 
      
 
    Sasha had an idea.  “Jeeves, can you open and close the doors in the tower? Specifically, the main door? 
 
      
 
    “Of course, mistress Sasha.  The tower and its structures are now fully within my area of influence.  I can also operate the lights in the corridors, and the water systems.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at the big cat sitting nearby, peering over the edge of the tower’s crenelated wall.  “Thank you, Jeeves,” she said.  Turning to Jules, she asked, “How much of what I say can he understand?” 
 
      
 
    Jules shook her head. “I’m not sure.  He clearly understood that we meant to come up here.  Tell him what you have in mind, and I’ll try and help translate if he needs it.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha approached the cat, who looked down at her calmly.   “Your den has to be getting crowded as your kittens grow.  And we could use someone to watch over this tower for a while.  To watch for intruders from the forest, and from the tunnels below.  Would you and your family like to guard the tower for us? You can live inside.  There is shelter and fresh water.” 
 
      
 
    The cat tilted its head to one side as Sasha spoke.  He looked to Jules, who put a hand on his shoulder and closed her eyes.  After a moment, the big cat purred, then made a strange, almost questioning noise.  It gently patted Sasha’s arm with its paw. 
 
      
 
    Jules giggled, and scratched the big cat’s ear.  She turned to Sasha.  “I’m pretty sure he just said thank you, but he has to ask the wife first!” 
 
      
 
    Sasha and the others all chuckled.  Some things were universal.  
 
      
 
    The group headed back down the stairs to the main floor.  At Sasha’s direction, the golem lifted Alexander and gently carried him outside.   “Jeeves, please close the tower door.  You can open it for any guild member or citizen, or for this prowler, his mate, and their kittens.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, mistress Sasha.  And I will make sure there is water for them in the first-floor kitchen, as well.  Though I cannot provide food.” 
 
      
 
    “They are more than capable of feeding themselves. Thank you, Jeeves.”   
 
      
 
    Deciding they had traveled far enough, the group headed back east toward the garrison tower.  Brick came crashing through the underbrush atop bacon as they reached the edge of the elder trees.  There was a tense moment or two as Bacon and the prowler bristled at each other.  But after a bit of sniffing and grunting, the two apparently decided to be friends. 
 
      
 
    Brick recovered his gear from Max and Lainey, and got properly dressed.  Then he poked at Alexander a few times, shrugging helplessly before the group continued on.  Along the way, they stopped at the prowler’s den to reunite the patriarch with his family.  The moment they got close, the big cat was pounced upon by all three kittens.  He had to wrestle them into submission before he could gently touch noses with his mate.   Jules spoke softly to both of them for a minute, and the group moved on.  Though not before the grey-tailed kitten pounced upon Max one more time. 
 
      
 
    Thereafter, the trip back to the garrison tower was uneventful.  Brick had checked in with the others on guild chat, and all the groups were returning to the tower.  When they entered the south gate, Fitz was waiting for them.  The golem set Alexander down on the ground, and Fitz examined him.  Finding nothing physically wrong, he said, “Let us all retire to the keep.  It may be that all he needs is sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Spotting Alexander unconscious on the ground, Fibble dashed over.  Shouting “Fibble save boss!  Pew!” he shot Alexander with his stick.  When nothing visible happened, he tried again.  “Pew! Pew!”.  Behind him, Sasha sniffed.  Seeing his pet human upset, Fibble redoubled his efforts.  Stepping closer to Alexander, he thwacked the elf about the head and chest several times with his stick, saying “Pew?” with each strike.  While Brick and Max seemed content to sit back and observe the good-intentioned beating, Sasha and Lainey quickly intervened.   
 
      
 
    “Fibble, thank you for trying to help.  You are very sweet.  But I’m afraid what is wrong with Alexander cannot be fixed with magic.  Even special magic like yours.” Sasha got down on one knee and hugged the little goblin.   
 
    
Fibble patted her back comfortingly with his tiny hand.  “Sasha find way to fix boss. Sasha big magic!  Smart.  Use smelly plants and things?” 
 
      
 
    The idea struck Sasha like a lightning bolt!  “Why didn’t I think of that? Fibble, you are a genius!”  Reaching into her bag, she removed one of the featherroot-based healing potions. The strongest she had.  With Lainey’s help, she lifted Alexander’s torso and head enough to safely pour the potion into his mouth.  He swallowed reflexively, which was a good sign.  They set him back down gently, and waited.   After a moment, Fibble, still trying to be helpful, stepped forward and patted Alexander’s face.  He pulled open one eyelid and gazed into his boss’s eye thoughtfully.  Then he sniffed Alexander’s breath.  “Maybe boss drunk?” he ventured.  
 
      
 
    Lainey took Fibble by the hand and led him toward the portal.  Kai lifted Alexander and followed.    
 
      
 
    A couple of the farmers elected to stay and watch over the livestock.  They had food in their bags, and there were plenty of rooms in the tower.  So they closed the gates and instructed the stone golem to guard the tower, then Fitz opened the portal, and they all went home. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard Greystone stormed out of the elevator and down a corridor in one of the lower levels of the southeast tower.  Security personnel jumped to open checkpoint doors for him without delay. Melanie tagged along behind, practically jogging to keep up.  When they reached the lab where Alexander’s pod was located, a dozen medical and technical staff stepped aside, making room for their boss. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me!” Richard practically growled at one of the people in lab coats. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew what to say,” the doctor on duty replied.  “There are no physical indicators of any problems.  Breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, EKG; all his stats are showing normal.  There was a flood of adrenaline at the time of the battle, which is to be expected.  But it has since been absorbed normally into his system.  We’ve taken a few blood samples and are running every test we can think of.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine.  Look for drug interactions.  Maybe the experimental drug is having some adverse effect we haven’t seen before now.” Richard sighed, his shoulder slumping as he stepped forward to put a hand on his son’s immersion pod.   “Tech?” 
 
      
 
    One of the technicians stepped forward, shaking his head.  “We’ve gone over every inch of the pod.  Everything is optimal.  Logs show no power surges or interruptions.  We’ve removed and replaced every supply tube, and are pressure testing them now to look for tampering. We’ve also got a team reviewing the video footage, both in-game and surveillance here in the lab.” 
 
      
 
    Richard nodded his head, saying nothing as he looked through the pod’s surface and ‘blue slime’ at his son’s face.  It was mostly covered by the headgear that allowed him to breathe while submerged in the nano-gel.   No one in the room spoke, waiting for Richard to say something.  They were all concerned for Alexander as well.   
 
    
Realizing that his presence was delaying his staff from their work, he stepped back from the pod.  “Please… continue.  Let me know the second you find anything.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to leave the lab, he encountered Michael, his partner and co-founder, just entering from the corridor.  Michael took a moment to observe the activity that had just resumed around Alexander’s pod, and then he looked to Richard.  “Anything?” 
 
    
Richard just shook his head.  “Everything reads normal so far.  They’re working on the problem.  He doesn’t seem to be in any immediate danger.  But they have no idea what’s wrong.” The man’s voice broke as he spoke.  For more than a decade now, he had lived with the fear that his son’s body would simply fail on him.  That his boy would be taken from him with no warning.  He had almost literally moved mountains to prevent that from happening, or at least to delay it. 
 
      
 
    Michael put an arm around his friend’s shoulder and led him from the room.  The two men moved down the corridor and into the same conference room where Alexander had recently met Brick and Max for the first time.  Holding a chair as Richard sat, Michael gave the man a minute to collect himself. Then he sat next to him and said, “I have a theory.  Or rather, Doctor Feelgood has a theory.”  They had nicknamed Doctor Kendall, their lead psychologist, Dr. Feelgood.  People assumed it was because she could prescribe all sorts of interesting drugs.  But really it was simply because she was always encouraging people to talk about their feelings.  “You need a minute? Or can I call her in? 
 
      
 
    Richard took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Bring her in.  I’ll listen to anything that might help right now.”   
 
      
 
    Michael stepped outside the lab for a moment, then returned with Doctor Kendall.  She was a tall, middle-aged woman with long dark hair.  She had high cheekbones and delicate features that suggested an Asian heritage from a generation or two up her family tree.   Richard greeted her with a strained smile, rising from his chair until she was seated.   “Good to see you, Doc.  Michael says you have an idea about Alexander?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled back at him.  “I hesitate to put this out without being able to speak with Alexander, but obviously that’s not possible.  But the circumstances of his change in status, as well as what I know of the immersion system, suggest a possibility.”  She folded her hands on the table to keep from fidgeting.   
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve done all you can to improve the interface between the pod’s software and the subject’s brain.  Most especially Alexander’s brain.  A lot of the development work was done using his scans.  As a result, he may be more finely tuned in the immersion than any other subject.  But let’s set that aside for a moment.” She paused, watching as Richard nodded his head slightly.  Michael winked at her in encouragement. 
 
      
 
    “In any normal circumstance, a blow to the head like Alexander received when he hit that wall would cause a person to lose consciousness.  The potential would exist for significant physical damage.  The body is designed, and even programmed, to defend itself in specific ways when it experiences trauma.  Whether that is a fight or flight adrenaline release, fainting in circumstances of extreme stress, or slipping into a coma after traumatic damage.” 
 
      
 
    Realizing what she’d just implied, she quickly held up her hands. “I’m in no way suggesting Alexander is in a coma!  That was a poor choice of example.” She apologized.  Richard, whose eyes had begun to panic at the word ‘coma’, settled back a bit and took another deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “Please, continue,” he urged her. 
 
      
 
    “Again, I’m sorry.  What I was leading up to was that the body has some pre-programmed and instinctive reactions to certain circumstances.  Now, normally when Alexander takes damage within the game, like when his hand was severed the other day, his mind easily separates the game circumstance from reality, and he is able to shake it off, even ignore it.  We’ve all seen this hundreds of times.  Players suspend their suspension of disbelief, in a manner of speaking.  And we’ve observed that for some, it takes a bit longer to shake off the damage than it does for others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m aware.  We’ve actually assigned a numerical rating to immersion levels.  Though we’re still fine tuning that.  But I see where you’re going,” Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Kendall continued. “I’m currently thinking that Alexander’s immersion level has increased over the last few extended immersions.  Considering his already high starting level, it may just be that his mind is viewing the game world as real on some level.  Specifically, the subconscious level that would trigger an instinctive defense to the trauma.” 
 
      
 
    Michael, trying to lighten the mood a bit, added, “So his lizard brain was fooled into thinking he’d really taken a bad knock on the head and has switched off his conscious mind for a bit of a break.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Kendall smiled patiently and nodded her head.  “In very simplified terms, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do?” Richard asked. “Assuming you are correct, and I think you might be, do we pull him from the pod?  Interrupt the immersion?  Do we try and reach him while he’s under?  Or just wait for him to wake up on his own?” 
 
      
 
    “All good questions,” she answered.  “From a physical standpoint, I don’t think it would harm him to break immersion.  But I don’t know that it would revive him necessarily.  It isn’t the software or the game input that are keeping him unconscious.  If I’m correct, it’s all in his mind. His lizard brain, as Michael put it, needs to decide that it’s time to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    This time it was her turn to take a deep breath.  She looked into Richard’s eyes, seeing all the worry and pain he was feeling.  She felt it herself to a lesser degree.  Alexander was like family to her.  She let out the breath she’d been holding, and offered,  “Since he does not appear to be in any immediate danger, I would suggest we just give him some time and let him work it out.  If he hasn’t recovered in a day or two, or if his physical condition begins to deteriorate in any way, then we should revisit whether to pull him out.” 
 
      
 
    Richard looked down at his hands, saying nothing.  Looking up at the doctor, he said, “Thank you.  Both of you.  At least now I have a possible, even plausible explanation, and a plan.  Which is much more than I had five minutes ago. We’ll do as you suggest.” 
 
      
 
    Looking to Michael, he said, “We’re going to need to invent a whole new series of tests and method of comparing results to see if this is going to happen to others during long immersions.  This may be a project-killer.  We can’t have clients or customers slipping into comas or going into seizures when they take damage in-game.” 
 
      
 
    Michael replied, “There’s a group out of immersion right now, due to go back under in the morning.  And Dayle’s group is scheduled to come out tomorrow.  Alexander’s group in four days. Should we tell them about this, give them the chance to back out if they wish? 
 
      
 
    Richard didn’t hesitate. “Yes.  Don’t give them specifics about Alexander.  Just let them know we suspect there’s the possibility that severe trauma might cause those with extremely high immersion levels to react in a similar way to what Alexander has done.  You two can work out the phrasing.  Bring in a lawyer or two if necessary.” He paused for a moment. “As far as I know, none of the others come close to Alexander’s level.  Except Jules, whose entire reality is the game at the moment.”  And with that thought came another fear.  He rose to his feet and stuck his head out into the corridor, yelling.  “Get somebody to check Jules’ stats and equipment. NOW!”   
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    After passing through the portal, Fitz teleported himself, Kai - who was carrying Alexander - and the core group up to Alexander’s quarters.  Kai stepped into the bedroom and gently placed Alexander on the bed.  Jules sat next to him, holding his hand.  The others stood or sat around the room.   
 
      
 
    “I have no idea how to help him, other than to let him rest,” Fitz stated.  “What exactly happened?” 
 
      
 
    Sasha quickly described the fight.  “He was hit by a giant rock troll and flung across the room into a stone wall.  He hit HARD.  It very nearly killed him.  I healed him up, and he regained consciousness for a minute.  He spoke to Jules, and then he passed out again.” 
 
      
 
    Fitz looked thoughtful.  “I’ve never heard of this happening to an adventurer.  You rush into battle like drunken, senseless fools and get yourselves killed all the time.  But you return quickly.  Or your bodies fade away and you do not return for some time.  I have never seen a body linger like this.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked crestfallen.  “We were hoping you’d know what to do,” she barely whispered. 
 
      
 
    The hoary old wizard stepped closer to the bed, gently laying a hand on Alexander’s head.  With a sad voice, he said, “I wish that I did, young Sasha.  I’m quite fond of this lad.  I shall return to the Mage’s Guild and consult our archives.  If that produces no answer, I shall consult Odin himself!”  The wizard disappeared with a blink. 
 
      
 
    Kai excused himself, saying he needed to go check on Lia.  He cast a quick glance at Alexander, then teleported himself away as well. 
 
      
 
    Within moments of his disappearance, Richard Greystone’s avatar ‘GM1’ appeared along with Melanie’s, still sporting her bunny ears.  Melanie immediately jumped onto the bed next to Jules and enveloped the elfess in a hug.   Richard got right to business. 
 
      
 
    “Before you ask, we don’t know either.  Physically, his body is fine.” He paused for a moment as Sasha rushed forward to hug him.  Lainey looked as if she wanted to do the same, but restrained herself. 
 
      
 
    “We have a theory that this is just his brain’s natural reaction to a severe knock on the head, and that it is instinctively keeping him asleep to give itself time to heal.  We’re working on possible solutions, from bringing him out of immersion, to killing him in game, to see if either would ‘reset’ him.  But for now, he doesn’t seem to be in any danger, so we’re going to wait and see for a day or two.” 
 
      
 
    Brick spoke up. “Not ta be showin any disrespect, boss.  But me head’s been bashed n crushed hundreds o’ times in the game.  I never had any such glitch.” 
 
      
 
    Richard smiled tiredly at the dwarf.  “No offense taken, Brick.  And you’re right, this shouldn’t happen.  But Alexander’s brain is much more finely synced to the immersion software than almost everyone else.  Mainly because it was designed around him.  We think that with these long immersions, his mind might be accepting the game as reality.  But this is all new to us.  We’re investigating now.  And though we don’t think there’s a similar danger to any of you, I thought you should know.  We’ll be explaining the same to the others as they come out of immersion.”  
 
      
 
    Richard moved over to Jules.  “Jules, we are doing everything possible to fix this.  I know you care about my son, and you’re worried.  I want you to know that all of us are making this our top priority.  We WILL figure this out.”  He patted her shoulder awkwardly. “I can tell he cares about you, too.  And he wouldn’t want you to worry.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to the others he said, “Any of you.  We’re almost positive this has nothing to do with his condition. And you know he wouldn’t want you sitting around here staring at him.  Let’s leave him to his rest.  Jules, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you stayed.  He seems to… enjoy having you here when he sleeps.” Richard grinned at her as she blushed deeply.   Brick snorted.  So did Sasha. 
 
      
 
    Melanie whispered something in Jules’ ear, and then she and Richard disappeared.  Brick took the lead with the others.  “Alright, ye looky-loo’s.  Ye heard the boss.  Git yer arses movin’.”  He motioned for the others to leave and followed them out, closing the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Jules looked at Alexander.  He was still laying on his back, motionless except for the rising and falling of his chest.  She reached and pushed some of his hair back behind his ear, then softly touched his face.  Tears flowed from her eyes, though she made no sound.   
 
      
 
    Laying down and placing her head on his chest, she listened to his heartbeat and the rhythm of his breathing.  After a moment, she said, “Alexander!  Wake up and come back to me!  I know you’re in the dark place right now.  I’ve spent too much time there myself.  There’s nothing there for you.  We need you here.  I need you.  Come back to me!” Jules shouted the last bit, and she poked him in the ribs for emphasis.  
 
      
 
    A small moan of pain escaped his lips.  But his eyes did not open, and he was soon still again.  Jules snuggled up closer to him, sharing her body heat.  A few minutes later she closed her eyes and slept. 
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alexander could hear voices drifting through the darkness.  Not what they were saying, just vague sounds that fluctuated in tone and paused in places that translated in his mind as being voices.  Several of them, speaking near him.  He tried to care what they were saying, but his mind was fuzzy, and he just wanted to sleep. 
 
      
 
    He remembered cracking his head against the wall.  And somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew that sleeping after a head injury was bad.   
 
      
 
    But my injury wasn’t real.  I was hurt in the game.  I mean, it hurt a lot.  But my real body’s floating in a pod right now.  I’m not really hurt.  It won’t hurt me to sleep for a while… 
 
      
 
    As he thought this, the voices seemed to drift away.  Until there was silence.  Then a single voice spoke to him.  He still couldn’t understand the words, but the voice tugged at him.  It was a voice he wanted to answer. 
 
      
 
    Jules! That’s Jules. His fuzzy brain presented him with a picture of the beautiful elf.  As he struggled against the darkness, he felt a sharp pain in his side.  He tried to complain, but all he could manage was a low moan that was mostly just an exhale.  
 
      
 
    Then the last voice went silent.  Alexander floated in the darkness.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    A Kiss is Just a Kiss 
 
      
 
    The next morning Jules awoke to a still unconscious Alexander.  But she was encouraged by the fact that sometime during the night his arm had wrapped around her.    
 
    
She poked him in the chest, then more gently in the face as she spoke to him. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sleepyhead!  I know you’re in there.  You’ve had more than enough sleep.  Time to get up! You’ve got stuff to do!” 
 
      
 
    Getting no response, she reached out in party chat.  Alexander, having been unconscious, had never dissolved the party from yesterday. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still not awake.  I’m not sure what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha responded immediately. “We’ll be up in a minute.  I’m bringing you breakfast. Dork boy never sleeps through the smell of pancakes.  Or bacon.” 
 
      
 
    Jules smiled at that, despite her worry.   She was glad Alexander had such good friends and happy that they’d all adopted her so quickly.  And she was never going to turn down room service breakfast!  She stepped into the bathroom quickly to freshen up, using a splash or two of cold water to wake her up and to wash the trail of tears from her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    A moment later there was a knock on the door.  She opened it to find Brick and Max each holding large trays of food.  Behind them were Sasha and Lainey, each carrying pitchers and cups.   Jules stepped aside, and the group filed in.    
 
      
 
    As they set up the food on a small table near the window, Sasha asked, “Has he moved or said anything at all?” 
 
      
 
    “He hasn’t spoken.  Or made any noise since I woke up.  He did put his arm around me while I slept, though.” She gave them a half-hearted smile.   Lainey stepped closer and hugged her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha waved her hands over the platters of bacon, eggs, pancakes, and fruit, trying to waft the scent of the food over toward their sleeping friend.  “This always works at home.  Even when he was little, he would be sound asleep, and as soon as his mom started breakfast, he’d magically appear in the kitchen.” She grinned at the memory.  
 
      
 
    The others waited in silence for a few moments, but there was no response from Alexander.   
 
      
 
    “Bah!” Brick reached down and grabbed a strip of bacon.  Stepping over to the bedside, he reached down and patted the crispy breakfast meat on Alexander’s lip, just below his nose.  “C’mon!  Ye know ye wants it!  It’s BACON!” he urged his unresponsive friend.   Still seeing no reaction, he stood straight, leaving the bacon under Alexander’s nose.    Shaking his head, he looked to the others. 
 
    Max got a mischievous grin on his face.   Grabbing a strip of bacon and popping it into his mouth, he chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then said, “Maybe it’s like a sleeping beauty type of thing?  Maybe he just needs a kiss to wake him up?”  He winked at Jules, who blushed furiously. 
 
      
 
    Brick snorted at Max’s suggestion.  “I think ye be daft!  This ain’t no fairytale!”  Then he looked at Alexander and shrugged, “But ye never know.  What the hell!” 
 
    
The dwarf reached over and grabbed the bacon from Alexander’s face before leaning down and planting a big red-whiskered kiss on the elf’s lips.  He even made some smooching sounds for emphasis.   Turning his head a bit, he winked at his friends.   The ladies all gasped in surprise, while Max guffawed. 
 
      
 
    “GAHHH!” Alexander’s eyes opened wide as his face puckered in disgust.  “What the hell was that?  Felt like an angry squirrel attacked my face! A squirrel that just ate bacon!”  His hands pushed Brick’s face away before moving to wipe at his own face.   
 
      
 
    “BWAHAHAHA!  I be Prince Charming!” Brick bellowed.  Max was now collapsed in a chair by the table, barely able to breathe.    
 
      
 
    Jules dove onto the bed and wrapped herself around Alexander, burying her face in his shoulder, crying.  Sasha and Lainey moved closer to the bed but gave her some space.      
 
      
 
    “Bout time you woke up, lazy-arse!” Lainey scolded Alexander.    
 
      
 
    Alexander hugged Jules close to him, rubbing her back comfortingly.  “How long was I out?” he asked as he looked around.   
 
      
 
    “Most of yesterday afternoon, and all night,” Sasha answered.  “We healed you, but you wouldn’t wake up.  We were getting worried.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander squeezed a now sniffling Jules once more for reassurance.  “I’m feeling okay.  Nothing feels broken.  No pain.  Do I smell pancakes?” he looked around hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “HA!” Sasha laughed. “I told you it would work!” she said as she moved to dish up a plate for her best friend.   Lainey just shook her head.   
 
      
 
    Max, who had recovered from his fit of laughter, dove onto the bed and wrapped Alexander and Jules in a big hug “Ohhh… we missed you SO much!  But I’m a lil jealous.  Brick got a smooch, and I didn’t!  C’mon… give us a lil kiss!” he teased. 
 
      
 
    Jules growled at the interloper and shoved him hard enough to roll him off the bed onto the floor,  causing Brick to howl with laughter.  Max laughed right along with him as the dwarf helped him back to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what do you mean Brick got a smooch?” Alexander looked suspiciously at the dwarf. “The bacon-squirrel was you? I thought it was Rufus!  You mean you… kissed me?” 
 
      
 
    “Right on the lips. For a really long time,” Jules said as she wiped at Alexander’s mouth with her sleeve.  Then she firmly planted a kiss of her own, reclaiming her territory.  Alexander didn’t mind a bit. 
 
      
 
    “It were Max’s idea,” Brick said a bit defensively “He telled me ye were sleepin’ beauty ‘n’ needed a kiss ta wake ye!”  
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure he was talking to Jules when he said that.” Lainey nudged the dwarf playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it worked!” He grinned at Alexander. “And from now on ye can call me Brick Charming!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes, then sat up, still holding Jules with one arm.  “Thanks, buddy, I think.  But going forward, how ‘bout you let one of the ladies handle the smooching?” 
 
      
 
    Jules slapped the back of his head lightly. “One of?” She gave him a dirty look. 
 
      
 
    “You. I meant you.” Alexander spluttered.  Looking around he said, “Jules is the official smoocher of me from now on!”   Realizing how silly that sounded, he blushed.  “Dammit.  You know what I mean!” 
 
      
 
    His friends all chuckled at his expense as he rose and moved toward the breakfast table.  Max and Brick brought in more chairs from the other room, and the group all enjoyed a light-hearted breakfast.  Max repeatedly made smoochy faces at random people.  Sasha asked Brick how it felt to kiss a boy, causing the dwarf’s face to blush as red as his beard. 
 
      
 
    Jules, sitting next to Alexander, reached out and took hold of his hand.  Giving it a squeeze, she kept hold while they both ate their breakfast.  Eventually, she said, “Now that you’re back with us, what’s next?” 
 
    “Antalia,” Alexander replied.  “PWP was based there. So is Chaos Nation.  And the queen has a bounty on our heads.  Too many of our problems are centered in Antalia.  We need to find out what’s going on there.   And we can start with the PWP guild house.”  
 
    Alexander looked at Max. “You looted several teleport scrolls from Henry and the other PWP members we’ve killed.  They should take us to their guild house.  And if our count is correct, there shouldn’t be many of them left.  Even if whoever’s left has been recruiting, there shouldn’t be too many of them to handle.” 
 
    Max winked at Alexander as he reached into his own bag, pulling out a set of keys. “These are the keys I looted from Henry.  We can clear the guild hall and lock it down from the inside.  Then raid the vault a-” 
 
    “No.” Alexander cut him off.  “I intend to help Martin and the others rebuild PWP the way it was originally intended.  Priests and healers.  They’ll need whatever’s left in their guild vault to help them re-establish themselves.  You can take a look inside to make sure there’s nothing dangerous, but we leave the loot for them.” 
 
    “Nothing dangerous?” Lainey asked  
 
    Brick answered for Alexander. “PWP were controlled by the Dark One.  There could be one o’ them mirrors there.  Or one o’ them black portal globes like in the goblin caves.  Even a lich gem. Best we get ‘em under control.”  
 
    Alexander added, “We’ve got one day before Dayle and his group end their current immersion.  And then three more days before we log out ourselves.  If there’s going to be a fight in Antalia, I’d prefer to do it while we’re all still here.” 
 
    Sasha opened up guild chat “Right!  Alexander’s awake and as stupid as ever. He wants to raid the PWP guild house in Antalia today.  Who’s up for it?” 
 
    Dayle was the first to reply. “My group’s in.  Get some last minute xp before we log out!” 
 
    Helga was a bit more enthusiastic. “HELL yeah!  Let’s take the whole city!” 
 
    Lugs chimed in. “Me and Benny are in.  And Beatrix is winking at me.  Either she’s in, or she wants an ogre-back ride…” This got some grins from the friends at the table. 
 
    Sasha began to organize the group.  “Okay, everybody make sure you’re all repaired and stocked up.  I’ve got plenty of potions.  Grab a drink of the Dire Water before we go, to get the buffs.  We’re going via teleport scroll in one hour.” 
 
    Alexander thought of something.  Speaking out loud to the officers at the table, he said, “I should check with the king before we go.  See if he has heard back from the queen.” 
 
    When the others nodded their heads, he teleported himself to his room at Greystone Manor.  Heading down the stairs and outside, he checked in with the master smiths at the dragon forge.   “Master Ironhammer.  Good morning to you.  Everything going well here? You have all you need?” 
 
    Ironhammer stepped out of the forge, holding a newly crafted dwarven steel sword with a long, slender blade.  “Aye, lad.  This forge be a thing o’ wonder!  And with the expansion, we be turnin’ out rare and wondrous items faster than a goblin afire!” he indicated the sword in his hands.   “But we be runnin’ short on material.  We’ll be needin’ to make a trip to Broken Mountain ta get more.”  
 
    Nodding his head, Alexander said, “I can open a portal for you when I get back.  Say, twenty minutes?  How long will you need at Broken Mountain?” 
 
    “I should take care of some business while I’m there.  Can ye bring me back tomorrow?” Ironhammer asked. 
 
    Alexander reached into his bag and withdrew one of the little obsidian dragons with the Far-Speaking enchantment.  Handing it to Ironhammer, he said, “I don’t know if this will work as far away as Broken Mountain, but this is a good chance to test it!  Use it to contact me when you are ready.  If it doesn’t work, I’ll open a portal for you at noon tomorrow.  How does that sound?” 
 
    “Perfect, lad!” Ironhammer dashed back into the smithy and began shouting instructions to the various apprentices inside. 
 
    Grinning to himself, Alexander made his way out the gate and to the palace.  As usual, the guards simply saluted him and waved him through.  But as he began to step through the outer bailey gate, he noticed a pair of familiar faces in the line of citizens awaiting entry. 
 
    “O’Malleys!  Good morning!” He smiled and waved as he turned and approached the line.   
 
    “Alexander!  Good to see you, boy!” Martin O’Malley reached out and shook hands.  Alexander bowed his head to the man’s wife. “Lady O’Malley.” 
 
    “Pshaw!  You call me Rose!” The innkeeper’s wife patted Alexander on the cheek.   
 
    “Alright, Rose.  Have you business with the king today?  Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Aye, but not with the king,” Martin answered.  “We’re here to see the captain.  There’ve been more adventurers gathering in the pub the last few days.  Been whispering about you lot.  Talking about collecting the bounty on yer heads.” 
 
    Alexander nodded. “Same as that last group.  We know about the bounty.  But I don’t like them gathering at your place.  They might get out of hand and hurt somebody.  You should let them overhear you saying that we’re out at Dire Keep.  You could even give them directions. Send them on their way.  We’ll take care of them when they arrive.  If they arrive.  The last group didn’t do so well in the forest.  Only one got through, and our moat monster ate him!” He gave his best evil grin and winked at Rose O’Malley. 
 
    “Ha!  Ya best keep that beastie away from my Mattie!” Rose scolded him with a smile. “She’s actually the reason we came.  Martin said you’d handle any stupid adventurers that came for ya. But this group’s hired Mattie’s husband, the dungsnuffler, to guide ‘em.  He’s been sniffin’ around the Ogre all week asking after her.” 
 
    “Ex-husband,” Alexander corrected her. “We got her a divorce.  Father Alric performed the ceremony for us.  Mattie’s free of him.  And safe inside the keep’s walls.”  
 
    Rose gave him a hug.  “I knew you’d watch out for her.  Just know that when we come out to open up the Ogre II at the keep, I’m stealin’ her away from ya!  And don’t ya dare try ‘n’ stop me!” 
 
    Alexander laughed. “I wouldn’t think of it!  And I’ll let her know you’re thinking of her. I’m going to be seeing the captain shortly.  I’ll mention the bounty hunters and the dungsnuffler to him.” He waved goodbye to the O’Malleys as they left the line to head back to the Ogre, not having business with the captain any longer.  
 
    Alexander made his way through the double gates of the palace.  One of the guards had already alerted the captain to his presence, and he was met just inside the main doors.  “Good morning, Alexander!” The captain clapped him on the back as they shook hands.  “Here to see the king?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Though I may not need to bother him.  I just came to find out if the messenger has returned with an answer from the queen.  We’re planning to raid the PWP guild house in Antalia in about an hour.” 
 
    The captain shook his head. “No, he’s not arrived yet.  Though we expect him today.” 
 
    Disappointed, Alexander replied, “I figured as much.  Just thought I’d check.  Oh.  I ran into the O’Malleys outside.  They wanted you to know that some more adventurers seeking the bounty on my head have been hanging around the Ogre.  And that Mattie’s dungsnuffler ex-husband is working with them.” 
 
    The captain chuckled at the use of dungsnuffler. 
 
    Alexander continued, “I told Martin to send them directly to Dire Keep.  Give them a map if necessary. I don’t want them hanging around here where they might hurt citizens.” 
 
    Captain Redmond put a hand on Alexander’s shoulder.  “Thank you for the warning.  I’ll put a couple of discrete men on them.  They’ll not cause trouble within the city.  As for the dungsnuffler, that coward’s likely to run from any fight.  Unless there’s beer involved. That, he’ll fight for.” 
 
    “Please give the king my regards, then.  And if you would, send word when the messenger arrives?  If the queen’s not willing to release the PWP leader, we could maybe try to free him while we’re there.” Alexander said. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass on the message,” Captain Redmond answered. “But be careful, lad.  If Antalia is indeed in league with the Dark One, then war with them may be in our future.  But we’re not ready to start it today.  Raiding a guild compound is one thing.  But you are Knight-Advisor to my king, and any actions you take against the queen directly would be assumed to be carried out at the king’s order.” 
 
    Well, shit.  Hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    Alexander nodded his head gravely. “I would never intentionally take action that would impugn the honor of the king.”  
 
    The captain looked thoughtful for a moment.  “It might not be the worst idea to take Sophie along with you.  She could be a valuable asset there.” 
 
    Sophie! I haven’t seen her once since the day we moved into the keep. What has she been up to? 
 
    “Great idea!  I’ll take her with us.  Any particular instructions you’d like me to pass on?” 
 
    The captain snorted. “She knows her job, lad.  She needs no help from me.”  He shook hands with Alexander again, wishing him luck on the raid before heading down the corridor.  Alexander opened officer’s chat.  “Has anyone seen Sophie since we moved into the keep? You know what? Never mind.  Can one of you locate her and fill her in on the raid today? We’re going to need her to poke around a bit in Antalia.” 
 
    Alexander walked back to Greystone Manor, where he found Master Ironhammer and a couple of the other masters and apprentices awaiting him.  They exchanged pleasantries, and the dwarves showed off some of the items they’d crafted as the group moved to the rear courtyard and the portal stones.  Alexander opened the portal, and the dwarves began to move through.  One of the apprentices paused and spoke to Alexander. 
 
    “This be for the little fella,” the dwarf said, holding out a cloth-wrapped bundle. As soon as Alexander took it from his hands, the dwarf looked embarrassed and hustled through the portal.  Alexander closed the portal behind him; then he unwrapped the bundle.  When he saw what was inside, he laughed out loud.   
 
    Opening up guild chat, he said, “Fibble, we’re going to kill some more bad people today. If you would like to come along and protect Sasha, meet us in the main hall.” 
 
    Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  With roughly thirty minutes left before raid time, he made his way to Silverbeard’s office.   Finding the old dwarf at his desk, he sat down in one of the mismatched chairs provided for guests.  
 
    “Good morning, Master Silverbeard.  How is your day?” 
 
    “Ye done give’d me a whole kingdom to deal with!” the chamberlain grumped good-naturedly at him. “I’ll be sendin’ some o’ the farmers ‘n’ livestock up to the garrison today.  And the logging crew.  No sense in risking ‘em here when there be a safe place to work up top!” 
 
    “Good.  Thank you.  And if a few of the hunters want to move up there as well, that’s fine. As long as a few remain to watch over the demon caverns.  But tell them about the family of prowlers to the west, and make sure they leave the cats alone.  They are friendly.” 
 
    Silverbeard chuckled, his beard quivering.  “Ye make the strangest friends, lad.  Don’t think I’ll ever be bored livin’ here!” 
 
    “Speaking of boring, have you and Lola made any progress on setting up a bank?”  
 
    “Aye, lad.  The bank representative arrived yesterday while ye were… unavailable.  He bring’d a wagonload of materials and a crew to build a vault.  They’ll be workin on it for a few days.  He’ll be there now if ye’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “Of course! Will he be staying on as banker? Or is he just here to set things up?” Alexander asked as he rose from the chair.  Silverbeard led him out the door, and they talked as they walked. 
 
    “He’s wantin’ to stay.  But he be hesitatin’ about becomin’ a citizen o’ the keep.  I warned him that he’ll take the oath, or he’ll not be stayin’.” 
 
    The two of them exited the main doors, moved across the courtyard, and went around the side of the armory to the bank location.  There was indeed a crew of dwarves assembling pieces of what looked to be a massive vault.  There was a table with blueprints set up in the shade near the armory wall, and a three-foot tall gnome in a tailored suit stood nearby. 
 
    Approaching the gnome, Silverbeard said, “Mister Copperbottom, this be Baron Alexander, Master o’ Dire Keep, Knight-Advisor to King Charles o’ Stormforge, Friend o’ King Thalgrin o’ Broken Mountain, and Founder o’ the Greystone Guild.”  
 
    Alexander was nearly as taken aback by the list of titles as the gnome was.  When the banker bowed deeply in greeting, Alexander stuck out a hand to shake. “Please, Mister Copperbottom, we don’t stand on formality here.  Just call me Alexander.” 
 
    “Very pleased to meet you, Alexander.  Since we’re being informal, call me Blix.” The banker shook the offered hand, having to reach up quite a bit to do so.  Alexander resisted the urge to crouch down or take a knee to get eye to eye with the gnome.  Blix solved the issue himself, moving behind the table and climbing up on a crate.  He motioned toward the blueprints. 
 
    “I’m told you can quickly construct a building for us, following these plans?” Blix asked. 
 
    Alexander stepped closer to the table to inspect the drawings.  The building was pretty straightforward.  Two stories plus a cellar.  The vault would be located on the lowest level.  Lobby and business offices on the ground floor, a residence and guest suite on the second.  
 
    “I can indeed. Should take about an hour, if Brick helps with the doors and such,” Alexander confirmed.  “Though I don’t have time just now. We’re about to leave on a raid. Would tomorrow morning suffice?” 
 
    The banker’s eyes grew wide.  He looked from the drawing to Alexander, and back again.  “An… an hour?  Yes, of course.  Tomorrow would be fine.  My crew needs time to construct the vault…” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “Then it’s settled.” Alexander picked up the conversation.  “But before I go, I understand you are hesitant about taking the oath.  Master Silverbeard explained the requirements to you, I believe?” 
 
    The gnome blinked a few times, then appeared to come to his senses. “Yes, he was quite clear. But surely an exception can be made for a representative of-” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Blix” Alexander interrupted. “There are no exceptions.  We are facing hostile armies of demons and the undead, bounty hunter adventurers, and maybe an entire kingdom, all controlled by the Dark One.  They have sent spies and rogues, and large scouting parties, all in an attempt to gain intelligence about our defenses.  We cannot have anyone within our walls who has not taken the oath to ensure absolute loyalty.  That will include your crew, as well.  They can take the oath, and we’ll find places for them here.  Or they’ll have to leave now.”  Alexander said the last part loud enough for the crew of dwarves to hear.  They began to huddle up and mutter among themselves. 
 
    Alexander continued. “We would very much like to establish a bank here.  And I appreciate your coming so far to accommodate us.  But if you are not willing to become one of us, I’m afraid we’ll have to search for a replacement.  Of course, I’ll compensate you for your time.” 
 
    The gnome considered his words, a skeptical look on his face.  When he spoke, his tone was terse. “I came here in good faith, based on the reputation of Master Silverbeard.  But I have yet to hear what kind of assets you have available to establish a bank of your own.” 
 
    Alexander smiled at the banker. “Now we’re talking business!  Master Silverbeard, would you please share with Blix here your thoughts on an initial investment?” 
 
    The old dwarf nodded, producing a parchment from his bag.  “Aye, Alexander. Let me see…” he cleared his throat for effect. “We be thinkin’ o’ an initial deposit of two hundred fifty thousand gold.  In addition, we will deposit a pound o’ mithril as collateral.  As well as another two hundred thousand worth of gems.” 
 
    Blix’s eyes widened as the dwarf spoke.  When Silverbeard was finished, the gnome audibly swallowed the lump in his throat.  “That… that will be more than sufficient.” He sat down on his stool and stared at the plans for a moment.  “I will take the oath.  And remain here. I look forward to a long and profitable relationship with the Greystone Clan.” 
 
    As he spoke, the dwarven crew approached.  One stepped forward and bowed to Alexander.  “We been speakin’ to some o’ the other dwarves here since we arrived.  They telled us you be a worthy leader, and this be a prosperous land.  We talked it over, and we be willin’ to take the oath as well.” 
 
    Alexander looked to Silverbeard, who nodded his head slightly.  Turning to the dwarves, he said, “Welcome to Dire Keep!  Prince Kai of the dragons will be here shortly and will take your oaths. Master Silverbeard will make sure you’re all properly housed, and interview each of you as to your abilities.  Then we’ll figure out where you’ll fit best once you’ve completed the vault.” He shook hands with each of them as he spoke.  He saved Blix for last.  “Welcome, Blix.  Once we’ve got the bank structure all set up, and you’re properly established, I want to talk to you about some other business.  The guild would like to set up a fund to loan money to citizens who wish to start up businesses here.  We would want to set up terms with you, and have you administer the program.” 
 
    Blix nodded his head. “Lola mentioned something about it. I would be happy to discuss it further. I can also offer tax collection services if that suits you.” 
 
    Alexander shrugged. “I’ll leave that to you and Lola.  She has full authority as our treasurer to execute agreements with you.” He shook the gnome’s hand. 
 
    Looking over to where the vault lay partially assembled, he said, “In the meantime…” 
 
    Motioning for the crew to stand where they were, Alexander took a brief look at the drawings on the table.  He noted the dimensions set for the basement level.  Stepping closer to the bank location, he used his Earth Mover skill to remove most of the stone and soil under the vault, raising the stone and setting it off to one side. He would use it tomorrow for walls. When he was done, he had lowered a forty- foot square area, including the vault, twelve feet below surface level.  Then he quickly constructed a ramp leading down, so that the dwarves could easily move themselves and their materials up and down.  
 
    “There’s your lower level, Blix.  I figure it’s easier to build the vault down there than to try and move it once it’s fully assembled” he grinned at the surprised gnome. “The dimensions may not be exact. I just eyeballed it.  Have your crew take measurements, and I can make adjustments tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, he waved to the gnome and the dwarves and headed back toward the portal area.  As he walked away, he heard Silverbeard giving instructions. “Right.  All of ye be at the main entry in five minutes to take yer oaths.” 
 
    As Alexander crossed the main courtyard, Fitz appeared just ahead of him in the area set aside for arriving teleports.   Waving a hand at Alexander, he called out, “I would speak with you, boy.” 
 
    Alexander altered his course and strode over to the wizard.  He then followed Fitz as the old man climbed the stairs up onto the wall, where they’d have more privacy. 
 
    “Kai told me you plan to raid the guild house in Antalia today,” Fitz spoke quietly. “I took it upon myself to question the baron about what you might find there.” 
 
    Alexander was instantly riveted.  He’d been wanting to question the baron since they captured him several days earlier.   
 
    Fitz continued. “He is a stubborn one.  He feels no pain, being undead, except the burn of light magic.  But I have managed to glean some information despite his reticence.  The guild house is much as it appears.  And you will likely find less than a dozen occupants upon your arrival.  The teleportation scroll will take you to a room on the ground floor at the rear of the house.” 
 
    Alexander was laser-focused on every word the old wizard said.  This information could potentially increase their odds of success on this raid by a huge percentage.   
 
    “As you know, the guild was lately filled with what you call adventurer-killers.  Even with the support of someone in the palace, which they do indeed enjoy, the adventurers could not move freely through the city without being detained by the guards.  There is a basement entrance into the tunnels below the city.  The door is located in the wine cellar.  I’m afraid that is all I can offer you.” 
 
    “Fitz, that’s amazing.  You’ve given us a potential escape route if something goes wrong.  Thank you.” Alexander bowed his head to his mentor in thanks.   
 
    Fitz disappeared with a wave of his hand, presumably teleporting himself back to his tower.  Alexander descended the stairs to meet up with the raid party.  Time was quickly approaching for them to depart for Antalia. 
 
    Kai was just completing the oaths with Blix and his crew, and Lola was handing each of them a dragon pin as they completed the ceremony.  Bit by bit, the population of Dire Keep was increasing. 
 
    Everyone was gathered now, ready to teleport to the PWP guild house.  It was a large group. Alexander and his five, Dayle’s group of four, Helga, Lugs, Benny, and Beatrix, as well as Sophie, Lorian, Fibble and Kai.  Eighteen in total.  Alexander sent raid invites to each of them. 
 
    Holding up three of the teleport scrolls they took from PWP members, he said, “Fitz has learned that these take us to a room near the back of the guild house. We don’t know how large the room is, so we’re going to go in three groups.  My group will go first.  Then Dayle’s group with Lugs and Benny.  Kai will bring the rest of you in the third group.  Wait thirty seconds for each group. Give us a chance to clear the room and secure the area.” He handed a scroll to Dayle, and the other to Kai. “Remember, you have to be in physical contact with the person using the scroll.” 
 
    Sasha spoke next. “Remember, most of us are wanted in Antalia.  We need to keep this as quiet as possible.  Our first priority is to secure the exits so that no one inside the guild house can escape and alert the guards.   Brick will secure the front door.  Lyra, you join him. Lugs, you and Benny move to the back door as soon as you arrive.  Dayle, you and Warren will cover any additional exits we find.  Lainey, Max, Helga, Misty, Lorian, Fibble, and Beatrix, you will move through the house with Alexander and me to deal with any resistance we find.  Our preference is to capture if possible.  Kill if necessary.” 
 
    Alexander put a hand on her shoulder, then cut in.  “Kai, Fitz says there’s a secret exit from the wine cellar into the tunnels below.  I’d like you to locate that for us.”   Kai nodded his head. 
 
    The various party members with buffs cast them on the group, boosting intelligence, agility, stamina, health, strength, and regeneration rates for both mana and stamina.  They were ready to go. 
 
    Alexander’s group each laid a hand on him, and he activated the scroll.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Step Into My Parlor 
 
      
 
    Alexander and friends appeared in a nondescript room maybe twenty feet square with white plaster walls.  There were no windows, and only a single door led out of the room.  The group quickly moved toward the doorway, clearing the space for the next group.  After taking a moment to listen at the door, Max shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t hear anyone.” He held off opening the door, waiting for the next group to arrive. That way they’d be able to cover more exits before being discovered.  
 
    A few seconds later, Dayle’s group appeared.   They too moved quickly toward the door, clearing the space in the center of the room.  Sasha spoke in raid chat. “Kai, there’s room.  Teleport now.”  A moment later, after Kai’s group materialized, she continued, “From now on, only speak in raid chat.  We need to be as silent as possible.  Max, Lainey, use your stuns as soon as you see a target. We don’t want them alerting others.  Beatrix, Misty, you do the same with water and ice if you can.” 
 
    Pointing to Jules and Sophie, she said, “You two, out the door in stealth mode.  We’ll wait here while you scout a bit.  Tell us what you see.” 
 
    The rogue and the spy faded from sight, and the door opened silently.  It only remained open for a brief moment before closing just as quietly.  Almost immediately, Sophie said, “Back door is to the left, maybe thirty feet.  Back courtyard looks clear.  There’s a wall around it, no exit gate.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Jules reported. “Front door is down the corridor to the right, then left and straight ahead. You have to pass a dining room with three people in it.  And there’s a sitting room just beyond, but it’s empty.” Sophie added, “Kitchen is behind the dining area.  Two people inside, both cooking.  There’s an exit from the kitchen and a stairway down to a cellar.” 
 
    Sasha thought for a moment, then said, “Right.  So we stick to the plan.  Lugs and Benny, back door.  Sing out if you see anyone.  Brick and Lyra, front door.  The rest of us will go after the three in the dining room first.  Dayle, as soon as we attack, you and Warren move straight thru to the kitchen with Max and Lainey.  Take down those two as fast as possible.  Then cover the exit and the stairs.  Sophie, Jules, can you help with the two in the kitchen?” 
 
    Sophie responded, “I’m already upstairs.  I can head back down if you like?”   
 
    Jules said, “I’m moving to the kitchen now.  The three in the dining room are all level thirty to forty.” 
 
    Sasha quickly decided. “Sophie, stay upstairs.  Search the place.  We’ll be ready to head up in maybe three  minutes.”  
 
    She motioned to Max, who opened the door.  Lugs and Benny went out first and turned left to head toward the back door.  Next came Brick, who led the others to the right.  They moved quickly to the end of the hallway, then turned left per Jules’ directions.   Brick pointed to the dining room entry, and continued on past, acting casual.  Lyra followed his lead. The players inside the room didn’t react at all.  As Brick moved toward the front door, Sasha quickly peeked around the door frame to get a look at the players.   
 
    There were two warriors and a caster.  All men.  All three were eating and talking, no weapons in sight other than the caster’s staff leaning against the wall behind him.  She confirmed the highest level was the caster, at 37.  
 
    Sasha whispered “Go!” as she stepped in front of the doorway and cast Thorn Trap over the three players who were seated near one end of a long table.  Max and Lainey each hit one with an arrow to the face before dashing past them toward the kitchen.  Dayle and Warren followed close behind, each taking a swing at a player as they passed. Kai followed last, striking the caster on the head with his staff and knocking him unconscious.  Beatrix quickly cast water globes over the faces of each of the three players, preventing them from calling out or casting.  Alexander fired magic bolts at them, one after the other, and Misty did the same with ice missiles as Lorian shot arrows into them.  Fibble stood in front of Sasha, stick in hand, growling softly and doing his best to look intimidating. 
 
    The fight didn’t last long.  Not being able to breathe, the two warriors fell unconscious in under a minute.  Beatrix quickly removed their weapons before dismissing the water globes, allowing the players to breathe once again.  Then she began to strip them of their armor as well.  As she worked, Kai re-entered the room carrying an unconscious cook.  Max and Lainey were dragging the other one.  The two cooks were set on the floor next to the others. 
 
    “First floor is clear,” Jules reported. “I’m heading upstairs to help Sophie.” 
 
    “We need to get these five out of here.  If they wake up before we’re done, they’ll be able to alert others.” Sasha looked at Alexander as she spoke. 
 
    Nodding his head, Alexander said, “I hereby place you all under arrest as enemies of the Kingdoms of Stormforge and Broken Mountain,” as he cast Bind Soul on each of them.   
 
    With that done, he said, “That’s it.  Their souls are now bound to the keep.  Kill them.” 
 
    “Wait!” Kai stepped between Alexander and the cooks. “These two are not members of PWP. Nor are they adventurers.” 
 
    Alexander looked to Sasha, who didn’t answer right away.  After a moment, she gave a slight nod. “We’ll bind them for now.  Gag them so they can’t call out.  If they’re just hired help, maybe they’ll give us some information when they wake up.” 
 
    Kai, satisfied that the citizens wouldn’t be needlessly killed, stepped back from the two cooks.  Lainey produced some leather thongs and bound them securely.  Meanwhile, Helga happily lopped off the heads of the three players, killing them instantly.  Max looted their bags and whatever items Beatrix hadn’t already removed from the bodies. 
 
    Sophie reported in. “There are a bunch of sleeping rooms up here.  Most are empty.  Two have a single adventurer in them.  One has two adventurers.  They are… distracted.”  Sasha snorted at this.  
 
    Alexander said, “Kai, can you take Lyra and Warren and check out the cellar?  Dayle can cover the kitchen exit.  The rest of us will deal with the folks upstairs.”   
 
    Kai nodded his head and left the dining room, waving for Lyra to join him.  Then both of them went into the kitchen.   
 
    Max and Lainey led the way upstairs.  When they reached the second floor, they found a long corridor that led off to the left and right of the stairs.  Jules and Sophie were standing in the hall to the right, both of them out of stealth mode.   Jules head a finger up to her lips to indicate that they should be quiet. 
 
    When the group reached them, Sophie pointed to a door and held up one finger.  Then she pointed to the door next to it and held up another single digit.  Jules pointed to a door across the hall and down a bit, and held up two fingers, blushing slightly.  
 
    Sasha pointed to the first door with the single occupant.  Max opened it quietly, just wide enough that so that Jules and Sophie could creep inside.  Alexander stuck his head in far enough to see the sleeping player, a low-level caster of some kind in cloth robes. He cast Bind Soul on her and whispered that she was under arrest.  With a nod from him, Jules and Sophie went to work.  Jules slit the player’s throat as Sophie stabbed her in the heart.  She was dead instantly.  Max looted the body, taking her staff as well as her inventory bag.   
 
    Moving down the hall, they repeated the process on another player, a level 40 barbarian this time.  Moving quickly, they approached the door where the two adventurers, based on the sounds drifting through to the corridor, were still quite ardently occupied.  
 
    Sasha whispered. “Max, Lainey, use your stuns.  Beatrix, suffocate them both.  Jules, Sophie, each of you cut a throat.  We need this to be fast.” 
 
    This time, Alexander opened the door so that Max could have an arrow drawn immediately.  As soon as there was room, Jules and Sophie snuck in and moved to either side of the bed.  In stealth mode, neither were spotted as the busy players bumped and groaned.  Max and Lainey stepped inside, bows drawn, and fired.  Lainey used her Shock Arrow on the bottom player, while Max hit the top one with a Silence arrow followed immediately by a multi-shot to the back of his head.  Beatrix stepped into the room and cast a Water Globe on each of their heads, preventing them from crying out or casting.  Max, Lorian, and Lainey held their fire as Jules stepped in to slice the throat of the female player laying on her back on the bed, while Sophie did the same to the one on top of her.  Alexander couldn’t tell at a glance what class they were, as neither were wearing any gear of any kind.  But both were under level thirty. 
 
    Both players succumbed in seconds.  The moment the last one died, an alert message popped up on Alexander’s UI. 
 
    You have defeated all defenders of the PWP Guild House.  Maintain control of the facility for ten minutes to assume ownership. 
 
    Alexander cursed softly to himself before asking “Uhhh…guys? Did the rest of you get that message?” 
 
    Sasha responded first. “Yeah. Ten minutes”  
 
    Brick spoke up in raid chat. “Ten minutes be forever.  Them first ones ye killed in the dinin’ room might be out n callin’ their friends by now.” 
 
    Alexander thought it over.  Ten minutes would be dangerous.  But if they could take ownership of the building, it would give them a foothold in Antalia.   
 
    He spoke in raid chat “Brick, Lugs, Dayle, watch the exits.  Call out if you see anyone approaching.  Max, go open the vault.  I’ll join you in a minute.  The rest of you spread out.  If anyone spawns inside the building, call for help.  These folks were all lower level. There should be at least one high-level adventurer running things.” 
 
    Sasha added, “If you spot anyone inside, stun them or use whatever you have to buy time for others to come help you.  We kill them as fast as we can.  Don’t wait for Alexander to arrest them.  Anyone we kill now won’t respawn until after the capture timer runs out.  Brick, shape the stone around the doors so they won’t open.  I’ll come watch the front so that you can do the others.” 
 
    The raid members split up, opening all the doors on the upper floor and placing themselves so that they could monitor any spawns.  Fibble began poking around in the various sleeping rooms, looking for whatever goblins considered to be loot.  Jules smiled as the little goblin tested an overstuffed pillow before hugging it and then pushing it into his bag.   
 
    Max, Alexander, and Sasha headed back downstairs.  By the time they reached Brick, he had already sealed the front door.  Sasha took his place on watch so that he could do the same at the back. 
 
    Max pulled the keys he’d looted from Henry out of his bag and headed to open the guild vault.  Alexander stayed with Sasha for a moment.   
 
    Sasha said, “You know there’s going to be an announcement when the timer runs out.  We’ve captured a guild headquarters.  At the least, the kingdom will be alerted.  If not everyone on the server.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head thoughtfully.  “Yeah, just like when we captured the keep.  And I expect that guards will swarm this place right after.  We’ll need to either teleport out or escape through the tunnels.”   
 
    Alexander left Sasha to join Max in the guild vault.  Unsurprisingly, the room was pretty bare.  Henry had obviously been selling off all the gear for gold, systematically bankrupting the guild. Max was busy placing the items they’d taken from Henry back onto the vault’s shelves. 
 
    Alexander looked around, identifying items that looked like they might be rare, or that looked different.  Not finding anything suspicious after a few minutes, he said to Max, “Keep looking around. Anything you see that might be dangerous, let me know.  If you don’t find anything, seal the vault.  I’m going down to find Kai.” 
 
    Leaving the vault and heading through the kitchen, Alexander noted that the exit door leading outside was sealed with stone.   Turning to his right, he descended the stairs into the cellar.  The stairs ended in a large room, maybe half the size of the house above.  There were stacks of crates, and a few shelves with food items like bags of flour and rice, and a wicker basket full of potatoes.   Kai was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Moving across the room, Alexander spotted an opening in the floor behind some crates.  Looking down, he saw a faint glow, as if from a light globe some distance away.  He opened raid chat. 
 
    “Kai?  Are you in the tunnels?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexander.  I found the entrance quite easily, and am now checking the tunnels for any foes.  The tunnel system is quite extensive.” Kai responded. 
 
    Alexander closed his eyes.  Using his Earth Sense ability, he reached down below the cellar and into the ground below.  He immediately picked up the tunnel Kai must be in.  Expanding his sense, he was able to follow the tunnels as they wound around below the streets of the city.  On a whim, he pulled up his UI map.  It showed the guild house and roughly a half block of the city around the structure.  But no tunnels. 
 
    There should be a way to add these tunnels to my map.  I can see them, even if I haven’t technically walked them… 
 
    With a thought, he zoomed in on the map as far as it would go. It now showed him the cellar he was standing in, with a stairway leading up, and a black square where the tunnel entrance was.  But still no tunnels.  
 
    Reaching up a hand, he touched the black tunnel entrance with a thumb and finger, pushing them apart in hopes of enlarging the square.  Nothing happened.  He tried double-tapping the square. No joy there, either. 
 
    Closing his eyes again, he focused on his Earth Sense.  Expanding his view of the tunnels as widely as he could, he then thought ‘MAP’ as emphatically as possible before opening his eyes.   
 
    And just like that, the map on his UI zoomed in through the black square of the tunnel entrance, and a map of the tunnels themselves appeared! 
 
    You have learned a new skill:  Cartography!  You can now increase your UI map’s detail by visual or magical exploration of an area.  At higher levels, you will be able to combine this skill with the Scribe skill to create parchment maps that may be traded or sold. 
 
     Smiling to himself, he called out to Kai. “Kai, can you hear me?  We may need to leave in a hurry.  I’m going to the roof to see if we can teleport our way out of here.  Please come back upstairs!” 
 
    Kai’s voice echoed up through the floor opening “On my way, Alexander.” 
 
    Turning to the stairs, he walked back up to the ground floor.  Looking at Dayle, who was monitoring the area outside the kitchen door, he asked, “See anyone?” 
 
    Dayle shook his head. “Not a single person.” Motioning toward the two cooks visible through the dining room door, he asked, “What do you want to do with them?” 
 
    Alexander paused partway across the kitchen.  He looked at the cooks, who were both awake and looking very afraid.  In raid chat, he said, “Sasha, Sophie, please come to the dining room and speak with the cooks.  They’re awake.  Reassure them they won’t be killed, and find out all you can.  Not necessarily in that order.”  
 
    Passing through the dining room without making eye contact with the prisoners, he made his way to the stairs and up.  Once on the second floor, he located a small stair at the far end of the hallway that led up to the roof.   
 
    Opening the door and stepping out onto the roof, Alexander got his first look at the city of Antalia.  The buildings were a mixture of stone and wood, most only a single story high.  Most had pitched roofs made of wood or tile.  Off in the distance to the north sat the queen’s palace, surrounded by a thirty-foot-high wall.  The donjon was four stories tall, and there were several taller towers rising around it.   
 
    He made a complete circle, slowly taking in as much of the city as he could.  He opened his UI map again to confirm that it was filling in.  When he’d made a complete circle, and was facing the palace again, he had a nearly complete map of the city overlaid on top of his tunnel map.  He noticed right away that the tunnels extended well beyond the city walls in several places.   
 
    Turning to the west, he’d hoped to spot some sort of clearing he could teleport the raid party to, in case they had to abandon the guild house.  But the roof he stood on sat lower than the city walls, and he had no such luck. 
 
    Turning his gaze back to the palace, he noted several towers with flat roofs.  There were three towers connected to the palace walls that each had guards atop them.  But a large tower near the center of the palace, the tallest of them all, had no guard visible.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, Alexander teleported himself to the top of that tower.  After a quick look around to confirm that he was alone, he quietly released the breath he’d been holding.  The rooftop he stood on was about twenty feet by twenty, with a crenelated wall around the perimeter.  There was a heavy-looking wooden trap door in the floor, which he assumed led down into the tower stairway.   
 
    Crouching down so as not to be seen from below, he moved to the western side and looked out over the city walls.  He noted a cleared area approximately a half-mile wide that was simply rolling fields of grass, likely kept trimmed by farmers and their livestock.   Beyond the cleared area was a forest of moderate-sized trees. Nothing like the mature trees in Dire Woods or the elder giants up on the plateau.   
 
    His gaze was quickly caught by a hilltop visible several hundred yards beyond the tree line.  The hill was cleared and rose up higher than the surrounding trees.  Atop the hill was what had caught his attention.  There was a ruined temple perched there; its white stone sparkling in the sunlight. 
 
    There we go!  There’s our escape point. I can get us there if necessary. 
 
    Looking at his UI, he noted there was less than a minute before the clock ran out on the guild house capture.  He searched frantically for the guild house rooftop, cursing himself for not marking it somehow.  After a few seconds, he closed his eyes and took a deep, calming breath.  A moment later, he teleported himself back to the room inside the house where they’d first arrived. 
 
    In raid chat, he said, “Everybody to the front room, please.  The clock is about to run out.”  
 
    As he reached the front room himself, he was about to speak to Brick when he heard several party members chuckling.   Following their gazes, he looked up the staircase to see Lainey walking down, carrying what looked like a pile of pillows.  Then a small green arm emerged from the pillows, waving wildly.  Alexander grinned as Lainey reached the bottom and set Fibble down on the floor, where he rolled around a bit.  The goblin had two pillows tied to him, one in front and one in back.  The things were nearly as large as he was himself.  As a result, all that could be seen of the goblin was two feet and an arm sticking out. 
 
    Looking at Lainey, he asked, “Your work?” 
 
    “He asked me to do it.” She shrugged.  She was about to say more when a deep gong rang out through the city. 
 
    >>>System Alert!<<<  
 
    The Greystone Guild has captured the guild house belonging to Providence Will Provide, in the City and Kingdom of Antalia, and claimed it as Greystone property!  The property is designated as restricted for the next 24 hours.  Any who were previously bound to the guild house will now be bound to the fountain in the nearest city square. 
 
    “And there it is…” Max said aloud. 
 
    Lainey asked, “Restricted?” as she bent to lift Fibble from the floor, settling him on his feet.  
 
    Brick spoke first. “It be a PVP thing.  If ye manage to capture an enemy stronghold, ye gets a day to make repairs and get yerselves ready to defend it.” 
 
    When Lainey didn’t look satisfied, Sasha explained further. “Otherwise one could never take and hold a stronghold without a tremendously overwhelming force.  The ousted defenders could just keep attacking through the same broken defenses you just penetrated.  Players would just continue respawning and attacking in waves. The battle would likely bankrupt both parties and all the members who participate.” 
 
    Lainey nodded her head in understanding.  “But then, why were we concerned about the timer?” 
 
    Alexander looked down at the floor.  “I uhhh… forgot about the cooldown period.  I expected the place to be swarming with city guards and bounty-seeking adventurers by now.” He motioned to the windows at the front of the house.  
 
    The others looked outside.  Sure enough, a guard patrol was already taking up station outside the house’s small gate.  But unlike normal guards who would be facing out toward the street, these were facing the front door.  Each had a tower shield on one arm, and a pike set butt-down on the stone roadway. Clearly meaning to capture or kill anyone exiting the building.  Behind the guards, citizens and adventurers were already gathering, hoping to witness a battle.  Or to be the first ones to collect a bounty. 
 
    Attention Citizens! 
 
    The Greystone Guild, invaders from the Kingdom of Stormforge, are within our gates! They have slaughtered the innocent adventurers and citizens living in the Providence Will Provide guild house!  The Queen’s bounty has been increased to 5,000 gold to anyone who brings us the head of a Greystone member! 
 
    There was a combination of cheers and angry shouts from the growing crowd outside.  A large barbarian player pushed through the guards and charged across the tiny courtyard between the road and the front door; two-handed hammer raised above his head.  With an impressive war cry, he swung the hammer around to shatter the door.   
 
    The hammer rebounded off an invisible barrier that surrounded the house.  The player cried out in pain as the vibration from the rejected blow ran up through the hammer’s handle into his hands.  He dropped the weapon and shook his hands frantically before shoving one under each armpit. “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    Max snorted.  “Dumbass.”  Brick just laughed and waved out the window. 
 
    Shaking her head, Sasha turned to the group.  “Well, we don’t have to worry about guarding the entrances for a while.  But we also won’t be walking out of here anytime soon.  I say we all retire to the dining room and discuss next steps.” She began to lead the way back down the hall to the dining room.  The two cooks were still seated at the table as the party members filed in.  They’d been unbound, but looked nervous and seemed in no hurry to risk escape.   
 
    Sophie introduced them.  “Alexander, Greystone guild, this is Chef Michael, and his apprentice Tiny Sam.  They were employees of PWP before Henry took over.   Michael, meet Alexander Greystone and friends.” She motioned to an old man first. He was grey-haired with a ruddy complexion that made him look like he’d just been slaving over a hot fire.  The second cook was a young woman with long hair done up in a ponytail and wide eyes that darted nervously from one guild member to the next. 
 
    Michael bobbed his head in deference. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you.  Everyone here lately has been determined to take your head.  Yet here you are, sitting in their home, not a scratch on you.” The man chuckled.  
 
    Alexander smiled at the chef. “I take it you weren’t a fan of Henry’s?” 
 
    “I came to work here when Martin formed the guild.  I had worked in the palace as the Queen’s Chef until I was accused of stealing and dismissed.  No reputable restaurant or tavern would hire me, not wanting to displease the queen.  Martin and the other folks here were kind and generous.  Priests and healers, all.  They helped people.  Had me cook extra food for those who needed it. I enjoyed every day here until that piece of shit Henry took over.” 
 
    Alexander was about to speak when Sophie cut him off. “What did you steal? From the queen, I mean.” 
 
    Michael’s face began to flush scarlet, and he slammed his hand down on the table, making Tiny Sam jump. “Not a damned thing! I loved my queen as if she were one o’ my own.  Served her faithfully, as I did her father before her.  I’d no sooner steal from her than cut off my own hand!  But one day, Lucius, her arsehole of a chancellor storms into my kitchen with half a dozen guards and arrests me for theft.  They beat me and dragged me before the queen.  He had one o’ my kitchen lads testifying that he saw me pocket some of the queen’s jewels when we delivered her breakfast one morning.  I never touched any jewels in my life!”   
 
    Sasha followed up “And the boy who testified?  Did he steal the jewels?” 
 
    “No. I went to the lad’s house a few days later.  He was a good boy.  Worked hard in my kitchen.  When I spoke to his father, the boy was called into the room.  He broke down and confessed that Lucius threatened to execute his family if he refused to say that I was a thief.” 
 
    Max looked at Michael with suspicion. “Why would Lucius want you removed from the kitchen?” 
 
    “I feared it was because he planned to poison her food.  I always prepared the queen’s meals personally. But it has been some time, and still the queen lives.  So, my fears may be unfounded.  But Lucius is ambitious. And I was not the first of the old guard, the old king’s trusted few, to be removed by Lucius.  The old chancellor, Lucius’s mentor, died suspiciously a week after the queen’s coronation.  The captain of the guard was forced to accept a posting on the border of the outlands.  We three, and a few others still living, served the old king in his youth, when he was still the prince, serving on the front lines.  We stayed after his death to serve his daughter.” 
 
    Sophie followed his lead. “So Lucius is eliminating those whom he knows are loyal to the queen.  That does not bode well for her.  She may live yet, but I would not bet a silver coin she will remain so for much longer.” 
 
    Michael clenched both fists upon the table. “He plans to marry Princess Kimberly.  The moment that happens, if the queen were to die, he would sit the throne.  I fear for the queen and her daughter.”  He looked at Alexander.  “You and your guild have resources.  You could eliminate Lucius and protect the queen.” 
 
    Lainey snorted. “The queen has put bounties on all our heads.” 
 
    “No!” Tiny Sam spoke up, seeming to surprise herself in the process.  She shrank into her chair as all eyes turned to her.  Quietly, she added, “The queen would not do that.  She is a good woman.  The princess was my friend when we were little.  The queen treated me as if I were her own child.  She has no spite in her!” 
 
    “The child is correct.” Michael agreed.  “The bounty must be Lucius’s doing.  He met Henry and the others here more than once.” 
 
    Alexander thought it over for a moment, then decided.  “This house is secure for a full day.  Sophie, can you get into the palace and look around?  I want confirmation of the queen’s disposition toward us.  And just how much control Lucius has.” 
 
    Sophie nodded her head “It won’t be easy getting past that mob outside, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    Michael stood suddenly, causing several of the group to draw weapons.  He held up his hands to show he intended no harm. “I can get you in the palace.  The tunnels under the city will lead us there.  We used them long ago to sneak out of the palace to visit the taverns and… other places, with the prince.” The old man grinned sheepishly at the memories.   
 
    Sasha snorted. “Men.” 
 
    Max shook his head “How do we know he’s trustworthy? He might just lead Sophie into a trap, and then bring guards to seal off the tunnels.” 
 
    Michael stepped toward Max, the old man a good four inches taller than the half-elf.  He looked angry.  “I was, and still am, a Knight of the Realm.  Though I served as a simple chef these last years, I have given my oath to protect the king and his line, even if it means my own life. But if that is not enough for you, I leave my granddaughter here with you.” His eyes shifted to Tiny Sam.  
 
    Max nodded slightly, a look of respect in his eyes. “Good enough for me.”  
 
    “As for the tunnels,” Michael added, “Sam knows them well.  I made sure of it.  Few remember they are even there.  They are meant to serve as a means of escape should the palace ever be overrun.  Sam can show you a way out if I do not return.” 
 
    Sophie stepped closer to Michael.  “I am willing to go with him.” 
 
    Alexander didn’t hesitate.  “Go, then.  Be as fast as you can. The day will pass quickly.”  
 
    Michael and Sophie headed down the cellar as Alexander looked around the table. “Well, any ideas? As soon as our twenty-four hours are up, that mob is going to break in here looking for our heads.  I don’t mind killing other adventurers, but I’d rather not have to kill citizens who’ve been misled into thinking we’re the enemy.” 
 
    Brick spoke up “If we give up the house, them PWP bastards’ll just be movin’ back in.” 
 
    Max made a suggestion. “We could empty the place.  Clear the vault, store everything somewhere down in the tunnels.  Then when the real leaders of PWP are ready to take over, we can give it back. We have plenty of extra bags of holding.  We could fit everything but the furniture.” 
 
    Kai nodded his head. “It would not be difficult to create a room in the tunnels below. Then seal it again so that no one would find it.” 
 
    “Okay, so there’s one plan.” Alexander looked around. “Anybody else?” 
 
    After several moments of silence, Tiny Sam raised her hand tentatively.  When Sasha smiled at her, she spoke quietly.  “When I was little, the queen told Kimmy and me stories.  Wild stories about handsome princes and great battles for the honor of a princess.” Her voice drifted off. 
 
    “Speak freely, Sam.  No one here will hurt you.”  Jules moved behind the young woman and put a hand on each shoulder. “We are friends, here. You’re safe.” 
 
    Sam nodded her head and began to speak again. “One of the stories she told us was about a bastard brother of an evil king.  The brother was tired of seeing the people enslaved and worked to death by the king and his queen. So, he invoked an ancient right of challenge.  The two brothers battled, and the king was defeated.  The victor became the new king.  He executed the old king and queen and took a new bride from among the peasants.  It was very romantic.”  
 
    Brick grinned at the cook. “So ye want Alexander here to challenge the queen? I like it! We could make Fibble the new King!”   At this, Fibble stood up on his chair and puffed out his chest, earning him a hug from Sasha and chuckles from many in the room. 
 
    Kai shook his head.  “That is indeed an ancient custom of these lands.  But it was a cause of great strife.  Many kings were deposed or killed by those who thought that strength or skill in battle gave them the right to rule.  But they did not rule well and were soon removed themselves.  The land was in constant upheaval.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Brick said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    All Along the Watchtower 
 
      
 
    The group’s discussion was interrupted by a sudden increase in the noise outside.  Rising from their chairs around the dining table, they moved out to the front room to look out the windows.  The crowd had grown exponentially.  The entire street, and some of the nearby rooftops, were crowded with shouting citizens and adventurers, some waving weapons.  A group of city guards was clearing a path through the unruly crowd, which evidently was the cause of the uproar.   
 
    When the guards reached the gate, they parted for a man who stepped forward into the courtyard.  He wore black robes with red patterns stitched across the chest, sleeves, and hem. There was a thick gold chain draped around his neck, from which hung a medallion.  He was surrounded by a faint blue glow. 
 
    He raised his hands, and eventually, the crowd quieted down.  He then called out toward the house. “I am Lucius, chancellor of Antalia and servant of the queen!  I come with an offer. You have been declared enemies of the realm, and as such, your lives are forfeit.  You can hide in there like the cowards you are, and in less than twenty-four hours these fine citizens will tear you limb from limb.  Or you can surrender yourselves to me, and be executed cleanly after a short trial.” He grinned with malice at the faces in the window. 
 
    Lugs took a step toward the door. “I’ll show him where he can stick his trial. We could kill him where he stands.  Settle this here and now.” He growled. 
 
    Alexander held up a hand to stop the big ogre. “That’s just what he wants, Lugs.  We attack him now; we give up our temporary immunity.  His men can charge in and kill us all.  He’s magically shielded, so our first shots won’t kill him.  I’m betting he’ll run as soon as we attack.  And all these people would see us as cold-blooded murderers.”  
 
    Lugs turned away from the door and began to pace the room. His long ogre legs ate the available distance in three steps each way.  “Fine.  You’re right.  But promise me when the time comes, you let me kill him?” He grinned a big ogre grin that would have given nightmares to small children.  Even Fibble, who’d had great fun at the feast riding around on the ogre’s shoulders, stepped back and looked uncertain. 
 
    Alexander laughed.  “If we have the luxury of choice, he’s all yours.” 
 
    Lucius called out again. “Cowards!  You cower inside and peer out like frightened children! Come out and face your deaths with honor.  There is no escape.  The building is surrounded. It was foolish of you to come here. You will never leave this place!” He raised a fist in the air, and the crowd roared with approval. 
 
    Alexander had heard enough.  With a wave of his hand, the stone that Brick had used to seal the door retracted back into the wall.  Alexander opened the door but did not step outside. 
 
    As soon as the door opened, the crowd burst into cries of rage and began hurling weapons, rotten food, and stones.  All the projectiles bounced off the protective field surrounding the house. 
 
    Alexander waited for them to quiet down, eventually realizing that they had no hope of striking him.  Through the whole thing, Lucius stood there smiling evilly at him. 
 
    Alexander smiled and waved at Lucius in return.  Then he raised a hand as if to cast a spell at the chancellor.  Lucius flinched, ducking his head and stepped backward a couple paces.  When he realized Alexander had been bluffing, and he heard chuckles from those inside and the house and no few in the street, he shouted, “Ha!  You dare not attack me!” 
 
    Alexander called out in a voice loud enough for all to hear.  “Why should I not?  You’ve put a bounty on my head, though I’ve never entered your city, or even your kingdom before about an hour ago!   It is true; I’ve killed many PWP members!  But only those who traveled to Stormforge and attacked me!  These were not the PWP members of old!  They were servants of the Dark One, who took control of PWP, and Chaos Nation, and sent his minions to kill us!” 
 
    There was booing from the crowd, and more items were thrown.  Lucius maintained his smile.  When the crowd quieted again, Alexander continued. 
 
    “I see many adventurers in the crowd today.  How many of you have suffered at the hands of the PWP adventurer-killers?  How many of you were killed repeatedly?  Had your gear stolen? Levels lost?” 
 
    There were a few answering shouts of agreement from scattered places in the crowd. 
 
    “The first PWP members we killed were a group that attacked us on the road.  We were not the first they had attacked.  They’d robbed and killed merchants on the road, and had bounties on their heads!  Then Henry, the usurper who seized the guild for the Dark One, sent more minions after us.  When they failed, he sent even more, before coming to Stormforge himself with nearly the entire guild membership and attacking the city.  He was killed, and most of his people were captured, but not before they killed yet more innocent citizens!”   Alexander paused and raised both hands, looking up to the sky.  “As Odin is my witness, this is the truth!  If I lie, let him strike me down here and now!” 
 
    A rumble of thunder instantly quieted the crowd.  Alexander stood, arms high, face to the sky, welcoming the judgment of Odin.   But no bolt came.  The grin on Lucius’ face disappeared as the crowd began to murmur. 
 
    Alexander took advantage of the momentum. He called out to the crowd “I invoked the All-Father to confirm my words, and he has done so!  I speak the truth!  It is Lucius who lies to you.  He hopes to use your fear and anger as tools to achieve his own goal of assuming the throne!” 
 
    More murmurs from the crowd, louder this time.  Suspicious looks were turned toward Lucius. 
 
    Alexander looked Lucius right in the eye and shouted even louder.  “But let us give Lucius the same opportunity I’ve had.  Deny your actions, Lucius!  Deny your aims for the throne of Antalia!  Deny that you have conspired with servants of the Dark One! Then call upon Odin’s judgment, as I have!” 
 
    The crowd went silent as all eyes turned to Lucius.  He ignored them as he stared daggers at Alexander.  Stepping closer, he spoke quietly.  “I will see your head removed from your body.  But not before I take your fingers and toes, then your feet and hands.  You will die screaming in my dungeon!” 
 
    Alexander laughed in his face.  “Speak up, Lucius!  I don’t believe the folks out there could hear you!”  This earned some laughter from the crowd.  “Go ahead, Lucius!  Call me a liar! Call on Odin for judgment!   I see from the glow about you that you are well protected.  Will your shield save you from Odin’s wrath?  I think not.” 
 
     A few of the players, sensing an opportunity for mischief, began to shout.  “Lucius lies!” and “Call for judgment!” 
 
    Lucius stalked back toward the gate and the guards blocking the way.  A few of the citizens began to take up the cry.  “Lucius lies!  Lucius lies!” 
 
    “BE SILENT! ALL OF YOU!” he screamed at the crowd.  All but a few of the players in the back complied.  “These are murderers!  Invaders!  They’ve killed everyone inside that house, and they would do the same to all of you!  Do not believe their lies simply because of some coincidental thunder!” 
 
    Alexander felt a brush on his arm.  Looking down, he saw Tiny Sam step past him and outside of the protection of the barrier.   “Lucius lies!” the timid girl screamed.   
 
    There was silence again, before a woman in the crown said, “That is Samantha!  Michael’s daughter, Tiny Sam!  She’s alive!” 
 
    Tiny Sam cried, “These people did not harm me, or my father!  Instead, they killed the scum who have taken over this good house!  They killed servants of the Dark One!  They are good people and-” 
 
    Tiny Sam was interrupted by a shout from Lucius.  “Silence, peasant!  Traitor!” he grabbed a crossbow from one of his guards, and turning, he fired a bolt into Tiny Sam’s chest. 
 
    The crowd erupted as the young woman collapsed limply to the ground.  Lugs knocked Alexander aside as he barreled out the door, shield held high, to stand between the girl and the guards.  Brick and Dayle moved to either side of him, creating a shield wall.  Alexander stepped forward and lifted the girl in his arms.  He could tell she was already dead.  Still, he brought her inside the barrier, calling for the others to come inside.  The three tanks backed through the doorway, Lugs coming last.  Alexander stood in the doorway, holding Tiny Sam’s body in his arms.   
 
    “LUCIUS!” he screamed over the noise of the crowd, who were jostling the guards surrounding the chancellor as he tried to escape.   
 
    Lucius turned in response to his name, and the crown once again quieted at the sight of Alexander holding the dead girl. 
 
    “Lucius!” Alexander called again. “We will be coming for you!  YOU are the murderer.  You took this innocent girl’s life because she was speaking the truth.  A truth that was inconvenient for you!  But a truth that you dare not deny!” He paused as the crowd roared in agreement. 
 
    “I am Alexander Greystone!  Baron of the Dire Lands, Knight-Advisor to King Charles of Stormforge, and leader of the Greystone Guild!  I hereby sentence you to death for the cold-blooded murder of Tiny Sam, for conspiring with servants of the Dark One, and for treason against the throne of Antalia!”   As he finished his pronouncement, the sky cracked with thunder that caused everyone to start with fear.  After a brief moment of silence, the crowd roared into action, swarming the chancellor’s guard, pushing to try and reach the man who had committed murder in front of them.  
 
    Lucius fled at best speed through the crowd, his guards bashing and cutting their way through angry citizens as they went.  There were cries of pain mixed in with the outrage as injured citizens went down. 
 
    Lugs took Tiny Sam from Alexander as Sasha and the other healers ran outside to help heal the wounded citizens.  Brick stayed by Lugs side, and the two of them stepped into the courtyard. Fibble climbed up the ogre’s body, then perched on his shoulder.  He immediately started shooting healing bolts at anyone he saw bleeding. 
 
    Alexander began shouting at the crowd to wait, to let Lucius go.  But his voice was drowned out by the maddened shouts of the angry and injured.   
 
    Just then, Kai shouted in a resounding voice that only a dragon could manage.  “HOLD! Be silent!” his voice shook the walls of the buildings nearby.   The crowd halted in their pursuit of Lucius and looked back to the courtyard.  Several noted the Greystone healers kneeling by injured citizens, healing their wounds. 
 
    Alexander took advantage of the silence.   “Brick is a paladin of Durin.  Please, all of you.  Come join us in a prayer to Durin so that he might grant Brick the power to restore life to Tiny Sam.” As he finished speaking, he took a knee there in the courtyard, bowing his head.  Brick turned to face Lugs, who was still holding Tiny Sam in his arms.  He took a knee, holding his hammer to his chest as he began to pray.  This wasn’t strictly necessary, as Brick had the paladin ability Lay on Hands, which could restore Tiny Sam without the prayer.  But he understood the need to put on a show, to bring the citizens into it. 
 
    One by one, the citizens returned to the street outside the courtyard gate, taking a knee and bowing their heads.  Some merely stood and watched with interest.  A few stood watching Lucius and the guards escape toward the palace. 
 
    Lugs bent down and gently lay Tiny Sam on the ground in front of Brick. Removing the bolt from her chest as delicately as he could, he then took a knee himself.   
 
    Brick prayed for a few moments more, then placed one hand on the girl’s head, the other on her chest.  A white light enveloped her body, shining brightly for a moment, before fading away.  Brick stepped back, and even Alexander held his breath in the drama of the moment, though he knew full well what would happen. 
 
    Samantha’s eyelids fluttered, and she inhaled deeply.  When her eyes opened, the gathered citizens shouted with joy, a few of them in tears.  Lugs lifted the girl to her feet and gave her a gentle hug before stepping away.  “That was real brave of you, Sam.”  
 
    Samantha, a bit confused, smiled at the ogre.  Then smiled unsurely at the crowd who were calling her name. Her hand went to her chest where the bolt had struck her.  Finding no blood, she looked down in bewilderment.  Brick leaned close and whispered, “I healed ye.  Ye be fine now, lass,” and gave her a wink. 
 
    Alexander called out to the crowd who so recently had wanted his head.  “Is there a tavernkeeper among you?” 
 
    Two men raised their hands and stepped closer to the gate.  Alexander produced two pouches, each with 200 gold.  “Here. Take this.  Pour drinks for the citizens until it runs out.  Celebrate the return of Tiny Sam!  And spread the word.  Drinks are on Greystone!” 
 
    The two men took the bags and promptly looked inside.  Seeing the amount of gold, they looked at each other, smiled, and began to shout.  “Drinks on the Greystone Guild!  We celebrate!  Tiny Sam lives!  Death to Lucius!” 
 
    As the crowd began to take up the cries and follow the two barkeeps down the street, Sasha and the healers finished their work and returned to the courtyard.  An old woman dressed in multicolored rags and, oddly, wearing a sailing captain’s hat waved Alexander over to where she sat against a wall along the street.  When he approached, she looked suspiciously from side to side, up and down the lane, as if about to impart some secret knowledge, not for the ears of others.  
 
    “If ya rub an alligator’s belly, it’ll sleep. But if ya step on its tail, it’ll eat ya sure!” The old woman cackled.  She stuck out her hand. “Five gold, if ya please!” 
 
    Confused, Alexander thought he had heard the old woman wrong. As far as he knew, there were no alligators on Io.  “What did you say? And why would I give you five gold?” 
 
    “Ya heard me, boy.  The gold is payment for imparted wisdom.  Name’s Emma.  Wisdom’s what I do.  But true wisdom comes at a cost…” she held her hand out further, wiggling her fingers in a demanding fashion. 
 
    Deciding the old woman was crazy, Alexander decided just to pay her and move on.  Producing a 5-gold coin from his bag, he placed it Emma’s hand.  She took a moment to bite the coin, another action that was out of character for any NPC on Io.  Making the coin disappear among the many folds of her clothing, she grinned up at Alexander.  “Thank ya kindly, boy.” 
 
    He smiled back as he turned to leave “You’re most welcome, Emma.  Be safe.” 
 
    As he took his first step, a small stone struck him in the back of the head.  “Where you going, idiot?  Ya don’t want the wisdom ya paid for?” Emma’s voice cracked with laughter. 
 
    “But, I thought… the gator-”  
 
    “Bah! Fool.  Who would pay five gold for such? I should charge ya another five for teachin’ ya a lesson!”  Emma shook her head in resignation.  “Listen good.  Ya done stepped on Lucius’s tail.  He couldn’t bite ya for it.  So, he run off back to his hole, even more angry.  Who d’ya think he’ll bite in yer place?” 
 
    Taken aback, Alexander looked at the old woman, mouth agape.  After a moment, he ventured, “The queen?” 
 
    Cackling again, Emma tossed another small stone, bouncing it off Alexander’s forehead.  “Yer usin that noggin’ o’ yours for a change!” She lifted another stone in her hand, and Alexander took a defensive step back.   
 
    Emma grinned at him, then gave him a wink “Still not as smart as this stone, though.  Follow the stone, boy! It’ll show ya the path!”  She tossed the stone over Alexander’s shoulder, up the street.  Alexander turned his head to follow the path of the projectile as it landed and bounced up the street in the direction of the palace.  
 
    “You want me to go to the-” He turned to find that the old woman had disappeared. “Palace?” Alexander looked up and down the street, even peered around a corner into an alley, but found no trace of the pebble-flinging old woman. “Emma?” 
 
    The only response he received was a faint echo of the old woman’s laughter. 
 
     Turning back to the courtyard, Alexander ushered everyone inside, not wanting to tempt fate and give some enterprising player a chance to try and claim the bounties on them. 
 
    Once inside, they all gathered back in the dining room.  Alexander sat with a confused look still on his face.  When everyone was settled, he said, “That strange old woman told me that Lucius will strike at the queen.  And she hit me with rocks before she disappeared.” 
 
    Tiny Sam smiled shyly at Alexander. “That’s Emma.  She does that.  She can knock a pigeon off a rooftop at fifty paces.  And she knows things.” 
 
    Max chuckled, possibly in admiration of the old woman’s aim.  “She has a point.  Lucius has been exposed.  And we know he wants the crown.  If he controls the guards, who is left to protect the queen?” 
 
    Tiny Sam gasped, her eyes wide. “Oh, please!  Don’t let him kill the queen!  She was like a mother to me.”  Tears formed in her eyes as she spoke. “She is good and kind.  She would never be working with this Dark One you talk about!” 
 
    Quest Received:   
 
    Save the Queen!  
 
    Gain access to the palace and prevent Lucius and his minions from killing the Queen of Antalia and seizing the throne. 
 
      
 
    Alexander opened raid chat. “Sophie, are you in the palace?” 
 
      
 
    Sophie responded after a suspenseful moment. “Yes. Michael lived up to his word.  We are with the princess in her chambers right now.  I take it from the quest I just received, that she’s in danger as well?” 
 
      
 
    Alexander nodded before remembering Sophie couldn’t see him.  “Yes, probably.  It seems Lucius plans to kill the queen and marry the princess.  Taking control of the kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “We entered the palace in the kitchens. Michael spoke to some of the staff there.  It seems the queen has not left her chambers for weeks.  They have been delivering meals to her there. I’ll send Michael and the princess back through the tunnels to you, and see if I can reach the queen.”  
 
      
 
    Sasha answered the spy before Alexander could. “We’ll meet them halfway. Share your map with us, so we know what tunnels to take.” 
 
    After a moment, all the raid members got an update to their UI maps showing an underground route to the palace.   
 
    Sasha began to organize the raid.  “Okay.  This place is secure for the day, so no need to leave anyone here to guard.  Tiny Sam, you stay here where it’s safe.  Kai will bring back the princess and stay with you both.  The rest of you, we go into the tunnels.  Once we get to the palace, we’ll split into two groups.  Lugs, you take Helga, Benny, and Dayle’s group.  You find Sophie and get the queen.  Lorian and Fibble, you come with us.  We’re going to find Lucius and kill him.” 
 
    “No.” Tiny Sam’s quiet voice was almost missed in the noise of people rising to their feet. 
 
    Alexander looked at the young woman, who bore a determined look on her face. “Sam? No, what?” 
 
    “No, I will not stay here.  You have two groups.  Papa can show one group where to go.  But you need someone to guide the other group. I grew up in the castle.  I will show you the way.” 
 
    Alexander was about to argue when Lugs loudly cleared his throat.  “I will take her with me. No harm will come to her,” he said with a note of absolute confidence.  The others of his group nodded in agreement.   Alexander just shook his head and surrendered. 
 
    The entire group descended through the cellar and into the tunnels.  Brick led the way, following the route that Sophie had indicated on the map.  Several turns and less than ten minutes later, they met up with Michael and the princess.  Princess Kimberly was a charmingly pretty young lady with blonde hair and an infectious smile.  She was dressed in a plain dress, sturdy leather boots, and a grey cloak.  Being at the front of the group, Brick took the lead.  Bowing deeply, he said, “Princess Kimberly, it be an honor ta meet ye.  We be the Greystone Clan.  Ye’ll be safe at the guild house with Prince Kai while we save yer mum ‘n’ kill that pig’s arse, Lucius!” 
 
    The princess’s eyes widened, and she repressed a giggle.  Realizing  what he’d just said to the princess, Brick clapped a hand over his mouth and blushed furiously.  Max snorted somewhere near the back of the group.  
 
    Princess Kimberly recovered first.  Batting her eyelashes, she gave the dwarf a small curtsey, saying, “Why thank you, gallant paladin! I am so relieved to know that a brave adventurer like yourself will be protecting my mother and our kingdom.” And with a wink, she reached out and gave Brick’s beard a gentle tug.  This time both Sasha and Lainey snorted, while Jules giggled. Brick just spluttered, caught off guard. 
 
    The princess continued. “But I will not be hiding in your guild house while you all risk your lives for my kingdom.”  
 
    Brick’s eyes bulged as the princess took a step back, reaching down to grab the helm of her dress, and lifting it above her head in a single motion. 
 
    Underneath her plain dress, the princess wore a full set of chain and plate armor.  Reaching behind her back, she produced a buckler and a slender sword, which she smoothly equipped. “The women in my family have trained as shield maidens since before this kingdom was founded.  I will be with you every step of the way.  And it will be MY sword that takes the head of the traitor Lucius!” she said with a cold, hard tone. 
 
    Brick stared at the princess for a moment, mouth agape.  Then a wide grin spread across his face. “BWAHAHA!  I like her!”  
 
    Kimberly matched his smile, touching her shield to his briefly.  “The feeling is mutual, Master Dwarf!” 
 
    With that settled, Michael began to lead Brick forward through the tunnels.  Kimberly was instructed to take up position in the middle of the group, and she obligingly waited for several raid members to pass her by before spotting Tiny Sam.  She gasped and leapt at the young woman, gathering her in a tight embrace.  “Sam!  I was told Lucius murdered you.  You’re alive!” 
 
    Sasha explained as Sam was currently having the breath squeezed from her tiny frame. “Lucius did kill her. Shot her with a crossbow.  But Brick was able to bring her back - with Durin’s help.” 
 
    Kimberly turned to Sasha, an odd look on her face.  “Then I owe him a great debt. For saving my best friend.  I shall have to think of a proper way to repay him…” She grinned slightly. 
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened for a moment in surprise.  Then she got a wicked grin on her face.  “I think I know just the way…” 
 
    The two young women conspired quietly as the group moved on down the tunnel toward the palace.  Alexander could hear the occasional snicker as they walked.  He almost felt sorry for his friend.  Almost. 
 
    Just a few minutes into their walk, Michael turned them into a side tunnel that led up a staircase to a trap door.  After listening for a moment, he pushed upward, opening the door and stepping up onto the floor above.  After a moment, he motioned for Brick and the others to follow. 
 
    They found themselves inside a storage room filled with barrels and shelves full of foodstuffs.   As Tiny Sam emerged from the tunnel, Michael gasped.  Grabbing ahold of his daughter, he hugged her tightly, tears in his eyes.  “We were told you were killed,” was all he could say.  The group moved off to other parts of the room to give them a few moments.   Father and daughter whispered to each other, still hugging tightly to one another.  After a few minutes, the old man released his daughter.  Turning to Brick, he bowed his head and reached out a hand.  “Thank you, Master Paladin.  I owe you a great deal.” 
 
    Brick shook his hand saying, “Bah!  Ye owe me nothin’.  Yer girl were brave as a lion.  Ye teached her well.” 
 
    Michael nodded his head and then spoke quietly, motioning toward the only door leading out.  “The kitchen is through there.  I will go first and clear out the staff.  My presence won’t raise any alarms, but the rest of you stalking through certainly will.   Wait two minutes, then follow me out.  Those going to the queen, follow Sam.” His voice turned cold as stone. “I’ll lead the group that’s going to hunt Lucius.” 
 
    Without another word, he opened the door far enough to slip through, closing it behind him.  Brick could hear the man’s voice, commanding the kitchen staff to quickly be other places.  After two minutes, Brick opened the door.  The entire group moved into the kitchen, finding Michael the only living soul in sight.   He gave Sam another quick hug and motioned toward a stairway.  She in turned waved at Lugs, and her group moved up and out of sight. 
 
    Michael looked to Alexander. “It’s a servant’s stair.  It’ll take them all the way up to the royal family’s wing.  There will be a couple of guards at the queen’s door. Maybe as many as four.  But I have a feeling your people will be fine.” He grinned.  Reaching up to the clasp at his throat, he unfastened and removed his cloak.  Underneath he wore armor with the royal crest emblazoned on the chest guard.  The armor was scratched and dented as if from many battles, but lovingly maintained. A knight’s armor. 
 
    He looked at the group in front of him, which included Princess Kimberly, who stood quite close to Brick. “We’ll wait just a moment or two.  There are still many here in the palace who love the queen.  I’ve sent the kitchen staff with messages.  They will create diversions all across the palace and grounds.  This should keep the guards loyal to Lucius busy enough that they won’t outnumber us too badly.” 
 
    The others all nodded in understanding, waiting quietly for the old knight to lead them out of the kitchen.  They didn’t have to wait long.  There was a loud crash, followed by shouting voices outside.  Michael smiled. “That’ll be Sir Jeffrey.  The quartermaster.  If I know him, he’s just found a way to block the door to the guard barracks.  Let us go.” 
 
    Michael led the way from the kitchen down a wide corridor that extended quite a distance in front of them.  Along the right side were tall, arched windows that looked out over the palace gardens.  On their left were a series of wooden doors, a few of which were open.  Alexander caught glimpses of offices and sitting rooms as they passed. 
 
    Before they’d gone more than a hundred feet, another crash rang out somewhere above them.  This was soon followed by yet another somewhere off to their left, down a side corridor.  Alarm bells began to ring throughout the palace.   
 
    Michael didn’t hesitate.  He continued down the main corridor a short distance and turned left through two tall arched doors.  Following behind, the group found themselves in what had to be the main hall of the palace.  A large room with high ceilings and a ring of balconies along each side.  Near the opposite end of the room sat a pair of thrones atop a wide dais, three steps above the marble floors.  Both seats were empty.   
 
    Michael led them off to the right side of the room, where they passed under the balconies and entered a side door that opened to a short corridor.  Pointing to the other end, he said, “That is Lucius’s office.” 
 
    Brick took the lead without prompting.  Michael drew his sword and took up position behind and to the left of the dwarf.  Lainey and Max both nocked arrows as Jules faded from sight.  Alexander drew his own sword and was moving to take up position to Brick’s right when the princess cut in front of him.  With a wink at the dwarf, she took the right flanking position; shield held ready and sword in hand. 
 
    Brick opened his mouth to object, as Michael chuckled.  “Don’t even try, Master Dwarf.  I’ve known that young lady all her life, and never has anyone ever changed her mind once it was set.” 
 
    The princess nodded her head sharply, looking pleased with herself.  Brick considered for a moment, and then just shrugged.  Stepping forward, he opened the chancellor’s office door and charged through.   
 
    The room was empty.  Brick lowered his shield, looking about for any sign of an enemy.  As the others filed in behind him, there was a noise from above.  Spinning to his left, he found a staircase leading upward, and ran toward it.  Michael was just a step behind. 
 
    Reaching the top of the stairs, they found a library with shelf after shelf of thick, leather-bound books. “The chancellor’s journals.  Records of significant happenings written by each chancellor going back to the first years of the kingdom,” Michael informed them as they moved past the shelves and through an open door. 
 
    The door led to a medium-sized meeting room with a long table in the center, six chairs on each side.  Lucius stood at the head of the table, surrounded by half a dozen guard officers, to whom he was barking orders. 
 
    “Seal off the gatehouse and both postern gates!  Put two companies of archers–” 
 
    “Intruders!” one of the officers cut him off as he noted Brick and friends moving into the room. He and the others drew their swords and moved to intercept the adventurers.  Michael stepped forward and shouted, in a voice clearly used to command, “In the name of the queen, lay down your arms!  This man is a traitor to the crown.  Any who defend him will share his fate.” 
 
    As one, the guardsmen raised their swords and moved toward their foes as Lucius shouted, “Fools!  These men are mine, body and soul.  They serve the Dark One through me!” 
 
    Brick charged forward to engage the lead guard, using his Shield Bash ability to knock the man back a step and cause those behind to falter.  One of the guards, the one farthest from the group, made a run for the opposite door to call for reinforcements.  Max, Lainey, and Lorian all hit him with arrows.  Lorian and Max’s glanced off the man’s armor with no noticeable effect, while Lainey’s stun arrow sent electric energy arcing across the man’s armor, causing him to stumble.   As he regained his balance, Jules appeared in front of him, stabbing a dagger deep into each eye socket.  The man’s body went limp, and Jules withdrew her daggers as he fell to the floor.   
 
    Meanwhile, Brick and the princess were side by side, shields up and blocking blows from three of the guards.  Michael was engaging two more, his sword practically humming as he blocked incoming blows from both guards.  Lucius stood behind them, hands moving in a detailed pattern as he mumbled to himself. 
 
    Sasha cast a thorn trap that encompassed all the guards and Lucius at once.  Alexander cast wizard’s fire on the chancellor before switching to magic bolts and hitting each of the trapped guards, one after the other.  The vines caught fire as usual, but the guards were well armored and did not seem to suffer any damage from the heat. 
 
    Taking advantage of their immobility, Michael stepped back from the two guards he faced.  One of them instinctively tried to step after him and, his feet being bound in place, lost his balance.  As the guard leaned forward, Michael reacted instantly.  The old knight leapt into the air, bringing his blade down in a whistling arc that separated the guard’s head from his neck.  He then spun to his left, bring his blade around to attack his other target.  That guardsman had the sense to raise his blade to block Michael’s attack, and their battle resumed.  
 
    Max hit Lucius with a silence arrow as the man continued his cast.  But the spell failed, and Lucius flung his hands out toward the ranger.  A familiar black bolt struck the ranger in his ribs, just below his bow arm, which was still extended as Max fired another shot.  The dark magic immediately began to burrow into the ranger’s torso as he dropped his bow and fell screaming to the floor.  An arrow from Lorian struck the chancellor in the chest but did not take him down. 
 
    Kai who had remained at the back of the group, leapt forward immediately to render aid to Max even as Sasha cast her largest heals on him repeatedly.  Fibble stood behind Sasha, frantically casting heals at Max and shouting, “Pew! Pew!”   
 
    Lainey, knowing the pain Max was suffering, remembering when she herself was a victim of this same dark magic, snarled in rage and began to fire arrow after arrow into the chancellor’s face. 
 
    The heat from the wizard’s fire and burning vines was beginning to take a toll on the guardsmen.  While their metal armor initially protected them from that heat, the armor itself was beginning to glow a dull red.  The men were being slowly roasted as they continued to cut and bash at Brick and the princess.  Kimberly herself had already taken a step back and was using her shield more to block the heat than any enemy blows.  She looked wonderingly at Brick, who didn’t seem to feel the heat at all. He was quite happily insulting the mothers, wives, and girlfriends of the three men in front of him to hold their attention.  The princess grinned at a particularly naughty turn of phrase that caused the lead guard to bellow in rage and take a careless two-handed swing at the dwarf.  The guard’s sword glanced off the face of Brick’s legendary shield, continuing onward and pulling the man off balance.  Kimberly stepped forward, driving her own sword cleanly into the man’s exposed neck, killing him.  She quickly stepped backward, raising her shield to block a blow from the man behind the dead guard.  Brick took advantage of the distraction and smashed the man’s elbow with his hammer.  The guard’s sword fell from his now useless hand. 
 
    Lucius had managed to erect a magic shield between himself and Lainey, stopping her arrows from reaching him, and allowing him to cast another spell.  This time he targeted Sasha.  A bolt of darkness tore across the room toward the healer.  She tried to avoid it, falling to one side but was struck on the shoulder.  She too fell screaming to the floor, her mangled shoulder smoking as the evil magic dug into her.  “Nooooo!” Fibble cried out in terror, eyes wide as Sasha fell.  He dropped to his knees at her side, completely forgetting his wand.  “Sasha no die!” the little goblin whimpered.  
 
    Alexander cast his best heal on her as he fumbled for his healing wand.  Producing the item, he channeled Healing Light into his best friend. Seeing this, Fibble reclaimed his own stick and began casting healing light magic into his pet human.   Her health bar, already down below 50%, hesitated for a moment in its decline.  A surge of hope ran through Alexander as he thought that the light magic would unwind the dark magic killing Sasha.   
 
    But the reprieve was short-lived, and the dark magic resumed its relentless progress toward her heart.  The druidess screamed in pain, making eye contact with Alexander before her eyes went blank as her health bar dropped to zero.   
 
    Kai stood up from the still form of Max. Despite his efforts, Max had died.  He turned to see Sasha also dead by the same dark magic.  The dragon’s eyes blazed with blue fire as he stalked toward the chancellor.  “You are an abomination!” His voice was nothing more than a low growl, yet it seemed to shake the very foundations of the palace.   
 
    Lucius, eyes wide with terror, was once again casting a spell.  His hands moved frantically as he shouted the incantation.  Lorian put arrow after arrow into the chancellor, dropping his health a small amount each time.  Alexander cast a burst of Ray of Light at the chancellor, striking him in the face. He then cast another, burning deeply into the man’s cheek before Kai reached him. 
 
    The dragon reached out with both hands, gripping Lucius on either side of his head.  With a roar that caused even the guildmembers to flinch, he simply twisted and lifted, tearing the man’s head from his body. 
 
    The remaining guards, scared by the dragon’s fury and the gruesome demise of their master, dropped their weapons.   
 
    Brick and Michael, both breathing heavily, looked to Alexander.  Alexander didn’t hesitate.  “No mercy,” was his response to their unvoiced question.  To emphasize his words, he drew his own sword and stepped toward the closest of the remaining guards.  It was the man with the crushed elbow.  As the guard began to beg for his life, Alexander drove the point of his sword into the man’s open mouth and out the back of his skull.  Almost in unison, Princess Kimberly and Michael removed the heads of the last two guard officers. 
 
    Fibble sat crying next to Sasha’s corpse, holding her hand.  Brick moved to pick up his and Sasha’s gear.  He hesitated over Sasha’s body, looking at Alexander.  “We could have Benny come and rez-” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Just get their gear.  We may need Benny’s rez if one of the citizens is killed.”  As he spoke, he cast a couple heals on Brick, who was down to about 70% health.  Turning to Michael, then Kimberly, he cast heals on both of them as well.  While Kimberly had taken very little damage, Michael had suffered several cuts, one of them serious enough to disable his left arm. 
 
    Alexander checked the health bars of the other raid members on his UI.  Lugs’ group were all still alive, though their health bars were fluctuating.  So, they were taking damage and being healed. 
 
    He opened raid chat.  “Lucius is dead.  Sasha and Max are down.  Lugs, how’s it going?” 
 
    Lugs replied, “We’re in the queen’s chambers.  We killed the guards outside and got in, no problem.  The queen is here, but unconscious.  Lyra says she’s been drugged or poisoned.  More guards showed up, and are trying to get in. Maybe two dozen. We’re holding them at the door. Could use a little help.” 
 
    Alexander looked to Michael. “The other group is trapped in the queen’s chambers.  Two dozen guards outside. The queen is unconscious but alive.” 
 
    “This way!” Kimberly shouted, making for the door.  Michael sprang after her, with Alexander, Lainey, Jules and Lorian right behind.  Brick picked up the last of his friends’ gear as their bodies faded away, then followed.  Kai stalked after them, still enraged, with Lucius’ head held in one now-clawed hand.   Fibble didn’t seem to notice them leaving, as he sat looking forlornly at the spot where Sasha had lain.  
 
    As they rushed through a corridor toward a stairway, Kai caught up with Kimberly at the front of the group.  Nearing the top of the stairs, they encountered the large group of guards attempting to get past Lugs’ giant shield and into the queen’s chambers.  They were having to step over a pile of bodies that Lugs and the others had already dispatched. 
 
    Kai held the chancellor’s still dripping head high and bellowed, “Lucius is dead! Your dark master is a fraud!  Surrender now or suffer Lucius’s fate!” 
 
    The force of the dragon prince’s voice struck the guards like a shock wave.  Those nearest to him pushed back against their comrades.  Every head turned toward Kai.  Upon seeing Lucius’s head staring back at them, they paused.  The corridor became quiet, until Lugs took advantage of the distraction, bringing his massive hammer down to crush the skull of the nearest guard. 
 
    The guard’s leader looked from his master’s severed head to the ogre tank who was grinning down at his newly flattened victim.  “For the Dark One!” he shouted, charging toward Kai with his sword raised.   Several others took up the cry and resumed their attempts to get past Lugs. 
 
    Brick leapt in front of Kai, standing at the top of the stairs, raising his shield and scraping his hammer across its surface.  The Serpent’s Screech ability triggered every guard in the room to focus on the dwarf.  He then activated his Shield Bash, smashing his legendary shield into the face of the oncoming guard officer, knocking the man unconscious.  Michael and Kimberly stepped forward on either side of the tank, shield and weapons at the ready as several more guardsmen approached.  Lorian raised his bow and began to fire, putting arrows into unarmored faces at point blank range. 
 
    Suddenly finding himself with no enemies, Lugs stepped out of the doorway.  Dayle stepped next to him; shield held high as Warren and Helga followed.  Lugs cried out, “Clear the stairway!” and raised his shield and turned it sideways.   
 
    Brick, seeing what the massive tank was about to do, grinned and shouted, “Do as he said!  Step aside! Tha’ big lug is gonna play snowplow!” 
 
    As the other members of the party topped the stairs and moved to their left, Brick followed his own advice.  Stepping to the left edge of the top stair, he raised his shield and shouted, “Go!” 
 
    Lugs activated his Shield Charge ability.  All nine feet of his massive ogre body shot forward; shield held sideways to scoop up as many of the guards as possible.  The impact sent guard bodies flying backward and down the stairs.  Several others were knocked down and trampled by the big tank.  Right behind Lugs, Dayle activated the same ability and knocked back three guards who had escaped Lugs’ initial charge.  Brick helped along a few stragglers who had managed to avoid tumbling down the stairs, bashing them with shield and hammer.  In seconds, all but three of the guards were tangled up in the stairway.  Helga, Misty, and Beatrix quickly dispatched those three, as well as two who were still alive after having bones crushed by Lugs. 
 
    “Form up!” Brick shouted, turning where he stood so that his shield faced the guards on the stairs below.  Lugs and Dayle were there in seconds.  Lugs took up the center with Dayle opposite Brick.  Between the three of them, their shields completely blocked the opening.  Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire on several of the guards, which quickly spread to all of them.  Lorian, Lainey, Misty, Beatrix, and Alexander all hurled missiles and magic attacks at the dwindling group of guardsmen.   Beatrix covered the stairway in water, then Misty froze it, making the stairs slick with ice and leaving no sure footing for the guards.  Lorian and Lainey followed up by putting arrows into eyes sockets, knocking their victims back and causing them to fall into others.  Bodies fell and slid down the stairs into others, taking them down as well. 
 
    After half a minute of hard fighting, a falling guard got in a lucky shot as he went down, nearly severing Dayle’s outstretched forearm as he pounded at another guard.  Dayle’s hammer dropped to the stairs as he grunted in pain.  He staggered backward, holding his dangling hand with his shield hand.   
 
    The guards took advantage of the hole, a group of them managing to squeeze past Lugs who attempted to cover the gap.  Benny produced his own shield and pressed forward as Helga, Michael, Kimberly, Jules, Warren and the others engaged the group to keep them from attacking the tanks from behind.  Crushing one guard’s knee as he passed, Benny took up Dayle’s position as he simultaneously threw heals on the injured tank.  Lyra was doing the same, hitting the tank with her largest heals as she yelled, “Drink a potion!” 
 
    Helga activated one of her barbarian abilities, going into Berserker mode.  She flung herself at the group of guards, eyes blood red and screaming in rage. Her massive sword cleaved limbs from three guards before she even touched the ground.  She began to spin, taking hits without even trying to defend herself. Her blade cut down guard after guard as they tried to retreat.  One got out of range, only to be cut down by Michael, who was carefully staying out of Helga’s reach. 
 
    When the last of the group fell, Helga collapsed to the floor, exhausted.  Her stamina was completely drained, and her health bar stood at 18%.  Lyra quickly cast more heals on the barbarian as she lay staring up at the ceiling, panting for breath. 
 
    The group of guards on the stairs had been joined by reinforcements from below.  Another ten guards, fresh and with full stamina, pushed past their tired comrades and engaged the three tanks.  Several of them carried spears, and one got past Brick’s shield from below, stabbing through his shin and calf.  The stoic dwarf roared in pain, breaking the spear with a blow from his hammer.  He bashed the guards in front of him with his shield, knocking them back long enough for him to pull the spear from his leg.   He cast a heal on himself that was sufficient to stop the bleeding, and then he returned to the fight. 
 
    Lyra cast her biggest heal on the dwarf, the spell draining the last of her mana.  She reached into her bag and produced one of Sasha’s mana potions, as well as a vial of water from the keep.  Gulping down both, her mana bar was restored to about 30%, and a buff icon appeared on her UI to let her know that her regeneration rate had increased. 
 
    The ranged fighters went back to work, cutting down the health bars of the guards on the stairs as the tanks held them, and did whatever damage they could.   Helga remained on the floor, an empty stamina potion vial beside her.  She was of no use at the moment, not having any ranged attacks, so she rightly continued to recover.  Warren sat with her, doing the same. 
 
    Lugs, seeing an opportunity, set his hammer down next to him and grabbed the haft of a spear that was thrust in his direction.  The guard at the other end of the spear had no hope of matching the ogre’s strength as he simply yanked the weapon away.  Turning it so that the business end pointed down the stairs, he began a series of quick thrusts.  Each one impaled a guard, punching right through armor with ease.  Six guards perished in this manner before the rest wised up and retreated out of thrusting range.  Lugs just laughed and hurled the spear at the group, the juggernaut of a spear impaling two more and pinning the arm of a third to the wall. 
 
    Seeing that the ogre tank had thrown away the devastating weapon, the remaining eight guards began to climb the stairs again.  Lugs allowed them to approach before removing one of his duergar spears from his bag.  Three quick thrusts and three more guards were dead or out of the fight.  The others fled down the stairs, but not quickly enough.  Lugs aimed at the middle of the pack, skewering only a single guard this time, but tripping up those behind him so that they tumbled down in a tangle of arms, legs, and weapons. 
 
    There was a cry of pain from below, and a shout of, “For the queen!” as a squad of soldiers led by an old knight put down the remaining four guards.  The knight climbed the stairs, calling out, “Michael!  Are you there? Does the queen live?” 
 
    Michael shouted down in reply.  “Sir Jeffrey!  The queen lives, barely.  She has been poisoned.  Bring the alchemist!” 
 
    Sir Jeffrey passed the order to his men below, four of whom dashed away down the corridor.  The rest secured the bottom of the stairs, wary of an attack by more of Lucius’s men.  As he approached the three tanks, the knight halted and bowed his head.  “I thank you, for protecting my queen.” 
 
    All three tanks nodded in response, stepping aside to let the old knight pass.  Each kept a wary eye on the stairs, just in case.  Benny began throwing heals on Brick and the others.  He was just about to top off Dayle’s health bar when he simply collapsed to the floor.  Benny looked confusedly at the now dead tank, and then at Warren, Lyra, and Misty as they all dropped dead a second later. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brick spoke the words that were on everyone’s minds. “Did yer dad pull ‘em out?”  
 
    Alexander shook his head, feeling a sense of dread as he answered. “No, their immersion isn’t over yet.  Maybe there was a power issue or something.” 
 
    Michael, Kimberly and Sir Jeffrey, not able to follow this discussion due to the NPC block, looked askance at the suddenly dead adventurers momentarily, then rushed into the queen’s chambers.   Sam was already at the queen’s side, along with Kai. 
 
    Lainey looked confused and upset.  “Does this… does this happen a lot?” 
 
    “No” Alexander simply said.  Then, seeing that his answer had only distressed Lainey further, he added “The immersion systems are very stable.  And Olympus hosts the server we’re on, so there should be no connection issue.  I’m sure it’s just a power issue.”  
 
    As Lainey nodded her head, the sinking feeling in Alexander’s gut grew worse.  He was remembering the day his father first showed him the immersion pod.  He was certain that each one had a battery backup, in case of sudden power loss. 
 
    Looking at the other players, he said, “Get all their gear.  They’ll respawn back at the keep, and won’t want to come all the way back here for their stuff.” He wanted to distract them, to put off what he suspected for a few minutes more. 
 
    Lainey, Helga, and the others all went to work, gathering all their friends’ items and stowing them in their bags.  After a few moments, Helga ventured, “Probably better for Dayle anyway.  I don’t think that arm was going to heal.  I would probably have had to cut his head off like I did yours.” She looked at Alexander.   
 
    A thought dawned on him as he tried to keep his face neutral.  “Oh my god.  Fibble!  He stayed down in Lucius’ office.”  He quickly checked his UI, seeing Fibble still alive and healthy.  There was an alert icon flashing, letting him know he had several system messages waiting. He ignored it.  With a relieved sigh, he added. “Can one or two of you go get him?  He took Sasha’s death pretty hard.” 
 
    Lugs and Benny set off down the stairs.  Alexander pinged their maps to show them where to go. 
 
    Stepping into the queen’s chambers, he spoke quietly to Kai, pulling the dragon to one side as he began. 
 
    “Lainey, Brick and I may have to leave quickly. To return to our world. Something has happened.” 
 
    Kai looked through the open door where the bodies of the fallen players were fading away. “So I see.  Will you return?” 
 
    Alexander didn’t hesitate.  “Yes.  But it may be a few days.  Can you make sure Fibble, Helga, and the others get back to the keep safely?  And that everyone is prepared to defend it in our absence? Call on King Charles and King Thalgrin if you need to.” He handed two of the King’s portal scrolls to Kai.  “Silverbeard and Lola can get you access to the vault and any funds you need.” 
 
    The dragon nodded his head.  “We will do what we must.” 
 
    Just then a young woman with blonde hair burst into the room.  She carried a large bag that clinked as she set it down on a table near the queen’s bed. 
 
    “Lady Gina!  Thank god!” Michael stepped back from the bed to make room for the woman.  “The queen has been unconscious.  The healers think she has been drugged or poisoned.  They were unable to heal her with magic.” 
 
    Gina stepped forward and quickly examined the queen.  She placed her head on the ruler’s chest, listening to her heartbeat and breathing.  She pried open both eyes, smelled the queen’s breath, and examined her hands and feet carefully. 
 
    “Aye, it’s a poison,” Gina declared, beginning to rummage through her bag.  “Her heart is weak, and she barely breathes.  The blood does not reach her hands and feet.  There’s no fever.  From the smell, I would guess heartsbane or widow’s root.” 
 
    Sir Jeffrey placed a hand on Gina’s shoulder.  “Please tell me you have a cure.” 
 
    Gina stopped rifling through her bag, and her face paled. “I don’t.  Not here. I have most of what I need back in my shop.  But I doubt the queen has time for me to fetch it.” Her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    Alexander, distracted by thoughts of likely scenarios behind the deaths of his fellow players, barely registered the conversation.  But at the wail of dismay from Princess Kimberly, he snapped back into the moment. 
 
    “Lainey! Brick! Who has Sasha’s stuff? I need her bag!” he called out to the corridor.  Looking at Gina, he asked, “What do you need?” 
 
    Gina wiped tears from her eyes, taking a deep breath.  “I need wolfs-tail, elderberry extract, moonglory, and featherroot.  But featherroot is rare.  Nobody here has seen it in-” She stopped speaking as Alexander began to chuckle.   “This is funny to you?” she demanded angrily.  Sir Jeffrey put a hand on his sword and looked equally offended. 
 
    Raising his hands in surrender, Alexander took a step back.  “No, no.  Not at all.  It’s just that our guild healer Sasha is an alchemist like you.  She picks every plant we pass wherever we go.  And though I don’t know about most of those things you said…” He paused as Lainey stepped forward and held up Sasha’s bag. “I do know that she has featherroot in there.”  
 
    Lainey reached into Sasha’s bag and pulled out a bundle of featherroot, which Gina immediately snatched from her.  The two women moved over to the table where Gina began to remove mortar, pestle, alembic, and other items used in potion making.  She listed the other herbs she needed, and Lainey produced them from the bag.  When she set the last one on the table, Gina hugged the Valkyrie fiercely before resuming her work.   
 
    Alexander motioned for Lainey to follow him out of the room.  Once back in the corridor, he gathered the others.  Looking at Helga, he said, “We’re probably going to be disconnected in a few minutes.  I’ll explain later.  If our bodies die, please gather our gear.  Kai will get you back to Stormforge, and then the keep.  We may be gone a couple days.  It may fall to you and the others to defend the keep if there’s an attack while we’re gone.” 
 
    Helga clearly wanted to ask questions, but at that moment Alexander’s father, Richard, appeared in his GM1 avatar.   
 
    “Alexander, we’re logging you out.  There’s been an incident.  I’ll see you as soon as you’re awake.” 
 
    Alexander quickly handed Helga his healing wand and his light damage wand. “Take these, just in case,” he managed to say before the game world faded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Yea, Though I Walk Through the Valley… 
 
      
 
    Alexander’s heart was hammering as he awoke in his immersion pod.  He tried to rip the headgear off in his rush to find out what happened.  Melanie was there beside his pod.  “Easy, Alexander.  Don’t rush.  There’s no danger right this minute.  As much as I want to see you hop nekkid out of that pod, you need to follow the protocol.  Take a deep breath.” 
 
    After a moment of panic, Alexander took a deep breath.  Then another.  “Okay, Melanie; tell me,” he said as the nurse removed his headgear and disconnected the monitoring leads. 
 
    “There was an explosion.  In one of the immersion labs down the hall. Several of the pods were knocked offline.  That’s all I know at the moment. Your dad sent me to check on Jules.  She’s fine, by the way.  Still logged in.  He came here to check on you, and then he logged in to get you. He’ll be here in a minute.” 
 
    “Was anybody hurt?” Alexander asked. 
 
    Melanie looked uncomfortable.  Shaking her head, she said, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you can guess.” Alexander’s tone made it clear she needed to answer truthfully. 
 
    “I heard somebody say one of the pods was destroyed.  And a few others damaged.  But I don’t know how badly, or if anyone inside was hurt.”   Melanie looked at the floor, shuffling her feet as she spoke. 
 
    Richard Greystone entered the room.  His face was hard as he said, “Dayle is in a critical condition.  I don’t think he’s going to live.  The others in his group were injured, but not as badly.  The pod enclosures and the nanogel protected them.”  He looked to Melanie, who now had tears streaming down her face.  Speaking softly, he said, “Thank you, Melanie.  Please go back and monitor Jules for me. Log in and explain to her what’s happened.  She’s probably very frightened right now.” 
 
    Melanie bobbed her head and fled the room.  Richard waited while Alexander emerged from the pod with the assistance of the nurse.  He handed his son a robe, saying, “The tests can wait.  Come with me.” 
 
    Alexander wrapped the robe around himself and slipped his feet into a pair of slippers before following his father out of the lab and down the corridor. 
 
    Two turns and maybe three hundred feet later, Alexander saw debris scattered across the floor outside a doorway.  Technicians were moving in and out of the room, stepping carefully so as not to disturb anything.  When he and his father reached the door, Alexander looked inside and gasped in shock. 
 
    It looked like a bomb had gone off.  The walls and ceiling were blackened.  There was blood on the ground in several places and a telling splatter on one wall.  Pieces of pod and computer equipment were scattered everywhere.  A large pool of nanogel spread across the floor under what Alexander guessed had been Dayle’s pod.  There was almost nothing left of it. The three other pods in the lab were clearly damaged, but not as badly. 
 
    Richard gave him time to absorb the scene.  After a minute or so, he spoke.  “I’ve got people reviewing the security footage now.  Best guess, the explosion originated underneath Dayle’s pod.  His tech was killed instantly. There’s not enough of him left to bury.  Several others were wounded.  Dayle got the worst of it.  Those in the other pods mostly have concussive injuries from the pressure wave. 
 
    Alexander looked at the blood splatter on the wall, the blood on the floor.  “Who was the tech?” he asked quietly.   
 
    Richard’s face softened, and Alexander saw tears begin to form in his father’s eyes.  “You remember Seshat?” 
 
    Alexander flashed back to the day of his mother’s death.  A young boy watching through conference room glass as his father received the news of his mother’s death.  But his mother hadn’t been the only one killed that day.  Seshat, the head of their accounting department, as well as two people from marketing, and one from legal, had gone with her to the conference.  All of them perished in the explosion. 
 
    Richard continued when he saw the look on Alexander’s face.  “Her oldest son. I don’t know if you remember him.” 
 
    “Matt,” Alexander said. “I remember him from the funerals.  And I’ve seen him around Olympus a few times.  We didn’t talk much. He always seemed… angry.” 
 
    “At the time, he blamed us for his mom’s death.  Said she didn’t have to be at that conference with your mother.  He was in college when it happened,” Richard supplied.  “We were frankly shocked when he came to us asking to work at Olympus a few years ago.  Between his mother’s savings, her life insurance, and the money we gave each of the families, he had no need to work.” 
 
    Alexander looked sick. “And now he’s been killed the same way as his mom. Maybe by the same people.” 
 
    The two men were silent, both remembering.   Their thoughts were interrupted by Morris Talbott, Jupiter’s chief of security.  He stood in the corridor and cleared his throat.  When both men looked his way, he motioned for them to join him out in the hall.  Richard and Alexander stepped carefully around the debris on the floor as they joined him down a bit from the doorway.  He spoke quietly. 
 
    “The compound is locked down.  Nobody in or out that isn’t one of mine or FBI. We’re reviewing video feeds, badge ID’s, system logins for the last week.  We’ll find who did this.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Richard said, “Thank you, Morris. Alexander, let’s go.  The others are meeting in my lab.  We’ll update everyone together.” 
 
    Richard led the way back through the maze of corridors to the lab where he had initially introduced Alexander to the immersion pods.  His friends, those who’d not been injured, were already seated and waiting. 
 
    As soon as Alexander entered the room, Sasha leapt from her chair and hugged him fiercely. He patted her on the back and pried her loose.  Tears streamed down her face.  He settled her back in her seat and took the one next to her.  The faces around the table all looked grim. 
 
    “Dayle is hurt pretty bad.  He may not make it.  The others are in better shape,” Alexander began.  With the most important information disclosed, he motioned for his dad to take over.  Richard filled them all in with the same details he’d given Alexander.    
 
    When his father had finished, Alexander added, “Melanie is in-game with Jules, updating her and watching over her.   We’ll tell Helga and the others when we’re back in-game.” 
 
    “Are we even going back?” Lainey asked. 
 
    Alexander was shocked by her question.  Then surprised by his own reaction.  It was a valid question.  They were clearly vulnerable while they were in immersion.  But somehow it had never occurred to Alexander not to go back in. 
 
    Brick answered first.  “I’ll be going back.  It’s how I support my family.” His quiet voice with no accent was a big change from the boisterous dwarf they were all used to. 
 
    Max nodded his head.  “We signed a contract. We play for a year.  I’m betting your dad has some scary lawyers.”  
 
    Richard nodded “I do.  They scare me, as well.  But under the circumstances, we would, of course, release any of you from your contracts if you wish.  With payment for the full year.  This is not what you signed up for.” 
 
    Lainey looked unsure, her eyes moving from face to face around the table.  Sasha just stared at her hands, which were clenched together in her lap. 
 
    Alexander looked at Lainey.  “I understand your fear.  I guess I don’t really share it. I’ve lived with the knowledge that I’m going to die for so long; I don’t think it really matters how it happens anymore.  But I… we would all understand if you want to walk away.  Being with us puts you in danger.” 
 
    Lainey shook her head.  “You are my family.  I’ll be with you here until-” her voice choked, and she took a second to recover. “I’ll be with you as long as you need me.” Alexander felt tears forming in his own eyes. Lainey never liked to talk about him dying.   
 
    She continued, “I’m just considering whether I want to play the game or not.  It seems to me I should be out here protecting you.” 
 
    Richard leaned across the table and put a hand over Lainey’s.  “Alexander will, that is, all of you will have better protection going forward.  There is nothing you could do, Lainey, that won’t be done by others who are more qualified.  You can’t stop a bomb.  Or a bullet.  Losing you would be just as devastating as losing my son.”  Lainey blushed at the simple, honest words.  She nodded slightly, not able to speak. 
 
    Sasha looked from Richard to Lainey, a small smile on her face.  It faded quickly, though.  “We should go see Dayle and the others.” 
 
    Richard shook his head.  “Dayle is in surgery, and I expect he will be for quite a while.  So is Warren.  Lyra and Misty are being treated for minor wounds, and are undergoing concussion protocols. You can see them later.  I’ll make sure somebody updates you on their condition through the rest of the day.” 
 
    He rose from his chair, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder.  “The best thing right now is for you to take some time.  Go to the cafeteria, or wherever you feel comfortable.  Try to calm down a bit.  We won’t worry about the post-immersion testing today.   If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a few things to see to.” He excused himself and began to head for the door. 
 
    “No.” Alexander’s voice caused Richard to stop and turn back. 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “No.  We’re doing this to help people.  The tests are important to that process.  So we can know if long-term immersion is possible.   I mean, I agree we’re all a little stressed.  But I want our people to do the normal testing on me.  It’s not stressful.” 
 
    Max and Brick both nodded their heads.  Brick said, “It’ll give us something to do.” 
 
    After a moment Lainey, and finally Sasha, nodded their heads in agreement.  Richard smiled sadly at the group.  “Good for you. Alright, I’ll send somebody in shortly to escort you back to the labs for testing.  And I’ll join you all at dinner.  Hopefully, by then some of the others can join us.” 
 
    As Richard left the room, Max looked at the others around the table.  His hands fidgeted for a moment before he blurted out, “So? Did we win? Did you kill Lucius?” 
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes as both Alexander and Brick chuckled at their friend.  Alexander answered. “Yes.  Lucius is dead.  Kai literally ripped his head off.” 
 
    “Damn, I’d have liked to have seen that,” Max mumbled.  Then his face brightened. “What did he drop?  And please tell me you picked up my gear?” 
 
    This time Sasha snorted, while Lainey shook her head in disbelief.   
 
    “We didn’t exactly take time to loot him. The others were fighting upstairs at the queen’s chambers.  We defeated them, and were working on saving the queen, but then… all this…” Alexander didn’t need to finish that thought. 
 
    Silence reigned in the conference room until a nurse stepped into the room.  She led them back down the corridors, now surrounded by four heavily armed guards, to their respective labs for testing. 
 
    Three hours later they were all sitting in Alexander’s office suite in Olympus’s main tower.  Max was speculating about what awesome loot Lucius might have dropped, when Richard walked in with two women.  Both were moving slowly, and one had a bandaged left arm. 
 
    Sasha jumped to her feet and moved to gather them in a hug.  “Misty, Lyra.  I’m SO glad you’re okay.  You are okay, right?” 
 
    Misty looked a little numb as she answered “Dayle.  There… wasn’t much left.  He’s pretty bad.  Don’t know how he’s even alive.”  
 
    Sasha guided the two women over to sit on the sofa, shooing Brick and Max away to make room. 
 
    Alexander tried to reassure everyone.  “There are some amazing doctors here.  My dad hired the best to create the pods and the immersion software.  Dayle’s in the best possible hands.” 
 
    The group remained mostly silent for a while.  Occasionally someone would try to make small talk, but the efforts were met with more silence.   
 
    Richard entered the room a few minutes later.  He led a convoy of cafeteria staff pushing carts filled with food.  “I thought you might want to eat up here, instead of downstairs,” he explained.  He waited patiently for the staff to arrange the food platters and drinks, then thanked them as they departed. 
 
    “Please, I know you probably don’t feel like eating, but you need to.  You’ve had nothing but paste in your bellies for nearly two weeks.  Try to eat a little bit, at least,” he said to all of them.  He took a seat at Alexander’s desk and waited while the group quietly dished up plates for themselves and sat down to eat.  Moving to fill a plate for himself, he said, “Would you like to hear what’s been going on in-game since you left?” 
 
    When no one spoke up, Alexander nodded to his father to continue anyway.   
 
    Richard pulled Alexander’s desk chair over closer to the others and took a seat.  “Let’s see.  Lugs, Benny, and Helga helped the soldiers loyal to the queen clear and secure the palace.  Melanie went in and let Jules know what’s going on.  Since then, Jules and Fibble have been in the queen’s chamber.  The queen has been given the poison antidote and is improving.  Though she is not awake yet.  Princess Kimberly is running things for now.”  Turning to Brick, he gave a wink, saying, “She has asked more than once when you will return.” 
 
    Max chuckled at this, and Sasha managed a smile.  Brick looked embarrassed. 
 
    “What can you tell us about Dayle?” Misty asked.  Her gaze was fixed on the floor, and her tone said she was almost afraid to hear the answer. 
 
    Richard let out a long sigh.  “Dayle is still in surgery.  I think he is going to live.  But he lost both legs in the explosion.  And probably the use of one arm.  He has significant internal injuries. His life, if and when he wakes up, is going to be very different.” 
 
    Alexander looked at the group.  “Dayle will never want for anything.  He will have the best medical care.  Counseling.  We’ll offer him a place to live here at Olympus, or set him up wherever he likes.  And of course, he’ll have a pod of his own so he can spend time in-game with his friends.  This is exactly what these pods were created for.” 
 
    “What about Warren?” Sasha looked at Lyra.   
 
    “His pod was closest to Dayle’s,” Warren’s sister answered. “He’s got a pretty bad cut on one leg.  Smaller cuts in other places.  And a mild concussion.”  Lyra paused for a moment, looking like she was going to be sick.  She recovered and then added, “They pulled a chunk of Dayle’s bone from his leg!” 
 
    “Gross!” Sasha blurted out before her brain caught up with her mouth.  She covered her mouth with both hands for a moment.  “Oh, god. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Lyra smiled sheepishly at Sasha. “It’s okay.  I said the same thing.” 
 
    The group continued their meals, mostly in silence.  A few commented on the tasty food, and how good it felt to have solid food in their stomachs.  When all were finished eating, Richard had more news for them. 
 
    “I can give you an update on what’s been happening here in the real world if you like?” 
 
    Alexander went right to the heart of the matter.  “Have they traced the money back to whoever is paying for these attacks?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No.  Not yet.  But the FBI now believes that at least one of the members of Light of Truth still lives, and has been rebuilding the organization over the last several years.  They’ve found some writings at the homes of several of those they arrested.  They’re almost an identical match to what we found back then.” 
 
    He continued. “So far, they’ve arrested or detained more than 50 people here in the US.  And a similar number in Canada, the UK, and a few other nations.  Some were the folks you fought and detained in-game, others were at those players’ homes when they were raided or had some substantial ties to the organization that is unfolding.   Most knew nothing about any terrorism - they were simply taking money to hunt you in game, or make blog posts, or similar seemingly innocuous activities.” 
 
    Max pounded a hand on the table in front of him, startling everyone.  “So these anti-technology assholes are using VR tech, the very thing they supposedly despise, to… what?  What’s their goal?” 
 
    Richard answered, “Well, we know they want Alexander and myself dead. Maybe more of us.  They want to put Jupiter Tech out of business.  That we know for sure.  Their ultimate goal ten years ago was to destroy the internet and all machines that have replaced human workers.” 
 
    Brick’s opinion was short and succinct.  “Assholes.” 
 
    Lyra was putting together a plate of food. “I’m kind of tired. I want to bring some food to Warren and then get some sleep,” she said.  
 
    Richard rose to his feet.  “I’ll escort you down. I’m headed that way anyway.  We have rooms set aside for each of you.  And there will be security outside your doors at all times.  If you need anything, just tell them, and they’ll arrange it.” 
 
    Misty, who had been getting to her feet to join them, asked, “Are… are we under arrest?” 
 
    Richard chuckled. “Of course not, my dear.  They are for your protection.  You are free to go anywhere you like.  Though, at the moment, Olympus is on lockdown.  So, if you want to go see your sister, let me know, and I’ll arrange a team to escort you.” 
 
    Brick raised his hand. “It’s late now. But in the morning, I’d like to go see my family.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. “Of course.  I figured as much.  Your team will be ready first thing in the morning.  Just give them ten minutes’ warning when you want to go.” 
 
    Richard began to walk toward the door.  Stopping to hold it open for Lyra and Misty, he said, “Our teams are checking every component of every pod right now. It’ll take a full day.  Those of you who wish to do so can go back into the game the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Winking at Alexander, he said, “They started yours as soon as you come out of immersion.  It’s clean.  In case you want to go back in this evening for… any reason.” He threw a grin at Sasha and Lainey before stepping out and closing the door behind him. 
 
    Lainey looked at Alexander, who was looking thoughtful.  “You really should go in and check on Jules. She’ll be worried sick.” 
 
    Sasha got up and moved to where Alexander was sitting.  Plopping herself down on his lap, she began to poke him playfully in the ribs and chest.  “And don’t forget snuggle time!” she said, tickling him while she had him pinned. 
 
    Max piled on. “But no smooching. Wouldn’t want Brick here to get jealous!”   
 
    Brick, trying hard not to smile, just said, “Bah!  Idiot.” 
 
    The five of them teased and poked at each other for a few more minutes, breaking the tension of the day.  After things quieted, Max got up to leave. 
 
    “I’m going to go see if I can find Bethany.” He grinned as he walked toward the door. 
 
    The others made mumbled comments of general agreement that it was time to go.  They all followed Max out the door and onto the elevator. 
 
    Finding himself alone, Alexander went to his desk, dragging his chair behind him.   Sitting at the terminal, he pulled up his admin access to the Io game feed, then opened Jules’ live feed.   
 
    She was curled up on his bed, hugging a pillow, dressed in her ridiculous pink bunny onesie.  Her face was buried, so he couldn’t tell if she was asleep.  But a sudden, repetitive jerking of her shoulders told him she was awake and crying. That settled it.  He closed the feed and made his way out to the elevator.   
 
    Alexander arrived back in the game exactly where he’d logged out, which was near the top of the stairs outside the queen’s chambers.  Much to the surprise of the several guards who were stationed at the chamber doors, as well as at the bottom of the stairs.  Spears were quickly leveled in his direction, and an alarm called out. 
 
    He raised his hands to show he was unarmed and tried to speak calmly.  “My name is Alexander Greystone.  I am here as a friend.” 
 
    The queen’s door opened, and Sir Jeffrey stepped out, sword in hand.  Seeing Alexander, he sheathed his sword, motioning for the guards to stand at ease. “Let him pass,” he said as he waved Alexander inside. 
 
    In the queen’s sitting room, he found Michael, Tiny Sam, and Princess Kimberly all seated near the fireplace.  Kimberly rose and moved to address Alexander.  Bowing her head just a touch, she said, “Antalia owes you and yours a great debt, Sir Knight.” 
 
    “You owe us nothing, Princess.” Alexander bowed at the waist. “It was our duty and pleasure to help.  Antalia and Stormforge have been friends for many years, and we have simply acted as friends should.” 
 
    “Even though WE have not.” The princess grinned wryly at him. “I have sent messengers throughout the city to announce the death of Lucius, his traitorous scheme, and the lifting of the bounty on your heads.” 
 
    Michael chuckled. “There’s been quite a lot of toasting in your name across the city tonight.” 
 
    Your reputation with the citizens of Antalia has increased to “Liked”! 
 
    Alexander looked embarrassed.  Deciding to change the subject, he asked, “How is the queen?” 
 
    Kimberly spoke as she moved to retake her seat.  “Gina gave her the correct antidote, and she seems to be recovering nicely.  She was awake briefly, but Gina says she should sleep for a long while yet.” 
 
    “I’m very glad to hear that!  And speaking of sleep, I should return to my keep and get some myself,” Alexander began.  He was anxious to get to Jules. “But before I go, Princess, may I ask a favor?” 
 
    Kimberly nodded and smiled. “Anything within my power.” 
 
    First, I think maybe Lucius has been holding one of King Charles’ messengers here. He came with a request from the King.  I think he would appreciate having his messenger back.” Alexander smiled. 
 
    “Immediately!” Kimberly looked meaningfully at Sir Jeffrey, who nodded his head. 
 
    Alexander cleared his throat. “The message he brought requested that the queen release a man named Martin.  The former leader of PWP.  He was framed by Henry, the man who took over the guild, for murder.  But Henry confessed to the murder that Martin has been convicted of.” 
 
    Michael spoke up.  “Martin is a good man.  I worked for him when I left the palace.  I never believed he would murder anyone.  He is a healer.” 
 
    Alexander agreed “Yes.  We, that is the Greystone Guild, intend to help him restore his guild of priests and healers.  We’ve arrested or killed most of Henry’s minions.  PWP should be free of the PK scum and servants of the Dark One.  However, Chaos Nation, another guild based here in your city, is still firmly under his control.” 
 
    Kimberly thought for a moment, then nodded.  “It shall be as you ask. We will release Martin and support him in rebuilding his guild.  But we are short on soldiers after today’s fight.  We may need your assistance with Chaos Nation, Sir Knight.” 
 
    “We will help as we can,” Alexander replied. “But you may have noticed our…” he hesitated.  Tiny Sam smiled at him.  “We all grew up here in the palace, Alexander. We know your secret.” 
 
    Alexander let out a sigh of relief.  “Our sudden departure was due to an attack in our homeland by servants of the Dark One.  We have lost Dayle, one of the tanks who defended the queen.  And possibly a few others.  At least for the foreseeable future.  So, we are somewhat limited ourselves.” 
 
    Kimberly looked sadly at Alexander. “We are very sorry for your loss.  Please know that we will do all we can to free our land from the influence of this Dark One.  We shall prepare to engage the Chaos Nation guild, and let you know when we are ready.” 
 
    Alexander bowed once again.  “Thank you, Princess.  And please, be careful.  The Dark One likes to attack from within, as you have already seen.  I bid you good night.” 
 
    He produced one of the king’s teleport scrolls, and teleported himself to the palace in Stormforge.  Though his teleport skill had leveled considerably, Antalia was too far for him still.  He stepped up to the closest guard, who snapped to attention and saluted. 
 
    “Where is Captain Redmond?” he asked.  
 
    “Home, sir!  A good hour past,” the guard answered. 
 
    “Then please pass on a message to the king for me.  If he’s awake.  Tell him that Antalia has been dealt with, and his messenger should arrive soon.   I’ll give him a full report in the morning.”  Alexander didn’t wait for the guard to ask him to stay.  He teleported himself directly to his bedroom at the keep. 
 
    Removing his gear, he considered a shower.  Deciding he was just too tired, he crawled carefully onto the giant bed and laid down next to Jules, who was still curved around her pillow.  Though now, instead of crying, she was snoring softly.  Deciding not to wake her, Alexander pulled her gently into his arms and closed his eyes.   It wasn’t long before he was fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Attack of the Fuzzy Bunny 
 
      
 
    Alexander was awakened by an attack.  Eyes blurry with sleep, all he could make out was that something pink and furry had pounced on him, and seemed to be attempting to bite his face. His arms pinned, he began to be concerned when the creature’s face loomed into focus and kissed him. 
 
    Jules.  And those damned pink bunny jammies. 
 
    Grinning, he grabbed the pink bunnymonster and hugged her closer to him.  Turning a quick good morning kiss into something much more meaningful.  After a solid minute, Jules broke away, gasping for breath.  She smacked his face lightly with one pink furry paw and rolled off him.  “I missed you.” 
 
    Alexander gently booped her nose with one finger. “I missed you too.  I came back as quickly as I could.  You were sleeping, and I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    Jules looked sad as she asked “Dayle?” 
 
    Alexander pulled her closer, speaking into her hair as he held her. “Pretty bad.  He was still in surgery when I left.  He’s… he might not make it.” 
 
    Jules mumbled against his chest. “Melanie told me what happened.  She said the others were hurt too. His group, I mean. But they’ll be okay.”  She raised her head, tearful eyes looking into his. “Why would someone do this?  Dayle wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    Alexander grimaced, unpleasant memories resurfacing. “They think it might be the same group that killed my mom ten years ago.  They hate technology.  And especially Io and our company.” 
 
    Deciding to lighten the mood, Jules said, “I’m glad you came back.  This bed felt so big and empty without you; I was worried about you.  Also, concerned that you’d try to check on me in my pod.” She grinned slightly as she continued. “But Melanie promised to bonk you on the head if you tried.” 
 
    Alexander chuckled. “I’m sure she would.” He kissed the fuzzy bunnymonster on her forehead. “Must you wear this thing? It has GOT to be hot inside there.” 
 
    Untangling herself from him, she rolled off the bed.  “It sure is! I’m hitting the shower” she said.  “And no, you’re not invited!” 
 
    He watched her walk across the room and disappear into the bathroom, bunny tail bobbing side to side attractively as she went.  She glanced quickly over one shoulder to make sure he’d been watching, and then she grinned as she slammed the door behind her. 
 
    With a sigh, Alexander lay back on the bed.  He considered logging back out to check on Dayle. 
 
    Not much I can do there.  Just sit and wait.  Better to get some things done here.   
 
    As he heard the shower turn on in the bathroom, he pulled up his UI.  There were still several messages pending that he’d ignored after yesterday’s battle.  He immediately saw that the experience for killing Lucius and so many guards had earned him another level. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 57! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 10 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    Quest Complete: Save the Queen! 
 
    You successfully stormed the castle and killed Lucius before he could murder the queen and take over Antalia.   Reward earned:  125,000 xp.    
 
    Bonus achieved! You also provided the rare ingredients needed to cure the queen of the poison Lucius had given her.  Reward Earned: 75,000 xp. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation with the citizens of Antalia has increased to Respected! 
 
    Your reputation with Princess Kimberly has increased to Honored! 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 58! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 10 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    He took a minute to pull up his character screen and look at his stats. 
 
    Mage:  Alexander   Level 58 
 
    Build:  Ranged magic/Melee dps 
 
      
 
    Health:  18,000Experience 19,000/220,000Attribute pts avail: 10 
 
    Mana: 21,800Skill pts avail: 5 
 
     
 
    Stamina:  14(27)     Dexterity: 6       Armor: 240              Heath Regen: 120 
 
    Strength: 12(28)     Wisdom: 68(97)    Defense: 150Mana Regen: 200 
 
    Agility:  12(22)     Intel:  68(97)       Phys Attack: 65Magic Attack: 150 
 
    Luck:  14(22)     Charisma: 12       Stam Regen: 28Race: Elf 
 
    Deciding not to spend any attribute points until he reached level 60 and earned five more, he closed out his character screen. 
 
    He could hear Jules humming to herself in the shower.  The temptation to join her was nearly irresistible.  But now was not the time.  Not while she was trapped in that pod.  And not while they were all under attack.  A decision made in the heat of the moment might cause regret later.  
 
    Looking out the window, he noted that it was well after sunrise.  He and Jules had both needed a good night’s sleep, and for once they weren’t awakened before dawn by an intruding dragon or epic pig-wrestling. 
 
    He checked his raid group status.  Lugs, Helga, Beatrix and Benny were all offline.  Sometimes Alexander forgot that they were normal players and not in long-term immersion like himself and the other guild members.  Maybe he could do something about that.  He made a note to ask his father.  They had more than proved themselves in the last few weeks.   
 
    Jules emerged from the bathroom in her black leather armor.  It fit her so well that not even a whisper could be heard as she moved toward him.  He held out his arms to gather her in a hug, but she quickly spun to her left and dodged past him. 
 
    “Nope. Hungry. Breakfast now,” was all he heard as she passed him by and disappeared out the door.  He shook his head, chuckling to himself as he made his way into the bathroom to clean up.  He still had bits of Lucius and the guards on him from the fight the day before.  
 
    When he got downstairs, he found Jules sitting with Master Silverbeard, working on a big stack of pancakes with maple syrup and slices of banana on top.  He kissed her forehead as he sat next to her, earning a happy sounding “Mmrrmph” from his pancake-stuffed companion. 
 
    “Good morning, Master Silverbeard,” he said to the clearly amused elder dwarf.  “Anything urgent that needs my attention?” 
 
    Before his chamberlain could answer, Jules spoke around her mouthful of pancakes. “Pancakes. SO good. You need pancakes. Urgent!” She then shoveled more into her already full mouth and grunted with pleasure. 
 
    Smiling, Silverbeard answered, “Nothin urgent, lad.  Ye telled Blix ye’d build the bank today.  And if ye’ve got time we can talk about yer expanded lands.  And yer raid yesterday.”  The old dwarf looked around before looking meaningfully at Alexander.  “The lady here weren’t much fer talkin’ last night, and the others disappeared as soon as they got back.” 
 
    “My apologies, Master Silverbeard.  Some unfortunate things happened.  But the raid was a success.  We claimed the guild house from PWP, and we thwarted a plan by the queen’s chancellor to kill her and take over the throne.  He’s dead, and things should be returning to normal there.” 
 
    Silverbeard nodded his head.  “Jeeves telled me he picked up a new structure.  I figgered it were the guild house ye was raiding.” 
 
    “He… what? How can…?” Alexander paused in his confusion just as Mattie emerged from the kitchen and set a plate of pancakes in front of him.  “Thank you, Mattie.  I ran into the O’Malleys yesterday outside the palace.  They send their regards and wanted me to let you know that your ex-husband has been searching for you.  He was working with a group of bounty hunters, and I told the O’Malleys to send him here.” 
 
    Mattie looked frightened for a moment.  Then her face hardened.  “Let him come.  You kill him good and dead when he gets here.” 
 
    Admiring her spunk, Alexander smiled.  “If he comes, he’ll regret it. We’ll feed him to Rocky. But he may not show up at all.  The bounty has been canceled.” 
 
    Mattie smiled at the idea of her worthless dungsnuffler of an ex-husband being eaten by their cute little moat monster. “Thank you, Alexander.  Can I get ya anything else?” 
 
    Alexander looked down at his plate, which was significantly less crowded than it had been a moment ago.  Jules’ plate was correspondingly more laden with pancakes.  Shaking his head, he replied, “No, thank you, Mattie.  And Rose says she’s stealing you as soon as they open the Ogre II here in the keep.” 
 
    Mattie just smiled as she turned to head back to the kitchen.  Alexander poured some syrup on his breakfast and took a moment to eat a few bites, in case his voracious elfess had ideas about helping herself to any more. 
 
    Once he’d consumed about half his stack, he looked again at Silverbeard.  “How did Jeeves register a building that’s something like fifty miles from here?” 
 
    Silverbeard grinned. “Ye claimed it fer the guild.  Now a piece o’ Jeeves’ spirit be inhabiting it, just like here, or up in them towers up top.” 
 
    Huh.” Alexander hadn’t thought about the possibility that capturing the guild house in Antalia would give Jeeves more points.   
 
    Alexander’s focus came back to his plate as it began to slide to one side.  Looking that direction, he noted Jules’ now empty plate being shoved toward the center of the table as his plate moved to take its place.  He looked up to see a childish grin on Jules’ face.  When she saw him noticing the theft of his food, she just shrugged and said, “Pancakes.” 
 
    He couldn’t help laughing as he put his arm around the girl who had so completely charmed him.  Looking to Silverbeard, he said, “We’ll be right back,” before turning to Jules and saying, “You’re coming with me, for your own good.” And with that, he teleported both of them up to the control room. 
 
    Jules, who’d had the presence of mind to pick up her plate and bring it with her, promptly sat at the control table and resumed breakfast.   Alexander sat next to her on the bench, and said, “Good morning, Jeeves.”  He snaked a hand in and nabbed the uppermost remaining portion of pancake, withdrawing his hand even as Jules’ fork descended in protection of her treats.  He quickly stuffed the sticky third of a pancake in his mouth, deciding that was the only effective way to retain ownership.   Jules eyed him as if contemplating going in after it, before smiling sweetly and resuming her meal. 
 
    “Good morning, Master.  Welcome back.  What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Hello, Jeeves.  I understand you’ve picked up another ancillary building.  The guild house in Antalia,” Alexander prompted. 
 
    “Yes, Master. The building is currently under Odin’s protection.  However, in less than eight hours it will be vulnerable to attack.  Would you like me to lock all of the entry doors?” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves, that is very thoughtful of you.  Please do so.  But allow entry for any of our guild members, or for Martin, the leader of PWP.  Oh, and any he designates.  I expect we’ll be turning over control of the house to them today.”  
 
    “I see.  That is unfortunate, Master.  The claiming of that building, in addition to the village I have repaired up on the plateau, and your improvements to this keep and the garrison, allowed me to achieve level 20.  If you surrender the guild house in Antalia, I will return to level 19, at least until the second village is repaired.” 
 
    Alexander patted the table in sympathy. “I’m sorry, Jeeves.  I don’t think we have the manpower to defend the guild house when it becomes vulnerable again.  How long until the second village is repaired?” 
 
    “Two days, Master.  The improvements I made here in the keep provided enough stone resources to begin the repairs this morning.” 
 
    “Ah, well.  Thank you, Jeeves.  Two days is not so long to wait.  And maybe we won’t lose the guild house so quickly.  The bounty on our heads has been removed.  And our reputation in the city has increased drastically.  I will see what we can arrange.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master. I do so enjoy being level 20.  Also, I should report that the stone golems have mapped a significant portion of the plateau.  It is larger than we first anticipated.  The golems, all but the one you took from the western tower, moved outward from the garrison tower until they each hit an obstacle.  Whether it was a cliff, mountain, or river that could not be crossed.  Or in the case of the northern exploration, the end of the forest.  Once they stopped, I had each of them travel twenty degrees clockwise to a new start location, and make their way back to the garrison tower.  They finished the journey during the night.  Would you like an update to your map?” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the table.  “That’s awesome, Jeeves!  Good thinking.  You really are starting to anticipate our needs quite well.  Yes, please update my map.” 
 
    Alexander pulled up his UI and enlarged his area map.  He watched as it quickly filled in around the pathways taken by the eight stone golems.  The path for the one who headed due west stopped at the western tower, where they’d set him to guard duty before bringing him back to the garrison tower.  But the others all progressed outward beyond what Alexander expected.  Then, as Jeeves described, each of them took a right turn and moved a good distance before returning.  Other than a few blank areas at the outer edges, this process filled in his map of the plateau pretty comprehensively. 
 
    “Jeeves, what are the approximate dimensions of the plateau?” he asked. 
 
    “Approximately twenty miles wide from east to west, Master.  And from the cliffs to the south, to the northern edge of the forest, just over thirty miles.  The plateau itself continues beyond the forest, but I halted the golems at the tree line.  Open grassland could be seen to the north, beyond which was a mountain range.” 
 
    Jules poked Alexander in the ribs with her elbow.  “So, you’re about to be king of a patch of ground that’s almost 650 square miles.”  
 
    Alexander grimaced. “Not king. And I’m surprised you could do any sort of math with all those pancakes in you.  You should be in a coma.” He tried to tickle her as he spoke. 
 
    Fending him off, she made some fake-karate hand chopping motions.  “Maple syrup sugar rush! I’m a pancake ninja!” She grinned.  
 
    Alexander returned his gaze to the table, shaking his head.  “Jeeves, did the golems find anything unusual or useful? Or both?” 
 
    “Yes, Master.  In total they have located:  Four mines;  Seven ruined villages, including the two made of stone which we’ve already discussed, and five constructed of wood, mud, and other natural materials; Two cave complexes, one of which appears to be a dungeon entrance;  One river port structure, also made of stone; And one additional stone tower near the northern edge of the forest.  They also came upon three large burial mounds.  There are two bridges that cross over the river that are in disrepair but still intact, and two more that require significant repairs that cross over tributaries.” 
 
    Alexander kept waiting for Jeeves to pause and take a breath.  He chuckled as he realized it wouldn’t happen.  Jeeves continued. 
 
    “The golems, or the parties of citizens, have encountered several inhabitants of the forest.  You are already aware of the family of prowlers to the west, who now occupy the tower.  And the rock troll behemoth, which you dispatched.  It seems there is also a tribe of rock trolls living in the caves to the northwest.  The system that does not include a dungeon. The caves around the dungeon are occupied by creatures I could not identify.   To the northeast, a group of gryphons are nesting on a mountain that is just outside the plateau boundary. One of the mines, located almost due north of the tower near the center of the forest, is occupied by kobolds. There are a significant number of Dire Wolves in two different packs across the river to the east and southeast.  To the north of the forest, smoke was observed far into the plains, in several locations.  And the entire forest is host to a large number of bears, deer, mountain lions, wild pigs, birds, rabbits, squirrels-” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves, we get the idea,” Alexander cut him off, half curious about whether he’d drill down to insects and such if not stopped.  “Do you have any new options for upgrades?” 
 
    “Not new, Master.  The same as before. But a few are 2nd level upgrades.  Improved Interface and Stone Golems are both available at level 2 now.  As well as the first level Extended Area, Dungeon Spawn, and Aerial Defense options.” 
 
    “Okay, we will discuss the options, Jeeves.  I don’t see a point in making the decision now if you are going to drop back to 19 soon.  And speaking of levels, can you show me your current stat screen?” 
 
    “Of course, Master.”  The familiar blue hologram appeared above the table. 
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    “It says we have nineteen guests?” Alexander inquired. 
 
    “Yes, Master.  We have the wizard Fitz, Lady Lia, five rock trolls in the mine, four gryphons on the walls, five prowlers in the western observation tower, and three humans in the guild house in Antalia.” 
 
    Alright. Thank you, Jeeves.  Please continue your building and repair projects.  Add those bridges to the list.  Start with the ones that aren’t crossable. And if the golems have completed their mapping, please assign them wherever Silverbeard feels they are most needed.  I’ll see you again once we’ve determined the future of the guild house in Antalia.” 
 
    Jules waved at nothing in particular as Alexander teleported them back down to the courtyard.   Kissing him on the cheek, she said, “I’ve got work to do.  Please find time to check on Fibble.  He was crushed when Sasha died yesterday.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head, watching Jules walk across the courtyard and into the donjon. He sighed regretfully as she disappeared.  Turning toward the dining area, he sent out a message in guild chat.  “Fibble, can you meet me in the eating place?” 
 
    Taking a seat on one of the benches, Alexander decided to be productive while he waited for the little goblin.  He pulled some obsidian from his bag and began to make more of the rough dragon pins with the Undying and healing spells imbued within.  He’d lost count over the last week but was sure they needed more of them.  
 
    He chatted amiably with folks sitting nearby or passing by as he worked.  Before long he had a pile of thirty of the little black cubes ready to be shaped.  But there was no sign of Fibble.   
 
    “Jeeves, can you tell me where Fibble is?” he asked out loud.  
 
    “Fibble was outside the wizard’s tower last night shortly after returning from Antalia with Prince Kai and the others. Then he disappeared. I presume into the tower. I still cannot sense anything inside the tower.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  If you sense him outside the tower, please let me know.  And ask him to join me at the bank.” 
 
    Alexander made his way over to the bank location.  Blix was in his accustomed place at the planning table, looking over the drawings.  The dwarven work crew was in the cellar level, assembling the pieces of the vault. 
 
    “Good morning, Blix!  Are you ready for the rest of your building?” he called out as he approached. 
 
    “Blix looked up, smiling at Alexander and bobbing his head. “Most certainly, Alexander.  I have made a few minor changes to the plans since we last spoke.  Here, please take a look.” He motioned to the drawings on the table in front of him. 
 
    Alexander approached and looked down at the drawings.  Having only briefly glanced at them to get the basement dimensions, he had no idea what changes were made.  Deciding he didn’t have time for the gnome banker to explain everything, he simply said, “This looks easy enough.  Some of the detail work will need to be done by Brick or the other shapers.  I’m afraid I don’t do door hinges and such.” 
 
    Blix chuckled.  “The dwarves can see to those details.  If you raise the walls and the other structural elements, that will be more than acceptable.” 
 
    Alexander spent a few minutes studying the drawings in detail, making sure he had the overall dimension of the structure correct.  Then he stepped forward and began to move stone.  He started with the pile of stone he’d removed from the cellar yesterday.  Shaping three chunks of it into thick beams, he laid them across the cellar, placing each one over a stone support column that he’d raised in a line along the center of the cellar.   
 
    Once the beams were secured by merging the ends into the surrounding stone, he moved sections of four-inch-thick slabs and laid them across the beams.  He made sure to cut out a section over the ramp he’d built down into the cellar. The dwarves could turn that into a stairway if they preferred.  But for now, the cellar and ground level floor were complete.   Alexander quickly placed another row of columns down the middle of the floor - each one placed over the top of the one below.  Then he raised walls to match the dimensions on the plans.  Once the outer walls were in place, he created three more beams and set them across, binding them to the outer walls at each end.  Then he paused and took a break. 
 
    Raising a block of stone to sit on, he spoke to Blix while he waited for his stamina and mana to replenish.  Though he had a much larger pool of both now, he was training himself to manage them better.  Too many times he had exhausted himself or his mana pool and suffered the consequences. 
 
    “So, Blix.  Have you given any more thought to the loan program I mentioned yesterday?” 
 
    Blix looked uncomfortable.  “To be honest, I spent most of the evening working on the plan revisions.  But I like the concept.  Banks don’t make money by holding deposits.  We make money by lending and collecting interest.” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the enthusiastic gnome. “Just not too much interest.  Our purpose here is to help the citizens grow the community.  To foster new businesses.  For example, I know the O’Malleys from Stormforge plan to open an inn and tavern here in the keep.  Called the Ogre II.  In fact, they might be the perfect first customer for you.  They have significant gold to work with, as they’ve done us a few favors in recent weeks, and so they’ll have plenty of equity to start.  And a proven business model.  Good food and drink at a reasonable price.  Plus, they’ll have regular access to dwarven ale and spirits.  A good risk, if you ask me.  I’m going to Stormforge when I finish here.  If you’d like to join me, I could introduce you.”  
 
    Blix looked thoughtful for the briefest of moments.  “I would. I can visit our Stormforge banker’s guild office and arrange for proper furniture and such.  And I would like to meet these O’Malleys.” 
 
    “Done! I’ll be done here shortly.  I promised to open a portal from Broken Mountain to Greystone Manor in Stormforge at noon.  Meet me in the courtyard a few minutes before.” Alexander rose and resumed work on the bank structure. 
 
    He quickly covered the first floor with a thinner two-inch stone floor, again leaving room for a stairway in the back.  Then he raised the second-floor columns and walls, slightly thinner than those below to reduce weight.  He set those beams, and then a flat stone roof that sloped slightly toward the rear of the building.  Smiling to himself, he added a couple of skylights like those he’d created for the quarry outside Whitehall.  He walked around the structure, taking care to make sure all the corners were properly melded to ensure stability. 
 
    With the outer structure complete, he moved inside, asking Blix to bring the drawings along.  He raised the stairway from the first floor to the second.  Then, with Blix consulting the drawings and making chalk marks on the stone floors for walls and doorways, he proceeded to rough in the building’s interior.  He created bathrooms on each floor, with proper plumbing lines, if not fixtures.  He made a conference room, teller area with counters, several offices, and resident quarters upstairs. He even installed a heat regulator like he’d done at the quarry. 
 
    All in all, it took him just under two hours to complete his work.  Blix was thrilled with the speed at which his new bank had risen from the earth itself.  He moved from room to room, patting the walls and muttering in a happy tone.  Once in a while, he would pat Alexander himself as if he were a favored pet who’d learned a new trick.  Alexander just grinned at the diminutive banker.  He was starting to like Blix. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s all I have time for,” Alexander called out to Blix as he made for the main door.  “Brick can assist you with whatever your crew can’t take care of.  I’m not sure when he’ll be back, but I don’t think it will be more than a day or so.” 
 
    Blix rushed out the door behind him. “Thank so much, Alexander!  You’ve saved me not only time but also a great deal of money!  Not having to pay for this construction leaves me a great deal of discretionary money for improvements and security measures.”  
 
    Alexander smiled again.  “Just make sure you pay that crew whatever you contracted for.  They shouldn’t suffer from your good fortune,” he warned politely. 
 
    “Of course!  We do have a reputation to uphold after all.  I will see you at the portal before noon.  How much time will I have in Stormforge?” Blix asked. 
 
    “As much as you need.  If you need to stay overnight, we have rooms available at the manor.” 
 
    Alexander moved off toward the smithy.  Finding one of the smiths with the shaping skill, he asked them to finish his dragon pins.  Unlike the dwarven masters working the dragon forge, the smiths agreed to complete the work without asking anything in return.  They simply reminded him that they were anxious for their turn to work the already legendary dragon forge. 
 
    With some time left before he needed to go to Stormforge, Alexander decided some experimentation was in order.  He teleported himself to the moat bridge, far away from anyone who might be hurt in an explosion. 
 
    His arrival spooked a rabbit that had been nibbling on a nearby flower.  With a grin, he summoned his mount.  When the giant white tiger appeared, he said, “So I understand you’re Tigger, now?”  
 
    The big cat chuffed at him, in what he could only assume was laughter.  Sitting on his haunches, Tigger took in their surroundings.  On spotting the fleeing bunny, the cat looked questioningly at Alexander.   
 
    “Yup, that’s why I called you.  Knock yourself out!” Alexander grinned at his companion.  The cat wasted no time, bounding off in the direction of the bunny with tail twitching. 
 
    Alexander sat down on the edge of the bridge, feet hanging over the side.  He leaned forward to look down into the water.  “Hey… Rocky?  You there, buddy?  This is me.  Don’t mistake me for a barbarian and eat me, okay?” he called out, only half joking. 
 
    When the moat monster didn’t appear right away, he shrugged and began to pull items from his bag.  First was one of the health potions Sasha had given him for experimenting.  
 
    His first instinct was to try and enchant the liquid.  From what he’d gathered, either nobody had thought to try it (he certainly hadn’t until Sasha brought it up) or they had tried and failed.   
 
    He held the vial in his hand for a moment.  Then a picture of his hand being blown off ran through his mind.  Instead, he set the vial on the stone next to him.  He started with his Identify ability. 
 
    Common Healing Potion 
 
    Single Use:  Restores 1,000 hp 
 
      
 
    If he had leveled his alchemy skill like Sasha and Lainey had, he’d also be able to see the ingredients. But for today’s purposes, he didn’t think that mattered. 
 
      
 
    He uncorked the vial, looking directly down at the liquid.  Maybe that was the ticket?  Maybe if you didn’t have to penetrate the glass, it would work? 
 
      
 
    He decided to try his basic healing spell, rather than the channeled Healing Light spell.  So he focused on the red liquid and very gingerly extended the spell toward it.  Much like he’d learned to feed magic into wands and other items.   
 
    He felt a tingle in his hand and nearly dropped the vial in fear before he realized it was the heal he was feeling.  The spell had passed right through the liquid and the glass, into his hand. 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said aloud.   
 
    Among the enchantments he’d learned from Master Baleron were simple ice and fire spells.  Thinking maybe if the liquid were solid, it might hold an enchantment; he used the ice spell to freeze the potion.   Repeating the process from before, he extended the healing magic slowly into the top of the vial, pushing it into the ice.   Once again, it passed through the iced potion and glass into his hand. 
 
    Alexander growled in frustration.   No sooner had he made the sound, than the water below him erupted, and Rocky’s face rose to a level with his own. 
 
    Surprised, Alexander leaned back for a moment.  Realizing that the water dragon meant him no harm, he chuckled and waved.  “Hiya, Rocky.  You’re a bit taller than the last time I saw you!” 
 
    His moat monster grinned toothily at him.  With a single swipe of his tail, Rocky launched himself out of the water and up onto the bridge.  He stood there, shining blue scales quickly drying in the sunlight.  Positioning himself next to Alexander, he plopped down on his belly, with his tail hanging off the other side of the bridge.  He sniffed the vial once, then licked it.  The still-frozen vial stuck to the little dragon’s tongue, causing him great alarm.  His eyes widened, and he squeaked, shaking his head from side to side and trying to dislodge the evil tongue-attacking thing. 
 
    Alexander, not sure what to do, wrapped one arm around Rocky’s head and tried to grab the vial with his other hand.  All the while trying to soothe the frightened dragon.  “Easy, Rocky.  It’s okay.  It won’t hurt you.  Just hold still, and I’ll get it off.” 
 
    Rocky eventually calmed at the sound of his master’s voice.  Holding his head still, he stuck his tongue out as far as possible.  Alexander couldn’t help but laugh as the water dragon looked cross-eyed at his tongue. 
 
    Alexander grabbed hold of the offending vial and tugged at it.  Rocky’s tongue moved with it.  Not wanting to rip the skin off his little friend’s tongue, Alexander channeled the fire enchantment slowly into the vial.  It quickly warmed enough to unstick itself, and he pulled it away. 
 
    Rocky snorted, still looking at his tongue.  Then he looked at the vial in Alexander’s hand and growled, backing away slightly. 
 
    “It’s okay, buddy. It won’t hurt you.  It’s a healing potion.  You drink it. Alexander demonstrated by taking a sip from the partly liquid vial.  He felt the tingle of a minor heal. 
 
    “See?  Now you try.” He smiled at Rocky.  The dragon looked unsure but leaned back toward Alexander.  After a moment, he opened his mouth and watched with great suspicion as Alexander poured some of the cold liquid inside. 
 
    His immediate reaction to the cold was to freeze in fear.  But the tingle of the healing potion on his tongue soon relaxed him.  He opened his mouth and grunted at Alexander.   
 
    Laughing, Alexander heated the remaining frozen portion and poured it into the ferocious moat monster’s gullet.  Rocky made a happy sound and rolled his eyes in pleasure.    
 
    “Reminds me of a certain goblin in an old book I read.  From back in the early part of the century.  He would sell his soul for a healing potion,” he said to the dragon.  Patting Rocky’s neck, he said, “All right.  Off with you.  We can’t have you getting addicted to this stuff.  Go play!” 
 
    Without hesitation the water dragon launched himself from the bridge, making a splash that soaked Alexander’s legs when he hit the water.  “You did that on purpose!” he accused, laughing.  Rocky’s head appeared above water long enough to grin at him before disappearing. 
 
    By this time, Tigger had returned to see what the yelling was about.  The tiger sniffed the stone where Rocky had been perched, then leaned to inspect the water below.  Moving over to the other, dryer side of Alexander, he sat and stared at his master. 
 
    “What? Are you made of sugar? Afraid you’re going to melt?” Alexander teased the giant cat. 
 
    Then lightning struck him.  Not literal lightning, like a bolt from the sky.  But an idea. 
 
    Rifling through his inventory, he found that he didn’t have what he needed.  Laying a hand on Tigger, he teleported them both back to the keep.  He made a beeline for the kitchen, where he accosted the first cook he found. 
 
    “Sugar! Do you have sugar?  Preferably in cubes? Like for tea?” he asked. 
 
    The cook wasn’t really listening, staring instead over Alexander’s shoulder at the giant white tiger that filled the doorway.  Alexander noticed belatedly that Tigger’s muzzle was still a bit bloody, with tufts of bunny fur stuck here and there. 
 
    Turning back to the cook, he said, “Bunny committed suicide.  Don’t worry.  He hardly ever eats humans.  Now, about that sugar?” 
 
    Two minutes later he was sitting at one of the dining tables.  Tigger sat on the ground nearby, fastidiously cleaning his muzzle and paws.   
 
    Alexander removed another healing potion from his bag and set it on the table.  Then he selected a sugar cube from a bowl in front of him.  Closing his eyes, he focused on the cube.  As carefully as he could, he pushed healing magic into the sugar cube.  After ten seconds of not feeling any tingles in his hand, he opened his eyes and inspected the cube. 
 
    Sugar Cube.   
 
    Single use:  Restores 500xp. 
 
    Becoming excited, he uncorked the healing potion and pushed the cube inside.  The corners didn’t quite fit, but they crumbled into the potion with the rest when he applied enough force.   Replacing the cork, he shook the vial vigorously.  Then he set it down and waited for the sugar to dissolve. 
 
    When the potion was as clear as he thought it might get, he used his Identify skill again. 
 
    Common Healing Potion 
 
    Single Use:  Restores 1500hp 
 
    “It worked.  I totally cheated, and it worked,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    Grabbing another vial, and selecting another sugar cube, he started again.  He pushed healing magic into the cube until he felt some resistance.  He didn’t want to cause a sugar explosion here in the keep. 
 
    He pushed the cube into the vial, sealed it, and shook it, just like before.  Once it had settled, he took a look. 
 
    Rapid Restoration Potion 
 
    Single Use:  Restores 5000hp 
 
    Skill Level Up!  Enchanting +5 
 
    Skill Level Up!  Alchemy +1 
 
    Alexander pumped a fist in the air, shouting, “I am the MAN!” before looking around self-consciously. 
 
    Mattie stuck her head out of the kitchen doorway to see what the commotion was about.  Seeing Tigger, her eyes got wide.  She stepped out and approached Alexander.   
 
    “He’s beautiful!  Can I … I mean, is it okay if I…” 
 
    Still ecstatic over his achievement, Alexander grabbed Mattie and lifted her up, spinning her around.  “Tigger!” he called out.  Setting Mattie gently on the cat’s back, he said, “Take this young lady for a tour around the keep.  Don’t drop her!” He winked at his mount. 
 
    Tigger left at a slow trot, Mattie gripping tightly to his fur and laughing like a madwoman.  Alexander wasn’t sure if she was thrilled or terrified. 
 
    Deciding to share his new discovery, he walked over to the base of the wizard’s tower and called out “Fitz!  Fitz, I have something awesome to show you!” 
 
    After a minute or so, the old wizard appeared in front of him. “Boy, did your mother not teach you it is impolite to stand outside someone’s home and shout at them?” 
 
    Deciding to let the wizard’s bad mood and reference to his mom roll right off his back, he simply handed the newly enchanted potion to Fitz. 
 
    The wizard took a moment to look at it.  Then he looked a bit closer.  A smile spread across his face. 
 
    “You found a way to enchant a liquid!” He patted Alexander on the shoulder.  
 
    “Not exactly.” Alexander grinned back.  “I found a way to cheat!”  He produced another vial and a sugar cube and proceeded to show Fitz what he’d figured out. 
 
    “Ha!  Very clever, boy.  The end result is what matters.  May I share this with the enchanters at the guild?  This will allow us to heal great numbers of those in need using only simple ingredients.” 
 
    “Of course, Fitz.  I have no need to hoard my knowledge.  Just promise me this will never be shared with another adventurer.  It could ruin the economy of Io.” Alexander winked at his mentor. 
 
    “You continue to surprise me, Alexander.  I’m quite proud of you.  Now go away.”  Fitz turned back toward his tower. 
 
    “Wait!” Alexander stopped him.  Fitz turned back around, looking impatient.  “I’m looking for Fibble.  Jules said he took it hard when Sasha was killed.  Is he in the tower? I asked him to come meet me, but he never showed.” 
 
    Fitz looked up at the tower and closed his eyes a moment.  “He is indeed.  And unnaturally quiet, it seems.  Usually, he’s bugging me constantly about one thing or another.  I didn’t even know he was there.  Let’s go see him.” 
 
    With a flash, both of them were teleported to a small room that, from the look of the ceiling, was set under the tower stairs.  The term ‘room’ was generous.  It was more like a large closet. It reminded Alexander of Fibble’s hole in the bottom room of the goblin dungeon.  The floor at the end where the stairs sloped down to meet the floor was covered in pillows.  A small green hand stuck out from between several of them. 
 
    “Fibble,” Fitz said, in a kinder tone than Alexander had ever heard him use with the goblin.  “Fibble, come out here, please.” 
 
    The hand disappeared into the pillow cloud.  A small, muffled voice emerged. “Fibble not here.” 
 
    Fitz’s voice got a bit sharper.  “Fibble, if I have to say it again, I will put you in a bathtub for a week.” 
 
    Fibble’s nose emerged from between pillows, followed reluctantly by his face.  “Fibble no bath. Fibble tired.  Leave Fibble alone, please?” the little goblin pleaded in a pathetic voice. 
 
    Getting down on one knee, Alexander said, “Hey, buddy.  I know you’re sad about Sasha.  But she’s okay.  She’ll be back in a day or two, good as new!” 
 
    Fibble looked at Alexander like he was stupid.  Then he confirmed the opinion. “Boss stupid.  Fibble saw Sasha die.  Fibble not protect. Not do job!” The little green goblin sobbed. 
 
    “Fibble, you remember in the big cave with the bugs?  When Jules was killed?  Before we fought the big monster?”  
 
    Fibble nodded his head, his big ears flopping back and forth.   
 
    “Well, Jules came back, right?  And she’s okay.  Sasha will be too. I promise.” 
 
    “Jules came back with magic.  Big magic.  God magic.  You use god magic on Sasha?” Fibble sounded hopeful. 
 
    “Well, not me. See, adventurers like Sasha, and Jules, and me… we’re special.  We come here from another world.  Sort of like when the demons came through the portal in the bottom room.”  Alexander paused while Fibble thought that over.  After a few seconds, the goblin nodded his understanding. 
 
    “So, when we are killed here, we get sent back to our world.  And there, Odin uses his god magic to give us new bodies.  Then we can come back, just like new!” 
 
    Fibble snorted, looking suspiciously at Alexander.  Then he looked to Fitz, who smiled and nodded his head, saying, “It is true, Fibble.  But it’s a very big secret.  You must never tell anyone! Or Odin will be angry.” 
 
    Fibble cowered back into his pillows.  “Not want angry god magic!  Worse than bath!”   
 
    Alexander smiled at his littlest guildmate.  “It’s almost lunchtime, Fibble.  And I bet you had no breakfast.  Want to come eat lunch with me?” He held out a hand as he spoke. 
 
    After thinking for about a tenth of a second, Fibble nodded vigorously.  He emerged from the pillow den and took Alexander’s hand.  Fitz waved a hand, and all three of them were back in the courtyard.   
 
    Fitz enthusiastically led the way to the kitchen, where he began to fill a plate and several of his pockets.  Alexander and Fibble each dished up a plate for themselves, and left Fitz to his raiding.  They took seats outside at one of the long tables and began to eat quietly.  Before long, Jules came to join them.  She gave Fibble a hug and a smile, which the little goblin returned tentatively. 
 
    Tigger returned with Mattie, who was much more relaxed and riding like a pro now.  She waved at them as they approached.  Jules smiled at Tigger, then said, “Fibble, would you like to ride with Tigger for a while?  It’s really fun!  He’s like a big walking pillow.” 
 
    Fibble eyed the cat apprehensively.  “Big kitty” he mumbled.   
 
    Jules laughed.  “Yes, he is. Maybe the biggest ever!  But he’s very gentle.  Just ask Mattie.” 
 
    Mattie nodded her head and smiled at the little goblin.  “He was very nice with me.  Come on; I’ll help you up.” She reached out a hand and Tigger stepped up next to the bench they were sitting on.  He crouched down so that his stomach was on the ground.  Fibble stood on the bench, reaching up to Mattie.  She lifted him and set him in front of her on the cat’s back.  Tigger rose and began another circuit of the keep.  Fibble leaned forward and placed his head on the cat’s neck.  “Jules not lie.  Kitty soft like pillow.” He smiled as Tigger carried him away. 
 
    “He’ll be fine.  I’ll watch over him,” Fitz’s voice came from behind them.  He sat down, setting three full plates on the table.  One of them held a thick stack of pancakes.  Catching Jules eyeing his lunch, he growled, “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Jules just smiled sweetly and folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    Checking his UI, Alexander noted it was approaching noon.  “I’m going to Stormforge. Want to tag along?” he asked both Jules and Fitz. 
 
    Jules shook her head.  “Work to do.” She pecked him on the cheek and disappeared into the main building. 
 
    Fitz declined as well. “I must return to Baron Dire’s questioning,” he said around a mouthful of pancakes.  
 
    “When are you going to let ME question him?” Alexander pressed the wizard. 
 
    “Not yet.  In a few days, perhaps.  His strength fades slowly, but it is fading.  Speaking to him now would only get you false information.” 
 
    Deciding not to argue the point, Alexander rose and headed toward the portal.  Blix was waiting for him in the courtyard.  As he approached the gnome, Tigger strode in through the gate.  Mattie and Fibble chatting away atop his back.   Alexander caught Tigger’s eyes.  “Going to Stormforge.  Want to come?”   
 
    Tigger looked thoughtful for a moment and then padded over to sit next to Alexander, dumping Fibble and Mattie backward in a tumble in the process.  The cat grinned at him, and Alexander couldn’t help but laugh.  Fibble also thought it was good fun as he’d landed atop Mattie’s softer regions.  Mattie was much less amused.   
 
    “Hey! That was rude!” she grumped as she got to her feet.   
 
    Fibble decided to take her side and made a face at Tigger.  “Bad kitty!”   Tigger just pretended he didn’t hear either of them, staring expectantly at Alexander.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mattie.  I should have warned you about Tigger’s sense of humor,” Alexander apologized for his remorseless mount. “Blix and I are going to be visiting the O’Malleys today.  Would you like to come along? I know Rose would love to see you.” 
 
    Mattie smiled. “That would be nice, but I’ve work to do.  Please give her my love,” she replied. 
 
    Alexander had a thought. “Jeeves, loudspeaker please.”    
 
    Jeeves signaled, “Go ahead, Master.” 
 
    “Attention, all citizens.  I will be opening a portal to Stormforge in a few minutes.  If you’d like to visit the city for a couple of hours, you are welcome to join us.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Sorry for the short notice.  If you’re busy with other things just now, I’ll be scheduling regular portals to both Stormforge and Broken Mountain in the next few days.” 
 
    Looking to Blix, he said, “Have you ever seen a dragon forge?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Only The Good Die Young 
 
      
 
    Richard Greystone watched his son’s game feed as he reviewed the reports on the explosion in his lab.  The feed worried him as much as, if not more than, the reports.  Alexander’s brain was embracing the game world.  This was a good thing, in that the neural connections he was establishing by moving the arms and legs of his altered elf body were taking hold in his real body.  With all the trauma of the explosion, Richard doubted anybody but him noticed how his son moved through the Olympus complex in his brief period out the pod.  It wasn’t a drastic improvement, his son wasn’t running or jumping, but the normal hesitation, the careful movements of his son’s last four or five years were gone. 
 
    I should be ecstatic!  The drugs, the pods, the nanotech are all coming together as we’d hoped.  Given enough time in immersion, he could achieve complete remission.  
 
    But therein lay the problem.  Time.  Alexander’s deep neural connection to the system also meant that day by day his son was accepting the game as reality.  His relationships with NPCs, his dedication to making the world better, and his loyalty to his people.  Those were all good things. But the temporary state of coma that he entered, and the possibility that his brain would begin to accept damage taken in-game as real, presented a real and potentially fatal danger to his son.  It was possible that the next time his son was mortally wounded, his brain’s reaction would cause his real-world body to shut down. 
 
    At least for today, he’s not planning anything dangerous.  Building, socializing, making new friends.  Doing what he does best.   
 
    Richard focused on the reports.  There was more going on than he’d told his son or the others.  His people had tried to notify Matt’s father, Seshat’s husband, after the accident.  But he had disappeared, so far without a trace.   Not suspicious in and of itself as the man had retreated from the world after his wife was killed.   
 
    But a few hours ago, the FBI had informed him that it wasn’t Matt who was killed in the blast.  DNA identification had been done as a matter of procedure.  And the DNA of the tech who’d been standing next to Dayle’s pod when it exploded wasn’t Matt’s.  It belonged to a tech named Scott Pastor.  A relatively new employee at Olympus, Scott had joined them a little over a year ago.  He was twenty-six years old and had a bright future ahead of him when he stepped into that lab. 
 
    Interviews with the other techs revealed that Matt had asked Scott to finish his shift, claiming illness and leaving just ten minutes before the bomb went off.  Security had no record of him leaving the compound, or even the building.   So, either he found a way to mask his identity and escape, or he was still somewhere nearby.    Neither option was good.  Assuming Matt was the bomber, which was a safe assumption since he hadn’t appeared in the last eighteen hours, he could be preparing another attack. 
 
    Security was increased throughout the complex.  More men were being vetted as his private security company recruited reinforcements.  Trusted employees were being quietly armed with concealed weapons and communication earbuds.  Even Melanie, who as it turned out was one hell of a sharpshooter, was packing a weapon somewhere on her person.  Richard took a moment to picture her as he’d seen her earlier, in a businesslike skirt and blouse.  He idly wondered where she was hiding the gun. 
 
    Shaking his head, he set down the reports.  Taking a quick look at Alexander’s feed, he saw his son opening a portal from Greystone Manor.  There were dwarves waiting on the other side.  Getting up from his desk, he said, “Odin, watch over my boy, please.  I’m going to go encourage his friends to get back in the game to protect him.” 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sasha and the other Greystone guildmembers were gathered in a waiting area in the surgical wing of Olympus’s medical center.  They’d drifted in, singly and in pairs, after eating breakfast.  The room was mostly silent as they waited on news of their friend Dayle. 
 
    Richard entered the room, taking a moment to look into the eyes of each of them before he cleared his throat. 
 
    “The doctors tell me they are just about through with the surgery.  He’s not out of the woods yet, but they are more optimistic than they were twelve hours ago.” He tried to smile, but his face just wouldn’t cooperate. 
 
    “Dayle has lost both legs and his left arm.  His right arm was badly damaged, but doctors have been able to save it.  Not that it will make much difference.  His spinal cord was severed.  Even if he had all his limbs, he’d be unable to use them.”  Misty sobbed as Sasha and Lainey wrapped arms around her.  Warren put a bandaged arm around his sister, Lyra, who was crying into his shoulder.   Richard swallowed hard, the words sticking in his throat.  But he continued. 
 
    “Dayle has a concussion, though doctors say it is surprisingly mild.  Apparently, the headgear protected him to some extent.  He’s in a coma, and doctors are going to keep him that way for at least several weeks.  His body needs time to recover from the trauma.  The emotional stress he would suffer would kill him if he were to wake up now.   We’re going to put him in a pod to help him heal.  But he won’t be connected to anything but medical monitoring equipment.” 
 
    “But…” Misty wiped tears from her face and took a ragged breath. “He’s going to live?” 
 
    Richard looked at the floor for a moment, trying to compose himself.  He liked Dayle and considered him a friend.  He had recruited the man for immersion testing.  After a deep breath of his own, he raised his head and looked Misty in the eye. 
 
    “I hope so.  The next forty-eight hours are crucial.  We are doing absolutely everything that can be done for him.  But I can’t promise you anything.” 
 
    She nodded her head, fresh tears pouring down her cheeks.   
 
    “Will we be able to see him?” Warren asked quietly.  From the tone of his voice, it was clear that seeing him was among the last things Warren actually wanted to do. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Richard replied. “Dayle will be acutely vulnerable to infection with all his various injuries, which include burns on his back and arm.  Even a quarantined clean room would be risky for him.  He’ll go right from surgery to a pod.  The nano-gel will suspend him, keep him clean, and begin stimulating his muscles when it is safe to do so.  All of this, combined with IV antibiotics, should help keep infection from taking hold.  This is obviously a brand-new form of treatment, as we’ve just developed the technology.  But the doctors are unanimous in their view that he won’t survive if we don’t try it.” 
 
    “So, he’s still your damned guinea pig!” Lyra shouted at him.  “We signed our goddamned lives away when we signed up for this.  He owns us all now!”  Warren tried to hush his sister, but she pushed him away.  Balling her fists, she stepped toward Richard. “We’re all just rats in a maze! You study us, watch us try to find our way to the cheese.  Then pull us out and start us over again!” She began to beat on Richard’s chest.  He braced himself and took the blows. 
 
    “All this for your precious little boy!  Dayle might die!  We all might die!  Just so your little rich boy might live an extra year or two!  When Dayle dies, are you going to dissect his brain for the cause?  How about mine?” 
 
    The others stood around, eyes wide in shock.  Sasha was the first to recover.  She let go of Misty and moved toward Lyra, eyes blazing with wrath.   “You self-centered little bitch!  I’ll-” 
 
    Richard wrapped his arms around Lyra, pulling her into a hug.  She struggled for a moment, then just sobbed.  Richard gave Sasha a look, then shook his head.  She halted her progress across the room, still angry but looking uncertain. 
 
    When Lyra had calmed a bit, Richard moved her to a sofa and sat her down.  He sat next to her, holding both her hands in his. 
 
    “No one regrets what has happened to Dayle more than I do.  I’m responsible for him being here.  Not just because it was my company that developed the tech.  I personally recruited him. He was among the first I reached out to.  I consider him a friend, and I will never forgive myself for what has happened to him.” 
 
    Richard looked up from Lyra’s face to glance around at the others.  “None of you is trapped here.  I told you yesterday that you’re all released from any contractual obligations if you wish it.  You never have to go near another immersion pod.  Now that things have calmed down a bit, we can have a team escort you home, or wherever you wish to go.  You’ll be paid in full for your entire contracts, plus hazard bonuses.” 
 
    He patted Lyra’s hands gently as he continued.  “I understand why you blame me for this.  And you’re right.  I want to save my little boy.  Though he’s not so little anymore.  None of us expected him to live long enough for this technology to help him.  But he has.  I won’t apologize for doing everything in my power to try and save him.  Or even just to spend another year with him.  I love him.”    
 
    Sasha began to cry where she stood in the middle of the room.  Stumbling over to the sofa, she sat behind Richard and wrapped her arms around him, leaning her face into his back.  She was squeezing so hard that he had difficulty speaking. 
 
    “But this isn’t only for Alexander.  Whether he lives or dies, this technology may be able to help millions recover from devastating trauma.  Both physical and mental.  And no matter what you decide over the next few days, you have played a big part in making that happen.”  
 
    Letting go of Lyra’s hands, Richard twisted around and hugged Sasha.  Lainey looked as if she wanted to join them, but held her ground.  Brick took her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. 
 
    Letting go of Sasha, he used his sleeve to wipe her nose.  The fatherly act caused her to laugh through her tears.  “Thanks, Dad,” she mumbled.  He gave her a tear-filled smile.   
 
    Richard looked at Lainey, and then he rose from the sofa and moved to gather her in a hug.  She squeezed him just as tightly as Sasha had.  Brick and Max gave them some room.  After half a minute, Richard turned back to the group. 
 
    “You are, of course, all welcome to stay.  In fact, I hope you will.  We’ve taken everyone out of immersion while we checked over all your equipment.  Alexander, as you know, went back in last night to be with Jules, who we couldn’t bring out for obvious reasons.  The rest of you can go back in anytime you like.  We’ll be starting over at two-week immersions for those who want to continue.  If you’re not comfortable with that, we can offer you alternative situations.” 
 
    Brick was the first to speak. “I’ll be going back in.  Those bastards aren’t going to scare me off.  A few assholes with guns and a single bomb?  Shit, that was every day in my neighborhood growin’ up!” he smiled at Richard. 
 
    Max stood and put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “They won’t let me shoot and loot people out here, so I guess I’m in!” 
 
    Sasha snorted.  “Idiot.” Then she smiled and moved to gather both men in a group hug. “I’m in too.  Somebody has to keep dorkboy and these fools alive.” 
 
    Lainey nodded, looking up at Richard’s smiling face.  “I’ll watch over him wherever he is.  Out here, or in there.” 
 
    Misty, sitting very still in a chair with her knees pulled up to her chest, shook her head.  “I don’t know.  It wouldn’t be the same without Dayle.” 
 
    Warren said nothing, not even looking at the group.  He was focused on Lyra, who was crying softly with her hands over her face.  He rubbed her back and tried to comfort her. 
 
    Richard answered Misty.  “You don’t need to decide right now.  Not today, or even this week.  You have a home here, for as long as it takes you to figure it out.” 
 
    Letting go of Lainey, with more than a little regret if he were honest with himself, he began to head for the door.  Sasha stopped him. 
 
    “Hey, pops?” She gave him a wry little smile as he turned around.  “We could use some help.  In the game, I mean.  Especially if Lyra, Warren, and Misty don’t come back.  So I was thinking…” 
 
    Richard held up a hand to stop her.  “Let me guess.  Helga and the others?  You want them to be given pods.” 
 
    Sasha’s mouth sat open for a moment, then closed abruptly when she realized it.  “Uhm, yeah. That would be good.  But no, I was thinking maybe you could ask some of the other immersion players if they want to join us?  Like Dayle’s group has.” 
 
    Richard chuckled.  “The other immersion players, that would… upset our program quite a bit.  But I’ll think it over.  Discuss it with Michael and a few others.   As for Helga, Lugs, Benny, and Beatrix.  They have already been extended the same invitation all of you received.  They’ll be here in the building this afternoon.  They’ll be shown around and given the choice to join you.” 
 
    He turned once again to exit the room. 
 
    “Wait.”   Lyra’s voice was gravelly, her throat raw from crying and yelling. 
 
    “Please.  I want to apologize.  This whole thing has been a nightmare.  It was all just supposed to be fun and games.  But I know it isn’t your fault.  And I’m sorry about what I said. I know you are trying to do something good here.  All of you. I’m… sorry.” 
 
    Richard smiled at Lyra.  “You have nothing to be sorry for. And thank you.  Now, try to get some rest.  We can talk again tomorrow if you like.” He opened the door and left. 
 
    Warren and Lyra left a minute or so later.  Warren nodded at the others as he helped his sister to her feet.  She gave them a small smile as she turned toward the door. 
 
    Misty, still sitting in her chair, looked lost in thought. 
 
    Sasha put a hand on her shoulder.  “We really would love to have you with us.  You’re one of us, now.”   
 
    Misty smiled up at her.  “Thank you.  But I want to see what Warren and Lyra decide.” And with that, she got up and exited as well. 
 
    Max watched the door close behind her.  “She’ll come back.  I think the siblings will, too.  The whole Dayle thing is just too new for them right now.” 
 
    Brick changed the subject.  “So, when are we going back in?” 
 
    Sasha said, “I want to wait until morning.  See what Helga and the others do.  Maybe even meet them this afternoon!” 
 
    Brick grinned “Yeah. I bet Helga’s as big as me in real life!” he said with a bit of a lusty gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Nobody is as big as you in real life. I still want to giggle every time I hear the dwarf’s voice come out of that giant body,” Lainey joked.   
 
    Max interjected, “You realize if they choose the pods, they’ll have to start over as noobs.  We’ll need to figure out a way to level them quickly.  And they won’t be of much use until they level up.” 
 
    Sasha nodded her head “We were planning to level up some of the citizens anyway.  Have them make some dungeon runs in Stormforge.  Send them out hunting dire wolves.  We’ll work it out.  Which reminds me… I need to talk to Richard again.  I’ll catch you guys later.” 
 
    Sasha went up to Alexander’s office.  Grabbing a note pad and pen off one of the tables, she plopped down on the sofa and began to write.  After maybe thirty minutes, she set down the pen. 
 
    “Heimdall, are you there, sweetie?” she called out. 
 
    “Of course, Princess Sasha.  How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to pops.  Could you let him know, and tell me where to find him?” 
 
    “Right away.  Just a moment.”    Sasha smiled up at the nearest camera.  Heimdall had started calling her ‘princess’ almost immediately after Alfred had.  She thought of the AIs as friends. 
 
    “Richard says to join him in his office. He is there now.  Shall I send the elevator for you?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Heimdall.  You’re the BEST!” She smiled at the camera again as she crossed the room.  The elevator doors opened for her as she approached.  Once inside, Heimdall lifted her to Richard’s office level and let her out. 
 
    Richard was waiting for her.  He gave her a little hug as she walked into his office.  “How ya doin, kiddo?”  
 
    “Been a rough couple days, but I think I’m okay,” Sasha answered.  “The whole bomb thing.  Too much like when Angela was… when we lost Angela.” She couldn’t meet his eyes.  She knew the sorrow she’d see there.  “And what happened to Dayle is horrible.” 
 
    Richard watched Sasha’s face.  He knew it wasn’t just Angela she was thinking about.  Sasha’s own parents had died not long after Angela.   Sasha had been twelve years old.  But she was a tough young lady.  And Richard had made sure she was financially taken care of.  He’d also included her in as many of their family activities as he could.  She was as much a daughter to him as if she were his own blood.  He’d secretly hoped, as Angela had, that Sasha and Alexander would become an item.  Angela claimed that kids with Alexander’s brains and Sasha’s fire could take over the world! But the romance just never blossomed. 
 
    “Yes, it is horrible.  All of us are having a bit of a hard time dealing with it.  We have counselors if you’d like someone to talk to?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.  Thank you, but I’m good.  I did want to talk to YOU, though.” 
 
    He motioned her over to the sitting area, and they each took a chair.  She produced her list from a pocket, unfolding it as he asked, “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, the thing is, you know we converted Fibble to a ‘good guy’ after we rescued him.  And he’s been with us through all these fights and dungeons and stuff.”  Richard nodded his head as she spoke. 
 
    “By my count, he should have leveled up to about level 50, at least.  If he gets experience at the same rate we do.  I know he’s been leveling because he gets the tummy tingles!” She smiled at Richard’s chuckle.  “What?” 
 
    “Just now, when you said tummy tingles.  You said the same thing the first time you had a root beer float at our house.  Angela made them for all of us.  When you swallowed your first bite, you said it made your tummy tingle.” His smile made hers all the wider.  
 
    “I remember that!  It was after… the zoo, I think?  Dorkboy and I were… eight?” 
 
    “I believe so.  You two have grown up so fast!” 
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes at him.  “Okay, pop.  What I want to know is, what stats is Fibble getting when he levels.  And does he get free stat points to assign?  And if he does, how can I help him do that? He can’t read or anything.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes widened a bit in surprise.  “I hadn’t even considered that.  The answer is, I don’t know.  I’m sure the developers wrote in experience and leveling for monsters and NPCs.  But I don’t know about attribute points.” He got a mischievous look on his face.  “Let’s find out!” 
 
    He moved to the sofa and patted the seat next to him.  As Sasha moved to join him, he said, “Odin, please show us Fibble’s current character sheet.” 
 
      ***** 
 
      
 
    Alexander opened the portal, and the dozen or so citizens who had gathered in the courtyard moved through to Greystone Manor on the other side.  Blix waited and walked through with Alexander. 
 
    Once through to the other side, he called out to the dispersing group. “I’ll be opening the portal back in two hours!” 
 
    As soon as he had closed the incoming portal, he cast the spell to open it again, this time to Broken Mountain.  Master Ironhammer was waiting there with his smiths and a couple wagonloads of supplies.   Just in case, Alexander called out, “I welcome you all to Greystone Manor!” as they began to file through the portal. 
 
    Alexander shook hands with Ironhammer. “Welcome back, Master Ironhammer. This is Blix Copperbottom of the banker’s guild.  He’s opening a Greystone bank for us at the keep.” 
 
    “Good t’meet ye.” The dwarf and gnome shook hands, as Ironhammer asked, “Have ye see’d our dragon forge yet?” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the ‘our’ as he followed the two around the main house to the dragon forge.  Blix might be a banker, but he was still a gnome and was as enamored with the forge as any dwarf.  He gasped in awe, touching every surface he could reach.  Even going so far as to reach momentarily into the forge itself to feel the heat. 
 
    Alexander waited patiently for the gnome to emerge.  “This is a wondrous thing, Alexander,” Blix said with some gravity.  “Just the fees you could charge the masters for working here could finance your whole loan program, and make our bank one of the wealthiest around in a matter of a few years.” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the gnome.  “At the moment, we’re not charging.  Oh, sure, the masters gave Brick some mithril for the privilege of working the forge.  But mainly we’re just giving them access out of friendship.” Alexander watched as Blix’s eyes nearly bulged from his head. “However, we can certainly think about that for the future.” He tossed the gnome a bone. 
 
    After a brief tour of the manor house, Alexander led Blix back out to the courtyard.  “To save a little time, I’ll teleport us over to the Ogre and introduce you to the O’Malleys.  Then I’m afraid I must report to the king, so I’ll leave you in their hands. 
 
    With a nod of agreement from Blix, Alexander teleported the two of them to the private dining area inside the Ogre.  Stepping out into the restaurant, they found Martin just emerging from the kitchen. 
 
    “Martin!  Good afternoon.  I’ve brought a friend I thought you might like to meet.” Alexander motioned toward Blix.  “Martin O’Malley, meet Blix Copperbottom.  Blix is starting our bank for us at the keep.  He’s also going to be administering a program where we loan funds to citizens who want to build businesses in the keep.” He winked at Martin, who laughed.  Then he continued, “I thought you two should talk.” 
 
    Martin held out a hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Copperbottom.” 
 
    “Please, call me Blix.  Any friend of Alexander’s is a friend of mine,” Blix replied. 
 
    Alexander looked at Martin.  “I think it’s safe enough for you to build your Ogre II when you’re ready, Martin.  It’ll have to be made of stone, but that will actually decrease your construction costs.  Blix here can fill you in. I built his bank for him this morning.  Now, I have to go report to the king on what happened in Antalia yesterday.  Can you make sure Blix gets back to the compound?” 
 
    Martin clapped Alexander on the back.  “Of course.  And by the way, several of them bounty hunters cleared out of here this morning.  They got news about the bounty bein’ lifted.  But a few are still in the other room.  Mattie’s dungsnuffler’s with ‘em now.” 
 
    Alexander’s face grew grim.  “How many?” 
 
    “Five of them, last I looked.” Martin’s voice grew concerned.  “Now, if you plan to take ‘em on in here, I’ll back you up.  But I’d appreciate it if ya don’t damage too much furniture…” 
 
    Alexander chuckled.  “I wouldn’t damage your place on purpose, Martin. In fact, if they wish to fight, I’ll kindly invite them outside.” He grinned at Martin, who looked as if he thought he should be worried. 
 
    Alexander walked through the kitchen, followed by Martin and Blix.  He stopped a moment to greet Rose, before continuing into the tavern.  Martin nodded toward a table on the far right of the room.  “The dungsnuffler be the one with his back to us.  With the black hair.” 
 
    Alexander looked over the group at the table.  None of them were over level 40.  The four players wore average gear.  There were three melee types in chainmail and one caster. 
 
    Martin reached under the bar and produced an axe handle with more than a few scratches on it.  Alexander just winked at him and stepped toward the table. 
 
    “Gentlemen!” he called as he stepped closer.  “I understand you’re looking for me? What can I do for you?”  He stopped about five feet from the group. 
 
    Mattie’s ex-husband burst from his chair.  “You!  You kidnapped my wife!  Where is she?” 
 
    Alexander smiled coldly at the man.  “You must be Mattie’s EX-husband.  She divorced you. I was a witness.  She told us all about you.  What was your name again?” 
 
    The man growled at him.  “You’ve no right-” 
 
    “I have every right!” Alexander roared, interrupting him.  “I am Alexander, Baron of the Dire Lands, Knight Advisor to the King, and friend to the crowns of Stormforge, Broken Mountain, and Antalia!  You are a worthless drunken piece of shit that abused his wife until she fled in fear. She is now a citizen of Dire Keep and one of my subjects! Sit down before I take your head here and now!”  
 
    The entire tavern went deadly silent at Alexander’s outburst.  The men sitting at the table looked from their companion to Alexander.  He addressed them as a group. “Which of you leads this group?” 
 
    One of the warriors stood.  “I do.  Name’s Pollock.  We’re from Antalia.  Came here for the bounty.  Since it was just lifted, and you claim to be a friend of the crown, I’m guessing something’s happened since we left.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Indeed.  Yesterday we raided and took control of the PWP guild house.  We discovered that chancellor Lucius had poisoned and locked away the queen, intending to marry Princess Kimberly and take the throne for himself.  We relieved Lucius of his head and killed the guards loyal to him.  The queen has been healed, and she is now in control again.” 
 
    The others looked confused, but Pollock nodded his head.  “Figured it was something like that.  So, you wiped out PWP?  Those guys were real assholes.” 
 
    Alexander grinned.  “Not exactly.  PWP was a healer’s guild, good people.  Mostly priests.  Then Henry framed the leader for murder and took over.  That’s when all the PK action started.  Those players are all gone, most of them spending the next year in lockup.  Some of them in real life. They were working for a terrorist organization called Light of Truth.  They have attacked Jupiter Tech headquarters twice now - bombs, rocket launchers, automatic rifles…” 
 
    One of the seated players said, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Alexander continued. “I came over here thinking you were part of that group.  I think I’ve figured out you’re not.   Anyway, we’re restoring the old PWP, the healer’s guild.  We’ve had their leader released from jail in Antalia.  We’ll be releasing several of their officers that are locked up here.  We’ll give them back their guild house and help them rebuild.  Never hurts to have a guild full of healers as friends!” He grinned at them. 
 
    Pollock responded “No, we ain’t PWP.  In fact, those assholes gank’d us more than once as noobs.  Good riddance to them.” 
 
    Alexander turned serious.  “Then I have to ask… why are you still here?  If you came for the bounty…” 
 
    Pollock motioned toward Mattie’s ex-husband, now seated in his chair and stewing in his anger and damaged pride.  “He told us you had kidnapped his wife.  We figured we’d help him get her back, and get some xp.  Maybe some loot in the process.” 
 
    Alexander turned to Martin.  “Martin, could you ask Rose to come out here please?” 
 
    While they waited, Alexander gave his best diplomatic smile.  “It wouldn’t have gone well for you.  None of my people are under level 50.  You’d have been outnumbered and outmatched.” 
 
    He let that sink in as Rose approached.  Upon seeing Mattie’s ex-husband, she shouted, “Who let that dungsnuffler in here again?  Martin!”  She looked angrily at the man and then back at her husband. 
 
    One of the seated players snorted, mumbling, “Dungsnuffler! Ha!” 
 
    “Rose, would you please tell these adventurers about the dungsnuffler?” Alexander couldn’t help but grin as he said it. 
 
    Rose rolled up her sleeves and looked as if she might punch the man.   “Drunken waste of a human soul, that one is.  Married my sweet Mattie.  Used her for money so he could go out whoring and drinking.  Then went home and abused the poor girl.  Alexander, if ya don’t kill him, I will.” 
 
    Pollock’s face darkened as Rose spoke.  So did those of the other players.   
 
    “You lying bitch!” The dungsnuffler shot up from his chair, lunging at Rose.  He held a dagger in one hand, aimed directly at her throat.  Alexander quickly cast a magic shield in front of Rose, doubting that it would be strong enough to stop the man.  He frantically drew his sword. 
 
    He need not have worried.  Before the dagger even reached the shield, the man’s head dropped from his shoulders.  
 
    Pollock leaned down, wiping his sword on the man’s shirt.  “I had to do it.  He would have killed her.” He looked at Alexander, worry evident on his face.   Killing a citizen within city limits would result in a long prison sentence.  For many players, that spelled financial ruin.  Pollock’s friends all put hands on their weapons, ready to fight their way out of the city. 
 
    Alexander nodded as Rose kicked the dead body in front of her feet.  “I would have killed him if you hadn’t.  Though I fear I would have been too slow to save Rose.  Thank you.” 
 
    Pollock looked relieved.  His friends relaxed.  Alexander said, “I will have to arrest you.  But I will tell the king what happened here.  And I’m sure the O’Malleys and Blix here will testify on your behalf.  And this asshole had more than one run-in with the guards in the past.  I expect the king will release you with no charges.” 
 
    Pollock nodded.  Alexander instructed his friends “Pick up the body.  And the head.  I’ll teleport all of us to the palace, and we can deal with this quickly.” 
 
    When everyone was ready, Alexander teleported them to the courtyard inside the palace walls.  Two guards immediately lowered spears at them until Alexander held up a hand.  Both guards snapped to attention and saluted.  “Sir!” 
 
    “Please inform Captain Redmond and the king that we’ve had a little incident.  A citizen has been killed by an adventurer.  I’ve brought everyone here.” He motioned to the crowd. 
 
    The guard noticed the head being held by one of the players and made a face of disgust.  “Good riddance, I say.  I’ll inform the king immediately.  Please await him in the great hall,” he instructed before taking off at a run. 
 
    Alexander led the group through the inner bailey gate and into the palace structure.  They proceeded down a wide corridor and through a large double doorway into the great hall.  The throne was empty, so the players set the body and head on the floor and they all waited patiently.  Alexander winked at Pollock to reassure him. 
 
    King Charles and Captain Redmond emerged from the doorway that led to the king’s study.  “Alexander!  What an interesting group you’ve brought me.  Have you managed to find even more trouble?” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the king.  “It does seem to follow me around, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Looking to the headless corpse on the floor, the king frowned.  “Tell me.” 
 
    Alexander explained the identity of the dead man, the events at the tavern, and the circumstances of the man’s death.  Captain Redmond spoke quietly to the king for a moment. 
 
    Then the king asked Rose for her version of the story.  He asked Pollock a few questions about where he was from and why he was in Stormforge.  When Pollock admitted he was here to kill Alexander, the king raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Alexander, you knew this man and his friends came to kill you? Before you brought him here?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.  He was seeking the bounty from Antalia.  Then he thought he would be rescuing Mattie from a dastardly kidnapper.” He grinned when the king snorted at his comment. “That’s all been worked out.  And I have a report on that for you when we’re done here.  I have no issue with Pollock or his group. He saved Rose’s life when I would have been too slow.” 
 
    King Charles looked thoughtfully at the group.  He motioned for a pair of guards to remove the body.  “Mister Pollock.  We thank you for saving the life of our friend Rose.  And I warn you to think twice about attempting to kill Alexander here.  He has a gift for staying alive and overcoming enemies much greater than your group here.” He grinned at the warrior. 
 
    Pollock bowed to the king “Yes, Your Majesty.  I believe I see what you mean.  He’ll have no trouble from us.” 
 
    “As for Antalia, my messenger returned this morning via teleport scroll.  He had messages from the queen, the princess, Sir Jeffrey, Sir Michael, and the man you wanted released, Martin.” 
 
    Captain Redmond stepped forward and handed Alexander two envelopes.  “The messages from the princess and Martin were for you.   The queen tells me you and yours saved her kingdom from a dire future.  I’ve met Lucius.  Didn’t like him.  I understand you ripped his head off?” 
 
    Alexander coughed.  “Um, not me.  Prince Kai did that, Your Majesty.  Lucius was using evil magic taught by the Dark One.  Kai was… displeased.” 
 
    “Ha!  I would have paid much to see that!” The king laughed.  “In any event, it seems the Greystone guild are heroes in yet another realm.  The queen invites you back for a dinner in honor of your actions.” 
 
    Alexander bowed deeply.  “It would be our honor.  The rest of the guild are… back in our homeland just now.  There was an attack there, and one of our own was severely injured.  Lost both legs and an arm.”  The players in the group gasped and looked at Alexander with questioning faces.  “I expect the others back in a day or so.  If you wouldn’t mind letting her know we could be there in… three days?” 
 
    The king nodded his head.  “I believe I’ll send my son with you.  It’s about time he learns a little diplomacy, and we need to strengthen ties with Antalia.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.  I’d be happy to escort him.” 
 
    “Well, Alexander.  It seems you’ve taken a situation that could have led to war, and turned it into a benefit for my realm once again.  How can I repay you?” 
 
    “No payment is needed, Your Majesty.  It is our pleasure to serve.  I would ask a favor, though.” 
 
    “Name it!” 
 
    “Captain Redmond is familiar with four adventurers arrested during the PWP attack on Stormforge.  They were officers of the old PWP guild before it was subverted.  They took no active part in the attack, though they did nothing to prevent it, out of fear.  I would ask that they be released on parole.  To help Martin rebuild the guild as it was before.” 
 
    The king nodded his head “We expected this after you explained your intentions the other day.  I’ve already approved their pardons.  But if you wish it to be parole instead, so be it.” 
 
    Alexander grinned. “Never hurts to be careful, Your Majesty.  If they misbehave, we can send them right back here.” 
 
    “So be it.  We’ll have them released and ready to accompany your group in three days’ time.  Is there anything else you wish to report?” 
 
    “It seems the queen filled you in on the situation quite well, Your Majesty. I don’t think I have more to add.  Except that I expect the queen will ask us to help her remove Chaos Nation as a threat to her city while we are there.” 
 
    The king winked at him. “She included that as well.  Make us proud, Alexander.  If that is all, I have one or two other things to take care of.   I wish you luck!”  The king retreated back to his study; the captain followed right behind him. 
 
    Alexander turned back to his group, only to find Rose patting a despondent Blix on the shoulder.  “Blix?  Everything okay?” 
 
    The gnome nodded his head. “I had hoped for an introduction to the king, is all.” 
 
    Alexander resisted the urge to facepalm.  “I’m sorry, Blix.  Slipped my mind completely.  If you like, you can accompany us to Antalia.  We’ll stop here to pick up the prince, and maybe I’ll have an opportunity to introduce you then.  AND you’ll get to meet the queen and princess of Antalia.” 
 
    The gnome perked up instantly.  Then looked worried.  “I’ll need to go shopping for proper attire!”   
 
    Rose took his hand and patted it, calming him.  “Don’t worry. I know where to take you.  We can go right now.” 
 
    Blix looked at Alexander. “I’m afraid I will need to remain overnight.” 
 
    Alexander smiled at the diminutive banker.  “When you’re ready to come back, just go next door to Lydia’s alchemy shop.  Tell her, or her husband, Captain Redmond, and they will contact me. You can stay in any vacant room in the compound.  Master Ironhammer will show you around.  Or I believe we have some credit at the Stallion, right outside the gate.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Rose glared at him. “Blix will stay with us.  If he’s going to help us with the Ogre II, he might as well see what we do!” 
 
    As they left the palace, the group separated.  The O’Malleys took Blix and headed off into the city.  Alexander turned toward the Greystone compound but noticed Pollock loitering around, looking unsure of where to go.  He paused to talk to the man. 
 
    “Suddenly without a mission?” he asked. 
 
    Pollock looked sheepish.  “We planned to head out to kill you this afternoon.  So, yeah.” 
 
    “Are you guys all members of a guild?” Alexander asked. 
 
    Pollock shook his head. “Nope.  We’re friends in real life.  All of us play for a living.  But we could never agree on a guild.  Plus, they want so much of your time.  So, we run dungeons and quests together.  The loot is decent.” 
 
    Alexander considered for a moment.  “Here’s the thing.  You’ve already heard that we’re having real world problems with this ‘Dark One’ - whoever he is.  This is no-bullshit, serious terrorist stuff.  And he’s in control of the Chaos Nation guild in Antalia.  You also heard that the queen is going to ask us to help take them out.  It wouldn’t hurt to have some backup that we could count on.” 
 
    Pollock and the others were nodding along as he spoke.  “I’d be willing to pay you guys one thousand gold each to help us in that fight.  Plus, you’d each get a share of whatever loot there is. And we can probably improve your gear a bit with what we have in our guild bank.  But there are a few conditions.” 
 
    “Such as?” one of the players asked before Pollock could. 
 
    Well, I’m being monitored as we speak by Jupiter tech folks and the FBI.  And if you’re going to fight alongside us, they’re going to want to make sure you’re not Chaos Nation or some allied group.  So, the first condition would be you’d have to pass background checks.   The second condition would be you’d have to swear an oath of loyalty, witnessed by Odin, for the duration of the quest.  Betraying that oath will mean anything from a long suspension to outright loss of your account.  Betraying it by helping a terrorist organization in some way, could mean you wake up to find FBI agents with handcuffs waiting for you.” 
 
    He paused while the others considered this.  None of them looked particularly nervous.  But if they were already involved with the Light of Truth, none of this was news to them. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to decide pretty quickly.  The folks out there will need time for background checks,” Alexander prompted them. 
 
    “Give us a minute to talk it over,” Pollock replied. 
 
    Alexander pointed to Lydia’s shop a few doors away.  “I need to go in there for ten minutes or so.  Talk it over, and I’ll meet you back here.  I can also tell you where to go to get some xp and earn some gold before we head to Antalia.” 
 
    Leaving them to talk, Alexander went into Lydia’s shop.  She waved to him from her workroom in the back. “Come on back, Alexander!” 
 
    He pulled his enchanted healing potion from his bag as he walked back.  “Hi, Lydia! I’ve got something to show you.”   
 
    He handed her the potion, which she promptly inspected.  Her eyes grew wide, and she looked at him.  “Is this, what I think it is?  You found a way to enchant liquid?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” He grinned at her.  “I cheated!” 
 
    Lydia laughed and ruffled his hair “Why doesn’t that surprise me?  Show me?  This could be huge for my clinic work.  If we can use low-level potion ingredients and get rare potion results…” 
 
    Alexander set a new common potion on her workbench.  Then he produced a sugar cube, and talked her through the process.   When he was done, she just looked at him.  “That’s really it? It was that simple?” 
 
    “I mean, you can experiment with other things.  Sugar was just the first thing I thought of that would dissolve, and not be any kind of danger.  You’re the alchemist.  Maybe there’s something that will hold an even larger enchantment and produce a larger heal that will dissolve properly?” 
 
    Lydia was lost in thought, already trying to improve upon Alexander’s idea.  “I’ll have to get Fitz to teach me how to do a healing enchantment.  Then I can experiment myself…” 
 
    Alexander knew when he was no longer needed.  Pausing to give Lydia a quick hug, he headed out of the shop.  Pollock and the others were waiting. 
 
    “We’re in.  There are a few concerns though.  Chris over there has a couple arrests for possession. Like ten years ago.  And Orville owes some back taxes.” 
 
    Alexander looked to the second player Pollock had pointed to.  The caster.  “Your name is Orville?” He couldn’t help grinning as he asked.   The man rolled his eyes.  “Yes. My dad really, really liked popcorn.” 
 
    “Okay, well.  The drug charges aren’t an issue.  As for the taxes, does the government already know you owe them?  Or would it be a surprise?” 
 
    “Oh, they know.  That’s why I’m in here.  Trying to pay off the penalties and interest.  Friggin’ IRS!” 
 
    Alexander breathed a sigh of relief.  At least once in a while, things were simple and easy. “Okay, you should be fine.  And hopefully, you’ll be able to pay them a little quicker now.” 
 
    Motioning toward the compound gate, he said, “Okay, guys, come with me.  We’ll do the oath in the courtyard.  In case Odin decides any of you are lying.  Don’t want the lightning bolts to damage the city street…”  
 
    The others looked surprised for a moment, looking up at the sky then back at Alexander before following him.  He paused at the outer gate.  “There are wards here.  I officially welcome you as guests of the Greystone guild.  It is now safe for you to enter.” 
 
    He led them inside and halted in the courtyard.  As they gathered around him, Orville asked “You were uh… kidding about the lightning, right?” 
 
    Deciding to mess with him a bit, Alexander took a step back and away from the man “No, I wasn’t.  Dude, if you’re going to bring down lightning, tell me now.  Last time it happened I tingled for like an hour cuz I was too close.” 
 
    Another player chimed in, “But how’s Odin gonna know if we’re lying?” 
 
    Pollock smacked the man on the back of the head.  “Odin’s the game’s AI.  He’s connected directly to all of our brains right now, genius.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” The man’s face flushed with embarrassment.  “So, what is this oath?” 
 
    “Well, let me see.  You’ll have to promise to keep secret anything you see or hear relative to Greystone, Dire Keep, or its people.  And anything relative to the upcoming battle with Chaos Nation.  Pretty much anything you’ve heard today and will hear in the next three days.  And you’ll have to promise not to act in any way that would endanger us or hamper our efforts.  Oh!  And you’ll have to swear that you do not in any way serve the Dark One or Light of Truth.” 
 
    Pollock was the first to step forward.  He held out a hand for Alexander to shake. “I can do that.” 
 
    One by one, the others stepped forward as well.  When he had shaken each of their hands, Alexander looked up to the sky.  
 
    “Great All-Father, I call upon you to witness the oaths of these adventurers.  To look into their hearts and know the truth of their intent!” 
 
    Then he had them repeat after him as he went through the oaths again.  When it was complete, he once again looked at the sky.  “Let these men be judged!” 
 
    Just for theatrics, he took several steps back and adopted a nervous look on his face.  Seeing this, a couple of the players began to sweat. 
 
    There was a rumble of thunder from the clear sky, but no lightning. 
 
    Alexander let out an exaggerated sigh of relief.  “Looks like Odin believes you’ll keep your word.  And since no GM’s have shown up, I’m guessing none of you have set off any red flags with the FBI yet.” 
 
    Motioning them to follow him again, he led them inside the house and to the dining room, where they all took seats. 
 
    “I can’t let you guys into Dire Keep yet.  Not until I get word that you’ve all been cleared in the real world.  But I can teleport you to a good spot.  How do you feel about Dire Wolves?” 
 
    One of the players shuddered. “Giant wolves that hate everything and try to kill you on sight.  Lovely.” 
 
    Alexander chuckled.  That’d been pretty much his reaction the first time he encountered Dire Wolves himself.   “The king has a standing bounty on their hides.  Five gold each.  And if you have a trained skinner, you can get two hides from each.  One in the loot drop, and one from skinning.  A little glitch we recently noticed.  You can only turn in the loot drop to the king, but I’ll buy the others from you. Also, I’ll buy the meat off you.  Same for any bears or boars you run into out there.  The mobs where I’ll send you are all close to your level.” 
 
    Alexander considered for a moment.  “I have hunters and scouts in those woods.  I’ll give you a badge to show them if you run into them, so they don’t kill you on sight.  We’ve been expecting to be attacked by armies from both Antalia and from a cavern full of demons and undead.” 
 
    “Hardcore,” Orville said with admiration.  “Any chance we could join you guys?” 
 
    Alexander looked around the table.  All but Pollock were nodding their heads.  “Let’s see how the next few days go.  Then we can talk about it.” 
 
    He looked at Orville.  “Are you a healer?” 
 
    Orville shrugged.  “I know a few heals.  But I’m not classed as a healer.  I can generally keep these guys alive.” 
 
    “Against these wolves, especially if you pull more than one by accident, you’re going to need solid heals,” Alexander instructed.  “The fights can come one after the other, without much recovery time.” 
 
    He looked at the four players.  “You got any healing potions?”    
 
    Orville produced half a dozen common healing potions.  The same variety he had in his own bag from Sasha.  They each healed for 1000hp. 
 
    “Those won’t do.  Leave them with me. I’ll improve them.  And I have some too.  But you’re going to need more.  Go see Lydia in the alchemy shop I just left.  Tell her I sent you.  You’ll need a couple dozen more.  And ask her for sugar.  She’ll know what you mean.”  He handed Pollock a hundred gold.  “Get yourselves some stamina, strength, and mana potions with whatever’s left.  She’ll help you.” 
 
    The four men left to go see Lydia.  Alexander pulled some obsidian from his bag and began shaping a wand.  He rounded out the tube, then began channeling the Healing Light spell into the stone.  He kept at it until he felt resistance.   When he was done, he had what he needed.  
 
    Wand of Healing Light 
 
    Quality: Epic 
 
    Heals target for 2000hp with each cast. Charges 50/50 
 
    With that done, he removed the remaining nine common healing potions Sasha had given him.  Putting them on the table next to Orville’s he began enchanting sugar cubs, then popping one into each potion.  By the time the others returned, he had fifteen potions that each restored 5000hp.  
 
    Alexander handed three of the potions to each of the players, giving the extra three to Orville.  “Each of these will restore 5000hp.”  The players made various sounds of surprise as they looked at the potions.  Pollock said, “These would cost a hundred gold each at the auction house.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “These aren’t in the auction house.  This is one of the things you’ll need to keep secret.  I just invented these this morning.  They are common health potions that I’ve enchanted to do better.  These are for you to USE, not to sell.  Everyone clear on that?”  When they’d all agreed, he continued.  “Okay, how many health potions did Lydia give you?” 
 
    Pollock set two dozen more potions and a bag full of sugar cubes on the table.  Alexander took half of them, pushing the others toward Pollock.  “Each of you carry a couple of these, for times when you don’t need 5000hp.  No point in wasting the good stuff.” 
 
    Then he set the wand on the table.   “I made this for you, too.  If I had a spare healer, I’d send them with you.  But for now, this will have to do.” 
 
    Pollock picked up the wand.  His eyes grew wide.  “This is epic quality.  You made this? And you’re just giving it to us?” 
 
    “I’m an enchanter, among other things.  I’ve had a lot of practice lately.  Only took me a few minutes.  Don’t make a big deal about it.  Though, once again, this better not end up in the auction house.  This is Greystone property on loan to keep you guys alive while you hunt.” 
 
    Pollock handed the wand to Orville.  The caster’s eyes widened as he read the description.  “This is… yeah, I can keep them alive with this.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Practice your own heals as much as you can.  Use this and the potions when you need to.  But it’s better to improve your own spells.  Also, the wand doesn’t need any particular magic ability to use it.  It’s intent-triggered.  Literally, just point and shoot.  If Orville gets himself killed, one of you can pick up the wand and use it on your buddies.” 
 
    Orville passed the wand around so that the others could look at it.  While they did, Alexander said, “If you run across any demons out there, this wand will damage them.  It uses light magic.  If there’s more than one demon, or it’s a higher level than you, I suggest running.  Come to the keep; it’ll be closer than the city.  It’s north of where you’ll be.  Make lots of noise as you run, and my people might find you to assist.  I’ll let them know to keep an eye out for you.” 
 
    He looked around at the warriors.  “Any of you a blacksmith?” 
 
    Pollock raised his hand.  Alexander said, “You might have noticed the smithy outside.  It’s a dragon forge.  Made of obsidian, blessed by two gods, and the forge is lit with dragon fire.  If you guys want to go take a look, I’ll enchant these other potions.  Just tell Master Ironhammer that I sent you.  Ask him if he can teach you something, help you make an item.  Tell him I’ll pay for the materials.  Actually, one sec.” Alexander pulled four small cubes of obsidian from his bag and handed them to Pollock. “Ask him to shape these for me.  With one wing.  He’ll know the shape.  Then bring them back.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Pollock rose and led the others out.  Alexander wasted no time, enchanting a dozen more sugar cubes and putting one in each potion.  He kept four for himself and set the other eight on the table.  Then he pulled one more small obsidian cube from his bag.  Shaping it into a rough ring, he enchanted it with Far-Speaking. 
 
    When he was done, he checked his UI.  None of the other guild members were online yet.  He was half hoping to be able to send Benny with these guys.  Then he could report on their fighting style, personalities, etc.   Alexander had hopes of recruiting these four into the guild.  But they were some ways away from that yet. 
 
    The group soon returned.  Pollock was carrying a new dwarven steel sword with runes engraved on the blade.  “He…Ironhammer.  He gave me this.  Said you owe him a pendant.” 
 
    Alexander chuckled.  “For one sword? He’s dreaming.  I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    The other two warriors each pulled out dwarven steel axes. The taller one said, “One sword, two axes.  With this thing, I could cut through a tree in one swing.” 
 
    Pollock set the one-winged dragon pins on the table.  Alexander motioned for them to each take potions and a pin.  “If you run into my people, show them the dragon.  Try to do so before they kill you.” He winked at Orville.  Then he handed the ring to Pollock.  “This only works one way.  But if you get in a bind, call me.  I’ll be able to find you.” 
 
    Pollock stuck the ring in a pocket.  He put both hands on the table, looking Alexander in the eye.  “When we first met this afternoon, I thought you were mostly full of shit.  Throwing titles around and talking about how we’d epic fail if we attacked you.  But everything I’ve seen and heard today leads me to believe you can do exactly what you say you can do.” 
 
    Alexander smiled, knowing what was coming.  He was, after all, his father’s son. 
 
    “But HOW?” Pollock continued.  “You’re not yet level sixty, but you can do things that higher-level players can’t do.  You’ve made ungodly rep gains, and have your own goddamned keep.  You’ve got to be cheating somehow.” 
 
    Alexander said, “Not cheating.  Though I do have a couple advantages.  One, I have better interface gear than you do.  The most recent from Jupiter Tech.  It makes me faster when it comes to casting, moving, etc.   Two, I’ve played this game full-time since launch day.  I was a level 74 warrior before I decided to change to the new interface and start again.  So, although I’m only level 58 now, I’ve actually leveled over a hundred and twenty times total.  Lastly, I don’t waste time.  Every minute I’m in the game I’m learning something, building something, killing mobs, chasing quests.  I don’t waste time sitting in taverns bullshitting.  Or chasing quests that earn me cosmetic rewards like custom pink armor mods.  Me and my group are literally fighting for our lives here.  We’re working in here to track down this Dark One that has killed real people in the real world.  The FBI is pretty sure he’s part of a group that killed my mother, some of my friends, and several hundred others ten years ago.” 
 
    Alexander noticed that Pollock and the others were leaning back in their chairs, looking nervously at him.  “I’m sorry.” He lowered his voice, only then realizing he’d been shouting. “I get worked up about this.” 
 
    Pollock leaned forward again, replacing his hands on the table.  “I get it, man.  If they’d killed my family, I’d be angry too.  Don’t sweat it.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Alexander resumed the discussion. “We all work hard to develop our skills.  And we try to think outside the box.  Fight smarter rather than harder.  As for rep gains, that’s no big mystery.  If you help us out in Antalia, you’ll get massive rep gains there, and here in Stormforge.  When you take on high-risk quests like this, the rewards are big.” 
 
    He rose to his feet.  “You guys ready?” 
 
    They all stood and gathered around him.  With a flash, he teleported them to the open area just outside the demon caverns.  He held up a finger for them to be quiet a moment, then opened guild chat.  “Lorian, are you out in the forest by any chance?” 
 
    “I am up on the plateau with a couple of our hunters.”  
 
    “Alright.  I’m down by the demon caverns.  Do you know who’s watching this place right now?” 
 
    “Bradby should be there now.  He’ll be about twenty yards in from the tree line, up in a tree somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll find him.  Thank you.   I’ve got a group of four adventurers with me.  They’re going to hunt Dire Forest for a while.  If you run across them, they’ll have one-winged dragon pins.  Try not to kill them.”  
 
    “Ha!  I shall pass the word among the hunters,” Lorian replied. 
 
    Alexander moved to the cavern entrance, checking the area for any tracks leading out of the caves.  Finding none, he led the group into the tree line.  Once he was deep enough, he called out “Bradby!  You here?” 
 
    “Right above you, Alexander,” came the hunter’s voice.  Alexander looked up and located the smiling face in a tree not far off.   
 
    “Any new developments?  Seen any demons or undead about?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “Nothing, sir.  Pretty boring here.  Shot a few wandering critters.  That’s all.” 
 
    “Okay. Bradby, this is Pollock.  He and his guys are going to be hunting beasties in the woods the next couple days.  Pass the word around.  See the one-winged dragons?” 
 
    Bradby nodded in understanding.  “Got it.” 
 
    Alexander added, “If you see or hear them running and screaming, help them if you can.  And call in reinforcements if you need to.”  Pollock rolled his eyes, but kept quiet. 
 
    Alexander waved toward the forest.  “Beasties are out there. Good luck.  Remember, the keep is that way.” Alexander pointed north.  “If you can’t make it back to Stormforge by the day after tomorrow, then go to the keep.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Long Live Rock ‘n’ Troll 
 
      
 
    After saying his goodbyes, Alexander teleported himself back to Greystone Manor.  The time was approaching to open the portal back to the keep.   
 
    Stopping at the dragon forge, he waved to Master Ironhammer.  “Thank you for the weapons. I understand you want a pendant.  The same as before?  Undying and Healing Light?” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  And it were my pleasure.  That Pollock could be a decent smith with a bit o’ trainin’.” Ironhammer grinned at him. 
 
    Alexander excused himself and moved to his unofficial crafting bench outside the house.  He pulled a small piece of obsidian from his back.  He shaped it roughly into a disc, then infused the Undying enchantment.  When that was done, he began pushing Healing Light into it, until there was sufficient charge for a large single heal.  He returned to Ironhammer, handing over the pendant.  “I’ll leave the fine shaping to you.” 
 
    “Thank ye, lad.  These be right handy, and of great value to our people.” The old dwarf looked at him suggestively. “Ye could earn a fortune sellin’ ‘em to the clans.” 
 
    “I have a fortune, Master Ironhammer.  I would rather give them, or trade them, to friends.  Let them be a surprise to your enemies!” He grinned.  He pictured a squad of dwarves facing off against orcs in a fierce melee battle.  And the confusion on the orc faces as dwarf after dwarf is dealt a fatal blow, only to get back up, heal, and fight on. 
 
    As his people drifted back into the compound, Alexander chatted amiably with them.  He learned about their families, what errands they were running in the city, and some bits of gossip about happenings around town.  Several of them told him about other volunteers who wanted to come to the keep.  Friends or family members who might be useful additions. He asked them to give names to Silverbeard. 
 
    When everyone except Blix had gathered, he opened the portal and followed them through to the keep.   Silverbeard was waiting for him in the courtyard. 
 
    “The bank crew be nearly done with their work.  Ye want them put to any particular project?” the old dwarf asked. 
 
    Alexander considered. “I don’t know what their skills are.  You have a better idea what they can do, and what’s needed.  Maybe put them to work finishing the doors and such in the new rooms Jeeves is building?  Or one of the villages up top?  Also, I’m pretty sure tomorrow we’re going to hear news that the O’Malleys are going to build an inn with a tavern here in the keep.  I’ll handle the structure, but the bank crew might be good for all the rest, just like in the bank?” 
 
    Silverbeard replied, “They be best at security work.  Hidden doors, vaults, magic locks, traps ‘n’ such.  Be good to have some o’ that hereabouts.”   
 
    Alexander’s face lit up.  “Oh! Yes. In that case, I’m having Jeeves create a secret lab next to my quarters.  It would be great if that room were secure from prying eyes.” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  That be just the type of job fer them.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Master.” Jeeves’ voice from nowhere surprised both man and dwarf. “I thought I should inform you that the prowlers at the west observation tower seem agitated.  The patriarch is pacing outside the entrance, while the matriarch appears to be guarding the door from the inside.  I cannot sense any intruders, but my capabilities are limited.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Please tell me where Jules is at the moment.  I’ll need her to translate for me.” 
 
    “Jules is in her craft room, working on banners.  Shall I ask her to join you here?” 
 
    “I didn’t know she had a craft room.  But yes, please ask her to come out.  Thank you, Jeeves.”  Looking at Silverbeard, he said, “Would you like to come along and meet the prowlers?” 
 
    The old dwarf chuckled.  “Wild kitties big nuff to eat me face in one bite?  O’ course, I would!” 
 
    Alexander touched the cat figurine in his bag, mentally reaching out to Tigger.  After just a few moments, the giant white tiger came bounding through the gate.  A wailing Fibble held tightly to his fur with wide eyes.  The poor goblin looked terrified.  Mattie was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    When Tigger stopped at Alexander’s side, he sat on his haunches.  A shaking Fibble released his death grip on the cat’s fur and fell backward off the mount.  Getting up, he looked up at the cat’s smiling face.  “Kitty not nice!” he said accusingly. 
 
    Alexander took a knee next to Fibble.  “Tigger was just coming to answer my call.  He did not mean to scare you.  And he is very careful with his riders.  He would not let you be hurt.” 
 
    Fibble looked at the tiger again, a little less suspiciously.  “Tigger.  Tiggerkitty was good to ride all day. Until last part.  Crazy Tigger run like hungry goblin after rabbit!” 
 
    Tigger chuffed at that remark.  He lowered himself to his stomach in front of Fibble, then gently batted the little goblin with one massive paw. When Fibble nearly fell over, Tigger quickly used his other paw to stabilize him.  Then he pushed his head forward and licked the little goblin’s face.  The cat’s tongue was actually bigger than Fibble’s face, so the result was like wiping a massive sandpaper towel across the goblin’s entire face.   Fibble sputtered and wiped at his face. “Tigger try to eat Fibble!” 
 
    Jules’ laughter rang out from just behind them.  “Silly Fibble!  That was just his way of saying he likes you.  Besides, why would he eat you? Goblins don’t taste good!” She smiled at Fibble, taking a knee next to Alexander. 
 
    Tigger gently head-butted the little goblin.  Then he purred loudly as Jules encouraged Fibble to scratch behind the cat’s ear.   Fibble quickly warmed to this and began to enthusiastically rub and scratch with both hands.  Tigger rolled over on his side to give the goblin access to his tummy, and within moments the whole thing had devolved into a wrestling match. 
 
    As folks from all around the courtyard paused to watch the two at play, Alexander stood and pulled Jules to her feet.  Putting an arm around her and pulling her close, he said, “We can’t let the children play all day.  We’ve got to go see the prowlers. There’s some kind of trouble.” 
 
    Jules didn’t hesitate.  “Okay, Tigger! Enough.  You can play with Fibble later.  We’ve got to go now.  Fibble, you want to come meet some other big kitties?” 
 
    The little goblin nodded his head vigorously, ears flapping with the motion.  Alexander teleported the group, including Silverbeard, Jules, Tigger and Fibble, to the open area outside the western tower. 
 
    The prowler patriarch growled as the group appeared with a flash.  Seeing Tigger, a cat as large as himself and a potential threat, his hackles rose.  Jules stepped forward, her hands out.  “It’s okay, papa kitty.  Tigger is a friend.”  She motioned to Tigger, who stepped forward.  The two giant cats sniffed carefully at one another, nearly touching noses.  Then both chuffed amiably and relaxed. 
 
    Alexander said to Jules, “See if you can find out what’s upsetting him.”   
 
    Jules reached out and put a hand on the patriarch’s neck, speaking softly to him.  Tigger, who had begun to sniff around the area, growled deep in his throat and faced northwest.   As Jules continued her conversation, there was a scratching sound at the tower door, and it opened.  The matriarch’s head peered out.  Seeing the friendly group, she emerged, followed by her kittens.  All three kittens made straight for Tigger.  After quick sniffs all around, they began to pounce and wrestle with him.   Fibble, all fear of giant cats apparently banished, let out a tiny battle cry and dove into the melee. 
 
    This initially confused the kittens, who backed off and growled.  After all, goblins were an enemy.  But Tigger’s playful reaction combined with Fibble’s obviously friendly tickle attacks soon had them back in the fray.  Alexander began to worry for his little friend’s safety.  He was tangling with several thousand pounds of cat. 
 
    Surprisingly, his distinguished elderly dwarven chamberlain shouted, “I’ll save ye, Fibble!” and dove into the melee himself.  He tickled and wrestled with the kittens as if he were a child with a box of puppies.  Fibble shouted, “Rawr!  Kitty fight!” and redoubled his efforts. 
 
    Alexander grinned at the sight.  And had to admit he was tempted to join in himself.  The matriarch approached and sat next to him on his left.  He could swear she was smiling as she watched the fun. 
 
    The play ended quickly when there was a roar from the patriarch that shook the trees.  All the cats were instantly on their feet, looking in his direction.  One of the kittens held a dangling Fibble gently in his jaws.  
 
    The patriarch looked to the northwest and growled.  Jules said, “He’s showing me images of the rock troll we fought.  I think he’s saying there is another one close by.” She paused for a moment, then corrected herself. “No, more than one.  But smaller than the one we fought.” 
 
    Alexander spoke up “Jeeves said the golems found caves northwest of the garrison that held rock trolls.  Guess that would be them.  But the cats shouldn’t be able to smell them from this far away.  Or hear them, for that matter.” 
 
    Jules closed her eyes.  “The images he’s showing me are rock trolls walking around in the forest. He’s afraid they’re coming here.” 
 
    Alexander looked around.  “Okay.  Jules, you and I will ride Tigger and go check it out.  He can smell them too, it seems.  Master Silverbeard, you keep the prowlers in the tower.  Jeeves will lock the doors.   If we run into trouble, you get them back to the garrison. If you have to, take everyone there through the mirror to the keep. 
 
    Silverbeard nodded in understanding and began to try and gather the prowlers.  Jules took a moment to convey Alexander’s instructions as he mounted Tigger.  Once her message was complete, Jules moved to climb aboard Tigger behind Alexander. 
 
    She was bowled over from behind by the kitten with the grey-tipped tail.  The same one who so enjoyed tackling Max the last time they all met.  The kitten chuffed at Jules, who was sitting on her butt in the grass.  “No! Bad kitten! Playtime is over.  You go inside with your mama ‘n’ papa.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and turn her back to the kitten, stepping back toward Tigger and Alexander.  The kitten moved in behind her, shoving his head between her knees as she stepped forward.  Then he lifted his head, tossing Jules backward to land on his back.  She grabbed hold of his fur to keep from falling, and just like that, Jules was riding the kitten. 
 
    She started to get angry with the kitten.  But she grew silent as it apparently sent her some mental images.  “He says I’m his now.  Like you belong to Tigger.”  As soon as she spoke, the kitten walked over to his matriarch.  He rubbed noses with her for a moment, then moved to stand next to Tigger.   The matriarch chuffed a few times at her kitten but didn’t follow. 
 
    Silverbeard chuckled. “Looks like ye been adopted, lass.  There be stories of the old days.  When giant beasties like these, the gryphons, unicorns, a few others… they’d be choosin’ to bond with folks.  Never see’d it meself, though.  Weren’t much too it.  The lil fella just sorta tackled ye.” He winked at Jules. 
 
    Jules scratched the big kitten affectionately on the back of its head, causing its eyes to roll up.  “I guess you’re riding alone, Alexander.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Tigger didn’t wait for an argument.  He turned and headed in the direction he smelled the rock trolls, taking Alexander with him.  Fibble ran and leapt up, grabbing fur and climbing onto the kitten’s back behind Jules, holding on to her for balance.  The kitten followed Tigger, and they soon were well into the woods. 
 
    Tigger led them further to the west and north.  Alexander pulled up his map and saw that the caverns Jeeves had pointed out were more northerly than the direction they were headed.  So, it seemed the rock trolls were indeed moving south. 
 
    Just a few minutes later, Tigger halted behind a stand of blackberry bushes.  The kitten moved up beside him and sniffed the air.  Fibble, seeing the bushes, hopped off and began helping himself to the berries.  Smacking loudly as he shoved handfuls into his mouth.  He was thoughtful enough to offer some to the cats.  They declined. 
 
    Alexander scanned the forest ahead of them but saw nothing.  He activated his mage sight and could make out faint outlines of something moving around ahead.  Several somethings, in fact.  He pointed in the approximate direction, and said, “Jules, can you check it out without being seen?”
  
 
    She slipped from the kitten’s back, patting him on the neck.  “You STAY here,” she whispered.  She stepped into the bushes and disappeared.  The kitten growled slightly, but Tigger batted it with a paw, and it went silent.   
 
    Two minutes later, Jules appeared again, right next to him. 
 
    “Six rock trolls. Moving around like they’re looking for something,” she reported. 
 
    “Mount up.  We’ll go in slowly.  Maybe we can talk to them like the ones in the mines.” 
 
    Before they moved forward, Alexander used his Earth Sense to search the area below the rock trolls. He found some limestone marble and some granite.  He took a minute to raise chunks up near the surface. If he couldn’t talk to the rock trolls, maybe he could bribe them. 
 
    Tigger moved forward, with the kitten following close behind and to one side. They stepped into an area of sparse underbrush.  It looked like it had once been lush, but the trolls had stomped everything but the trees into oblivion.  Even some of the trees bore marks where they’d been damaged by punches or kicks. 
 
    As soon as they were in sight of the rock trolls, Alexander called out “Hello there!”.  He raised his hands to show that he held no weapons.  Immediately there was the rumbling sound of the trolls calling out to each other, and the ground shook as they moved toward him in unison. 
 
    Alexander pulled a golf-ball sized chunk of obsidian from his bag.  Holding it up with one hand, he called out “Hungry?” 
 
    Seeing the obsidian appear out of seemingly nowhere, the trolls stopped moving.  All six gazed at him with curiosity.  Choosing the largest of the trolls, Alexander tossed the obsidian to it.  The troll deftly caught the stone and sniffed it.    
 
    Alexander quickly withdrew five more pieces and tossed one to each of the rock trolls.  The first troll dropped the stone into its maw and crunched down.  It made a rumbling noise that sounded almost like purring.  Alexander had heard the sound before, from the rock trolls in the mine. 
 
    He looked at the largest troll.  “Can you speak?” 
 
    The troll made a noise that sounded like he was gargling rocks.  Nothing Alexander could understand.  The others, apparently deciding their leader would live, ate their respective hunks of obsidian.  Then there was more gargling noise as they seemed to be speaking to each other. 
 
    Deciding to stack the odds in his favor, Alexander made a show of raising both hands in the air and mumbling loudly.  The trolls instantly looked hostile, and the leader took a step in his direction.   
 
    But Alexander raised a slab of marble between the troll leader and himself.  The slab was about four feet wide and six feet tall.  The leader halted his progress to sniff at the marble.  After a moment sniffing, it broke off a piece and nibbled at it almost delicately. 
 
    “Good food!” Alexander called out to it.  “Eat. Gift from Greystone!”  He had no idea whether the trolls understood a word he said.  The leader sat down on the ground with a thud and began to munch in earnest on the stone.  The others moved toward him, but a harsher sounding stone-gargling stopped them in their tracks.   They looked on with what Alexander assumed was envy. 
 
    Raising his hands again, he pulled up smaller slabs of granite and marble for the other five trolls.  Sniffing at them, they all sat and began to munch away.  After a few minutes, they began swapping ‘flavors’ by tossing chunks back and forth between themselves. 
 
    Alexander continued to try talking to them.  Nothing he said seemed to register to them.  With an exasperated sigh, he said, “I wish they could talk like Gorg does!” 
 
    The leader’s head snapped up, and he dropped his morsel of marble.  Getting to his feet, he growled out, “Gorg?” 
 
    Alexander was so surprised at the reaction that for a moment he just stared.  Recovering his wits, he said, “Yes. Gorg.  Troll Chieftain.  You know Gorg?” 
 
    The others had gotten to their feet this time.  Jules whispered to him., “We should maybe be ready to run.”   Alexander didn’t disagree. 
 
    The lead troll took a step toward Alexander.  “Where Gorg?” he demanded.    
 
    Alexander wasn’t ready to answer that yet.  “Gorg is my friend. Who are you?” he said as forcefully as he could. 
 
    The troll beat a stony fist against its chest.  “I Drog!  Son of Gorg!  Find Gorg!” 
 
    “Why do you want to find Gorg?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “Gorg Chief.  Go hunting.  Follow worm.  Not come home.” 
 
    Alexander was impressed.  That was the longest string of words he’d heard a troll put together. He smiled at Drog.  “Gorg is safe.  He is a friend.  Sit here and wait, I will bring him to you.” He made a staying motion with his hands.   
 
    After thinking it over, Drog sat back down and resumed eating.  The other trolls followed his lead. 
 
    Alexander looked at Jules.  “Can you babysit for maybe ten minutes while I go get daddy?” 
 
    Jules giggled and nodded.  She leaned over on the kitten’s back and planted a kiss on Alexander.  “Go on.  Hurry back.  Don’t think it will take them long to finish up at this rate.” 
 
    Alexander stepped away from Tigger, who sat and watched the trolls eat.  “Maybe you and the kitties could hunt down some meat for these guys real quick?” he asked Jules. 
 
    She nodded her head and began to speak to her kitten. Tigger tiled his head as he listened. 
 
    Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  Then to the area just outside the mine.  Catching the attention of the nearest miner, he asked, “Where is Gorg, the troll leader?” 
 
    The dwarf thought about it for a moment.  “Last I saw he was pushing a cart.  Haven’t seen him in an hour or so.  So he might be on his way up.” 
 
    Alexander dashed into the mine, calling out Gorg’s name as he went.  He called a light globe to float ahead of him, as he didn’t have a flashlight with him.  He soon heard the sounds of troll-speak rumbling in the tunnel ahead of him.  He passed by a troll that wasn’t Gorg, who waved at him, then pointed down a side shaft.  “Gorg!” was all it said. 
 
    Alexander turned down the shaft, and quickly encountered the troll chief walking toward him.  The massive troll halted as Alexander drew near.  “What? Danger?” Gorg asked. 
 
    “Do you know Drog?” Alexander asked his troll ally.  Gorg’s eyes got wide. 
 
    “Drog? Where Drog!?”  Gorg looked behind Alexander as if expecting to see his son. 
 
    “I found him up on the mountain.  He is looking for you.  I can take you to him if you like.  Is he friendly?” 
 
    “Drog… son.  Good son. Strong.  Chief someday,” Gorg confirmed.  “Take me see Drog.” 
 
    Alexander teleported the two of them back to the spot in the forest where the others waited.  As soon as they appeared, Gorg bellowed something in troll-speak.  He stepped forward, tackling his son as the smaller troll rose to his feet.  The two of them pounded at each other with enough force to shatter stone, and Alexander began to worry they were fighting.   But the other trolls stood calmly by, even seeming to smile at the reunion.  Fibble, excited by the action, shouted “Troll fight!” and made to jump off the prowler’s back and join in.  Jules snagged him before he could take a full step, restraining him. 
 
    After a minute or so, Gorg seemed to pin his son to the ground.  Then he head-butted the junior troll, the impact creating a thunderous cracking sound that echoed through the forest.  Then Gorg lifted his son, setting him on somewhat unsteady feet.  Alexander didn’t blame the younger troll for being wobbly.  That impact had to rattle whatever brain was inside there.  Fibble must have agreed because he shot the troll with some healing magic. “Pew!” 
 
    Seeing the worried look on Alexander’s face, Gorg laughed.  “Drog fine.  Gorg show he still stronger.  Still chief.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.   “Gorg, we are up on the mountain now.  Drog and his friends were scaring the locals.” He pointed to the kitten.  “There are prowlers and others living here.  I don’t want any fights to break out.” 
 
    Gorg noticed the mostly eaten slab of marble at his feet, and reached down to grab a chunk.  As he almost delicately nibbled on the stone, he blinked a few times.  “No fight.  Gorg friend.  Drog friend now, too.  Whole clan.  I talk.” 
 
    “Your clan lives in the caves?” Alexander pointed to the northwest.  Gorg looked confused for a moment, then turned and spoke to Drog.  The younger troll still had his wits scrambled, so Gorg tried one of the other trolls.    
 
    After an exchange of several sentences, Gorg said, “Caves.  Yes.  Door to home.  Like mine.  We live deep in ground.  I go talk.  Bring others to mine.” 
 
    Alexander felt a lump in his throat. Feeding the trolls that were already in the mine was no easy task.  “How many others?” 
 
    Trolls were apparently bad with numbers.  After talking to the other trolls, Gorg sat on the ground facing Alexander.  With a finger, he began drawing lines in the dirt.  With each line, he said what sounded like a name.  Then the others supplied a few names, which got lines of their own.  When they ran out of names, Alexander saw nineteen lines on the ground. 
 
    “So there are twenty of you.  Does that include the trolls at the mine?” Alexander asked.   
 
    Grog nodded his head, pointing to the lines.  “Twenty. Yes.” 
 
    “That is a lot of trolls to feed, Gorg,” Alexander said. 
 
    Gorg looked down at the ground.  “Gorg must leave mine?  No food?” 
 
    Alexander could swear the giant troll looked sad.  He shook his head.  They were going to need more hunters.  “No.  Gorg can stay.  Go see your people.  Meet me back here tomorrow, and we will take them to the mine.  And give you more meat. But no more marble. You get the same amount.  You will have to share.” 
 
    Gorg nodded his head. “Good deal.  We all help in mine.  All strong.  Help in fight too.  No enemy live if whole clan attack.” 
 
    Alexander didn’t doubt that for a minute.  The thought of twenty of these monsters bearing down on an army of undead almost made him feel sorry for the army. 
 
    “Okay, Gorg.  I will meet you here tomorrow. Right after the sun comes up.” Alexander waved to the group of trolls, and he and Jules steered their cats back toward the tower. 
 
    Arriving back at the west tower, Jules and the two cats mingled with the other prowlers while Alexander filled Silverbeard in. 
 
    “BWAHAHA!”  Silverbeard thumped him on the back.  “Ye got yer own damned troll army!” The dwarf grinned at him. “Ye ever see’d trolls charge at an enemy?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  Though he was picturing it in his head.  
 
    “They be nearly unstoppable!  It be a glorious thing!  Unless ye be in front of ‘em!” He laughed loudly.  
 
    “Or unless you have to feed them,” Alexander complained. 
 
    “Bah!  Don’t ye be worrying, lad.  There be plenty o’ game up here and in the forest below.  We’ll be needin’ a few more hunters, but we can feed these brutes well enough.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  He waited patiently for Jules to pass on what had happened, and to reassure the prowler parents that they were not in danger from the trolls.   When all that was done, Jules’ kitten touched noses with each of his parents and siblings before moving away to stand by Jules.   
 
    Alexander approached the prowlers.  He bowed his head slightly to the forest royalty.  “We’ll take good care of your son,” he said.  Both the elder prowlers nodded their heads in return.  With a quick wave goodbye, Alexander teleported them all back to the keep. 
 
    They split up, with Tigger taking the kitten on a tour.  Fibble, still berry-stained on face and hands, headed toward the kitchen.  Jules gave Alexander a quick kiss and headed off to do her own thing. 
 
    A motion in the sky above caught Alexander’s attention.  Gazing up, he saw a gryphon circling in to land atop the wall near the wizard’s tower.  Alexander didn’t know them well enough to tell one from the other yet, so he climbed the stairs and walked around the wall to where he’d seen the creature land. 
 
    He found Braxis with the other three gryphons gathered together.  Each sat on a nest of sorts, hollowed out amidst a wide pile of hay, tree branches, what looked to be some animal pelts, and other sundry items.  
 
    Alexander realized too late that he hadn’t brought Fitz or Kai to translate for him.  He’d just have to do his best.  “Hello, Braxis.  Are you finding what you need to be comfortable here?” 
 
    Braxis squawked quietly and nodded his head in the affirmative.   
 
    Alexander looked around.  The nests were situated at the end of the walkway atop the wall, where it met the cliff face.  It was protected from the wind on one side by the cliff, and on another by the wizard’s tower.  But it was exposed on the other two sides, and to the elements like rain, snow, and sun.  Remembering that Braxis’ roost atop the garrison tower had a roof, Alexander asked, “Would you like a roof to protect you from the weather a bit?” 
 
    Again, Braxis nodded, squawking more extensively this time.  Alexander took that to be a more emphatic yes. 
 
    Alexander thought for a few minutes on what the design should be.  He wanted it covered to keep them protected and warm but didn’t want them to feel trapped.  But having it too open would let in rain and cold air.  And did they prefer light? Or darkness? 
 
    He finally gave in and opened guild chat. “Kai? Have you got a few minutes?  I’m working on a shelter for the gryphons, and I could use a translator.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in just a moment,” Kai answered.  And true to his word, he drifted down from above in his dragon form a short while later.  Alexander suspected he’d interrupted some private time in the roost with Lia. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Alexander apologized. 
 
    “Not at all, Alexander.  It is good to be… out and about.” Kai grinned at him.  Still in dragon form, Kai’s grin would be terrifying to anyone who wasn’t a friend.  “Now, what is it you would like to ask Braxis?” 
 
    Alexander ran through his idea with Kai, who in turn asked some questions of Braxis.  Interestingly enough, though Braxis began to answer, one of the females stepped forward and inserted herself between Braxis and Kai, silencing Braxis with a wing to the face.  Then she answered Kai for the remainder of the conversation.  Alexander stifled a chuckle, not wanting to offend the clearly deposed Braxis. 
 
    Kai eventually said, “Avia here has informed me that this is HER roost, and this is how she wants it constructed.” He grinned again, then proceeded to give Alexander the lady gryphon’s preferences. 
 
    Alexander went to work.  He raised a solid ten-foot high wall along the outer edge of the keep wall, extending it from the cliff face about fifty feet out.  Then an identical wall along the inner edge of the keep wall.  He left a ten-foot wide opening in the inner wall, facing toward the wizard’s tower.   He then raised a wall across the walkway, which was about a dozen feet wide.  He left an opening of five feet so that the gryphons could walk out of the shelter onto the walkway.  Kai had informed him that the dwarves would create a sliding barn door for that opening, much like the gryphons were used to in the old barracks a thousand years ago. 
 
    Once the walls were up, Alexander went to work on the ceiling.  With the structure only a dozen feet wide, there was no need for support columns in the center.  Alexander extended a thick stone roof across, leaving five holes at regular ten-foot intervals.  These he filled with thick glass to create skylights.  All of them he made sturdy enough to withstand any stones falling from the cliff above. 
 
    When he was finished with the roof, he opened some small holes under the eaves of the roof on both sides to allow air to flow through.  Then in one corner, he added the heat enchantment and controller that Fitz had shown him at the Whitehall quarry.  Though, in deference to the gryphons’ lack of hands, he made the control into a lever.  Moving the lever up would increase heat, moving it down would decrease it.  The gryphons could manage that with a beak or a forepaw.   
 
    Finally, he constructed rain gutters along both sides of the roof, feeding them into a cistern that he hollowed from the stone of the cliff.  He added a spigot (again with lever control) that would allow water to empty into a trough.  Finally, he created a floor drain that simply dumped out the front of the wall a few feet below. 
 
    Now the gryphons had a shelter that would be warm in winter and reasonably cool in summer.  Protected from rain and snow, they could walk out one end onto the walkway, or fly in and out the wider door facing into the keep.  And based on the size of their nests, there was room in the shelter for another half-dozen gryphons.  
 
    Avia squawked something at Kai, and then she stepped toward Alexander.  She lowered her head and butted him in the chest gently.  Then she reached her head up and carefully snipped off a length of his hair with her beak.   Walking back to her nest, she wove the hair into a bit of straw and twigs. 
 
    Kai said, “She wishes to thank you for a fine shelter. She has woven your hair into her nest, so that when her younglings are born, they will know your scent, and recognize you as family.  It is a great honor.” 
 
    Alexander bowed deeply to the lady gryphon.  “Please tell her I am honored to be part of such a distinguished family.  And I look forward to meeting her younglings!” 
 
    Kai translated, and Avia nodded her head.  “Please ask them if there is anything else they need?” 
 
    Kai spoke to Avia, then Braxis.  The exchange was short with both. 
 
    “Braxis wants to begin to build another gryphon force.  These other three are too old to train properly, but they will be producing young soon.  He wants permission to bind his young to riders, and to train both gryphon and rider in air combat, hunting, and such.” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes grew wide.  “Of course!  I am sure there will be many who would volunteer for such an honor!” 
 
    Understanding his words, Braxis nodded his head.  A short squawk that Alexander took to mean ‘Agreed’ was response enough. 
 
    Alexander thanked Kai for his help, and the dragon took his leave, flying back up to his roost behind the waterfalls. 
 
    Alexander waved to the gryphons and exited the shelter.  As he walked along the wall for a while, looking out over the lake and the forest below, he noticed Lars and his new apprentice out on the lake in a tiny fishing boat.  It gave him the idea to find out if rock trolls liked fish.  That might ease the burden on the hunters a bit. 
 
    Speaking of hunters, he was going to need more.  And he needed to update King Thalgrin on the happenings in Antalia, as well as up on the plateau.  Deciding he had some time to kill, Alexander said, “Jeeves, loudspeaker again, please.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.  Go ahead.” 
 
    “Attention, folks.  Yeah, it’s me again.  Sorry for the short notice, but I’m going to head over to Broken Mountain in half an hour.  It will be a short trip, probably less than an hour.  But if any of you would like to join me, maybe stay overnight, I’ll open another portal tomorrow so that you can come back.  And again, if you’re busy now, there will be more chances in coming days.” 
 
    Alexander made his way to the kitchen.  Spotting Mattie, he waved. “Mattie, have you got a minute?”  
 
    She smiled and walked over to him. “Tigger is SO wonderful.  I’d like to have a pet like him someday.” 
 
    Alexander laughed at her enthusiasm.  “Well, we do have several of the kitties around here now. Maybe there will be litters soon.” He motioned for her to follow him into the corridor.  “I’ve got some good news for you.  And some… well to tell you the truth, I’m not sure if it’s bad news or more good news.” 
 
    He found an unused room along the corridor that had a couple of chairs.  He held the door for her as she entered, and they each took a seat.  “First, the good news.  I believe I can safely say that the O’Malleys will soon be visiting to build the Ogre II here in the keep.  And Rose is determined to steal you from us.” He smiled at her. 
 
    Mattie clapped her hands together.  “I’m so glad!  She mentioned it that day when you first hired me.  But it sounded like an idea for later.  I’m happy that it’s happening so quickly.” 
 
    Alexander’s face became more serious.  “Now the other news.  When I went to see the O’Malleys, your ex-husband was there. He was with some bounty hunters that he’d convinced to help him ‘rescue’ you from us.” He paused as a horrified look came over Mattie’s face.  He held up a hand to hold off her comment. “Don’t worry.  We exposed his lies.  But he got angry and tried to stab Rose.  One of the adventurers killed him to save Rose’s life.” He held his breath, awaiting her reaction. 
 
    Mattie began to shake her head.  Slowly at first, then more emphatically.  “No. No, no, no, no! This is all my fault!  Was Rose hurt?” Tears began to roll down her face.  Alexander reached out and put a hand over hers, trying to comfort her.  “She’s fine. Not a scratch.” 
 
    Mattie let out a ragged sigh. “If only I hadn’t married that piece of shit!  Rose told me not to.  She warned me he was worthless.  Called him a dungsnuffler.” Her mouth twisted into a wry grin at that.  Alexander laughed.  
 
    “If I had listened, then none of this would have happened.  I’d still be happy working at the Ogre.  Maybe have a good man.  Not have spent all this time looking over my shoulder. I hated him, but not enough to wish him dead.” 
 
    Alexander patted her hand gently.  “Well, it seems you get a second chance.  You’ll be working at the Ogre here and happy again. That is if that’s what you want.  And I’ve seen more than a few of the men here admiring you.  As far as I know, all of them are good men.” 
 
    Mattie blushed, wiping tears from her face.  “Well, there IS one,” she said shyly. 
 
    “Oh really?” Alexander smiled, teasing the young woman.  “And who would that be?  Wait!  Let me guess.” Alexander tapped his chin as if thinking hard.  “Fibble!  You have a crush on our goblin!”  
 
    Mattie rolled her eyes.  “Bah! You know it ain’t Fibble.” 
 
    “Lugs, then?  You got a thing for nine-foot-tall strong, silent types?” He grinned at her. 
 
    Her eyes widened “Never!  He’d squish me when we-” She decided not to finish that sentence, covering her mouth with her hand and blushing an even deeper red.  Alexander snorted. 
 
    “Okay then, let me see.” 
 
    “It’s Taylor!” she blurted out.  
 
    “Corporal Taylor?” Alexander smiled at her “Not bad.  A man of authority.  Good soldier by all accounts.  I suppose he’s not bad looking…” 
 
    “He’s the most handsome man in the world!” She slapped at his leg playfully. “And he treats me so politely.  He has a kind heart, I think.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you go getting married again until Rose has a chance to have her say!” He winked at her.  “I’m glad you’re happy.  I want all our people to be happy and healthy.  Maybe soon you and Taylor can make some happy and healthy babies!” 
 
    She pulled a hand towel from her apron string and swatted him with it.  “Don’t rush me!” She smiled. 
 
    Alexander got to his feet, offered his hand to help her up, and made his way to the door. “I’ve got to go now.  Take a minute and collect yourself.  Don’t want to start the ladies in the kitchen gossiping, now do we?” 
 
    She snorted. “They already are. Started the moment we walked out”.  She gave him a brief hug. “Thank you for bringing the news to me. All of it.” Then she walked away, headed back to the kitchen. 
 
    Alexander turned toward the main door, headed toward the courtyard and the portal, only to find Jules standing there, arms crossed. 
 
    “Hi! Want to come with me to Broken Mountain? Have you met the king?” he asked.  
 
    “I have met the king.  He came here, remember?  Why was Mattie just hugging on you?” 
 
    “What?” Alexander was confused for a moment by the topic change. “Oh, I just told her that her ex-husband was killed today.  He tried to stab Rose O’Malley.” 
 
    Jules face instantly changed to one of sympathy. “Oh, no.  Is she alright?” 
 
    Alexander chuckled. “Mostly relieved I think.  She seems to regret that he’s dead, but isn’t taking it hard.  She’s been afraid he would come after her for some time.  Or did you mean is Rose alright?  She is, too.” 
 
    He reached down and took Jules’ hand.  “So? Broken Mountain?” 
 
    She nodded her head and walked with him out the main doors and into the courtyard.  A few dwarves were gathered there.  It hadn’t quite been half an hour, so Alexander and Jules chatted with the citizens.  Most were just going back to visit family.  A few asked if they could bring people back with them. 
 
    Alexander stepped into the middle of the group and called out for attention.  When he had it, he said, “A few of you have asked about bringing friends or family.  We could use a few more citizens.  Especially hunters, as we have a growing number of mouths to feed and it will take a while for crops to grow.  We also just picked up another mine or four, so we’ll need miners. Anyone know any dwarves who like to mine?”   
 
    This earned a hearty round of laughs from the crowd. 
 
    “We also would accept some younger dwarves who want to learn a new trade.  Like farming, fishing, livestock breeding, hunting, blacksmithing, or any one of the other crafts. Magic users are always welcome as well.  However, this is still a fortress under siege.  Though you don’t see the enemy outside the wall, they are coming.  So, no children.  Everyone who comes here may need to pick up a weapon and defend themselves,” he warned.  
 
    The gathered dwarves spoke quietly among themselves as a few others who had heard Alexander’s comments joined the group to see about recruiting friends. 
 
    Alexander moved in front of the portal and activated it.  Before he ushered the citizens through, he called out, “One more thing!  Nobody from Broken Mountain becomes a citizen here without first obtaining King Thalgrin’s approval.  I’ll not steal people from my allies.” 
 
    Nodding their heads in agreement, the dwarves stepped through the portal.  Silverbeard was there taking note of who left.  Then he joined Alexander and Jules as they went through.   
 
    Not wanting to cause alarm in the great hall, Alexander decided to walk through the city, rather than teleport.  He was in no great hurry.  As usual, a runner was sent to alert the king to visitors.  Alexander smiled at the boy, saying, “Don’t worry, I won’t be there when you arrive.” 
 
    Silverbeard took the initiative to point out a few interesting sights, even detouring them through one of the artisan markets.  “Ye might find armor or weapons ye like here.” He winked at them. 
 
    As they browsed through the many and varied vendor stalls, Alexander noticed a player behind one of the counters.  Walking over, he said, “Good evening.  I’m Alexander.” He stuck out a hand. 
 
    The dark-haired dwarf shook his hand with a powerful grip.  “I know yer name. And who ye are.  I be Grumpy.  Me name, not me attitude!” He chuckled.   
 
    Alexander couldn’t resist.  “You didn’t want to go with Bashful or Doc?” 
 
    “Ha! When I choosed this name, I were much younger ‘n’ drunker.  Seemed ta make sense at the time.” He winked at Jules, who smiled back. 
 
    “You’re a blacksmith, then?  You made these weapons yourself?” Alexander looked over the items on the table between them.  Jules reached down and picked up a matched pair of engraved daggers. 
 
    “Aye.  I’m a master smith.  Been smithing since the early days of Europa.  I’m one o’ them that took advantage o’ the chance to transfer meself here to Io when it launched.” 
 
    Jules ran her fingers over the engraving on one of the dagger blades.  “These are beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank ye, lass.  Them be one o’ me favorite works.  But daggers be unpopular among dwarves.  We prefer hammers or axes!” He scratched his beard a moment.  “The price o’ those be 200 gold.  But for a lovely lass like yerself, I’ll make it 175.” 
 
    “We’ll take them.” Alexander didn’t hesitate. “Tell me, Grumpy.  How much time do you spend on Io?  And are there more adventurers around? I’ve been here a few times and only met one dwarf adventurer.  And he’s in our guild.” 
 
    “This be where I make me livin’.  Between Europa ‘n’ here, been playin’ full-time nearly twenty years.  Used to do all the quests n lootin’.  But since I became a master smith, me weapons ‘n’ such earn me a good livin’.  Still, the work takes time.  If I’m awake, I’m here. I log out to eat ‘n’ sleep.  As fer players, there be quite a few.  Most clear the noob quests here and then get out ‘n’ about in the mountains.” 
 
    Alexander thought for a moment.  “You said you know who I am.  You’ve seen the videos about us?” 
 
    “Aye. Seen ye fight them PK fools. Had me a good belly laugh! And I see’d the announcement when ye took their keep, and then their guild house.  Got what they deserved, ye ask me!” 
 
    Jules, still focused on her new daggers, asked, “Can you enchant these? Maybe for agility or dexterity?  Something useful for a rogue?” 
 
    “Aye, I can do that.  Though there be better enchanters hereabouts.  I never add chants to me weapons ahead o’ time.  Might be someone wants strength instead o’ agility.  I figger why eliminate potential buyers?” 
 
    “Smart thinking.” Jules nodded her head.  She set the daggers down for a moment, reaching for a wide belt of leather with eight throwing daggers tucked into individual slots.   She pulled one of the daggers and mimed throwing it at Alexander. 
 
    Alexander said, “Grumpy, how would you like to join our guild?  Our main blacksmith is Brick.  He’s built himself a couple of really nice forges-” 
 
    “BWAAHAHA!” Grumpy’s laughter interrupted Alexander. “Really nice? Every dwarf here’s hear’d ‘bout yer dragon forge.  Most would sacrifice a nut or shave their beards ta work it!” 
 
    “Yes, well.  Brick is still a journeyman.  And while Ironhammer and several other masters are working the dragon forge, we could use a master of our own.  You’d earn a wage for helping to train our smiths, and to make weapons, and armor for our people.  In addition to what you earn by selling your own works.  And a percentage of the loot from any raids or battles.”  Alexander looked to Silverbeard, who’d been quietly examining a double-bladed axe.   The old dwarf nodded his head in answer to Alexander’s unvoiced question. 
 
    Catching the exchange, Grumpy grinned.  “Old Silverbeard here knows me since I were a noob.  Whatever ye be doin at that keep o’ yers, it agrees with him.” He turned to Silverbeard. “Ye look two hunnert years younger than last I saw ye!” 
 
    Silverbeard nodded sagely. “It were a dual blessing from Durin and Asclepius.  I prayed at an altar Alexander ‘n’ Brick built.” 
 
    Alexander added, “Those same two gods put their blessing on the dragon forge.  And I’m thinking if we have a master smith of our own, maybe we can create a second one at the keep.  It’s already built…” he let the thought trail off.  He actually had no idea if the gods, or Kai, would be willing to duplicate the legendary forge.  Or if they should.  Maybe one was enough. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee that, of course.  But we can definitely give you access to the forge at Greystone Manor.” 
 
    Grumpy looked at Alexander.  “And how d’ye know I ain’t one o’ them servants of the Dark One?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.  Not for sure.  But I don’t think you are.  And you’ll have to take the oath, just like everyone else.  If you violate that oath, you’ll lose this life that you’ve spent so much time building.  Not to mention your freedom in our world if you’re working for the Dark One.” 
 
    Grumpy looked as if he were considering it.  Alexander decided to play a trump card.  “Tell you what.  Join us, and I’ll give you a half pound of mithril to use as you see fit.  Make something for yourself or something to sell.  And you can use the dragon forge to make it.” 
 
    Grumpy stuck out his hand, and Alexander shook it.  “Do you have a name other than Grumpy we can call you?  It’s funny the first few times, but…” 
 
    “Me real name’s Langhorne.  Ye can call me Lang if’n ye prefer.” 
 
    “Okay, Lang.  We’re on our way to see the king.  It should take about an hour, maybe less, then we’ll be opening a portal to the keep.  If you’d like to join us, then you’re welcome.  Or I’ll be opening a portal around noon tomorrow if you need more time.” 
 
    “An hour should do.  Most of me gear’s right here.  I’ll meet ye at the portal,” Lang said as he began to pack up his wares. 
 
    Alexander paid the man for Jules’ daggers, and the trio moved on.  Ten minutes later they entered the great hall. 
 
    “Alexander! Welcome back, lad! And ye bring’d yer lovely lass.” Thalgrin bowed with an exaggerated flourish to Jules.  Then he grabbed Silverbeard in a massive hug. “Silverbeard, ye old goat!  Ye look younger’n me.  What’s yer secret?” 
 
    Silverbeard grinned. “Clean livin’ and a pure heart!” 
 
    “BWAHAHA!” Thalgrin’s laugh echoed through the hall “Guess I’m doomed, then.”  The king motioned for them to take a seat at one of the long stone tables.  
 
    “It be good to see ye here in me halls again, Alexander.  What bring’d ye here?” 
 
    “Well, Your Majesty.  Several things.  First, I thought you should know about recent happenings in Antalia.”  Alexander went on to explain about taking the guild hall, saving the queen, killing Lucius,  and his plans to rebuild PWP the way it was.  
 
    When he was done, Thalgrin nodded his head. “That be a right honorable thing yer doin’.  I’ll remove the bounty on PWP members.  But leave the one on servants o’ the Dark One.” 
 
    Alexander bowed his head. “Thank you, Your Majesty.  I also wanted to speak to you about a new land we have claimed.  We discovered it up on the plateau above Dire Keep.  It is quite a bit larger in land area than Stormforge.  And I’ve been given the right to establish a new kingdom, which we plan to call Elysia.  But I would not do so without coming to you first.  Without making sure we can continue our alliance.” He hesitated a moment, then added, “Ideally, I’d like to form a four-way alliance that includes Antalia.  Eventually, I hope to also include the elves and the dragons.” 
 
    Thalgrin didn’t even hesitate.  “It be me thinkin’ that a stronger friend is a better friend.  If ye’ve found space to grow, more resources to claim, without takin’ ‘em from yer neighbors, then good!  Yer a friend o’ Broken Mountain, be yer lands big or small.” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the exuberant king.  “Speaking of taking from my neighbors.  If you have any more volunteers who wish to come.,.” 
 
    “BWAHAHA!  Ye be stealin’ me best right out from under me!” the king complained half-heartedly.  “Aye, there be more.  What’re ye needing?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve more mouths to feed.  So I need hunters.  And we found another four mines, though I don’t know yet what they hold.  We’ve got two empty villages made of stone that could be occupied by tradespeople and farmers.  And any young ones who wish to learn trades and are old enough to fight if needed.”    
 
    The king nodded his head.  He called over one of his attendants and spoke quietly before the dwarf ran off. 
 
    Alexander decided to offer something in return. “We also discovered the rest of the rock troll tribe that belongs to the chief we found in our mine.  They’ll all be moving into our mine tomorrow.  About twenty of them in total.  But it occurs to me, that you might have a use for friendly rock trolls here in the mountain.  So, if you’re interested, I could ask if some of them want to live here.  And there’s a tremendous amount of lumber.  As well as a river full of fish.  So, we could work out a more extensive trade agreement.  Say, a wagonload of free fish a week, if you send me a few dwarves to work the nets?  When the crops have had time to grow, we could make similar arrangements.  I’ve got the space and the fertile soil to help you feed your people.  And, of course, continued use of the dragon forge.” 
 
    “Aye, lad, that all sounds fine.  We’ll talk to them that’s interested today.  If ye come back tomorrow, we’ll have a good few for ye.” 
 
    “Perfect!  I brought some citizens with me today who wanted to visit loved ones or friends. I think they’ll try to recruit some as well. But I warned them that we’ll not take anyone who hasn’t been approved by you.  In any case, I told them I would open another portal for them at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes to Thalgrin and headed back to the portal. This time, to save time, Alexander teleported them.  Lang was there to meet them, a small push-cart laden with goods and tools standing next to him.  About half of the citizens who had come from the keep were there as well.  Alexander opened the portal, and they all stepped through. 
 
    Silverbeard took Lang to find him a room and space to store his things.  The other dwarves dispersed to go find meals or take care of other business.  Alexander found himself alone with Jules. 
 
    “I bet I could convince Mattie to bring us a nice meal up in our rooms,” Alexander offered.  
 
    “OUR rooms?” Jules teased.  She took his hand, and the two of them headed for the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    All For One 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Alexander awoke before sunrise when his UI alarm went off.  Not wanting to wake Jules, who was snoring quite loudly next to him, he grabbed his gear and crept into the study, closing the door behind him.  He put his gear on and checked his UI.  Helga was online, but none of the others. 
 
    Teleporting himself up to the designated meeting spot on the plateau, he did not see Gorg or any of the rock trolls.  The sun hadn’t risen yet, so he sat down to wait.  Pulling a small piece of obsidian from his bag, he formed it into a ring.  He was just completing the far-speaking enchantment when the ground began to tremble. 
 
    The tread of more than two dozen rock trolls made quite the impact on the land.  Alexander stood and watched as the trolls emerged from the underbrush in ones and twos.  Gorg led the way, with Drog on his right. 
 
    Gorg halted in front of Alexander, holding out a giant fist for the elf to bump.  A gesture he’d apparently learned from Max.   “We come. All my people,” Gorg reported. 
 
    “Great!  I can teleport you down to the mine.  Though I think I should do it in two groups, just to be safe,” Alexander replied.  When Gorg nodded that they were ready, Alexander sent half of the rock trolls, including Gorg and Drog, to a clear spot outside the mine entrance.  He waited a minute for the first group to have time to move away, then he gestured for the remaining trolls to gather close, and he teleported them, and himself, to the same spot. 
 
    Gorg was waiting at the mine entrance.  He waved his people to head inside. Alexander approached. “We will bring food later today.  The hunters are working on it now.   Also, I have a question for you.” 
 
    Gorg tilted his head to one side.  “Question?  Ask.” 
 
    “I spoke to King Thalgrin in Broken Mountain yesterday.  He was happy to hear that we found the rest of your people.  He said he would like to have some rock trolls at Broken Mountain.  I thought you might be a little crowded with so many down there in your cave. So, if a few of your people would like to live with the dwarves in Broken Mountain, I can take them there.” 
 
    Gorg’s face turned angry, and he growled so deeply that pebbles on the ground around him began to rattle. “You sell Gorg’s people as slaves!” 
 
    Alexander quickly raised his hands and took a step back. “No! No, I would never do that!  If you go to Broken Mountain, it would be as friends. Allies!  The same as here.  They would give your people a place to live, food, marble, and water.  In return, your people would help them with their work.  The dwarves have a sense of honor, just as you and I do.  We do not have slaves, ever.” 
 
    After a solid minute of Alexander living in fear of being pulverized by the angry troll, Gorg nodded his head.  “You treat Gorg good.  Keep deal we make.  Find tribe.  Gorg think about other place.” And without further conversation, he turned and descended into the mine. 
 
    Alexander let out the breath he’d been holding and waved at several miners who’d been standing nearby with weapons and picks in hand, ready to defend Alexander if the rock troll had attacked.  “Thanks, guys.  But if this comes up again, don’t get involved.  I don’t want any of you getting smushed into pulp because I said something stupid!” He grinned at them. 
 
    Teleporting himself back to the keep, he headed toward the dining area outside the kitchen.  The sun had just risen, and many of his people were sitting down to breakfast.  Unsurprisingly, Jules was not among them.  Alexander grinned as he considered walking upstairs with a single pancake to tempt her. 
 
    As was becoming his habit, he chatted with random folks who sat with him while he ate his breakfast.  This morning it was eggs, sausage, and biscuits, with bowls of oranges and apples on the table.   Upon spotting the fruit, he’d instinctively looked around for Bacon.  But with Brick offline, Bacon would be banished to whatever limbo pets went to when dismissed. 
 
    He spotted Lang over at the smithy and made his way there to join him.  He found the master smith already instructing some of the lesser smiths on a better technique for folding metal.  Not wanting to interrupt the dwarf, Alexander stood and watched for a bit.  Then he opened up guild chat.   
 
    “Good morning, Kai.  We have ourselves a new master smith. An adventurer I recruited from Broken Mountain yesterday. Would you mind administering the oath today?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, Alexander.  When would you like to do so?” 
 
    “Let’s say, an hour? Wait, you know what? We’re expecting more dwarves from Broken Mountain this afternoon.  We can just do all the oaths at once,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “I am out hunting breakfast for Lia and myself at the moment.  After breakfast, I will be in the keep. I wish to discuss something with you. If you have time?” 
 
    “I always have time for you, Kai.”  Alexander saw that Lang had paused in his instruction and was filing something off to one side of the room.  He stepped over to speak to the dwarf.  “Good morning. You’re up and at work early!” 
 
    “Bah!  I don’t sleep much.  Figgered I’d get a good look at this here forge.”  Lang sounded a bit surly. 
 
    “And what do you think of it?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “It be a thing of beauty, for sure,” Lang said, touching the obsidian wall with one hand.  He smiled at the wall.  “But it nay be a dragon forge!” 
 
    Alexander laughed.  “I’ve got to go to Stormforge this afternoon.  I’ll take you there to meet the dragon forge.  And I’ll have Master Silverbeard get you your mithril before then.  In the meantime, there will be more dwarves coming from Broken Mountain at noon.  When they get here, you can take your oath along with them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Lang agreed before turning back to his work.  Alexander felt dismissed, so he moved along, mumbling to himself, “Grumpy might not be such a bad name for him.” 
 
    Next, he went to Silverbeard’s office.  Finding the elder dwarf already in his office and working through a deep stack of paper, he took a seat. “Good morning, Master Silverbeard.  I trust you slept well?” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  Slept fine.  Knowin’ there be more o’ me people comin’ to help manage this place give’d me some peace o’ mind.”   
 
    Alexander agreed completely. “Me as well.  And Grumpy is already hard at work.  Which reminds me, please give him his mithril as soon as he’s taken the oath.  I promised to take him to the dragon forge this afternoon.  Kai’s going to take his oath along with all those from Broken Mountain when they arrive.” 
 
    Silverbeard produced a lump of silvery metal from his desk drawer, holding it up for Alexander to see.  “It be right here.” 
 
    Alexander laughed. “I’m sorry. I know you’re on top of everything.  Instead of trying to tell you your job, how about if I ask your advice?” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  I’ll advise ye as best I can.  What’re ye need’n’?” 
 
    “Well, you heard me speak to Grumpy yesterday about the forge here.  Do you think I should ask Kai to use his fire on this forge as well? Or is that being greedy?” 
 
    Silverbeard set down his pen and put both hands flat on his desk. “I been considerin’ that since yesterday meself.  It be a lot to ask.  A dragon leaves a bit o’ himself behind when he sets a flame to forge like that.  On the other hand, Kai be a damned powerful dragon, with power to spare.”  
 
    Alexander hadn’t thought of things quite that way.  He responded slowly, thinking as he spoke.  “It is… a big request.  Maybe I should just forget it.  The forge is already better than most with just the obsidian.” 
 
    “I counsel ye to have patience.  It may be that the prince will notice yer need and offer to help on his own.” 
 
    Alexander thanked Silverbeard and left his office.   
 
    Max and Sasha came walking out of the keep’s chapel, where’d they’d respawned after being killed.  Sasha opened her mouth to say something when a Jules-shaped blur tackled her to the ground.  When the bodies stopped moving, Jules was hugging tightly to the druid. 
 
    Sasha grinned. “Hi, Jules. I missed you, too.” She patted the elf on the back a few times.  “But how ‘bout you let me breathe, so I don’t have to respawn again?” 
 
    Max, who had moved next to Alexander, nudged him with an elbow. “Kinda looks like they’re wrassling, don’t it? All we need is some mud…”  
 
    Alexander tried not to smile at the tasteless comment.  Jules had let go of Sasha, and the two were picking themselves up off the floor.  Jules eyed Max and looked as if she were ready to take another flying leap.  Max held up both hands.  “I’m happy to see you, too.  But no tackling, okay? I’m delicate.” He grinned at her. 
 
    Instead, Jules walked over and put an arm around Alexander.  Which he didn’t mind one bit.  Sasha stepped closer and also gave him a quick hug.  Stepping back, she said, “Pops asked me to pass along that the four you picked up yesterday check out okay.  So does Grumpy dwarf.” She grinned at that.  
 
    “Good to know.  Thank you.” Alexander ruffled her red hair.  An act he knew was guaranteed to annoy her.  “So how much xp did you guys lose when you died?” 
 
    Max grimaced as Sasha punched Alexander in the gut in retaliation for the hair mussing.  “I lost a level.  Back to 57,” he said.   
 
    “Yup, me too,” Sasha confirmed.  
 
    Max added, “And not for nothin’, but that shit HURT.  Not just that shit-weasel looking thing digging its way into my body.  But Kai jamming his dragon-claw fist into my chest tryin’ to chase it down and pull it out!  That sucked.”  
 
    Alexander adopted his best Yoda face.  “Ignore the pain, you must. All in your head, it is- argh!” he doubled over as Sasha punched him in the gut again.  Hard.  
 
    Kai walked into the main doors as Alexander was trying to recover his breath.  He was joined by Brick and Lainey coming out of the chapel, where their stones were bound.  Both started handing over the items they’d collected from Sasha and Max’s corpses.  Soon everybody was back in proper form. 
 
    Then Brick pulled out an item and handed it to Alexander. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Staff of Conqueror 
 
    Item level: Epic, Scalable 
 
    Stats: Intelligence +15, Charisma +20, Wisdom +10 
 
    This staff was wielded by the wizard Kadien, who used guile and persuasion as much as magical prowess to eliminate his rivals and seize his throne.  
 
    “What is this?” Alexander asked. “Where’d it come from?”  
 
    Brick grinned at him.  “Surprise!  While ye were in with the queen bein’ all heroic-herb-guy, I picked up Luscius’s head, which Kai had dropped. Thinkin’ mebbe I’d mount it next to tha’ snake.  Turns out ye can loot just a head.”  
 
    Max jumped right in. “And that’s all he dropped? That was a damned tough fight!” 
 
    Brick shrugged. “Could be the body woulda dropped more?” 
 
    Alexander put the staff in his bag.  “Did you guys watch my feed yesterday?” 
 
    “Aye!  Ye bring’d me a master blacksmith ta play with!” Brick rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “And a friggin’ rock troll offensive line to mow down our enemies!” Max golf-clapped for his friend. “Well played.” 
 
    Sasha batted her eyelashes at Alexander. “I was more impressed with how you sweet-talked those bounty hunters.  And you didn’t even have that staff with the charisma boost!” 
 
    Alexander looked to Lainey, expecting some snarky comment from her as well.  She just looked at him for a moment.  Then she quietly said, “I’m glad you killed Mattie’s dungsnuffler ex.”   The others all nodded at this. 
 
    “Well, today is what I’d call a prep day.  You all saw that the queen has requested our presence in Antalia?  The day after tomorrow.  I say we spend today and tomorrow doing what we can to build up this place, train some of our people, and just generally take care of business.” 
 
    All of them made agreeable noises, and none voiced an argument.  So, Alexander continued.  “Kai and I have to have a little talk.  Then I promised to take Lang-”  
 
    Sasha corrected, “Grumpy.”  
 
    To which Alexander rolled his eyes.  “Fine. I promised to take Grumpy to the compound and try to get one of the masters to step aside so he can use the dragon forge.  Also, need to pick up Blix.   And at noon, one of us…” He looked at Brick. “Needs to open the portal to Broken Mountain so the new recruits can join us.” 
 
    Brick shrugged. “I’ll be here.  I can open tha portal.  If me count is right, I be due for another shipment o’ spirits anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Now, what about the others.  I noticed Helga was online, but I haven’t spoken to her yet.  And none of Dayle’s group are on?” 
 
    Lainey spoke first.  “Helga, Lugs, Benny, and Beatrix are all going into immersion tomorrow.  They were all logging in to bank their gear, etc. and were going to take care of some real-world business first.”  Alexander nodded in understanding.  They’d all done the same. 
 
    “Misty may not come back.  She doesn’t seem angry or anything.  But she also doesn’t seem anxious to get back in the game.  She went to go see her sister,” Lainey continued.  “Warren and Lyra wanted to wait another day. I think partly to make sure Dayle is going to live.  And partly to see what Misty does.” 
 
    Alexander sighed.  “So, Helga, Lugs, Benny, and Beatrix are all going to be noob level when we attack Chaos Nation. Unless we can put it off for a while.  And we may not have Warren or the others, either.  At least we picked up Pollock and friends. They’ll be of some help.” 
 
    “Oh!” Sasha slapped Alexander’s butt in congratulations.  “Good job on the healing potion enchantment there, sport!” 
 
    Jules giggled at the surprised look on Alexander’s face.  So did Max. 
 
    Alexander recovered.   “Max, those guys won’t level much killing Dire Wolves and such down here.  You think you and Lainey, and maybe Lorian, could take them up top to hunt some higher-level mobs?  Might be enough xp to get you your lost level back.  You could explore the dungeon that’s up there.” 
 
    “We’d need a healer for that.  And I don’t mean Fibble.” Max looked at Sasha.   
 
    She sighed. “I want to make a bunch of potions for Alexander to enchant.  But I can take time to do the dungeon.” 
 
    Alexander added, “Check to see what level it is when you get there.  Might be good for all of us to go in there.  But hunt some critters on your way there.” 
 
    With that settled, Brick went off to play with Grumpy,  Max and Lainey headed out to the forest to find Pollock,  Jules and Sasha went in search of pancakes, and Alexander and Kai headed to his study. 
 
    Once the two of them had taken seats, Kai began without preamble. “I’ve spoken to my father, the king. I told him about the dark magic that is being used by these servants of the Dark One.  It is a very old magic, not seen since the early days of Io.  We dragons once fought a costly war against the drow, whose wizards created this magic.  They summoned armies of demons, and raised orcs and goblins and other creatures of the dark from their holes in the earth.  The elves and dwarves joined us against these forces.  Men, at the time, were barely more than animals themselves.  We tried to protect them, but they were nearly wiped out.” 
 
    Alexanders eyes widened.  He thought he knew the history of Io.  He’d even helped write some of it.  But he’d never heard of anything going back to the stone age of man. 
 
    Kai continued, a small grin on his face. “Lucky for you, mankind breed like rabbits.  It only took a few centuries for your population to flourish again.” 
 
    Kai pulled a scroll from his belt.  “This is an offer of alliance between the Dire Lands, soon to be known as Elysia, and the Kingdom of Dragons.  It names me as official ambassador to Elysia.  And you as its king.  I must urge you to accept this title.  I know you discussed having a more democratic structure.  And I believe that to be a good idea.  But you must ultimately have one person, one ruler, who can act quickly in times of trouble. It is not always possible to gather councils or advisors in time to make vital decisions.  Especially in times of war.  One who can be the deciding vote in the event a council is evenly split on an issue.” 
 
    Kai sat back in his chair after setting the scroll on Alexander’s desk. 
 
    Alexander stared at the scroll.  On the one hand, it was something he’d just told Thalgrin he hoped to accomplish one day.  On the other hand, how could he be a king? 
 
    “This is… unexpected,” he said to Kai as he lifted the scroll and unrolled it.  The offer was written in beautiful calligraphy that was a work of art in its own right.  
 
    Kai smiled at him.  “I doubt that.  Sooner than expected, certainly.  But this Dark One presents more of a threat than I initially believed.  If I am correct, the drow wizards are resurfacing.  We must find and eliminate them now before they can complete their plans and raise armies.  The last war cost many dragon lives.  And many thousands of elves and dwarves perished.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “I will need the support of the others in this.  I cannot just appoint myself king.” 
 
    “You already have it.  I took the liberty of speaking to each of them, except Jules, individually since I returned from my kingdom.  Each of them is behind you one hundred percent  Mainly, I suspect, because none of them wants the job.” 
 
    Alexander laughed at that.  Then something Kai said struck him. “Except Jules?” 
 
    “Well, you see…” Kai looked a bit embarrassed. “I wasn’t sure she could keep a secret from you.  And I did not think she would object, as having her mate become a king would soon make her a queen, would it not?” 
 
    “No pressure,” Alexander mumbled.   
 
    Kai laughed. “I understand the pressures of high office. And the need to secure a mate to ensure the continuation of the line.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes.  This was only getting worse.  First king, then married, now producing heirs! 
 
    “Can I think about this for a day or two?” he almost pleaded to the dragon prince. “This isn’t something one should decide on a whim.” 
 
    “Of course.  But do not wait long.  Every day we delay in taking action, the enemy becomes better prepared.”  Kai looked at him, then jumped up suddenly from his seat.  “In the meantime, I heard mention of a master smith? I do not see why he should have to share time at the dragon forge at Greystone Manor.  I shall go and use my flame to light the forge downstairs.” He winked at Alexander.  “But it is up to you to convince Durin to bless it!” 
 
    “Kai! That is… are you sure?  I understand you must sacrifice a bit of your magic to do this.  And you’ve already left some of it in Stormforge…” 
 
    “I am sure.  The dragon forges can be used to create weapons of power that may turn the tide of battle against the dark forces.  My father will be sending representatives to each of the dwarven clans to offer them dragon forges of their own.  This war, if it comes to that, will be fought across all of Io, not just here in the local realms.  Even the gods may be called upon before it ends.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Thank you.  But let’s not waste the opportunity.  Rather than lighting it now, let’s do it this evening when everyone can gather.  We’re bringing more folks from Broken Mountain today.  Maybe King Thalgrin would like to attend?  We can do it just after sunset when most of our people are gathering to eat.” 
 
    “A good idea,” Kai agreed. “Never miss a chance to amaze and impress the masses, eh?” He winked at his soon-to-be royal friend. 
 
    Alexander asked, “Speaking of Thalgrin, has he been informed about the drow?  Have any of the rulers?” 
 
    “You are the first.  My father is considering whether to call all of them together in a conclave or to let them know individually.  Many have not had the experiences you have, and will not believe that the drow are returning.  We may need your assistance in convincing them.”  
 
    Kai lowered his eyes to the floor. “Many human kingdoms have forgotten their allegiances of old.  Dragons are now a thing to be hunted for glory or rare loot.  Some may not answer the call if we declare a conclave under the old laws.” 
 
    Alexander tried to raise the dragon’s spirits.  “Well, we know Stormforge remembers the old ways, the king told you so himself.  And Broken Mountain upholds them still.  I will personally make sure Antalia honors the dragons as they should.  The fact that a dragon prince ripped off the head of the usurper will probably help!” He grinned as Kai snorted. 
 
    Alexander rose from his chair.  “I was planning to go to Stormforge this morning to see about recruiting more citizens.  Would you like to come along? 
 
    “Thank you, but I must return to the roost to attend Lia.  She’s… more demanding of late.  Our young will hatch soon.” Kai smiled proudly. 
 
    Alexander returned the smile.  “We’ll have to lock Sasha and Jules, and maybe Fibble, in a room somewhere to keep them from stealing your offspring.” 
 
    “Oh, no.  Lia will appreciate the help, even if she won’t admit it.  One dragonling is a handful.  A whole brood… well, life is going to get interesting.”  
 
    With that, Kai disappeared, teleporting back to his roost.  Alexander headed downstairs to check on Brick and Lang.  He wanted to make sure the two blacksmiths were going to get along.  
 
    Passing through the kitchen on his way out, he spotted Mattie.  Detouring over to the oven she was just closing, he said, “Hi, Mattie.” 
 
    “Alexander.  Didn’t you already have breakfast? I still have some eggs here…” 
 
    “No, thank you. I had plenty.  I wanted to give you a little heads-up that I may be bringing one or more of the O’Malleys back with me this afternoon.  And that we may have cause for a celebration this evening. We’ll also be adding a bunch of new citizens from Broken Mountain this afternoon, and maybe some from Stormforge. I don’t know how many, but potentially several dozen.  So maybe you and the others here in the kitchen could have some extra food ready at dinner time?” 
 
    Mattie was thoughtful for a minute.  “We are reaching the limits of what this kitchen can produce in a day. But we could begin using the other kitchen, the one attached to the dining hall inside.  And if you’re recruiting, we could use more help here in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.  Keep in mind that some of the food and drink burdens will be lifted when the Ogre II opens up.  But I like your idea of using the other kitchen as well.  And if we need to, we can expand this one.”  
 
    He left Mattie planning for the evening meal.  Outside, he spotted Brick and Grumpy working at the smithy.  “Gentlemen,” he said by way of greeting. 
 
    The two dwarves turned and looked at him as if he were a nun that just walked into a strip club.  Grumpy came to his senses first. “Apologies, Alexander.  We been discussin’ how best ta produce the weapons ye need to arm everyone.” 
 
    “Well, I was going to invite you to go to Stormforge with me, to see the dragon forge…” He paused as Grumpy took a step forward and opened his mouth to respond.  “BUT!” He grinned as the dwarf halted mid-breath. “Kai has just informed me that he will once again share his magic to make THIS forge into a dragon forge this evening.  So, really there’s no need for you to go.” 
 
    “BWAHAHAHA!” Both dwarves burst out laughing.  Grumpy slapped Alexander on the shoulder.  “Ye keep’d yer word.  And faster’n I expected.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I try,” Alexander replied dryly.  “And you’ll need to do your part as well.  You two will need to ask Durin for his blessing.” 
 
    “Aye, we’ll do that.  Thank ye.” 
 
    Alexander left the smithy and headed for the portal.  A thought occurred to him as he walked, and he said, “Jeeves, where is Corporal Taylor?” 
 
    “He is in the armory, Master.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.” Alexander headed toward the barracks building, which housed the armory. “Have you started on the lab connected to my chambers? 
 
    “I have removed the stone, as requested, Master.  Though I did not connect the room to your study.  As you mentioned, you wished it to be a secret?” 
 
    “Perfect.  I’ll take care of that.  Thank you, Jeeves.” 
 
    Alexander stepped into the armory and called out to Taylor.  When the guard corporal snapped to attention, Alexander motioned for him to follow. 
 
    Once outside, Alexander continued his path toward the portal.  Then he changed his mind and simply teleported himself and Taylor to Greystone Manor.  Turning to the guard, he asked, “What is your first name, Taylor?” 
 
    “James, sir.  But most just call me Jay,” the corporal responded. 
 
    “Really?  Your name is James Taylor?  Can you sing? You know, what, don’t answer that.  I need your help today. And I need to talk to you about Mattie.” 
 
    “Sir?” Taylor suddenly seemed a bit defensive. 
 
    Walking toward the compound gate, Alexander said, “It has come to my attention that you and Mattie have become… close. I would like to know your intentions toward her.” 
 
    Taylor’s gait faltered a bit at the direct question.  He righted himself and continued walking next to his boss.  “Intentions, sir? I’m not sure… I mean, I really like her.  But…” 
 
    “But she just got divorced?  But her ex-husband was just killed?  But she’s not marriage material?” Alexander prompted him. 
 
    “Oh, no sir!” Taylor looked horrified.  “I mean, yes about the ex-husband stuff.  But any man would be lucky to have Mattie as a wife!” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that, Taylor.  And I believe she feels the same about you.  If the two of you should decide to be married, I want you to let me know.  I would like to throw you two a wedding party.  Give our people something to celebrate.  And give Mattie the wedding she deserves.  Do I need to warn you about treating her well?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!  I mean, no, sir. NO warning is needed.  And I’ll notify you if we get to that.  I hope we do, sir.” The corporal let out a long breath.  Alexander clapped him on the shoulder.   
 
    “Well then, first things first.  You are now a sergeant.  You are junior to Jenkins and will follow his orders.  But you’ll need a sergeant’s pay to support a wife and maybe children”.  Alexander grinned at the sick look on Taylor’s face.  Kai had just done the same to him, and it felt good to pass it on. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”  
 
    Alexander steered the former-corporal into Lydia’s shop.  Lydia was behind the counter as they walked in.  “Good morning, boys!” She smiled at them.  “What can I do for you today?” 
 
    Alexander grinned at her. “Well, I thought I’d check with you on whether you’d thought of anything better than sugar?” He then nodded toward Taylor. “And this young fellow needs a gift for a young lady.  I thought you might have a perfume or something?” 
 
    Lydia’s face lit up.  “So you’ve finally made your move with Mattie!” She came around the counter and put her arm around Taylor.  “What took you so long?” 
 
    Taylor and Alexander both looked confused.  Lydia laughed. “Oh, please.  My husband told me months ago about how you moon over her when you pass in the street.” 
 
    Alexander couldn’t help but laugh as Taylor blushed furiously.  Then he decided to help a bit.  “You may have heard that Mattie’s divorced, and her ex has been killed.  So she’s had that burden lifted, and I think she’s about ready to burden herself with this guy.” He poked Taylor in the arm. 
 
    Lydia looked sad for a moment.  “I’m afraid I don’t stock perfume, though it’s not a bad idea.  But perfume is a gift for after you’re married.  What you need is jewelry!” She winked at Taylor, and then looked to Alexander. “Wouldn’t hurt YOU to take that advice as well!” 
 
    He smiled, producing the gift he’d bought for Jules, and handed it to Lydia. “Way ahead of you.” 
 
    Lydia inspected the leather choker with the emerald stone, noting the attribute boosts.  “Well done, Alexander!  That’s perfect for her.” 
 
    “I had a little help from Mags. I think I’ll take Taylor to see her this morning.” 
 
    Lydia hugged Alexander, and then she handed him back the gift.  “Good idea!  Now get going.  I’ve got work to do.” She practically pushed them out of her shop.  “And no, so far I’ve found nothing better than sugar.  I’ll let you know.  Tell Mags I said hello!” she said before closing the door behind them. 
 
    Alexander led Taylor down the street. “Okay, guild business first.  I need you to go to the Ogre.  Tell O’Malley I’m going to be recruiting again, and we’ll need to use his dining room like last time.  I’m going to speak to Captain Redmond first.  Meet me in the main square.” 
 
    The two men split up.  Alexander walked through the outer gates of the palace, the guards there saluting as he approached.  When he reached the inner bailey gate, he asked the corporal in charge where he might find the captain.   
 
    “He’s in the barracks, sir!” the corporal responded smartly.  Alexander thanked the man and made his way to the barracks.  Never having been inside, he had to ask directions to the captain’s office.   
 
    Alexander knocked on the door and waited for the call to enter.  He found the captain sitting at his desk, signing what looked like a requisition form. 
 
    “Good morning, Alexander.  Have a seat.” The captain motioned toward a chair in front of his desk.  Alexander complied.   
 
    “Requisitions?” Alexander asked after a moment, just to break the silence. 
 
    “Yes. This job isn’t all fighting enemies and chasing criminals, I’m afraid.”  The captain finished what he was doing and looked up. “What can I do for you, my friend?” 
 
    “Well, I have a sort of requisition myself.” Alexander smiled.  “I came to see about recruiting more citizens.  Our population is growing, and we need more hunters to help feed us until the crops grow.  We also need more craftsmen, and well, pretty much everything.” 
 
    The captain laughed.  He produced a paper from one of his cloak pockets. “The king and I assumed as much.  I would have given this to you yesterday, but you had company with you, and I wasn’t sure you’d want to discuss it in front of them.”  Alexander knew he meant Pollock and friends. 
 
    “I appreciate the discretion.” Alexander took the paper.  It turned out to be a list of citizens who had expressed interest in joining Alexander.  It was a significant list. There were nearly 100 names, with professions listed next to each.” 
 
    Seeing Alexander’s eyes widen, the captain added, “Folks have been making inquiries at the gate, even stopping my guards on the street.  There were more who asked, but many would not have been a good fit. Word of the potential wealth of your lands is spreading, and there are those who would try to take advantage.  These have been approved by the king, myself, or Lydia.” 
 
    “I… I was just going to ask for permission to recruit in the main square.  This is amazing!  Thank you.” Alexander was touched by the gesture. 
 
    “If you can’t take in the whole list now, mark down those you’d like first, and I’ll send runners to notify them.  Some could probably be ready to go by sunset. 
 
    “I just had Taylor go and reserve the dining room at the Ogre so we could interview volunteers.”  Alexander looked at the list again.  “Are there any you’d recommend above the others?” 
 
    The captain took the list back, grabbed his pen and made a dozen or so markings.  He handed it back to Alexander.  “These are known personally to Lydia or to me.  And are ready to go on short notice. I’d vouch for any of them.  You’ll also see there are several guardsmen on the list.  I’d appreciate it if you take them last.  I need time to replace them.” 
 
    Alexander nodded quickly. “I’ll leave them here until you say otherwise.  I’ve got enough bodies to guard the walls for now, and potentially more coming from Broken Mountain today.  Plus, our lands have been blessed, so servants of the dark cannot easily cross the moat, or climb the walls, or even walk across the land in between.”   He considered telling the captain about his conversation with Kai.  “Captain, I recommend you do the same.  Get your priests together.  I can lend you some dwarves to pray to Durin.  Choose a chapel near the walls, or build an altar in the wall itself.  And have the mages set a perimeter of light posts like I did at Whitehall.  Then have the gods bless the altar.  The blessing should extend outward, giving you a buffer.  You may very well need it.” 
 
    The captain looked at him, clearly tempted to ask questions.  Alexander saved him the trouble. “I believe the forces working with the Dark One are significant.  I have no proof yet.  But I would prefer you be prepared.  I’ll tell you more as soon as I’m able.  I’ll be advising Broken Mountain and Antalia to do the same.  And any other realm that will listen.” 
 
    Captain Redmond nodded his head, taking Alexander’s unspoken meaning.  “I’ll get to work on that.  In the meantime, I’ll send runners to that dozen, and any others on the list you think you want.  Feel free to recruit in the square today.  Or any other day.” 
 
     “Thank you.” Alexander looked at the list.  He picked five hunters, two bakers, a chef and his two assistants, two carpenters, a fletcher and his wife, and a butcher’s apprentice.  He showed the list to the captain, who jotted down the names.   
 
    “I’ll have the runners tell them to report to the Ogre.  How long will you be there?” 
 
    “I’ll give it three hours.  Also, you and Lydia, and the royal family, of course, are invited to dinner at the keep this evening.  We’re going to be creating a second dragon forge.  I thought you might like to watch.” 
 
    “Lydia and I will be there.  I’ll let the king know, but I doubt they will attend.  The queen isn’t feeling well.” He winked at Alexander “Nothing serious; she’s mostly sick in the mornings.” 
 
    Alexander grinned back.  “Seems like that’s catching in your extended family these days!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    We’re Gonna Need a Bigger Keep 
 
      
 
    Thanking the captain once again, Alexander headed to the square to meet Taylor.  Finding the man standing near the fountain, he said, “Change of plans.  No need to recruit.” He handed the list to Taylor.  “These are all volunteers already approved by the king.  Those with marks are being invited to the Ogre as we speak.  If you see any names you know personally, that are not guards, we can send someone to fetch them as well.” 
 
    Taylor looked at the list.  “Regina and Bodine.  An older couple, both mages, sort of.  They have lived here since I was little.  Their village got wiped out when they were teens.  They were the only survivors.” 
 
    “Mages, sort of?” Alexander asked.   
 
    Taylor replied, “Yeah, they are telepaths.  Doesn’t work with people other than each other.  They seem to be able to talk to animals, though.  Regina does some healing for folks, too.  They have a farm just west of the city.” 
 
    “Could you send one of the guards out to get them?”  
 
    “I’ll get a horse and go myself.  Won’t take but a few minutes.  I’ll bring them back to the Ogre.”  Taylor jogged back toward the palace to borrow a horse. 
 
    Alexander took the opportunity to swing by Mags’ shop.  She greeted him with a smile as he entered. “Alexander!  Back so soon?” 
 
    “I am.  But not for me.  I’m on a mission!” he declared. “Any chance you know a guard named Taylor?” 
 
    Mags smiled up at him.  “Of course.  Good looking young man. Beautiful singing voice.  Used to moon after Rose’s girl Mattie.” 
 
    Alexander laughed.  “Not ‘used to’… still does!” He winked at her. “So you know Mattie as well?” 
 
    Mags nodded her head.  “She’s a sweet girl.  Worked for Rose till she married that fool.  I hear you killed him, by the way?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me, but I helped,” Alexander replied. “Anyway, I’m trying to help things along between Taylor and Mattie.  You think if I send him here, you can help him pick an appropriate gift?” 
 
    “Of course I can!  Always happy to encourage young love.  How did your young elf like the choker?” 
 
    Alexander looked shyly at the floor. “I… haven’t given it to her yet.  Stuff’s been happening.  We had to fight in Antalia…” He drifted off, knowing he sounded lame. 
 
    Mags decided to let him off the hook. “Well, timing is everything.  You’ll know when to give it to her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mags.  I’ll send him by later.” Alexander put 100 gold on the counter.  “Would this cover it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure we can find something quite nice for that.” 
 
    “Then please tell him his money’s no good here.  Tell him it’s a pre-wedding gift from you or something.   That should make him squirm a bit, and be entertaining for you!” He grinned as he left the shop. 
 
    Alexander made his way over to the Ogre.  On entering, he found Martin and Blix standing at the bar, talking business.  The lunch crowd was beginning to filter in. 
 
    “Good day to you, barkeep!” Alexander called out.   
 
    Martin turned and winked at him.  “Alexander.  Good timing.  Blix and I were just discussing business.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Oh, no.  I’m staying out of that.  I’m here to recruit.  Maybe have some lunch?” 
 
    “Of course, of course.  Come on back.  None have arrived yet, but we’ll get you set up,” Martin said as he led Alexander back to the private dining room.  Blix joined them.   Once Alexander and Blix had sat down, Martin left saying he’d bring food and drink. 
 
    Blix took the opportunity to fill Alexander in.  “I know you don’t want to get into details.  But I’ll be loaning Martin and Rose what they need.  At 5% interest.  Though to be honest, with you building the structure for them, they won’t need all that much.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, Blix.  The more businesses we can help with the funds we have available, the faster we grow.  Later you’ll be able to do bigger, higher interest loans.  Don’t worry.” 
 
    Blix nodded reluctantly.  “I will say, you were right to suggest them as a first client.  They have a wonderful business model.  The food is good, rooms comfortable and clean.  And with the low overhead they’ll have at the keep, the Ogre II will be more profitable than this one.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door as Martin brought two plates of food and a jug of water.  “I can bring you ale, but I figured you’d want a clear head,” he explained.    
 
    “Thank you, Martin.  And I’m glad you two seem to be reaching an agreement.  It’ll be a pleasure to have an Ogre at the keep!” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  Rose will be staying there ta run things at first, while I run this place.  Rose hopes ta train up Mattie so she can take charge there.”  
 
    Alexander thought that was a great idea.  “Mattie’s already practically running the kitchen at the keep.  I’ll think she’ll do just fine.” 
 
    Alexander took a moment to open guild chat.  “Brick, I won’t be back to open the portal to Broken Mountain.  Can you please handle it?  Also, send a runner to King Thalgrin, let him know about the forge, see if he wants to come and participate?”  
 
    Brick replied, “Aye, we’ll take care of it.  No worries!  Are ye havin’ any luck there?” 
 
    “More than I expected.  I’ll be back before dinner.” 
 
    There was another knock at the door, and the first of the citizens stuck their head in.  “Alexander?  I’m Daniel.  I’m a carpenter.  Got a message to meet you here?” 
 
    And so it began.  Alexander met with volunteers as they arrived, asking a few questions of each before sending them out to the dining room to eat.  Before long, Taylor joined him.  He brought Regina and Bodine in with him, and Alexander chatted briefly with each.  He liked them instantly and was fascinated by their telepathic abilities with animals.  He mentioned that Jules seemed to be able to communicate with the prowlers they’d met.  This caused great excitement with the duo.   
 
    “I can’t wait to meet Jules!” Regina exclaimed.  “And the prowlers!” Bodine added.  Alexander smiled at them both.   
 
    “If you’d like to head home and pack your things-” 
 
    “We have what we need, at least for now,” Bodine interrupted before apologizing.  “I’m sorry, Alexander.  We’re excited about going.  We brought some things with us.  We will need to go back for all of our animals and such tomorrow.  Do you have space for them?” 
 
    Alexander grinned “We have plenty of space.  In fact, if you’re willing, I’d like you to work with a couple of our farmers tomorrow.  I’ll send you all here to purchase more livestock.  You can pick up your animals, and bring a wagon with you for your belongings.   In the meantime, you can come back with us this afternoon and meet everyone.  There will be a welcome dinner this evening, and a special surprise.” 
 
    And over the space of two hours, Alexander met with the nearly thirty volunteers he’d take in the first wave.  He accepted all of them, putting faith in the king and the Redmonds’ recommendations.  About half were ready to go back with him immediately.  The others would be ready the next day. 
 
    So Alexander, Blix, Taylor, Rose & Martin, and a dozen volunteers all made their way back to the Greystone compound.  Taylor had gone out to secure a horse and wagon, and the volunteers piled their packs and belongings in the back.  Martin had insisted on loading up several barrels of ale, as well.  Saying it would be his contribution to the evening’s celebration.  
 
    Lydia flagged them down as they passed her shop.  She said they’d round up Fitz, and he would bring them to dinner.  Alexander stopped at the dragon forge and invited Master Ironhammer and the other masters to dinner as well.  He didn’t tell them about the forge, wanting it to be a surprise.  Ironhammer accepted.  The others opted to stay and work. 
 
    A few of the volunteers who wanted to go immediately hadn’t shown up yet.  So Alexander made everyone comfortable inside the house.  He sat down and pulled two chunks of obsidian from his bag.  He quickly formed both into the shape of light cannons and began to infuse the first with the Ray of Light spell.  When it was full, he had significantly drained his mana.  He pulled out a soul gem and used it to power up the second cannon.  As he worked, he opened guild chat again and alerted Silverbeard and the others as to how many he was bringing back with him.   
 
    Then he took both cannons out to Master Ironhammer at the smithy and asked him to shape the triggers.  The old dwarf took only a few minutes to complete both.  By then, the last of the stragglers had arrived.  Alexander set the trigger word for both to match the other cannons. 
 
    Alexander gathered everyone from inside and outside the house and opened the portal.  The humans, dwarf, gnome, horses and the wagons filed through into the keep’s courtyard.  Lola and Silverbeard were there to welcome everyone and begin getting them situated.  The dwarves had already arrived and been settled.  Silverbeard reported that there were sixty of them in total, with more expected.  Also, that King Thalgrin would be joining them for the evening. 
 
    Alexander led the O’Malleys to the kitchen, where there was a happy reunion with Mattie.  Then Rose and Mattie kicked Martin and Alexander out, saying there was work to be done, and they were in the way. 
 
    Alexander led Martin to the area between the bank and the auction house.  This was the last remaining large space left within the inner walls.  It was not as large as the space occupied by the original Ogre. 
 
    “You can’t spread out as much, but we can build it three stories plus a cellar,” Alexander offered.  “Or, you can have space between the walls, and spread out more.” Alexander led Martin out through the bailey gate and across the fields between the walls.  Then they turned and moved along the interior of the outer wall, where the duergar’s structure was set up, along with a few stables, a carpentry shop, the merchant’s shops, and others.  “You can’t see much now, but in a few more weeks there will be crops here.  Eventually, we may construct another wall, further out.  But for now, you’ve seen the space we have available.”  Alexander teleported them out to the moat bridge.  “As you can see, we’ve got a moat, and sheer walls.  Solid stone, strengthened with magic.  We made this wall as high as possible without blocking the sun and wind from the crops inside.” 
 
    Martin whistled in amazement. “You built all this since ya took this place?” 
 
    Alexander laughed.  “We built all this in the first week.  We’ve been busy since then with… other things.”  
 
    Martin considered his options. “I’ll need to discuss it with Rose, o’ course.  But bein’ that we’re expecting Mattie will be runnin’ the Ogre II, I think we’d rather see her safe inside the inner wall.  Even if it means fewer tables and fewer rooms.” 
 
    “I understand, and I agree.  If the outer walls don’t hold for some reason, those in the margin may not have time to retreat into the inner wall.” Alexander teleported Martin and himself back to the courtyard.  
 
    It was maybe an hour before sunset, and Brick had just opened the portal to Broken Mountain.  King Thalgrin and his guards strode through as Brick welcomed them to the keep.  It would be embarrassing to have the wards send the dwarven king to the dungeons below. 
 
    “Welcome, Your Majesty!” Alexander called out.  “I’m glad you could make it!” 
 
    Thalgrin grabbed Alexander in a bear hug, lifting the elf off his feet. “Bah! Ye knew I’d not miss the creation of a dragon forge! At least, not again!” 
 
    Spying Blix hovering conspicuously nearby, Alexander waved him over.  “Your Majesty, please allow me to introduce my friend Martin O’Malley.  He runs the Ogre in Stormforge and is about to build an inn and tavern here in the keep.  I have a feeling he’ll be wanting to talk to you about purchasing ale and spirits!”   
 
    Martin bowed to the king, who reached out a hand in turn.  As they shook hands, the king said, “Please t’meet ye.  I’m sure we can arrange somethin’!” He winked at the innkeeper. 
 
    Alexander indicated Blix, now standing on his other side.  “And this is Blix Copperbottom of the banker’s guild.  He’s starting our bank for us.” 
 
    Blix bowed deeply at the waist, so that his nose nearly touched the ground.  “It is a great honor to meet you, mighty king.” 
 
    “Bwahaha!  Mighty, is it?  I like ye already!” Thalgrin clapped the gnome on the back, nearly knocking him over.  
 
    Alexander looked at the bustling crowd moving about the courtyard.  Citizens going about their normal business, or helping newcomers to move supplies and possessions.  
 
    “It’s a bit crowded here, Your Majesty.  Would you like to see the new expansion?” 
 
    “Aye lad!  Been curious since ye bring’d it up yesterday.  Show me!”  
 
    Alexander teleported Thalgrin, his guards, Martin, Blix, and himself to the top of the garrison tower up on the plateau.  The lower sun glinted off the treetops for miles around. 
 
    The guests all moved to the parapets and looked about them.  Martin was the first to speak. 
 
    “These trees… there’s nothing like these in Stormforge.  Or the Dire Woods.  Where are we?” 
 
    Alexander answered loud enough for all to hear.  “We are up on the plateau above the keep.  We have claimed this forest, and plan to declare a new kingdom soon.  This forest runs twenty miles wide by thirty deep.  There are three more towers like this one, which we will fortify.  There are villages being rebuilt;  a dock on the river for fishing;  mines scattered about;  and a dungeon off to the northwest.” 
 
    Thalgrin continued to gaze out over the massive trees. “How’d ye find this place?” 
 
    There was a mirror in the control room of the keep. The Dark One’s minions were using the keep and this tower. We found a portal in the caverns below that we destroyed just as a lich was about to bring an army of undead demons through.”  
 
    “By Durin’s beard… undead demons?” Thalgrin’s face looked grim.  “What exactly do we be up against here, Alexander?” 
 
    Alexander glanced meaningfully at Blix and Martin, then very quietly answered.  “Best we speak about that in private, Your Majesty.  And I think Kai will want to share some information with you as well.” 
 
    Alexander opened guild chat.  “Kai, I’m at the top of the garrison tower with King Thalgrin.  He has… questions.  Can you join us?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a moment,” Kai answered. 
 
    Alexander looked to Martin and Blix.  “Gentlemen, I’m going to send you back to the keep.”  Then he looked at King Thalgrin.  “Your Majesty?  Your guards?” 
 
    Thalgrin motioned to his guard captain.  “I’ll be safe enough here with the knight and the dragon.  Wait fer me back at the keep.” 
 
    Alexander teleported the guards back to the keep along with Martin and Blix.  A second or two later, Kai appeared.  Thalgrin bowed to the dragon prince, who lowered his head in return. 
 
    “Kai, Thalgrin has questions about the kind of enemy we’re facing.  I told him about the lich and the portal down below. I figured rather than me try to tell him your suspicions; it would be better if you share what you told me.” 
 
    Kai leaned his hands on the parapet, looking out over the forest.  “Thalgrin, you know of the war with the demon hordes a thousand years ago?” 
 
    “Aye, Prince.  I’ve heard tell of it.” 
 
    “This is where that war was fought.  This tower stands near the final battlefront, where the demons were defeated.  But before they were put down, the demon horde swept down from the north and slaughtered every living thing up to this point.  Entire cities.  Hundreds of villages.  The war raged for three years.” 
 
    Both Alexander and Thalgrin were silent.  Kai stared off into space as if remembering the battle.  “And yet, all those deaths are but a small fraction of the lives lost the last time we faced the drow wizards and their armies.  And that is who I fear we shall face again soon.” 
 
    Thalgrin gasped.  He swallowed audibly, and then he whispered, “The drow?” 
 
    Dwarves and drow were mortal enemies. Both lived in vast underground cities.  And through the millennia, occasionally a dwarven mine would intrude upon territory the drow claimed as their own.  War would ensue.  Bloody, brutal war that sometimes lasted for decades.  Entire cities were lost on both sides. 
 
    Thalgrin leaned heavily on the wall as he absorbed what Kai had said. “The damned DROW?” he asked again. 
 
    Kai went on to explain the circumstances that had occurred over the last month or more, and the dragon king’s suspicion that the drow wizards were once again gathering their forces. 
 
    Thalgrin sat in stunned silence as he listened.  When Kai was finished, there was a tremble in Thalgrin’s voice.  “What’ll we do?” 
 
    Alexander tried to lighten the mood a bit.  “Well, for starters, you’re going to get your own dragon forge!” 
 
    Thalgrin’s eyes moved from Kai to Alexander.  When what the elf had said finally registered, he looked back to Kai. The dragon nodded his head.  “You’ll be getting a visit from one of my cousins.  We’ll be creating dragon forges for each of the dwarven clans.  We need weapons that can harm the forces of darkness.  Weapons blessed with dragon magic and holy magic.” 
 
    “How… how much time do we have?” Thalgrin asked.  
 
    “We aren’t sure.  Could be a year.  Could be weeks.  Alexander here seems to have repeatedly set back their plans in this area of Io.  He’s wiped out two demon armies, permanently destroyed one lich, and possibly a second.  He’s thwarted their plans to undermine Antalia, and he’s trapped an army of demons and undead in the dungeon near the keep.  He also destroyed the portal below and a demon portal near Whitehall.  His encounters with the servants of darkness and the ancient magic they’re using are what alerted us to the return of the drow.” 
 
    Thalgrin steadied himself and put a hand on Alexander’s shoulders. “Thank ye, lad. I know’d ye were runnin’ about killin’ demons ‘n’ such, but it seems we owe ye a great debt.” 
 
    “No debt is owed, Your Majesty.  This is my home, too.”   
 
    “We both know that ain’t quite true, lad.” Thalgrin smiled sadly at him. “Ye and yer friends can leave our world ‘n’ go home to yer own anytime.  But ye choose to remain ‘n’ help us fight.  And fer that, yer names will always be remembered.” 
 
    Thalgrin shook himself, and moments later he seemed to stand a bit taller.  “Right!  I be needin’ a drink or twenty!” He clapped Alexander on the shoulder.  “This be a wondrous land ye got here, lad.  I be proud of ye. And I’ll help ye as I can to make it stronger.  But it seems ta have a distinct lack of refreshment!” 
 
    With a snort, Kai teleported the three of them back to the keep.  They found the Redmonds and Prince Edward in the courtyard, having just arrived themselves.  Greetings were exchanged, and the group began to head toward the smithy.  It was nearing sunset, so Alexander decided to call everyone together.   He called out.  “Jeeves, loudspeaker, please.  
 
    “Go ahead, Master.” 
 
    “Can I have your attention, please?  I’d like everyone who’s not currently occupied to gather at the smithy in ten minutes.  We’ve got a little something you might want to see.” 
 
    Looking at Kai, he said, “Thank you for this.  You have been a great friend and a tremendous help to us all from the day you first stepped into Greystone Manor.” 
 
    Kai bowed his head in acknowledgement and said, “It is you who are owed gratitude.  Were it not for you and yours, we may not have found out about this Dark One until his armies were marching.” 
 
    As he led them toward the smithy, he stopped to show them the new bank building, as well as the auction house.   By the time they reached the dining area, Alexander was taken aback by the sheer number of people he found gathered around the smithy.  It seemed nearly all of the humans, dwarves, even the duergar were in attendance.  His population had nearly tripled in the last week or so. 
 
    As they made their way through the crowd, Alexander spotted Father Alric.  He waved the priest over and quickly explained what they were planning.  Alric quickly volunteered to ask for his god’s blessing as well. So Alexander, Thalgrin, Kai, and Alric made their way to the smithy doors, which were now wide open.  Brick and Grumpy were standing in the doorway, both with hopeful looks on their faces.  When they saw Kai approaching, both broke into little celebratory jigs.  Kai laughed at the sight.  
 
    With a seemingly effortless leap, Kai launched himself atop the smithy’s roof.  The crowd hushed as he assumed his smaller dragon form.   
 
    Alexander took advantage of the quiet and called out, “Citizens of the Dire Lands, and honored guests.  I have brought you here to witness something truly special.  Thanks to a gracious offer from Prince Kai of the Dragon Kingdom, we will be turning this beautiful obsidian smithy into a dragon forge!” 
 
    He paused as the crowd of almost four hundred citizens applauded, whistled, and made other congratulatory noises.  After a few moments, he raised his hands again.  “In addition, we will be asking that our patron deities, Durin and Asclepius, bless this forge as they have blessed our chapel so that the weapons crafted here will be more effective against the minions of the Dark One!” 
 
    This brought a much louder round of cheers. The people were all for anything that would make them stronger or deadlier in the coming fights. 
 
    Without further ceremony, Kai raised his head. “I, Kaibonostrum, grant the power of my ancestors to this dragon forge.  May it be used only to create weapons of light!” 
 
    The black dragon lowered his head through the open doorway, and a moment later a blast of blue fire reflected off of every surface of the smithy.  A wave of heat washed over the crowd, causing many of them to take a step back or cover their faces for a moment. 
 
    Kai withdrew his massive head and smiled his toothy dragon smile at the crowd. “It is done!” 
 
    Amidst the roar of approval that followed, he returned to his human form, jumping down from the roof.  He raised his hands, and the crowd quieted once again. 
 
    “Those who are willing, please kneel and pray to your chosen god that they bless this forge with the light that may help to overcome the darkness!” 
 
    At this prompting, Thalgrin, Brick, Ironhammer, Grumpy, and all of the dwarves took a knee and placed a hand on their chest.  Many of those hands held weapons.  A few held mugs of ale.  
 
    At the same time, Father Alric knelt on both knees and bowed his head toward to the forge.  Several of the humans did the same.  Surprisingly, every one of the duergar knelt and began to chant in their own tongue.  Even Lorian took a knee.   
 
    Alexander, not wanting to exclude himself, took a knee as well. He offered a silent prayer to Odin, his friend, and father of all the gods.   
 
    Please All-Father, guide me in whatever ways you can, as I try to build up this land and defend it from the forces of darkness. 
 
    It wasn’t fancy, but it was heartfelt.  Alexander knew Odin was limited by his own programming.  But a part of him felt that Io was taking on a life of its own.  So what could it hurt to ask his buddy Odin for a little help now and then? 
 
    The prayers of the crowd ceased suddenly as a dual lightning bolt struck the forge, much as it had the first forge.  But this time, the lightning was following by a soft, golden rain that fell through a beam of light.  And there was a rumbling in the earth as veins of a bluish-silver metal rose up through the floor and walls of the smithy to mingle with the highlights that were already there.   
 
    The entire smithy began to glow with a silvery-blue light that got brighter and brighter until many closed their eyes.  Then it faded so that only the veins of silver, blue, and clear crystal glowed.  They seemed to pulse with a heartbeat. 
 
    The keep was completely silent as the echoes of the lighting crash faded away.  The silence was broken as Kai began to chuckle.  The chuckle grew into a full-throated laugh. 
 
    “It seems the gods are beginning to unite!  This forge has indeed been blessed by Durin and Asclepius.  But also by Loguear, earthen god of the Duergar, Freyr, god of light and patron of the Elves, and the tears of Frigg, mother of gods, and wife to Odin the All-Father!  
 
    The cheers from the crowd escalated with the naming of each god until it became a frenzied roar of approval and zeal from four hundred throats.  An answering roar sounded from above, as Lia landed in dragon form atop the smithy.  Looking down, she asked “What is this shiny new thing, husband? I felt the hands of gods upon this place and came to see.  It feels… tingly.” She sounded pleased as she curled up and settled upon the roof.   The crowd cheered yet again! 
 
    Brick decided to make a true celebration and began yelling for dwarves to help him break out the kegs of ale and spirits.  The kitchen staff retreated to the kitchen and began sending out whatever food they had prepared for the occasion.  Soon the long tables were filled with food and drink, and citizens mingled as they ate and drank.  
 
    The celebration lasted well into the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Dogs of War 
 
      
 
    The next morning found Alexander rising before sunrise yet again.  He’d set his alarm so that he could breakfast with Thalgrin before he returned to Broken Mountain. 
 
    Alexander smiled as he rose from the bed.  Jules was back in her pink jammies.  She hadn’t been when she fell asleep last night. For a moment he wondered if she equipped them in her sleep.  
 
    Deciding not to wake her, he quietly gathered his gear and headed downstairs.  He found several citizens already at breakfast when he arrived.  He’d just sat down and was talking to a couple of new volunteers when Thalgrin and his guards showed up.  The king joined him at the table with no fuss or ceremony, just a grunt of acknowledgment as he reached for a pitcher of ale.   
 
    “Quite the celebration last night,” Alexander observed. “I noticed you made quite a large number of toasts to Durin.” He grinned. 
 
    The king chuckled.  “Aye, lad.  One must make sacrifices in honor of one’s god.  We was thankin’ him fer his blessin’ upon the forge.” 
 
    Alexander looked around at the crowd of hungover dwarves. “I’d say you thanked him good and proper!” 
 
    The king’s normally boisterous laugh was reduced to a quiet “Heh. Aye.”  He spared another smile upon looking over at the dragon forge.  At the moment, the dragon forge featured actual dragons.  Both Kai and Lia were curled up atop the building.  Lia was humming happily to herself, eyes closed. 
 
    Thalgrin shook his head, speaking quietly.  “I’d thought to mebbe make somethin’ in yer forge this morning.  But I’d not dare disturb herself.” He motioned at Lia.  
 
    “It’s quite alright, Thalgrin.” Lia’s voice came across the courtyard.  “I’m awake.  I’m just enjoying the feeling of this magic.  I’ve never felt such a combination, and both Kai and I are curious as to what blessings the weapons created here will receive.” 
 
    Thalgrin rose and bowed to the dragoness.  “O’ course, M’lady.  It’d be my honor to work this forge.”  He paused to gulp down another pint of ale, then strode over to the forge.  Selecting a bar of dwarven steel, he set it in the blue flame of the forge and set to work preparing his tools and materials. 
 
    The king of the Broken Mountain dwarves was a master smith, from a long line of master smiths.  It wasn’t long before the sound of hammering had many in the dining area covering their ears and wincing.  A few even fled to quieter corners of the keep.  
 
    Because Io was created for players - who are notoriously impatient with short attention spans -the act of crafting an item in the game was relatively quick.  One might spend hours or days gathering materials.  But once you had them all, the actual act of creation only took a minute or two.  This was true of blacksmithing, cooking, skinning, tailoring, or any of the crafting arts. 
 
    It seemed to take longer for citizens.  Maybe because they had patience programmed into their code.  Still, Thalgrin emerged from the smithy less than ten minutes later.  He looked refreshed and revitalized as if the act of smithing had cured his hangover. 
 
    Returning to the table, he held up a sword, presenting it to Alexander.  “This be fer ye, lad.  Fer all ye’ve done, and all ye will do.” 
 
    Alexander rose to face the dwarven king.  Taking the sword gently in his own hands, he inspected it.   
 
    The blade was as long as his arm, and maybe three inches wide yet was nearly weightless.  A fuller run down the center of the blade, and on either side of it were engravings that ran the whole length.  The grip was unwrapped, yet felt rough and secure.  And warm to the touch. The guard was a stylized black dragon with emerald green eyes that seemed to glow with power.  The pommel was rounded and smoky grey.  Upon closer inspection, Alexander found that it was a soul gem.   
 
      
 
    The Fall of Darkness 
 
    Item Level: Unique, Scalable 
 
    Stats:  Intelligence +15, Wisdom +15, Strength+20, Stamina +15, Charisma +10, Agility +10 
 
    The first weapon born in a Dragon Forge blessed by five gods of the pantheon, this sword is imbued with holy magic unparalleled on Io.  Crafted by a dwarven master of the line of Durin for a Champion of the Light, the sword will cause devastating damage to servants of darkness. When drawn in battle, the wielder’s allies will receive boosts to morale, strength, and stamina.  This sword shall be a beacon of hope in the battle against the forces of the dark. It will absorb the souls of its victims and use their energy to strengthen itself and its wielder.  
 
    Alexander held the sword in shaky hands as he read the description.  “Your Majesty… I am not worthy of such a weapon.  I…” 
 
    “Bah!  Give it here!” the king took the sword in hand, and Alexander felt as if a part of him had been yanked away. 
 
    “Kneel, lad.” The dwarven king commanded.  Alexander obeyed without thought, taking a knee.   Thalgrin raised the sword above his head.  “This be a time of coming darkness.  The fate o’ our world be uncertain.  In such times, always a few champions step forward ta take up the cause of light and face the darkness.  I name ye, Alexander Greystone, Champion of the Light!”  
 
    As he spoke, Thalgrin lowered the sword, setting it upon Alexander’s bowed head.  Then he once again took it in both hands, presenting it to Alexander as he said, “Rise, Champion, and take up yer sword!” 
 
    When Alexander rose and took the sword in hand, every soul around him, including the king, took a knee and bowed their heads.   Not knowing why, but feeling it was right, he thrust the sword into the air.  The people around him let out a cheer that was quickly drowned by roars from Lia and Kai that shook the entire keep.   
 
    He lowered the sword, suddenly not sure what to do with it.  Those around him rose to their feet, many coming to congratulate him with a handshake or pat on the shoulder.  A roll of thunder echoed off the cliff above, signaling Odin’s approval as well. 
 
    Jules and Sasha came out of the kitchen in a rush, forgotten plates of pancakes still in hand.  Brick wasn’t far behind. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Sasha demanded, looking around. “Was there some kind of attack?” 
 
    “BWAHAHA!” Thalgrin’s laugh was back to normal.  Definitely no more hangover. “Yer friend here’s just become a Champion of the Light!” 
 
    Sasha let out a held breath.  “Oh, is that all?  Dorkboy got another achievement.  Whoopee,” she deadpanned. 
 
    And just like that, Alexander’s rapidly swelling head was deflated back to normal size. 
 
    Brick noticed the new sword and asked to hold it. Upon inspection, he whistled.  “This be the most epic weapon I hear’d about on Io.” 
 
    “King Thalgrin made it. Just now.  In the dragon forge,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “Let me take a look.” Kai, now in his human form, approached with a hand out.  Alexander handed him the weapon.  Kai inspected it for a moment, then read the runes that ran up both sides of the blade. 
 
    “Within the darkness, light.  Within the light, salvation,” he said aloud. 
 
    “That’s beautiful.” Jules smiled as she sat down with her breakfast.   Sasha sat next to her. “Yeah, it kinda is.  Too bad it’s wasted on his royal dorkiness.” She grinned at Alexander, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    The greatly amused King Thalgrin interrupted the teasing. “I’ll be getting’ back to me home, now.  I’ll be needin’ to prepare for our own dragon forge!” His statement caused a murmur among his guards.   
 
    Thalgrin said his goodbyes and Brick escorted him to the portal to activate it, the guards following behind.  
 
    Alexander sat down next to Jules, laying the sword on the table in front of him.  “I’ll have to ask Lainey or Thea to make me a scabbard. I can’t just walk around holding this thing all the time,” he muttered. 
 
    Jules elbowed him in the ribs.  “Why not?  Ya look so sexy with it.” She winked at him as Sasha groaned and rolled her eyes.  
 
    Alexander decided to play along.  “Women.  All they care about is the size of your sword,” he lamented.   This caused Jules to blush and focus on her pancakes. 
 
    Regina and Bodine joined them at the table, each holding a half-filled plate of fruits and fried potatoes.  Noticing the questioning look from Sasha, Regina said, “We don’t eat animal flesh.  At least, not sentient animals.  We do eat fish, oysters, and such.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I haven’t introduced you,” Alexander quickly corrected his oversight.  “Jules, Sasha, this is Regina and her husband, Bodine.  Jules, they have a gift like yours.  They are able to communicate telepathically with animals.” 
 
    Jules immediately forgot about her pancakes.  “Oh, that’s wonderful!  I was hoping to find someone who can help me learn.  I can understand rough ideas from the kitties, but it’s not really like talking.” 
 
    “Kitties?” Bodine asked, a smile on his face.  
 
    “We found a family of night prowlers up on the plateau.  One of them has adopted Jules.  She seems to be able to see images from their minds, and speak to them in a similar way.” Sasha clarified. 
 
    Jules nodded her head emphatically.  “It’s like I see flashes of a thought, in pictures.  Sometimes they are memories, but not always,” she explained.  Taking advantage of her distraction, Alexander swiped a syrup-saturated pancake from her plate. 
 
    Regina said, “Yes, that is how it started for us, too.  When we were young.  The gift will grow as you use it.” 
 
    Bodine added, “We can teach you.  You are the first we’ve encountered who shares our gift.  And it sounds like you’ve already found your bonded species.” 
 
    Jules tilted her head questioningly.  “Bonded species?” 
 
    Regina explained, “Bodine’s species is wolves.  He is able to communicate much more clearly with them.  We learned as children that each of us with the gift would find one species to which they have a bond.” She looked down at her hands for a moment. “I’ve not yet found mine.  Though I can communicate with most animals to a lesser degree.” 
 
    Bodine chuckled.  “You will find yours.  My father’s bond was with cattle. It was funny to watch him walk through the field when we were children, cattle tagging along behind him like puppies.” 
 
    Alexander asked, “Your species is wolves?  You can communicate with the wolves in the forest outside?”  He was thinking they would make excellent scouts. 
 
    Bodine’s face fell.  “No.  Those are Dire Wolves.  There is something broken within them.  They will not speak.  Their only desire is to kill. But I have a small den of wolves on our farm.  They let us know when danger is near.  And keep the dire wolves away.” 
 
    Regina leaned forward. “Speaking of which, we need to go home today and fetch our zoo.” She looked at Alexander.  “You mentioned sending farmers to buy livestock?” 
 
    Alexander rose to his feet.  “Of course.  What do you need?” 
 
    Bodine answered right away. “The wagon we used yesterday.  And an escort through the city, to keep curious folks from getting too close?  Our animals are well behaved, but they will be nervous around crowds.” 
 
    Alexander called out. “Jeeves, please ask sergeant Taylor to bring his squad, hitch up a wagon, and report to me in the courtyard in ten minutes.” 
 
    After a moment, Jeeves responded, “It is done, Master.” 
 
    Alexander looked around the dining area.  He had seen Master Plowright earlier… there!  “Master Plowright!” He waved at the farmer who was just getting up from breakfast. 
 
    The farmer walked over, waving in greeting to everyone.  Seeing the new couple at the table, he said, “Regina! Bodine! It is good to see you here.” 
 
    Alexander grinned.  He should have known they might be acquainted.  “I’d like you to take Regina and Bodine with you today.  They’ll assist you with your purchases, and they’ll need to round up their own stock to bring here.” 
 
    Plowright looked mildly worried.  “All of them?” 
 
    Regina laughed. “Don’t worry.  We will keep them away from the others.  They’ll behave themselves.” 
 
    Bodine added, “Still, it might be a good idea to keep them separated once we’re all back here…” 
 
    Alexander volunteered, “How about up on the plateau? There’s lots of room at the garrison tower.” 
 
    Plowright nodded his head.  “Good idea.  There’s room for his wolves to run up there.   
 
    Alexander added, “Speaking of wolves, Jeeves says there are a couple of large packs in the woods across the river east of the tower.  Maybe you can speak to them?  Keep them away from our livestock, so we don’t have to kill them.” 
 
    Bodine thumped the table and stood up. “I love a challenge!  Let’s get going.” 
 
    Alexander walked with the three of them to the main courtyard, where they found Taylor just arriving with the wagon and the five guards that made up his squad.  Alexander explained their mission for the day, and then he opened the portal for them.  He instructed them to be back by noon as that was when he would be opening the portal for the other volunteers in Stormforge.  He gave Taylor additional instructions to get as much help as needed to ensure the animals could be moved safely through the city.  He handed the sergeant 100 gold to be used for hiring help if needed. 
 
    Lola gave Plowright the funds needed to purchase more livestock. With nothing more to say, Alexander opened the portal, and the group moved through.  He closed it behind them and turned to Lola, who was still standing nearby.  
 
    “Have we made our initial deposit with Blix yet? He’s going to need to have funds available to start loaning money soon.” 
 
    Lola nodded slightly, consulting her list.  “Aye, we gived him 250,000 gold, 200,000 in gems, and a pound o’ mithril to keep in tha vault.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lola.  Is there anything you need from me? Anything you want to discuss?” 
 
    “Aye, there is.  Can we talk in private?” 
 
    “Of course.  Let’s go to my chambers.” Alexander led the young dwarfess into the donjon and up to his quarters.  Making herself comfortable in one of the sitting room chairs, Lola consulted her list again.” 
 
    “Ye be burning through yer cash at a fast pace” she began. “Ye still gots plenty, o’ course.  But we be needin’ cash coming in, as well.  If ye continue at this rate, ye’ll be out of gold in a year.” 
 
    Alexander was surprised at the short time frame.   “Well, we’re paying wages to more than 300 citizens now.  And feeding everyone.  I see what you mean.  But things should slow down now.  We’ve got crops going in. That should cut down on food expenses.  And the mine is producing now, right?” 
 
    “Aye, it be producing.  Right now our own blacksmiths be using most o’ the ore that comes from the mine.  We’ll have all the citizens armed in a week or two.  After that, we can begin to sell the ore fer profit.  If ye opens one o’ them mines up top, that’d be pure profit.  Ye need to decide whether to sell it at auction, or direct to Stormforge or Broken Mountain.” 
 
    Alexander only thought for a few seconds before responding, “Whichever you think is most profitable.  We are not in a hurry, so use your best judgment.” 
 
    Lola advanced another question. “We must pay the taxes to Stormforge on the mine down here.  Does ye owe taxes on the others up top as well?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “No. We’ll pay King Charles the taxes on just the one mine.  And the quarry, and any lumber or trade goods we sell from down below.  At least until we declare an independent kingdom.  I’ll have to discuss with him what happens after that.” 
 
    “Ye could sell crops and fish to Broken Mountain,” Lola added. 
 
    Alexander hadn’t filled her in on his discussion with Thalgrin.  He asked, “I offered Thalgrin a free cartload of fish per week if he sent us dwarves to do the fishing.  Were any of the dwarves that arrived yesterday fishermen? 
 
    Lola chuckled “There be no dwarf fishermen that I know of.  Save for a few who like to fish in the creek with a pole.  But there be three young’uns who arrived yesterday who be willin’ to learn.  Me Gramp sent them to Lars.” 
 
    “I suppose I should be having this discussion with both of you.  Have you got time to wait while he joins us?” 
 
    Lola nodded her head.   Alexander teleported himself down to Silverbeard’s office.  Finding the man at his desk, he said, “Lola and I are meeting upstairs.  Do you have time to join us?” 
 
    “O’ course, lad.” Silverbeard stood and moved around his desk, and Alexander teleported them both back to the sitting room.  Silverbeard nodded at his granddaughter and took a seat.  
 
    Alexander caught him up. “We were just discussing the finances, and specifically the new citizens coming in.  I’m afraid I don’t know much about the new arrivals from Broken Mountain.  But here are the ones already here or coming from Stormforge today, as well as sixty or seventy more volunteers we can choose from.  They are all recommendations from the king or the Redmonds.”   
 
    Silverbeard took the list and looked at it briefly.  “These first ones’ll do nicely, lad.  Good choices.  As fer dwarves, we got ten miners - so we can open at least one of the mines up top.”  
 
    Alexander smiled. “I’ll take Grimble up there to check them out to figure out which will be first.  Lola says we got three potential fishermen?” 
 
    “Aye, three lads just old nuff to take up a trade.  We got six more that’ll be farmers, and two that want to be smiths.” Silverbeard grinned at that last part.  Every dwarf wanted to be a smith when a dragon forge was nearby. 
 
    “We got three cooks and four hunters; eight crafters, not including Grumpy;  a husband and wife, jewelcrafters both; a master leather crafter and two apprentices;  a silversmith, who bring his wife; a scribe, and a tinker.” 
 
    Alexander had been counting on his fingers.  “I make that thirty-seven total?” 
 
    “Aye.  That be right,” Silverbeard confirmed.  
 
    Alexander was about to ask about housing for all the new arrivals when a message from Lorian popped up on guild chat. 
 
    “Alexander!  There are dark elves in Dire Forest.  They are moving toward the demon caverns.” 
 
    “Shit!” Alexander said to himself.  Then in guild chat, “They must be trying to free the army that I trapped in there.  How many? And how far away are they?” 
 
    “There are about twenty of them.  They’re moving quickly through the trees.  They should be at the caverns in fifteen minutes or so.”  
 
    Alexander had expected an attempt to be made to free the army.  But he hadn’t expected drow.  He hadn’t even known about the drow until yesterday. 
 
    Kai spoke up before Alexander had formed a response. “We must eliminate them before they can free their servants.” 
 
    “Okay, all guild members to the keep courtyard.  Lorian, where are you?” 
 
    “I am up on the plateau with Lainey and Max.  And Pollock’s group.  We will get there as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Jeeves, give me loudspeaker, please.  Sasha, Jules, Brick, we’ll need to hold them off until the others arrive.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Master,” Jeeves replied. 
 
    “Attention, citizens.  We’ve just been informed that a party of twenty drow are making their way through the Dire Forest to free the undead and demons trapped in the caverns.  If they succeed, we may have an army at our door by nightfall. I want everyone preparing for battle.  Each of you pick up weapons and armor, bandages and healing potions.  We’ll need to be ready to get food and water to troops on the wall if this becomes a siege.   Any crews outside the walls should return to the keep now.  Secure the livestock inside the walls. Get the light cannons set up on the outer wall, either side of the gatehouse.” 
 
    He paused to consider his next words. “We’re prepared for this.  We’ve been planning for it since the day we arrived.  I have complete faith in you all!” 
 
    Alexander teleported Silverbeard, Lola, and himself to the courtyard.  The two dwarves immediately went to work organizing people.  
 
    Brick, Sasha, Jules, and Grumpy showed up a moment later, coming from different directions.  All of them in full armor with weapons in hand.   
 
    Brick had a look of dismay on his face. “Five us against twenty drow.  This be a awful time ta be short so many friends.” 
 
    Alexander agreed whole-heartedly.  “When we get there, everyone call your mounts.  Maybe they’ll help even the odds a bit.” 
 
    Kai and Fibble joined them with a flash.  Kai said, “His wand might come in handy if these drow are truly servants of the dark.” Indicating the little goblin he’d brought along. 
 
    Fibble looked at Sasha with uncertainty for a moment, then rushed to hug her leg.  “Fibble sorry! Not protect.” He had tears in his eyes. 
 
    Sasha knelt down and hugged her little protector.  “I’m just fine, Fibble. See? I’m okay.  No one could have saved me from that.  It was evil magic.  We are going right now to fight the drow.  The ones who use that magic.  Will you fight with us?” 
 
    Fibble growled from deep in his throat.  “Fibble HATE drow!  They make goblins slaves.  Hurt Sasha.  Kill drow!”  He waved his stick around as if the enemy were already upon them. 
 
    Alexander teleported the group to the clear area just in front of the demon caverns.  Sasha reminded them, “Summon your mounts.”  A few moments later there were three large cats, one giant battleboar, and a mean-looking dog nearly the size of Bacon.  It looked like a bulldog, but with spikes and fiery red eyes.  
 
    “This be Spot,” Grumpy said by way of explanation.  “Devil dog. I winn’d him in an event on Europa.”   Spot and Bacon sniffed at each other a moment before Spot’s tail began to wag.   
 
    A whistle from the tree line caught their attention as a hunter stepped out and waved them over.   The group all moved toward him. 
 
    “The drow are approaching from the southeast.  I’m told they’ll be here in less than five minutes.  One of ours is following at a safe distance,” he reported. 
 
    Sasha took over.  “Alight.  If we ambush them here in the forest, the cats will be more effective.  They can pounce from above.  And we can use the trees for cover if they have casters.   Jules?” 
 
    Jules nodded her head and disappeared.  She would be their eyes and ears as the drow approached.  Sasha moved a short way to the southeast, then stopped.  “Here.” She chose a spot with a clear space maybe twenty feet in diameter, surrounded by mature trees.   “Alexander, make a pit under this whole clearing. But leave the top on it.  When they get in position, I’ll trap them, then you hit them with Wizard Fire and open the pit.” 
 
    She looked around.  “Brick, you and Grumpy are going to have to be the bait.  I need them to cross this spot.”  Both dwarves nodded their heads.  Grumpy took out a shield and double-bladed axe.  Brick already had shield and hammer in hand. 
 
    “Fibble, you stay with me.  Hide behind this tree, and when I say so, you shoot the drow.”  The little goblin gave a single ear-flapping nod. 
 
    Jules’ voice came through guild chat.  Alexander had forgotten to form a party!  He frantically began doing so as Jules talked.  
 
    “I count eighteen. Moving quietly, but fast. Maybe two minutes out.  All carry knives.  Two have staffs and robes. All level 65 or higher.” 
 
    “Either we lost two, or they’ve moved away from the group.  Everyone keep an eye out,” Sasha warned.  
 
    Brick and Grumpy sat on the ground at the near edge of the clearing. Grumpy started complaining loudly about the poor quality of ale available outside Broken Mountain.  Sasha, Fibble, Kai, and Alexander moved behind large trees to hide themselves.   The cats all disappeared up into the trees, while Bacon and Spot made themselves comfortable in the grass behind the dwarves.   The hunter who had briefed them had already disappeared in the branches above. 
 
    Less than a minute later, a voice from the forest interrupted Grumpy’s rant.  
 
    “What are two earth-diggers doing out here in the forest?” a drow asked as he stepped into the clearing.  About a dozen more stepped out behind him as he casually approached the dwarves.   Grumpy and Brick both jumped to their feet, raising their shields.  Spot and Bacon rose as well.  Spot growled at the drow. 
 
    “What we be doin’ here be our business, and none o’ yours, drow.” Brick called back.  The leader was now halfway across the clearing, the dozen behind him now also over Alexander’s pit.  But now there were seven of them out of sight. 
 
    “Watch for an ambush!” Sasha called out in party chat this time. 
 
    As the drow leader reached a distance of about ten feet from the dwarves, Grumpy growled. “That be close enough.  What’re ye wantin’ with us?” 
 
    The drow laughed loudly.  “Why, your heads, of course.  I’ve not taken a dwarf’s head in five hundred years, at least.  I’ll put them on my end tables for decoration!” 
 
    A bolt of dark magic screamed out of the trees from the right, glancing off Grumpy’s shield.  Another came from the left and struck Brick’s hastily shifted shield.  “I like me head, and I’m keepin it!” Brick shouted as he cast Holy Smite on the lead drow.   
 
    The dark elf screamed in pain, then shouted, “KILL THEM!” 
 
    The drow behind him drew knives and moved forward.  As soon as they were close enough to him, Sasha cast Thorn Trap.  Thorny vines burst from the ground and enveloped the thirteen drow, pinning them in place.  Alexander quickly cast Wizard’s Fire on several of them, igniting the whole group.   
 
    Before he could drop the pit cover, three more drow ran out of the trees to one side, knives in hand.  Two made straight for Alexander; the other began to chant and wave his arms at his fellow drow.  
 
    Alexander retreated behind Brick, who charge forward and bashed one of the drow into the fire with the others. The second dark elf was only knocked down.  But Brick took advantage and smashed it in the face with his hammer. 
 
    “Now!” Sasha called out.  Alexander liquified the pit cover, and the now fourteen burning elves dropped into a pit twenty feet deep.  Brick kicked his foe hard in the side, rolling him into the pit as well.  Fibble began shouting “Pew! Pew!” and shooting the only remaining visible dark elf with his stick.  The holy damage from the wand didn’t seem to do much damage to the drow, but it did distract him in the middle of his spell. 
 
    Grumpy and Brick moved in and began to pound and slash at the drow, who fended them off using his dagger and dodging with incredible speed and dexterity.   
 
    There was a short scream off to the right.  Alexander saw Jules’ health bar drop by half on his UI.  A moment later she said, “Ugh. I got one, but she got me.” 
 
    Kai tore through the woods in Jules’ direction.  As he moved, there were feline roars in seemingly every direction.  Spot tilted his head as if listening, then took off toward the left, growling as he went.  
 
    Grumpy managed to connect with a shield bash against his opponent’s back, knocking that drow into the pit with the others.  Alexander hit him with Wizard’s Fire on his way down.  
 
    Even as he fell, two more emerged from the pit, having apparently been boosted out, or thrown out, by their comrades.  Brick and Grumpy each took one enemy, while Alexander moved closer to the edge.  Looking down, he saw two drow with hands joined about to toss a third up to toward him.  He instantly liquefied the stone under them, causing them all to sink a couple feet before he hardened it again.  A dark bolt slammed into his hip, knocking him backward. He could feel the familiar agony of the spell boring into him.  He desperately reached into his bag for his healing wand.  Jamming it into the opening at his hip, he cast a burst of light magic into the wound.  When the agony didn’t stop, he cast it again, then again as he screamed in pain. 
 
    Sasha was healing him as well.  Between the two of them, he was remaining above half health.   She called out, “Fibble, shoot Alexander!” 
 
    The little goblin obliged, running up next to Alexander and shooting him repeatedly with the wand. “Pew!” 
 
    Tigger came running out of the trees, a dead drow in his jaws.  He ran straight toward Brick, whose opponent had his back to the cat.  With a leap, he landed atop the drow, dropping his first kill and biting down on the head of the trapped elf.  There was a sickening crunch as its skull caved in and it stopped struggling.  
 
    Brick instantly moved to assist Grumpy with his drow, and Tigger moved over to the fallen Alexander.  He stood between his master and the forest, growling as he looked left and right. 
 
    Kai returned to the clearing carrying Jules under one arm.  She was alive, barely.  Sasha began casting heals on her and Kai set her down and went to work on Alexander.  He analyzed Alexander’s body for a brief moment, then jammed his hand up into the gaping wound.  Alexander screamed and passed out from the pain. 
 
    Sasha called out, “There are still three out there!  Hunters!  Cats, I need you to go guard the cavern entrance.  Now!”  Tigger looked at Alexander for a moment, and apparently decided he was in good hands.  The giant tiger bounded off toward the caverns. 
 
    As Brick finished off the dwarves’ opponent with a hammer blow to the back of its head, Spot came out of the trees carrying the badly mangled and burned corpse of another drow.  He trotted over to the pit and dropped it in.   Then he very calmly turned and lifted a leg, urinating what looked like molten lava into the pit.  As screams of pain rose up from below, Brick winced.  He looked down at his own privates and said, “That’s gotta hurt!”   Grumpy just laughed.  
 
    Sasha was focusing on healing Jules and Alexander alternately.  Kai was withdrawing his hand, pulling the evil worm out of Alexander’s chest when a drow appeared behind him and stabbed him in the back.   Kai let out a roar of pain that silenced the forest for miles around as his health bar dropped by a third.     
 
    Spot pounced on the now visible drow, who was about to stab Kai a second time.  The devil dog clamped onto the drow’s leg and dragged it backward.  Brick and Grumpy were there in a flash, quickly turning the back-stabbing dark elf into a pile of meat.  
 
    The sneak attack had caused Kai to lose his grip on the worm inside Alexander.  With Sasha distracted trying to heal Kai, Alexander’s health dropped quickly.  Sasha knew better than to switch. As an NPC, Kai took priority.  Alexander could respawn if necessary.  Kai couldn’t. 
 
    Jules was back to 80% health and was getting to her feet.  Sasha shouted, “Jules!  There’s still one more out there!  Find him!” 
 
    “But…” Jules stepped toward Alexander’s motionless body.  
 
    Sasha practically screamed at her, “GO!  You can’t help him.” 
 
    Jules sobbed once, then disappeared as she activated stealth and went to hunt the last drow.  
 
    Brick cast a Holy Heal spell on Kai, bringing him back up near full health.  But his bar began to drop again immediately. The dragon gasped, “Poison,” as he struggled to reach Alexander again.   Sasha tried a Cleanse spell on the dragon, but it had no effect.   
 
    Alexander’s health bar dropped to zero.  Brick growled with rage and stomped over to the pit, shield in front of him.  As soon as he stepped close, two more dark bolts impacted his shield.   
 
    He cast Holy Smite on the nearest drow, causing it to scream in pain.  Then he took a knee, keeping his shield between himself and the drow trapped below.  He dropped his hammer and put his hand on the earth.  Channeling his shaping skill, he began to close the pit by drawing the sides together.  Stone ground against stone as the walls of the pit closed in on the drow.  Still trapped in the solid stone of the floor, they frantically cast spell after spell at the dwarf.  None penetrated his legendary shield.  
 
    There were screams from below as the walls scraped across the floor, cutting the first few dark elves’ bodies off from their legs. The upper bodies were pushed against the other drow as the walls continued their inexorable progress.  Grumpy looked sick, then threw up into the pit.  He took a few steps back, shaking his head.  
 
    The walls halted when Brick’s stamina ran out.  Looking down into the pit, he saw a few drow still alive amid the mass of broken and bleeding bodies.  The walls were only about two feet apart, and all the drow parts were tightly compacted around the living in the remaining space.  One of the dark elves was screaming, as her left thigh had been partially severed by the now-halted wall.  A nearby comrade shouted for her to be silent.  Then shouted again before cutting her throat.   The screaming ended in a gurgle; then there was silence.  
 
    A voice rose up from the pit, “We surrender.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Grumpy replied.  Nobody disagreed.  
 
    “I have information that could be useful to you.” The voice was eerily calm.  
 
    “Ever heard the term ‘Never trust a drow’?” Grumpy didn’t approach the pit as he called out.   He turned to look at Brick, who had also retreated from the edge.  “Man, that was some hard-core shit.” 
 
    Brick only nodded his head, still exhausted from draining his stamina.   
 
    Sasha looked at the two dwarves.  “Fight’s not over yet.  There’s still another one out there.  Maybe more.” 
 
    The voice from the pit called out again. “There is only one.  He is about to kill your rogue.” 
 
    A moment later, Jules health bar dropped to zero.  “Dammit!” Sasha cursed.  There was a roar, and then a scream.   Jules’ kitten walked into the clearing carrying half of a drow in his jaws.  Tigger carried Jules gently in his own mouth.  He set her down next to Alexander.   Sasha could see that her throat had been cut, nearly severing her head.   Sasha was glad Alexander wasn’t alive to see it. 
 
    The hunter who had spoken to them earlier stepped into the clearing.  He saw Jules and Alexander dead, and Kai injured.  Eyes wide, he reported, “Two hunters are guarding the entrance with the grey cat.  Two more in the woods around us.  No sign of more drow, but they seem to be gifted in stealth magic.” 
 
    Brick waved the hunter closer.  The man knelt down next to him, not wanting to expose himself to attack from below.  Brick whispered to the man. “Protect that entrance.  Get more o’ yer guys here.”  The hunter nodded and took off. 
 
    Brick opened guild chat. “Max, stay at the keep.  Alexander’s dead, he’ll respawn there in a few.  Get Fitz!  Kai has been poisoned; we can’t cure it.” 
 
    Kai added, “Tell Fitz the drow’s blade had dragonsbane on it.” 
 
    “Bring the new guys.  We could use some backup,” Sasha added.  
 
    The voice from the pit echoed up again.  “Is Alexander up there? Or did we manage to kill him?  What about Brick? I saw Brick breathing. And I know I heard Sasha a moment ago.” 
 
    “How the fuck d’ye know our names?” Brick grumbled toward the pit.  His stamina was beginning to recover, but the regen rate was slow because they were still in combat.  
 
    “I’ve known Alexander his whole life,” the voice replied.  That got Brick’s attention.  He lifted his shield and got to one knee.  Grumpy moved to help him stand.  He held his own shield in front of them, overlapping Brick’s, and helped his guildmate step forward.   
 
    Getting close enough to see below, Brick stuck his head out.  Immediately two dark magic bolts struck his shield, pushing him back.  There was laughter from below.   
 
    Brick took a knee, keeping his shield up.  “Who are ye?” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah… that is a secret for later.  Right now, I want to talk to Alexander.” 
 
    Grumpy spat into the pit, smiling when he heard a curse from someone below.  “Alexander’s dead right now, but if ye’d like ta leave yer name ‘n’ number, he’ll get back to ye later.” 
 
    “Ah, so we did get him.  Very good.  I imagine he did not enjoy the pain.  I chose that particular spell for exactly that reason.  No quick death.  Slow and painful, as he deserves.  My wife died quite slowly.  They tell me it took as much as an hour for her to bleed out.” A chuckle drifted up from the pit.   
 
    “I understand that recently Alexander had a bit of an issue waking up after a serious injury,” the voice continued.  “Maybe this one will put him down permanently.  I almost hope not; it would be a shame not to get to speak to him.  I do hope he returns soon.  I likely have very little time.” 
 
    “Ye got that right!” Grumpy shouted. “Me dog’s gonna need ta pee again soon.” 
 
    With a flash of light, Fitz appeared with Max, Lainey, Lorian, Pollock, and his group.  Fitz immediately handed Kai a potion to drink, then proceeded to slather some kind of paste on the knife wound in the dragon’s back.  
 
    The others all drew their weapons and began to search the clearing.  Brick warned, “Don’t get too close to the pit.  Bastard down there be shootin’ them shit weasel spells.” 
 
    Max didn’t need to be told twice.  He leaned down and gathered Alexander and Jules’ gear.  Then he carefully looted the drow bodies that were not too close to the pit.  
 
    Looking carefully at Fitz, Brick said, “The arse in the pit claims to know Alexander in our world.  Seems to know Sasha and me too.” 
 
    Max tried to peek into the pit without exposing himself.  “A player, then? What’s his name?” 
 
    “Won’t say,” Brick replied.  “Says it be a surprise.  Wants to talk to Alexander.” 
 
    Pollock and his two warriors all took out shields and approached the pit.  After bolts cracked off of two of their shields, they each took a quick look into the pit.   One of them dropped to a knee and puked, trying to hold his shield up at the same time.  Pollock whispered. “Holy shit.  That’s just… damn.” before pulling his friend back from the edge. His face was a bit pale.   
 
    Grumpy chimed in, “That’s pretty much what I said.” 
 
    The voice drifted up from below.  “Yes, it is getting quite… unpleasant down here.  I do hope Alexander will be returning soon?” 
 
    Sasha looked at her UI.  The timer under Alexander’s health bar was under a minute.   She turned her attention back to Kai, who seemed to be feeling better.  She said, “Kai, what was that? I couldn’t stop it.” 
 
    Again, the voice provided information.  “Dragonsbane. I had all my people coat their daggers with it.  It has little effect on humans, but once introduced into a dragon’s bloodstream, it burns like ice.  It somehow uses their own magic against them; Dragons are creatures of magic, you know.  And when that magic finally burns out… well, we have more than a few dragon skulls at home.” 
 
    Fitz hissed at the pit.  “And where is home?” 
 
    “Aha!  Fitz. Wouldn’t you like to know!  I’m afraid my masters would be disappointed in me if I shared that little tidbit.” 
 
    Alexander appeared in the clearing.  A dark bolt flew from the pit, barely missing his face as he ducked down.  There was a strangled cry from in the pit.  “I’m sorry, Alexander.” the voice said. “My people are a bit bloodthirsty, I’m afraid.  Tried to kill you again despite knowing I wish to speak with you.” 
 
    Alexander looked confused.  He accepted his gear from Max and re-equipped.  “You want to talk to me?  Do I know you?” 
 
    “Since before you could spell your own name, boy.  You sat on my lap as a child, though I’m sure you don’t remember.”  
 
    Alexander looked bewilderedly at his friends.   Brick spoke up. “Been spoutin’ nonsense like that since ye died.  Somethin’ ‘bout his wife bleedin’ to death slowly, how ye needed to feel the same pain.” 
 
    Alexander’s mouth dropped open. His legs got wobbly, and he sat down as puzzle pieces clicked together in his head.  He looked toward the pit.  “Your wife… Seshat.”  
 
    “Ah, so you’ve figured out it!  Congratulations, boy.  Yes.  Seshat was my wife.  Until your mother dragged her away from me and got her killed.” 
 
    Sasha gasped.   Tears began to form in her eyes.  She’d known Seshat as a child, as well.  
 
    Alexander moved on to other questions.  “But, how are you… why are you here?” 
 
    “I’ve always had a game account.  My wife and I used to play Europa for fun, and we brought our kids into the game as they got old enough.  We chose drow because she liked the way they looked.”  The voice stopped with a gagging sound.  “It really is unpleasant down here; I don’t suppose you’d be willing to let me out? I promise to behave.” 
 
    Fitz responded before Alexander could.  “I think not.” 
 
    “Ah, well.  Worth a try.  Where was I?  Yes.  After… the incident, I didn’t return to Europa for years. Too many memories.   But when Io launched, I was offered the chance to transfer my drow to a whole new world.  So I did.  And I found a quest line for the drow wizards.  And the rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
    “So the drow wizards sent you here to kill me? As part of a quest?” 
 
    “Oh, no.  I’m not even certain they know who you are.  Though they are aware that someone has been making things difficult for them here.  You and your friends have set them back quite a bit, actually.” He chuckled.  “No, I came here on my own.  I used the resources I’ve earned - the servants I’ve gathered in my years with the wizards.  I used some of the money your father gave me, too.  And the insurance money from Seshat’s death.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “I… I don’t understand.  Why?  What did I do to you?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?  I am the Dark One.  The one you’ve been seeking, in this world and the other.  I am the one who subverted PWP and sent them after you.  I’m the one who sent Delbert and the others to the Olympus!” 
 
    As soon as he heard those words, Fitz snarled with rage.  He cast a magic shield in front of himself and stalked toward the pit.  A dark bolt dissipated against his shield.  The old wizard shouted a phrase, and there was a cry of pain from the pit.  Fitz waved a hand, and a drow rose up from below, encased in a circular cage of light exactly like the one Fitz had trapped Baron Dire inside.   
 
    Moving the trapped drow to one side, he said, “Finish the rest.” 
 
    The others didn’t hesitate.  Brick, Grumpy, and the warriors took up their shields, locking them together and advancing toward the pit.  Orville stepped up behind them and began casting fireballs into the pit.  Max, Lorian, and Lainey edged close enough to see the now distracted living drow at the bottom and began firing arrows as rapidly as they could.  It wasn’t long before there were no more sounds coming from inside the pit.  Max moved toward the edge, and for the first time in history, seemed reluctant to loot the corpses.   
 
    “That’s just… nasty,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “What is your name?” Fitz demanded of his prisoner. 
 
    The drow in the cage looked at him.  “I am called Defiler among my people. In my world, I am simply known as Howard.” 
 
    “Where are the drow wizards hiding? Where is their fortress?” 
 
    Howard laughed.  “They have many.  They are everywhere.  You will see soon enough.  I have made sure they have the resources to ruin Io!  None of my people will want to come here.  It will be a desolate place, unfit for mankind. It will shrivel and die!” 
 
    Sasha stepped toward the cage, both hands balled into fists.  “So it was you?  You sent those people to destroy Olympus! YOU put that bomb in Dayle’s pod!  Killed all those people!” she screamed at him. 
 
    Howard smiled at her.  “I am not finished yet.  There are more plans in place.  Though I am sure I will not be around to see it, others will carry them through.” 
 
    Alexander’s voice was cold as he said, “So, you’re the Light of Truth.  The one who didn’t die.” 
 
    Howard’s face twisted in rage.  “NO!  Those inbred tech haters killed my wife!  I celebrated for a week when they were killed.  I would never be part of that.  I will destroy Jupiter and Richard and Michael and yes, you.  But for personal reasons.  I loved my wife.  Your mother and father worked her to the bone!  She would come home and pass out, only to drag herself out of bed before sunrise and go back to work.  And how did you reward her dedication?  Your mother KILLED her!” he screamed.  He reached out his hands, grabbing the bars of the light cage, burning his hands. 
 
    “She didn’t die in the explosion like your mother.  Oh, no.  She was upstairs when it happened.  When the building fell, she was trapped in the rubble, pinned.  She called me.  Did you know that?  She had her phone on her and called me.  She was in pain.  A metal rod through her chest.  She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see.  She cried out for help, but none came.  She kept asking why.  Why did the building fall? Why was she there?  She lasted for nine minutes before she passed out.” 
 
    Sasha was bawling as Brick held her.  The other players stood silently, riveted. 
 
    “The doctors told me how she died when I went to identify her body.  The rod nicked an artery as it passed through her.  But her body weight kept pressure on the wound, so it took her an hour or more to bleed out!  She died alone, afraid, and in pain!” Howard was screaming, his face red and veins bulging.  “All because-” 
 
    He never finished the sentence, as his body went limp inside the cage.   
 
    “The cops,” Max said.  “They must have found him.” 
 
    Alexander finished Howard’s sentence for him.  “All because my mother took her on that trip,” he said quietly. 
 
    Looking at Fitz, he said, “You can release the cage.  He won’t be coming back.” 
 
    Fitz canceled the spell, and Howard’s body dropped to the ground.  Max went to loot it, saying “The xp from those last few kills got me back the level I lost to Lucius!”  Alexander checked his own stat sheet.  He’d lost enough xp when he died that he lost a level, barely.  But the xp from the drow kills, and Howard’s death put him pretty much right back where he’d been before. 
 
    Alexander opened guild chat. “Jules?” 
 
    “I’m here.  Back at the keep.  Everybody here’s a little worried…” 
 
    Alexander asked, “Jeeves, can you patch me in to loudspeaker from here?”  
 
    “No, Master, I’m afraid not.” Jeeves sounded regretful “However if my interface were upgraded to level 2, I believe I could do so.” 
 
    “Do we still have control of the guild house in Antalia?”  Alexander asked, surprised.  He’d forgotten about having to deal with turning it over. 
 
    “Yes, Master.  There are currently three guests in the house, but they declined to take possession when the protection timer ran out.” 
 
    “Huh.  Well, it seems you’re going to stay at level 20 then, Jeeves.  Please activate Improved Interface level 2.” 
 
    After a moment, Jeeves replied, “Done, Master.  And I can now transmit from guild chat to loudspeaker.  Go ahead, Master.” 
 
    “Attention, citizens.  We have dealt with the drow, and they were unable to free the army from the caverns, for now.  You can stand down.  Thank you.” 
 
    Alexander pulled Max and Lainey aside.  He quietly asked, “How did Pollock and his guys do?” 
 
    Max grunted.  “Well enough.  Good fighters.  They coordinate well.” 
 
    Lainey agreed. “I like them. They did their part and weren’t greedy about loot.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Alexander turned back toward the pit.  Pollock and his guys had gone down to loot the corpses when Max declined.  They were just emerging as Alexander approached.  “Damn, Alexander,” Pollock said. “You guys don’t play around.  That was one of the nastiest things I’ve seen anywhere.” He pointed to the pit.  The bodies, having been looted, were fading away. “And you weren’t kidding about the terrorist stuff.  I heard that dude talking. That’s some deep shit, there.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Now you know more of our secrets.  And you’ve heard about the drow wizards.  Which should be an epic quest line for us to follow.” He paused to watch the reaction of the group.  All but Orville looked excited.  Orville still looked sick to his stomach. 
 
    “We could use guys like you to help us work through that quest line.  And to grow our lands.  Your background checks came back clear.”  Chris and Orville looked relieved at that. “So I’m officially inviting you all to join the Greystone guild.”  
 
    He sent guild invites to the four men, which they promptly accepted.  He shook hands with them saying ‘Welcome’.  Brick, Sasha, and the others did the same, introducing themselves in the process.  
 
    Kai was on his feet, but looking less than healthy.  As he administered the oath to the newcomers, and Alexander handed them dragon pins, Sasha looked at Fitz, saying, “I’m going to need some of that stuff you used to cure the poison.  Or better yet, the recipe for it.  If we’re going to be fighting assholes with the dragon-poison on their weapons, we need to be ready.” 
 
    Fitz didn’t argue. “Aye, lass.  We’ll sit down, and I’ll go through the recipe with you. And Lydia, as well as a few others.  The drow used several poisons last time we fought them.  They are a ruthless enemy who prefers inflicting pain over a quick death.” 
 
    Alexander closed the pit, not wanting to leave it for others to fall into.  Then he led the group back to the cavern entrance.  The hunters were still there and looked much relieved to see them. 
 
    Alexander said, “I’m going to need you guys to keep an extra vigilant watch here.  The drow may still be creeping about.  And another group may come at any time.  Keep to the trees and be careful.  The next group may know you’re there.  If they engage you, run.  Your job is to alert us, not to fight them.  I’m going to ask the rock trolls to keep a couple guards here.  You’ll need to feed them meat regularly.” He grinned “You may also need to roast it for them.” 
 
    As he spoke, he began to raise stone walls.  Catching on, Fitz and Kai both joined in.  In no time they had formed a semicircular enclosure about fifty feet out from the cavern entrance.  The walls were twenty feet high, with a berm on the back side.  Brick shaped hinges and a crossbar for the gate, while Fitz and Kai enchanted the walls with protective spells that would void stealth abilities, and raise an alarm if anyone scaled the walls.   With a grin, Fitz added a spell that would release a burst of light magic on contact.  “That should sting a bit.” He chuckled. 
 
    With that taken care of, Fitz teleported all but the hunters back to the keep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Taking Care of Business 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were back in the keep, Alexander called a meeting.  “Officers, meeting in the great hall.  Now.  Grumpy, Pollock, you and your guys come too.” 
 
    Alexander took a moment to stop and speak to Silverbeard, who was waiting in the courtyard for them.  “Master Silverbeard, I need Grimble to convince Gorg to post a couple of rock trolls at the demon caverns as guards.  We’ll give them extra food.  Also, please find out how many citizens do not have dragon pins yet.  I’ll need to make more.”  He pulled the thirty or so he had made earlier out of his bag and handed them to the dwarf.  “Pass these out.  Priority goes to hunters and others that’ll be outside the walls.  Also, the drow use poison, it seems.  So have the druids and alchemists focus on poison cures.  Fitz and Sasha will let them know which poisons.” 
 
    Silverbeard walked with him as he entered the donjon and headed for the great hall.  “Aye, lad. I hear’d what was happenin’ in guild chat.  We’ll be getting' ready.  May be that ye can buy some cures in Stormforge today, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Silverbeard,” Alexander replied as he entered the great hall.  Silverbeard continued down the corridor toward his office. 
 
    Seeing that all the players who were online were in the room, he said, “Jeeves, seal this room, please.” 
 
    “It is done, Master.” 
 
    Taking a seat at a long table, he motioned for the others to do the same. “I expect since it’s just us players, we’ll be getting an update soon.  While we’re waiting, I want to say that all of us should spend the afternoon getting gear repaired, upgrades, whatever you think you need for tomorrow.  We’ll be going to Antalia to see the queen, and she’ll almost certainly ask us to clear out the Chaos Nation guild house.” 
 
    Alexander paused as his father’s GM1 avatar appeared.  Richard looked around.  “Good, you’re all here.  Pollock, we haven’t met yet.  I’m Richard Greystone.” He nodded his head at Pollock and his group. “I know all your names.  Welcome to our little adventure.” His smile was grim. 
 
    Alexander asked, “How’s Dayle?   And I take it from the way Howard’s drow just dropped dead that the FBI got him?” 
 
    Richard replied, “Dayle’s out of surgery.  He’s in a pod.  So far, so good.” Richard tried to smile.   “And as for Howard, it was Brazilian police, actually.  That’s where he was.  Odin traced him there.  The FBI has him now, though.   They’ll be transporting him back to US soil tonight.  We don’t have a lot of details yet, but apparently, he’s been living there for years.  He wasn’t hard to find; he didn’t even try to hide.  He was still using the same old account he used to play on when Europa launched.  There wasn’t any billing or anything, as it was a free employee account.  We’d been looking for him to notify him of Matt’s death.” Richard paused and looked uncomfortable. “It never occurred to us to ask Odin to trace that old player account.” 
 
    Alexander caught the look. “What is it?” 
 
    Richard sighed, taking a seat.  “It wasn’t Matt that was killed.  He planted the bomb and talked another tech into taking over his shift before it exploded.  We’re still looking for him.  There’s no record of him leaving the compound.” 
 
    Max was the first to react.  “Matt’s been in on it with his dad.  Jesus.  Those guys must really hate you.”  
 
    Richard confirmed, “Yes, it seems so.  Howard, as he told you all, blamed us for Miriam’s death.  Dr. Feelgood’s initial assessment is that he used Matt’s grief to convince him to hate us as well.  The two of them certainly had the money to pay for bombs and rocket launchers.  And to bankroll the players who’ve said they were paid by the Dark One.” 
 
    Alexander added, “And Matt came back to work at Olympus to get him access to all of us, and to the game feeds.  Maybe even Odin’s AI core.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “We’re looking into that.  Meanwhile, the FBI and Interpol will be seizing all of Howard and Matt’s accounts anywhere they can find them, and tracking any payments they made to players, weapons dealers, and so on.  Also, Odin’s on the lookout for Matt.  If he tries to log in to the game to contact anyone, even on someone else’s account, Odin will recognize his brain patterns and notify us.  And we’ve got a cell jammer going at Olympus, so he won’t be able to call anyone if he’s there.  All outgoing land lines go through Heimdall right now, and he’s running voice recognition.” 
 
    Sasha asked, “What about Misty and the others?” 
 
    Richard actually had a genuine smile for her this time. “They’ve all elected to go back in.  You’ll be seeing them shortly.  Misty’s trying to convince her sister to join her.  Having caught Howard should help with that.  Also, Lugs and the rest will be entering the noob zone any minute.  They should be in Stormforge when you open the portal at noon.” 
 
    Richard cleared his throat, catching Alexander’s eye, then giving Grumpy, Pollock and friends a meaningful look.  Alexander nodded.  Turning to Grumpy, he said, “After we hit the Chaos Nation house, you five are going to receive invitations to visit the Jupiter headquarters complex, Olympus.  You’ll be offered the chance to test new immersion hardware.  The same equipment we’re all using. It will be a full-time job and will involve leaving your current lives behind for a year.  So think it over, and I’ll answer questions for you later.” 
 
    Pollock didn’t even blink. “I’m in.”  The others all nodded their heads.   
 
    Richard laughed. “Wait until you hear the details before you decide.  I’ll be speaking to you all in a few days.” 
 
    Sasha waved to Richard to get his attention.  “Did you figure out that thing we discussed?” 
 
    Richard nodded and grinned at her. “Yep!  You and Alexander will both have access.  And we’re working on something similar for Bacon, the cats, Spot, and Rocky.” He winked at Grumpy, who looked confused.  “Alright, I need to get back.  Stuff happening.  Good luck tomorrow!”  
 
    Richard’s avatar disappeared.  Brick asked, “What’d he mean about Bacon?” 
 
    Sasha clapped her hands together.  “Before we came back in, I asked Pops about Fibble’s stats, and being able to help him assign stat points and such.  He’s been leveling with us, but hasn’t been able to take advantage.  So now Alexander and I can access his character sheet and make changes for him.   And it sounds like we’ll all be able to do the same with our pets soon.!” 
 
    “Damn,” Chris said. “That’s awesome. I gotta get me a pet!”  The others nodded. 
 
    Alexander tapped the table a few times, thinking. “We might be able to help with that.  We just got a guy who can talk to wolves.  And there’s a whole pack of them up top.  He’ll be back at noon.  Maybe we can arrange something.” 
 
    Alexander continued.  “Alright, everyone get busy with getting your gear sorted.  Max, take the new guys to the guild vault and see if there’s anything they can use.  Brick, I’ll need your blacksmiths to make sure everyone’s repaired.  And Sasha, we’re going to need more health potions and poison cures.  Please get with Fitz and figure that out?”  Everybody nodded.  The new guys looked eager. 
 
    “Lainey, can you and Lorian take Lugs and our other fresh noobs out and level them a bit? Maybe take a few low-level citizens who need the experience?  Silverbeard can tell you who it should be.  Run them through the noob woods, maybe some quick quests, then the dungeon at Stormforge this afternoon?  Let them do all the work; you just be there in case things get out of hand.  If Misty is back by then, bring her sister along and have Lyra as backup heals.” 
 
    “Certainly, Sir Knight.  I mean, your royal Elfness.  How should we be referring to you?  Maybe Lord Greystone the bossy?” Lainey ruffled his hair as she walked by on her way out.  Alexander rolled his eyes.  He wondered if the women in his life were conspiring to keep his ego in check.  Or whether they all just enjoyed poking at him.  He suspected both. 
 
    Finding himself alone in the great hall, he decided to spend some time creating more dragon pins.  He pulled out several dozen small cubes of obsidian and began enchanting them.  With the character levels and increased mana pool he’d gained, as well as the skill level increases in enchanting, the spells took almost no effort.   He lost himself in the process until nearly an hour had passed, and he’d burned through his supply of obsidian.  There were more than a hundred little cubes on the table in front of him.   
 
    Skill Level Up!  Enchanting +1 
 
    Depositing all the cubes back into his bag, he teleported himself back out to the area across the moat bridge.  Closing his eyes, he used his Earth Sense to reach into the ground and locate some obsidian below.  As always, this close to the volcano, there was no shortage.   He pulled up a ten-pound block of it and stuck it in his bag.  Then he teleported himself back to the courtyard.  Making his way to the smithy, he dumped the unshaped dragon pins on Brick’s workbench.  The dwarf took one look and nodded, calling a couple of his shapers over to start on them.  
 
    While he was there, he took a few moments to speak to Grumpy.  The old dwarf was pounding away at a shield form set on his anvil.  Alexander took a seat on a nearby crate and asked, “So, got any questions for me?” 
 
    Grumpy snorted.  “More’n one.  Like what’s a ‘pod’?  And what’s ‘up top’?” 
 
    Alexander replied, “Up top is a new land that we recently discovered and claimed.  We’ll be declaring that land and this one together as a new kingdom soon.  There are several towers, villages, and mines up there, as well as a dungeon we haven’t explored yet.” 
 
    Grumpy interrupted. “Then there be a chance for a first kill?” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “Almost guaranteed.  Assuming we can clear the thing. I don’t even know what level it is yet.  But most of the mobs we’ve seen up there so far have been level sixty or higher.” 
 
    He stood and paced around a bit as Grumpy continued to work.  The dwarf put the shield back into the forge to reheat for a bit.  “As for the pods… well, that’s the new tech I was talking about.  I’ll leave it to my dad to show you that.  But trust me, it’s cool.” He grinned. 
 
    “And all this about leavin’ me life behind fer a year?” Grumpy asked. 
 
    “We’re testing long-term immersions.  Myself and the other officers have been in-game for most of the last month.  Minus a few days out of immersion for testing.  The periods get longer and longer.  Like we’re doing two weeks straight starting yesterday.” 
 
    Now it was Grumpy’s turn to nod as he pulled the shield from the flames and set it back on the anvil. “And if I choose not ta sign up?” 
 
    “Nothing.  You continue as you are.  But I think you’ll find it’s a good deal. You’ll see when you get to Olympus.”  
 
    Seeming satisfied, Grumpy continued his work.  Alexander chuckled at the quiet dwarf’s way of dismissing him and moved on. 
 
    His thoughts turned to preparations for Antalia.  There were a lot of components to the day.  He was meeting the queen for the first time, and expected to be given a new quest.  They would be taking four, maybe five new members into battle with them, and going without Helga, Lugs, Beatrix and Benny.  He’d be taking Blix with him to fulfill his promise of an introduction.  He was also taking four officers from the Stormforge jail back to their guild house, and would be turning it over to PWP.   
 
     “Jeeves, do you have the ability to put me on loudspeaker at the guild house in Antalia?” 
 
    “I do, Master.  And with my upgraded interface, you will be able to hear them reply if you are in the control room.” 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting.  Will that work everywhere? In all of your buildings?” 
 
    “Yes, Master.  You may communicate with anyone within fifty feet of any of my structures via loudspeaker.  You will be able to hear them reply if you are in the control room.” 
 
    “That’s very cool, Jeeves!  What other functions did you pick up with the new interface?” 
 
    “I can provide access to the guild vault, treasury, and guild bank account management from the control room as well.  You can designate authorized individuals.  My sensors have improved, with a longer range.  I can now sense up to two hundred yards from any of my structures.  My predictive process has improved, so I can better anticipate your needs.  I can also monitor resource usage and recommend actions based on prior usage data.  For example, I can calculate crop yields versus consumption in a given season, and predict future consumption based on increased population, to recommend necessary expansion of planting.” 
 
    Alexander interrupted him, “Jeeves, I want to authorize Silverbeard and Lola for all of the features you’ve just mentioned.  What did you mean about your predictive process?” 
 
    “I monitor your actions, requests, and reactions to certain circumstances.  I use that information to predict your needs.  For example, I am able to create trade and treaty agreements for your use with Antalia and the other kingdoms.  I have standard agreements in my library, which can be customized.  At level three, I could also communicate directly with allied control interfaces, such as those for the Stormforge palace and Broken Mountain.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  It hadn’t occurred to him that Thalgrin and Charles had interfaces of their own that helped them manage their kingdoms.  He guessed that both would be a much higher level than Jeeves at the moment.   That brought up another question. 
 
    “Jeeves, when I view your status page, it says your max level is 25.  But places like Stormforge are much more advanced, filled with hundreds if not thousands of buildings.  Is that what level 25 looks like?” 
 
    “No, Master.  Stormforge is a kingdom.  Kingdom status opens additional possible levels.  Stormforge is currently at level 40.  Broken Mountain is older and larger.  It encompasses several mountains now.  It is level 46.  I am simply a barony and limited to 25 levels.  If you declare these lands as an independent kingdom, it will increase my potential to 50 levels.” 
 
    Just out of curiosity, Alexander asked.  “And if we establish a kingdom, then we were to conquer another kingdom, like Antalia?” 
 
    “If you capture another palace and hold ownership of it for twenty- four hours, then its interface and mine would combine, creating a single kingdom with a much higher interface level, Master. Three kingdoms combined would constitute Empire status.  Are you planning to conquer Antalia?”  Jeeves sounded almost hopeful.  Alexander didn’t blame him.  That would be a big boost for his interface. 
 
    “No, no plans for that.  We just liberated Antalia and restored her queen to the throne.  No conquering this week I’m afraid, Jeeves.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.”  
 
    “Thank you for the information, Jeeves.  And in the future, if there is similar information you think I should know, please feel free to share it.  In the meantime, please share what you’ve told me with Silverbeard and Lola.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.  I will.  Since you mentioned it, I picked up another ancillary structure this morning when you constructed the fortification around the demon caverns.  I can now sense within the walls of the caverns, up to the portal that leads to their realm. And outward from the new walls, for a distance of two hundred yards.  Also, the repairs to the second village on the plateau are now complete.  So I will remain level 20 when you return the Antalia guild house to its previous owners.  One of the bridges is fully repaired, and the second is underway.” 
 
    “Very good, Jeeves.  Speaking of sensors, can you tell me what ores or gems are in the mines up there?” 
 
    “Each of the mines has a variety of ores, from copper to platinum.  Upper levels have lower quality ores.  As you progress into the mine, deeper levels produce higher quality ores.  I cannot detect gems at this time, Master.” 
 
    “Okay, Jeeves.  It seems we’re going to be increasing our population again.  We’ll need more housing.  And I’m sure you need more stone resources.  So please hollow out another residential wing within the mountain.  If you have no more room to move left or right, then add higher levels.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.  Might I recommend a few guest suites on the fourth level with windows facing the courtyard? For any royal guests who may be visiting?” 
 
    “Sounds good.  Thank you, Jeeves.  Carry on.” 
 
    Checking his UI, he saw that Helga and the others were logged in.  He opened guild chat.  “Welcome back, noobs!  How does it feel?” 
 
    Beatrix answered, “The blue slime wasn’t nearly as icky as I thought it’d be!” 
 
    Lugs was the next to answer.  “I feel a foot shorter and too weak to lift Beatrix!” the ogre grumbled.   Alexander laughed out loud at the image of the massive tank trying and failing to lift the little gnome. 
 
     “It won’t take you long to level up again.  This week you’ll get to level 20 or so.  Lainey’s a hard taskmaster.  She’ll work you till you drop!” 
 
    Brick’s voice chimed in “Don’t be messin’ with them bunnies near the noob hill!” 
 
    Lugs came back, “Why? When I was a noob before, I just punted them like footballs.  They squealed as they flew thru the air.  It was funny.  Here’s one, hold on…” 
 
    Beatrix chided, “Lugs, leave that poor bunny alone!  It never did anything to- oh that poor lil thing!” 
 
    Brick’s laugh echoed thru the chat “BWAHAHA! Ye better leave.  Also, I’m gonna be wantin’ ta see the video of this later!” 
 
    Helga warned, “Uh, Lugs? I think you pissed off its family…” 
 
    Alexander couldn’t help but laugh out loud, drawing curious looks from folks around him.  He took a deep breath and held it in anticipation of what was coming. 
 
    Lugs’ voice came across, sounding a bit worried. “Where the hell did all these bunnies come from? And why are they all lookin’ at me?” 
 
    Beatrix spoke again, “Cuz you punted their lil bunny brother.  Or… cousin.  Maybe second cousin.  That really is a lot of bunnies…” 
 
    Lainey, trying to be helpful, said, “Lugs, you should run.  The rest of you, do NOT attack the bunnies.  Trust me.” 
 
    Lugs responded, “I’m not runnin’ from no pack of fuzzy… WHAT is that noise?  Bunnies don’t make that noise.  They sound like angry badgers.” 
 
    Helga added, “Their eyes are red.  I think they might have rabies or something. Lugs, I think Lainey’s right.  Run!” 
 
    Lugs sounded irritated.  “Screw that noise.  These lil fuzzies are gonna get me to level 1, maybe level 2, right now!” 
 
    Brick’s laughter could be heard drifting through the smithy this time.  Then in guild chat, he said, “I’d tell ye to watch yer arse, but I do no’ think them bunnies can leap that high!  BWAHAHA!” 
 
    Alexander was enjoying this way more than he should, wishing he was there to witness the fight in person.  He thought the massive half-ogre, with his equally massive health pool, might just prevail over the bunny horde. 
 
    “Ow!  Lil shit’s got sharp teeth!” Lugs had apparently engaged a bunny. “What the- Ow!” 
 
    Sasha’s voice sounded like she was barely controlling her laughter. “Somebody tell us what’s going on!” 
 
    Helga’s tone was full of dry humor. “Our big strong tank is trying to punt a whole goddamned army of bunnies.  There must be forty of ‘em.  They just keep leaping at him and- OH SHIT! That had to hurt.  One of them just latched onto his junk.  Apparently, they CAN leap that high.” 
 
    Alexander looked to find both Brick and Grumpy rolling on the floor, holding their stomachs.  He imagined Max was probably in the same condition somewhere. 
 
    Beatrix’s tiny voice sounded horrified. “Oh my god!  This is horrible.  They’re… fuzzy bunnies shouldn’t act like this!  They’re eating Lugs!” 
 
    Lugs was now in a panic “Get these goddamned things off me!  Ow!  This isn’t funny! Aaaargh! You lil shit!  It’s tryin’ to chew my nuts off!” 
 
    Lainey, still trying to be helpful, shouted, “Stop, drop, and roll!” 
 
    Alexander was now laughing so hard that, if Brick and Grumpy weren’t doing the same, people might have questioned his sanity. 
 
    Helga’s play-by-play resumed.  She was clearly laughing as well.  “He’s got like two dozen bunnies on him now.  He managed to kill a few, but the others are hanging in. Literally.  Hanging off of his arms, legs, junk. Looks like he’s wearin’ a bunny loincloth.  Lugs! Stop runnin’ in circles! Do like Lainey said!” 
 
    Lugs’ normally deep ogre voice was now improbably high pitched as he went into full-on panic mode. “Fucking bunnies everywhere!  Get… OFF… ME!  Owwwww!” 
 
    Helga could barely speak. “Oh my god! He just ripped the junk bunny off and… well, Lugs won’t be havin’ any baby ogres anytime soon.  Hey, Lugs, you know that won’t grow back, right? You gotta die, bro.” 
 
    Benny broke in with, “I gotta heal him! He’s down to 50% already.” 
 
    Nearly everyone in guild chat shouted at the same time “NO!” except Sasha, whose snort-laughing could be heard loud and clear. 
 
    Brick, gasping for breath, said, “I warned ye. Don’t be messin’ with them bunnies, I said.” 
 
    Lugs did not seem to be in the mood  “God dammit! You knew this would- OW! Ahhhh help!” 
 
    Helga helpfully added, “He just tripped and fell.  Squashed a bunch of them.  But now they’ve got access to his face.  The whole herd has jumped on.  I can’t even see his head.  Oh, man.  Let this be over soon.  I’m gonna have nightmares.  Beatrix just puked.  Roll, Lugs! Roll!”  
 
    There was silence in guild chat for several moments.  Alexander pulled up the guild tab on his UI and watched Lugs’ health bar drop bit by bit.   
 
    When it hit zero and Lugs died, Helga said, “That’s it, he’s gone.  Jesus, that was like a damned boss fight! The fuzzy bunny boss!” 
 
    Lainey said, “Nobody move.  After they killed Lugs, they all just left.  I don’t like the way they’re looking at us…” 
 
    Alexander held his breath.  This was like the old radio dramas from the early 20th century!  He could picture his friends standing very still on the noob hill, watching the red-eyed bunny herd nervously.   
 
    Benny quietly said, “Some of them are… hopping away with bits of Lugs in their mouths.  Like trophies.  That’s just wrong.” 
 
    Helga frantically added, “Quick! Find the one that bit off his willie! I need to get a photo of that!” 
 
    The sound of Benny puking was the only answer she got. 
 
    Lainey said, “The bunnies have gone.  I’m going to skin them while we wait for Lugs.  You guys loot the corpses when I’m done.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for Lugs to return.  In the noob zones, if you were under level ten, there was no ten-minute wait for respawn.   Lugs’ voice was soon back on air.  
 
    “God dammit, Brick!  You set me up!  Those fucking psycho rabid dick-munching asshole bunnies!  What the fuck?” 
 
    Brick was back on the floor, barely able to breathe.   His laughter echoed through the chat.  Alexander helpfully translated.  “Brick is unavailable right now, as he’s currently peeing himself a little.  But if he could speak, he would point out that he tried to warn you.” 
 
    Lugs sounded angry but resigned.  “Yeah, well.  Screw those bunnies.” 
 
    Helga chimed in, “I wouldn’t try that if I were you. You JUST got your ‘chalupa’ back!” 
 
    Jeeves voice interrupted the teasing. “Master, there is a party approaching the moat bridge.” 
 
    “Everybody hear that?  I’ll go see who it is.  Brick, Sasha, Grumpy, Jules, Max, meet me at the gatehouse. Everybody else keep doing what you were doing.” 
 
    Alexander teleported himself to the top of the gatehouse.  Looking down across the moat, he saw six players standing at the far end of the bridge.  He called out, “What can I do for you folks today?” 
 
    “We came for the bounty on Alexander Greystone!” shouted a tall druid-looking player.  
 
    “I guess you haven’t heard!  The bounty’s been lifted.  The queen is back in charge in Antalia, and Lucius is dead!” 
 
    The druid replied, “Yeah!  We heard.  But this bounty is from the Dark One!  Ten thousand for taking your head and getting it on video.  So be a good little boy and come down here to face us!” 
 
    Alexander inspected the druid more closely.  He was level 60. The other five were all similar levels.  The highest was their tank, a warrior in plate armor, at level 63. 
 
    “Your Dark One is dead!  We killed him this morning in the forest, along with all his drow buddies.  And the player himself is in jail on charges of terrorism and murder.  Even if you managed to kill me, you won’t get paid.” 
 
    This caused some discussion among the group.  The druid turned and spoke quietly to the others.  Besides the tank and druid, there were two archers, a caster, and a warrior with a two-handed sword. 
 
    The tank stepped forward on the bridge.  “We don’t believe you!  And even if we did, we came all this way.  Might as well kill you for the fun of it!” 
 
    Alexander sighed.  He turned to see his group nearing the gatehouse below.  Turning back to the tank, he said, “Let me guess.  You guys are Chaos Nation?” 
 
    “Yup!  Got it in one guess!  Come on down and get a cookie!  We’re going to kill you, and your friends there.” He pointed through the gatehouse at Brick and company. “You’ve got some epic and legendary gear that would look good on us.” 
 
    Alexander didn’t feel like wasting time pointing out that the legendary gear wouldn’t drop upon his death.  It wasn’t worth the time.   
 
    The tank took a few more steps to the midpoint of the bridge, where the permanent section met the drawbridge.  The drawbridge was currently down, as hunters and miners had been going in and out.  
 
    “I wouldn’t stand there if I were you!” Alexander warned the man. “Our moat monster might think your shiny armor is some kind of play-toy.” 
 
    The man looked around nervously, taking several steps back as he tried to watch the water on both sides of the bridge.  The druid, walking up behind him said, “You’re full of shit.  Moat monster my ass.” 
 
    Alexander teleported himself down to the drawbridge.  Brick and the others stepped up next to him.  They were now maybe thirty feet from the other players. 
 
    “No, really,” Sasha called out. “His name is Ragnarok, but we call him Rocky.  He’s adorable!” 
 
    Lorian’s voice came across guild chat “There are three of our hunters in the woods behind them, Alexander.  My apologies for the lack of warning.  We were focused on looking for drow near the caverns.” 
 
    “No worries, Lorian.  That is exactly what I wanted your guys doing. These people are no serious threat to the keep.”  
 
    Alexander tried again.  “Look, guys, you won’t be able to kill us.  You won’t get your video.  If anything, there’ll be a humiliating video of you guys being beaten by lower-level players.  You’ll lose your gear.  There’s no experience in it for you.  Just go back where you came from.” 
 
    As he spoke, Brick stepped in front of him, planting his shield on the stone drawbridge.  Grumpy stepped up next to him and did the same. The enemy players that had held back stepped out on to the bridge.  The warrior with the big sword moved up near the tank, as the druid moved back near the archers and the other caster. 
 
    Looking over his shoulder, Alexander saw Max with his bow drawn.  Jules had disappeared.  Sasha was looking out at the water, searching for signs of Rocky.   
 
    Six of us, six of them.  They’re higher level.  Let’s see what they’ve got! 
 
    Alexander said, just loudly enough for those across the bridge to hear, “Last chance.  Attacking us would be a bad idea.  Just walk away!” 
 
    The enemy tank called out “Now!” and several things happened.  The tank and the warrior both activated some type of charge ability and shot across the space between the parties.  The tank crashed into Brick, shield to shield, with a resounding clang.  Brick was pushed back a few paces but held himself upright.    
 
    The warrior had charged at Grumpy, giant sword held high.  Grumpy met the charge with a thrust of his shield as he stepped forward, leaning into it.  The warrior impacted the shield and bounced back with a grunt.   
 
    At the same moment, both archers fired at Alexander.  One arrow hit him in the chest but failed to penetrate his mithril shirt. The other arrow stuck into his leg.   The enemy mage sent one of the now-familiar black bolts at Sasha.   Standard PVP tactic.  Take out the healer first.  
 
    Max had the same thought, shooting their druid in the face with a silence arrow, followed by a burst of five arrows to his chest.  The druid fell backward, injured, but not dead.   
 
    Sasha had seen the dark magic bolt coming and, fortunately, was able to dodge.  The thing hit the wall of the gatehouse tunnel behind her with an explosion of dark magic. 
 
    Sasha cast Thorn Trap on the group of casters and archers.  Alexander quickly cast Wizard’s Fire on each of them.  He took a moment to check on his two dwarves.   Brick was trading shield bashes with the tank, getting in the occasional hammer blow.  The tank was trying to reach over the top of Brick’s shield with his short sword to stab the dwarf in the face.  Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire on the tank’s shield, figuring it would heat up and make things uncomfortable for him while healing Brick a bit. 
 
    Grumpy was having little trouble with the warrior.  The man kept bashing his big sword against Grumpy’s shield, not even trying to get past it.  His plan appeared to be to break the shield, then get at the more vulnerable dwarf behind it.  Grumpy, on the other hand, was scoring some hits with his two-bladed axe.  His foe’s health bar was down about 20%. 
 
    Alexander drew his sword as he felt a heal from Sasha tingle in his leg.  Teleporting himself across the bridge and behind the archers, he stabbed one of them between the shoulder blades.  The sword easily passed through the leather armor and exited the man’s chest, and he screamed as he dropped his bow.  Yanking sideways on the blade as he withdrew it, Alexander did as much internal damage as he could, before teleporting back to his previous spot. 
 
    The second archer was just turning to see who had killed his companion, and Max took the opportunity to put an arrow in the side of the man’s face.  Alexander hit him with a magic bolt about the same time. 
 
    The enemy mage was having a hard time getting another spell off, as the damage from the wizard’s fire kept interrupting her cast.  Alexander hit her with a burst of light magic, causing her to scream in pain.  He handed Sasha his Ray of Light wand, saying, “Keep hitting that bitch with the dark magic.”  An evil grin was Sasha’s only answer as she hit the mage with a burst from the wand, then cast a heal on Brick. 
 
    Alexander took another arrow hit as he turned away from Sasha.  This one struck him in the head.  It didn’t penetrate his skull but tore a painful chunk of his scalp away.  His health bar dropped about ten percent, and his UI showed a ‘stunned’ debuff with a ten-second timer counting down. 
 
    Out of the fight, he could only watch as the remaining archer put an arrow into Sasha’s gut before Max put a multi-shot burst into his face, knocking him down.   The druid, now un-silenced, began casting heals on both archers.  Max hit him with an arrow to the chest, interrupting a heal.  
 
    Grumpy, apparently tired of being beaten upon by his foe, turned his shield slightly as the warrior bashed at him yet again with his oversized sword.  As the warrior drew back his arms for another strike, Grump activated Shield Rush and shot forward into the man’s chest.  The blow caught him off balance, and he fell backward off the edge of the bridge into the water below. 
 
    The clever move cost Grumpy, though.  The mage, seeing Grumpy’s side exposed as he impacted the warrior, sent a dark bolt into the dwarf’s side.  It penetrated just below the bottom edge of his chest plate and burrowed into Grumpy’s abdomen.  The dwarf fell to his knees, holding his side.  A grunt of pain was his only audible reaction.  
 
    Sasha immediately began casting her best heals on Grumpy.   Alexander had had enough.  He teleported once again, moving behind the mage even as he swung his sword.  The blow struck the mage in the shoulder, severing her arm and cutting into her torso before catching on a rib.  Alexander shoved her with his left hand as he pulled his sword back.  The mage tumbled forward, but landed on her face on the bridge instead of falling off, as he’d intended.  
 
    Before he could teleport away again, he was struck on the head from behind by the druid’s staff.  The blow staggered him, dropping another 10% off his health bar.  Turning toward the druid, he managed to raise his sword to block another incoming blow.  He clumsily thrust his blade in the druid’s direction, but his aim was off, and the blade only met air.  Meanwhile, the living archer was back on his feet and only two steps from Alexander.  He drew a long knife and thrust it at Alexander’s chest.  The mithril stopped the blade from penetrating, but the force of the blow pushed him backward.  He tripped over the still-screaming mage and landed hard on his back.  
 
    An arrow from Max kept the druid from bashing Alexander again with his staff.  Alexander scrambled to get on his feet as the archer moved forward to stab at him again.   He heard Sasha scream “duck!” and he looked her direction as he let himself fall back to the ground.   
 
    Grumpy had, through some tremendous force of will, overcome the pain of the dark magic boring into him.  The dwarf managed to stand and throw his axe.  Alexander watched the double-bladed weapon spin end over end as it passed over the top of him before burying itself in the chest of the druid.  The blow knocked the man backward into the archer, ruining his shot. 
 
    Getting to his knees, Alexander lunged forward and drove his sword into the fallen druid’s throat, getting a critical hit on the incapacitated enemy, killing him. 
 
    Max focused his fire on the remaining archer, hitting him with arrow after arrow in the chest and face as the man attempted to get a shot off.  Alexander got to his feet and made his way back across the bridge and behind the tank.  He winked at Brick as he took a two-handed swing of his sword, bring it down where the tank’s neck and shoulder met.   
 
    His sword barely penetrated the armor plating there, but it was enough to distract the enemy.  He turned to look at Alexander, giving Brick all the opening he needed.   Brick bashed the man’s shield off to the side, making him turn even further toward Alexander, and leaving his back vulnerable.  Brick dropped his shield and jumped up, raising his hammer above his head and bringing it down with both hands.  The hammer struck the back of the tank’s head, caving in his helmet and stunning him.  Alexander stabbed the man in the face, pushing him off the edge of the bridge into the water.  Wearing fifty pounds or more of plate armor, the man sank instantly. 
 
    Alexander looked around.  Max was still pumping arrows into the archer, whose health was down to about forty percent.  Brick lifted his shield and began to advance across the bridge.  Alexander stepped behind him and began casting magic bolts at the archer.   Brick stepped over the mostly-dead mage as he moved to help finish the archer.   Jules appeared behind the archer, one dagger going into his back, the other being drawn across his throat.  The man dropped dead. Just as he hit the ground, the mage screamed a spell as she rolled onto her back and pointed at Alexander.  He tried to raise a magic shield as Brick turned to try and block her cast with his own shield.  Neither were necessary.  Before she could finish her cast, there was an explosion of water from below as Rocky’s head shot up and his jaws clamped onto the mage’s head.  There was a muffled scream, cut short as he sank back down, ripping her head from her body as he went.  A fountain of blood jetted from her severed neck, coloring the water.  Jules looked shocked for a moment before turning to empty the contents of her stomach all over the dead archer.  
 
    Alexander looked around again.  Sasha was sitting against the gatehouse wall, casting heals on Grumpy with an arrow still in her gut.  Grumpy was laying on his back, writhing in pain and cussing like only a dwarf could.   
 
    Brick immediately cast a holy heal on Grumpy, bringing his health back above 50%.  The holy magic spell seemed to have an effect on the shit-weasel thing digging into the dwarf.  Alexander pulled out his healing wand and pumped burst after burst of light magic into Grumpy.    
 
    Sasha, her mana getting low after trying to heal Grumpy, took a moment to pull the arrow from her stomach and drink a healing potion.   Then she drank a mana potion.  She resumed her healing as soon as he mana bar was half full again. 
 
    In guild chat, she called out “Kai!  Grumpy’s been hit with one of those worm-bolts!  We’re down on the drawbridge!” 
 
    Even as Kai appeared on the bridge, Grumpy’s health bar dropped to zero.  “Dammit!” Sasha yelled.   
 
    Kai stepped over and reached into Grumpy’s wound, taking hold of the evil worm and crushing it.  Brick took a knee next to Grumpy and used his holy paladin ability to resurrect the dwarf, thus preventing him from losing any experience points.   Grumpy sat up after a moment, saying “Holy Durin’s hairy arsehole that hurt!”  Everyone nodded their heads in sympathy.   
 
    Max went around looting the corpses, saying, “Next time maybe don’t toss so many of them in the water?  I can’t loot ‘em!” 
 
    Alexander grinned. “Hey, Rocky?” he called out. 
 
    Rocky’s head appeared in the water below. He snorted a bit and grinned at Alexander.  
 
    “Heya, buddy.  The two bad guys who sank to the bottom?  Do you think you could bring their bodies back up here for a minute?  We’ll peel off all of that nasty metal, and then you can snack on them.” 
 
    Rocky nodded vigorously, then disappeared below.  In just a moment, the tank’s body plopped up onto the bridge.  From the tooth-marks on his chest plate, it was clear Rocky had been trying to nibble on the body already.  A moment later the other warrior’s corpse landed on the bridge as well.   
 
    Max waved at Rocky. “Thanks, pal!”   He proceeded to loot both bodies, then roll them back into the water along with the bodies of the other players.  Brick and Grumpy helped.  Rocky made a few happy moat monster noises before disappearing below for lunch. 
 
    When they were through, Kai teleported them all back to the keep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    The End of The Beginning 
 
      
 
    Brick and Grumpy made their way back to the smithy to repair the dings in their armor and shields.  The rest of the group headed for the dining area, as lunchtime was approaching.  Alexander had folks expecting him in Stormforge at noon, so he teleported himself to his quarters in Greystone Manor.  After a quick cleanup, he headed downstairs.  
 
    He waved at Master Ironhammer and the dwarves at the dragon forge as he passed by.  Stepping out through the gate, he found several of the Stormforge volunteers gathered.  Lydia was speaking to a few of them.   
 
    Seeing Alexander, she waved him over.  “Good morning, Alexander.  I’m glad to see you doing well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lydia.  And how are you today?  Been doing any experimenting?” He winked at her. 
 
    “I have indeed.  But what sort of gentlemen would keep me out here on the street to discuss it?”  
 
    Alexander facepalmed.  “My apologies.  We just now had a skirmish with a group of Chaos Nation adventurers at the door of our keep.  My mind is still in battle mode.” He raised his voice “Please, all of you, come inside.  Welcome to Greystone Manor.” 
 
    He led them through the gates into the courtyard.  “Please feel free to look around.  We’re expecting more folks shortly, and then I’ll open the portal to the keep.”  
 
    Motioning for Lydia to follow, he led her inside the house to the study.  Offering her a comfortable chair, he asked, “How’s the baby?” 
 
    She beamed at him as a hand drifted to her belly.  “I think it’s a boy.  He’s quite active and strong.”   
 
    “A little warrior already!” Alexander smiled. “I’m very happy for you. And I know this goes without saying, but if you need anything at all from your growing group of neighbors, just ask.  I’m sure Fibble would love to babysit!” 
 
    “Ha!” Lydia rolled her eyes at him.  “Between my husband and my brother, I’ll be lucky if I get to hold my son at all.  Charles is already having someone craft tiny armor.” She rubbed her belly a bit.  “I’m afraid they’ll be disappointed if it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Nonsense.  Your husband would be thrilled to have a little girl to spoil. I pity any boy who even looks at her anywhere in this city, though.  She’ll have… what is it? A thousand uncles in the guard?” 
 
    This made Lydia laugh out loud. “That is true.  But enough about my offspring.  I’ve been doing some experimenting with one of the enchanters from the Mage’s Guild.  We’ve not found anything that will dissolve in the potions that holds a better charge than sugar cubes.  But we took your idea a step farther, and we’ve begun trying to enchant the actual potion ingredients before we cook them.  So far, I have had limited success.  We did get a batch with a significant boost, but they smelled and tasted so bad I’m afraid no one would drink them.  I think it will be just a matter of adjusting my recipes a bit.” 
 
    Alexander was impressed. “That’s a clever idea.  Wish I’d thought of it!” 
 
    “Just building on your own discovery.  It’s not as fast or effective as your method yet, as we have to enchant several separate ingredients.  And of course, the sugar you use makes the potions taste better. But it has potential.” 
 
    The sound of livestock filing through the gates caused them both to stand and head outside.  There was quite the procession underway.  Plowright led the way with the usual assortment of cattle, pigs, goats, and carts loaded with chickens in cages.  Behind them was another wagon, driven by Regina, and filled with cages in a variety of sizes.  They held everything from squirrels and rabbits to a bird that resembled a peacock, several reptiles, and a porcupine.  Which Alexander hadn’t even known existed on Io.  A pair of small monkeys rode atop the cages. 
 
    Walking behind the wagon was Bodine.  He was surrounded with larger creatures that could keep up with the wagon.  There was a pack of nearly a dozen wolves, who seemed to be maintaining a perimeter and herding the others.  Inside the circle of wolves walked a pair of bears, a pair of boars with several piglets, a grey and black tiger that approached the stature of the guild’s mounts, and a moose that was nearly the size of the wagon it followed. 
 
    Lydia clapped her hands at the sight, smiling as if she were a child at a parade.  “I didn’t realize Regina and Bodine had such a collection!” 
 
    Thinking of all those critters dashing about the courtyard in the keep, Alexander said, “Yes, quite the variety.”  Calling out to Plowright, he said, “I think it might be best to take all of these straight to the garrison tower!  What do you think?” 
 
    Plowright gave him a thumbs-up.   Alexander turned to Lydia. “Would you like to see part of our new lands?” 
 
    “Of course!  Let me just go lock up the shop, and I’ll join you.” She hurried past the stream of critters and out the gate. 
 
    Alexander moved through the house rather than try to push past the animals streaming around it.  He went out the back door and opened the portal to the garrison tower.  Plowright immediately began to herd his animals through.  
 
    As Regina led her wagon through, Alexander opened guild chat. “Pollock, you and your guys want to meet me in the garrison tower in an hour?  We’re going to go play with wolves east of the river.  You might get new pets.  Or you might have to kill some for xp.” 
 
     Pollock answered “Either way is good for us.  We’ll be there.” 
 
    Lola’s voice came through next, “If’n ye don’t mind, I’d like to come along.” 
 
    Alexander replied, “Of course.  Any who have an interest in a potential wolf pet, or in leveling up a bit, are welcome.  Use the mirror and come to the garrison tower in an hour.  We’ll go investigate the east tower and hopefully meet some wolves.” 
 
    Lydia joined Alexander, and the two of them stepped through the portal.  Leaving Plowright, Regina, and Bodine to deal with the animals for a few minutes, he teleported Lydia up to the top of the tower. 
 
    She looked around at the massive trees, the mountains to the north and south of them.  “This is beautiful!” she smiled at him.  And it seems to go on forever!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s about 600 square miles,” Alexander replied a little bashfully. 
 
    Lydia looked surprised.  “That’s more land that Stormforge can claim.  Or Antalia.  Good for you!”  she looked around at the roof.  The nest Braxis had built was still there.  “Some kind of giant bird?” she asked. 
 
    “Gryphon. Braxis.  A survivor of the old army that fought a war here a thousand years ago.  He’s brought a few of his gryphons to the keep.  He wants to revive the Gryphon Corps.” 
 
    Looking even more surprised, Lydia shook her head.  “I swear, every time I see you, you have some new adventure or surprise for me!” 
 
    Alexander gave her a tour of the tower as they walked down the stairs.  She was particularly interested in a few of the labs on the upper floors, and he left her to explore.  “Just be downstairs in an hour, when we head east, if you’d like to watch Bodine talk to the wolves,” he reminded her. 
 
    Descending the rest of the way to the ground floor, he exited the tower and found Bodine.  The man was looking around the enclosed space inside the walls.  
 
    Alexander said, “You look confused.” 
 
    “Well, I’m trying to find a good place to set up our little zoo.  I don’t want to presume to take up space inside the tower…” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “That could get pretty… odorous, if we all have to move in there at some point.  Though you are welcome to claim yourselves a room inside.  But let’s see what we can do about space for your critters. 
 
    Moving out toward the east wall, Alexander reached out with his Earth Mover ability and pulled up some stone.  Starting from the inside face of the wall, he built a barn that stuck out thirty feet from the wall and extended sixty feet wide.   He put a sloped roof on it, with rain gutters that fed a cistern and trough inside.   After a short conversation with Bodine, he made a five-foot-wide opening for the main door, big enough for the massive bears to pass through.  He added some air vents under the eaves of the roof, and then began raising interior walls to create rooms and stalls for the animals.  When that was done, he added a heating system, and a few glass windows on the walls to let in light. 
 
    Lydia joined him as he stepped aside to let Regina and Bodine move all the animals into their new home.  She watched as the wolves and bears sniffed around, exploring the building before choosing their spots.  The tiger didn’t seem happy, walking in circles in a large enclosure near a window.  Alexander thought he knew the problem, and extended a shelf from the wall about six feet above the floor.  The tiger sniffed at it, then immediately leapt atop the shelf and settled down, purring.  Lydia nodded her head. “Cats like high places.” 
 
    Reminded of cats, Alexander touched the figurine in his bag and summoned Tigger.  The giant tiger sniffed at Lydia for a moment, then head-butted her, looking for scratchings.  She laughed and said, “Well, hello, Tigger,” as she obliged him with a scratch behind the ear.   He soaked it up for a few minutes before the sounds and smells of the animals inside the barn drew his attention.  He walked over to the door, sniffed at it, then chuffed questioningly at Alexander. 
 
    “Those are all Bodine and Regina’s animals.  They’re friendly.  Go ahead and introduce yourself.”  Alexander wasn’t worried.  Even if one or two of the animals inside decided to be unfriendly, he didn’t imagine they were any threat to his tiger. 
 
    Lydia smiled as Tigger disappeared inside. “I’ve known him since he was a cub in my brother’s stables.  I’m glad he chose you.  Jules told me you hadn’t named him, so she took matters into her own hands.” 
 
    Alexander just smiled and nodded.   Lydia wouldn’t understand why ‘Tigger’ was funny. 
 
    Lydia was suddenly set upon by the two small monkeys that had been riding atop the cages in the wagon.  They dashed out the door of the barn, each of them making a flying leap toward Lydia.  They latched onto her clothes and climbed up to sit on her shoulders, one on each side.  Both of them leaned forward to peer into her face curiously.   Lydia was delighted, reaching up a hand to scratch under the chins of each monkey. 
 
    Regina stepped out of the barn.  “Bobby!  Jake!  There you are.  Leave the poor lady alone!”   
 
    The monkeys looked sheepish for a moment, then began to chitter away, one seeming to talk to Lydia, the other to Regina.  There was much waving of hands and pointing as they talked.  
 
    Regina chuckled.  “Bobby is sending me an image; he suspects you have cookies.  Jake wants to go live with you.  Apparently, we don’t feed him enough.”  She gave Jake a mock stern look, to which he stuck out his tongue.  
 
    Lydia laughed. “I do have cookies, as a matter of fact.” She produced two from her bag, handing one to each monkey.  They promptly jumped to the ground to consume the treats, Bobby absently scratching his behind as he nibbled.   Tigger emerged from the barn and, seeing the two monkeys nibbling tasty treats, looked hopefully at Lydia.   
 
    She rolled her eyes, producing another cookie.  Tigger gently removed it from her hand and swallowed it whole.  He patted at her bag with one paw, demanding more.  “No, you big moocher.  You should have been born a pig!” She pushed his paw away as she scolded him.  
 
    Fibble’s voice rang out behind Alexander, from the direction of the tower.  “Cat fight!” 
 
    Alexander turned in time to see the small goblin leap at Tigger, a big goblin grin on his face. Tigger, dozens of times Fibble’s size and weight, fell backward with the impact like he’d been tackled by Lugs instead.  The two of them began to battle, Tigger on his back with Fibble dashing about on the tiger’s belly, dodging paws and delivering tickles.  
 
    The monkeys stopped nibbling in surprise at the sight of the hollering goblin charging toward them.  But as soon as the tickle-war began, they hurriedly finished their treats and joined Fibble’s side of the battle. 
 
    Lorian chuckled at the melee as he led Pollock and friends over to watch.  Lola and Silverbeard were not far behind, along with a couple of the hunters, and Mattie.   Bodine emerged from the barn with his wolves to investigate the commotion.  Seeing the monkey-goblin-tiger fight, he just shook his head.   “We’re all settled in here.  Are you ready to go meet this wolf pack?” 
 
    Alexander called to Fibble and Tigger, “You two, cut that out.  We’ve got work to do. We’re going to find some wolves in the forest.” 
 
    Jeeves spoke up, his voice coming from nowhere and everywhere at once.  “Master, I should point out that the wolves seen by the golems were quite large, and are likely dire wolves.” 
 
    Bodine didn’t look happy about that.   
 
    Alexander said, “Thank you, Jeeves.  Please mark on my map the location where the packs were spotted.”   
 
    As he pulled up his UI to confirm the location, he heard Bodine answer. “If they’re dire wolves, we’ll have to kill them.  There is no communicating with them.  At least not that I’ve found, or heard of.  Let us hope that is not the case.  Or we’ll be forced to kill them.” 
 
    Alexander made introductions for everyone that hadn’t met, and the group was ready to set off.  The first objective was the eastern tower.  They exited out the southern garrison gate and turned left to hike eastward.  Fibble rode on Tigger’s back with Bobby and Jake.  As they had done in Stormforge, the wolves formed a loose perimeter around the group as they moved through the forest. 
 
    The newcomers marveled at the massive elder trees, staring up into the canopy far above.  “It’s almost like a cathedral,” Regina murmured.  
 
    They made their way eastward for maybe ten minutes before they encountered the river.  Consulting his map, Alexander led them slightly north to where a stone bridge crossed over.  The bridge was ancient, but in good repair, thanks to Jeeves.  It extended nearly two hundred feet across the water.  
 
    Lorian examined the stonework as they crossed.  “Built by dwarves.  Beautiful work.” 
 
    Looking over the side, Alexander got the impression that the nearly crystal-clear water was quite deep.  Though it was moving fast, he could see the stones and pebbles on the bottom, as well as fish swimming with the current. Here and there were glints of metal from weapons and armor, likely lost during some battle in the war long ago. 
 
    Stepping off the bridge, the wolves once again spread out.  With a word from Bodine, the monkeys gave up their ride and disappeared into the trees.  Alexander detected some rustling of the leaves up ahead.    
 
    Bodine saw him notice.  “I sent them ahead to scout for us.”  Alexander nodded as they continued eastward.   They continued for another forty minutes.  Occasionally Lydia would step to one side or the other to retrieve an herb or fungus that interested her.  And Tigger bounded off after a rabbit or other small woodland creature more than once, with Fibble holding on for dear life.  Bodine and Regina chatted amiably with Pollock and his group.  Alexander and Lorian brought up the rear.   
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Alexander began “Once we officially declare this kingdom, we’ll be entering into an alliance with Stormforge, Antalia, Broken Mountain, and the Dragon Kingdom.  I was hoping we could include your people as well.” 
 
    Lorian looked thoughtful for several moments as if debating how to answer.  Finally, he said, “I think my people would be amenable.  Both for trade, and for defense.  Especially once they’ve been told about the return of the drow.  But beyond an introduction, I’m afraid I won’t be much help.  My father will choose someone from among his full-blooded lords to be his ambassador.” 
 
    Alexander grinned at his half-elven friend.  “Ah, but I was thinking you could be OUR ambassador.” 
 
    Lorian looked at him in surprise, then laughed.  “Be careful, Alexander.  Having a mongrel like me represent you in the Elven Court would damage your reputation from the first day.” 
 
    “A risk I’m more than willing to take.  You have been a good friend to us, Lorian.  There is no one I would trust more, or rather have, looking out for our interests.” 
 
    Lorian bowed his head in acceptance, and they walked on.  Both elves thinking toward the future. 
 
    Shortly after, they reached an area of smaller growth than indicated they were drawing close to the tower.  It remained out of view though as even the new growth trees were several hundred years old, some taller than the tower.  The canopy was lower here, and the underbrush thicker.  They were within a hundred yards of the tower before they could actually see it. 
 
    The east tower looked much like the west.  Sixty feet high with a crenelated roof, and a large ironwood door at the base.  Ivy crawled up the outer wall, reaching for sunlight above the brush that had grown right up to the base of the tower.   
 
    Alexander found the door closed, but not locked.  Pushing it open, he waited quietly for any movement or sound from surprised occupants. He looked around the main floor, finding it empty except for a long table with benches.  Sunlight streamed in from the window slots that followed the stairway up and around one side.   
 
    “Alright, folks,” he said, his voice shattering the expectant silence.  “Let’s take a quick look around.  We’ll start with the upper floors, then poke around underground.  Bodine, can you have a couple of your wolves watch the door and alert us of any visitors?” 
 
    Bodine nodded, and two wolves padded through the brush and posted themselves by the door.  The others remained outside in the surrounding woods.   
 
    Pollock led the way up the stairs, sword in hand.  The others followed a few feet behind as they wound their way up to the second floor.  There was a short landing that led to a hallway extending across the center of the tower.  Three doors opened on each side of the hall.  The group checked each room, finding nothing of particular interest.  Each room contained a bed, armoire, and a desk.  There was also a chest at the base of each bed, but every one they found was locked.  “Too bad Max isn’t here,” Alexander mused.   
 
    Returning to the stairs, they moved up to the third floor, then the fourth and fifth, clearing each one as they went.  They closed the doors behind them after searching each room.  There were more sleeping quarters, offices, laboratories, a meeting room, a kitchen, and each floor had a bathroom. 
 
    The sixth floor was one large room with an altar in it.  The group approached the altar, running hands over the engraved stone.  Alexander asked, “Anybody recognize any of the symbols?” 
 
    When none responded with anything but a shake of the head, he asked, “Anybody want to take a moment and pray to their chosen deity, see if the altar responds? 
 
    Figuring it couldn’t hurt, they each took a knee or knelt on both knees and prayed to their chosen gods.  In Io, most players chose a favored deity from whom they could receive blessings that ranged from buffs received at temples to better loot drops.  Some received actual abilities or powers.  
 
    Alexander took a knee with the others and made a silent offering to Odin.  “All-Father, if this is your altar, please give us a sign.” 
 
    There was a rumble of thunder from above, and the altar began to glow.  Two engravings, in particular, glowed brightly before two beings appeared in a flash of light.   The first was a young-looking man with a handsome face and friendly smile.  He did not speak, but radiated a feeling of warmth and joy.  The second was an old man with long hair falling in a tangle to his shoulders. He held a long staff in one hand.  His gaze spoke of ancient knowledge and pain.    
 
    “I am Mimir the Wise.” The old man’s voice echoed in the room.  “This is Baldur.  The mortals who built this altar worshipped us both. It has been many centuries since they departed.  We thank you for your prayers.” 
 
    Lorian stood and bowed to both gods. “Mimir, God of Wisdom and Knowledge.  You are known to my people.  It is an honor.   And Baldur, God of Light, and beloved of all. As ever you hold a place in our hearts.” 
 
    Baldur nodded in return, his smile widening.  The hearts of all in the room lifted; each received an increase to their stamina and regeneration rate.   Mimir’s staff thumped the ground, and he said, “My blessing upon each of you.  We have watched your struggles against the forces of the darkness, as well as your victory over the pretender who called himself the ‘Dark One’, and we have come to aid you.” 
 
    Mimir’s blessing increased both Wisdom and Intelligence. 
 
    Attribute Level Increase! Intelligence +1 
 
    Attribute Level Increase!  Wisdom +1 
 
    Attribute Level Increase! Stamina +1 
 
    Alexander spoke this time.  “Thank you, Mimir and Baldur, for your blessings.  We are honored that you have chosen to aid us.  May we bring our comrades here to receive your blessings as well?”   Alexander knew that Sasha would blacken his eye if she missed out on this boost. 
 
    Baldur smile and winked, as Mimir said, “All who kneel here and pray with open hearts for the assistance of the light shall be rewarded.” 
 
    With that, both figures faded away, leaving the altar glowing warmly. 
 
    Orville was the first to speak.  “That… was… AWESOME!” he fist-bumped Pollock.  “We just got three free stat points and a buff.  And we met two gods of the pantheon!” 
 
    Alexander didn’t disagree.  The permanent stat point increases were the kind of reward you’d normally get from completing an epic quest line.   Though, when he thought about, all they’d done to lead up to this point probably counted as just that. 
 
    The group quickly climbed the stairs and exited out onto the tower’s roof.  Like the western tower, the view was mainly of the sky, as many of the surrounding trees were taller than the tower.  To the east, the mountains that rose from his eastern boundary were visible. 
 
    Finding nothing of interest on the roof, they made their way back to the main floor.  Alexander made for the door at the back of the room that he suspected led to the same storage closet and trap door to the lower levels they found in the garrison tower.  
 
    The storage closet was there.  Several crates of weapons and armor still intact.  Sacks of grain and bottles of pickled eggs were intact as well.  But no trap door was evident.  Alexander and the others moved boxes until the room was completely clear.  Then they searched the main room.  There was no evidence of a doorway of any kind leading downstairs.  
 
    Looking at the clock on his UI, Alexander said, “We’ll come back with Fitz and Max, see if they have any better luck finding a door.  Or maybe there just isn’t an underground level here.  Let’s head out and find Bodine’s wolves.” 
 
    Exiting the tower, Alexander closed the door behind him.  “Jeeves, please lock this door.  Allow entry for guild members and citizens only,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” Jeeves replied. 
 
    Alexander pointed toward the southeast, where his map indicated the wolves had been.  It was a long shot, as wolves tended to range over wide territories.  But he was hoping a golem had stumbled upon the den of this particular pack.  
 
    The group moved in that direction for less than five minutes before there was a series of short calls from the wolves in their vanguard.  The wolves at the sides and rear moved in closer to the group, forming a tighter escort.  The wolves ahead had stopped, and the group quickly caught up.  Bodine took a moment to receive a report from the wolves. 
 
    “They smell the other pack.  Very strong scent. And there are tracks.” He pointed to the ground not far from the lead wolf.  Alexander crouched down to inspect the tracks.  Each paw print was roughly double the size of the paws of the wolves around him.  
 
    “Those are some large tracks,” he said.  “So. Dire wolves, then.” 
 
    Bodine shook his head. “Maybe not.” He indicated the lead wolf. “Akela here says the scent is different from dire wolves.” 
 
    “Alright, well let’s go see.  Everybody be on guard.  Our wolf escort can give us warning, but we cannot depend on them to defend us from larger wolves.  In fact, I would prefer if they don’t fight.  I would not want you to lose any of your family, Bodine.” 
 
    Bodine nodded, and they continued forward.  Now all of the wolves except Akela were in a tight formation around the group, ears up and alert.  They followed the tracks for a good twenty minutes before Akela stopped dead in his tracks.  
 
    The wind had, unfortunately, been at their backs as they moved through the forest.  So when Bodine’s wolves all suddenly caught a scent and turned around to face back the way they’d come, it was already too late.   A dozen wolves, maybe two-thirds the size of Tigger, had spread out in a semicircle behind them.  Being two thirds Tigger’s mass meant that they were easily the size of dire wolves, and larger.   But they looked more curious than angry.  They did not have the baleful red stares of dire wolves. 
 
    A short bark from Akela caused Alexander to turn back to the front.  The lead wolf was now standing among a dozen or so more of the oversized wolves.  He was backing slowly toward Bodine, tail down in a subservient pose.  Alexander didn’t blame him one bit. 
 
    Bodine stepped forward past his pack leader, both hands out and empty.  He spoke quietly and calmly as he moved forward.  “Well, now.  Aren’t you a bunch of big fellas.  I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?” 
 
    From his bag, he withdrew a handful of jerky strips.  He calmly tossed them in front of the wolves he faced, starting with the leader.   The lead wolf was a head taller than the others, and jet black.  He sniffed at the jerky, then stuck out his tongue to taste it.  Bodine just kept talking “That’s right, tasty treat.  It’s called jerky.  Made from boar meat.  Go ahead; it won’t hurt you.  Good wolfy.” Bodine crouched down so that he was closer to the ground than the wolves.  The lead wolf huffed once, then settled down on its stomach.  With its forepaw, it held down one end of the jerky, and began to gnaw on the other end.   Many of the other giant wolves followed his lead.  Bodine handed another fistful of jerky to Regina, asking her to toss it to the wolves behind them.  As she walked to the rear, he continued his conversation with the biggest wolf.  “My name is Bodine. I am a Wolfmaster.  Do you know what that means?  I am your friend. If you open your mind just a bit, I can understand you.  And you can understand me.  We want to be your friends.” 
 
    Bodine stood as the wolf finished off the jerky.  He took a couple of confident steps forward, saying out loud, “The key is to show them no fear.  Wolves will accept friendship with equals.  And will usually bow to a superior.  But the weak are consigned to being prey.  Fear is seen as weakness.  Just think of them as big puppies.” 
 
    When he got to within a couple steps of the leader, the large black wolf growled briefly in warning.  As if to say ‘stay back’.  Bodine paused where he was, hand still outstretched.  He said, “Don’t growl at me, mister.  I’m not here to hurt you. I can… if I want to. But I’m here to make friends.” 
 
    Chris mumbled, “If he goes ‘n’ sniffs that wolf’s butt, I’m outta here.”  Earning him a few chuckles. Including from Bodine. 
 
    “No, letting him sniff my hand should be sufficient,” he replied. 
 
    Bodine took one more step toward the big wolf.  His hand was now inches from jaws large enough to crush his head like an egg.  He kept talking, his tone firm but casual.  “This big fella is a little confused right now.  He sees a human, which he’s probably never seen before. His racial memory may see me as friend, or enemy.  But he smells wolf, as I am a Wolfmaster.  He doesn’t know why I am not afraid, and-” 
 
    Just then the massive jaws snapped out at Bodine’s hand.  The teeth did not envelope his hand and remove it from his arm.  Instead, there was a small, almost surgical nip on his thumb.  A few drops of blood welled up from the wound.  Bodine, showing more willpower than Alexander knew he could have ever summoned in this situation, did not withdraw his hand.  He held it steady, allowing the wolf to sniff at it.   After a moment, the wolf licked the wound clean of blood.  He woofed at Bodine, shaking his head side to side a bit.   
 
    “Human blood is a new taste for him.  He’s still trying to decide if we’re dinner.” Bodine informed them. 
 
    Fibble, looking terrified and gripping Tigger’s fur tightly, cried out “Not eat Fibble!” 
 
    The lead wolf growled at this outburst.  Immediately, the other wolves bared their teeth and took a few steps forward.  
 
    “NO!” Bodine growled.  Never taking his eyes off the lead wolf, he said, “That was a poor choice of words; I’m sorry, Fibble.  These wolves are not going to eat you.  Tigger will protect you. I promise.  Besides, these wolves are going to be our friends.” 
 
    Confused by Bodine’s sharp retort and refusal to back down, the lead wolf took a step back.  His pack continued to growl at the others in the group but did not advance.  
 
    Bodine continued his pitch.  “We can be friends.  We offer you tasty food. Cooked food, with seasoning like the jerky.  Tasty fish from the river.  We can offer you warm shelter when it’s cold.  Friends to brush your fur and rub your tummy.” 
 
    With each concept, Bodine projected an image or a taste to the wolf.  Roasted rabbit, grease dripping from it.  Fished cooked with salt and butter.  A warm barn just like the one Alexander had just created, with wolves warm inside, while the snow fell outside. The feeling of having its coat brushed. 
 
    The black wolf sat on his haunches, head tilted to one side.  He looked askance at Bodine, then woofed questioningly.  Bodine chuckled, then stepped forward and began to scratch the wolf’s ears with both hands.  “No, I’m not trying to take your pack.  You are the alpha here.  We are just looking to be peaceful neighbors.  Friends.  We can hunt together.” 
 
    The wolf closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation of the scratchings.  After a moment, his jaws opened, and his tongue lolled out. Alexander let out the breath he’d been holding, and heard several others do the same.  The wolves surrounding them ceased their growling and sat as well.  It seemed peace had been declared. 
 
    One by one, the other wolves stood and advanced slowly toward the group.  They hesitated as they drew within reach, sniffing at the various life forms.  There were elf scents, goblin, human, and cat.  As well as tiny wolves.  They took it all in, and then stepped a bit closer, Regina, used to this process, was the first to reach out to the nearest wolf.  She placed a hand on its neck, then proceeded to scratch an ear.  When the wolf sat and tolerated the attention, the others all began to do the same.  Pollock reached out to a nearby wolf, patting its side, saying, “Nice doggy.  Good doggy. Who’s a good boy?” which drew laughter from a few of the others, and served as a good tension breaker.   
 
    Soon each of them was scratching or petting a wolf or two.  There were more wolves than people, and each was crowding in for this new game. Fibble was the last holdout, still not convinced the wolves wouldn’t eat him.  Until a female stepped close, sniffing first at Tigger, then reaching her snout up to sniff Fibble.  A moment later she licked the goblin’s face.  Fibble, realizing she wasn’t just tasting him, said, “Who good boy?” and leapt from Tigger’s back to the wolf’s.  He promptly laid himself on her neck and reached up to scratch her ears with his tiny hands.  The wolf froze in surprise at first, then relaxed and accepted the attention. 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Crazy goblin. Gonna get himself ate.” 
 
    After a solid ten minutes of sniffing and scratching, Bodine said, “We should head back. I think we’ve made good progress for the today.” 
 
    He set his hand on the lead wolf’s neck and closed his eyes.  Conveying a message of friendship and welcome.  He invited the wolves back to the tower, showing a picture in his head.” 
 
    As the group separated themselves from the now friendly wolves and headed back toward the tower, the pack followed.  The leader let out a long howl, which was answered from not far away.  It wasn’t long before another dozen wolves joined them, including some pups.  The newcomers followed at a safe distance either side, not having experienced the introductory ear-scratchings.  
 
    When they reached the tower, Alexander had Jeeves open the door, and they tried to welcome the wolves inside.  But the leader was suspicious, and wouldn’t enter. 
 
    Bodine said, “Maybe a barn, like the other one?” He looked around at the massive wolves. “A bit larger?” He grinned.  
 
    Alexander agreed.  He went to work as Bodine explained to the leader what they were doing.  He raised walls and a roof for a barn that curved around the outside of the tower for about eighty feet.  He made the ceiling twelve feet high and added a few small skylights in the roof for light.  He made the door five feet wide and eight feet tall.  He didn’t bother with interior walls, as he thought he remembered that wolves were more communal animals.  He did sink a pipe down to the water source that fed the tower and ran it up to a trough just inside the doorway.  He set it so that the water was just a trickle, and made a drain in the floor next to it so that overflow wouldn’t flood the barn.   The last thing he did was raise a wall right in front of the doorway, but about six feet out.  This served as an effective wind barrier while still allowing easy access for the wolves.  
 
    Bodine spoke to the alpha again, encouraging him to check out the barn.  He pictured all the wolves sleeping inside, warm and dry, safe from predators.  
 
    While the alpha was still thinking it over, a large female pushed past him and entered the barn.  She sniffed around the walls, then lapped at the water in the trough.  She let out a quick series of barks, and several puppies burst from the group and invaded the barn, yipping and barking.  One of them jumped into the trough, snorting when it got a snootful of water.    
 
    Fibble shook his head. “Stupid doggy take bath.” 
 
    A few at a time, most of the other wolves entered the barn to look around.  A few took a drink after sniffing at the water.  Some sniffed at the patches of sunlight that shone through the skylights onto the floor.  Several, including the Alpha, remained outside. Two of those made their way around the outside of the barn, lifting legs and marking territory.  
 
    After maybe ten minutes of this, the female emerged again.  She went to Alexander and licked his face.  He chuckled and said, “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Then she went to Bodine.  She sat in front of him and held up a paw, which he shook with both of his hands.  She then licked his face, too, before trotting off.  A quick bark had the pups and several females following after her as she moved into the woods.  The alpha looked at Bodine as if to say ‘What? She’s the boss’, and then it followed after.   Regina winked at Alexander. 
 
    Bodine said, “They’re headed back to their den.  I think it will take them time to get used to us, and to this place.  But they know they are welcome here.” 
 
    Orville asked, “Yeah, but when do we get to claim one as a pet?” 
 
    Bodine answered.  “These wolves are wilder than any animal I’ve run across.  They’ve never seen people.  Or buildings other than that tower.  There’s no domestication in their memory.  Give them a week or two to get used to us.  Then I wouldn’t be surprised if a few of them chose to bond with a few of you.” 
 
    Regina added, “It wouldn’t hurt to carry treats with you when you come up here. The tastier, the better.” 
 
    Orville nodded, looking disappointed.   
 
    Alexander teleported them all back to the garrison tower.  There they left Regina and Bodine to check on their animals.  They’d decided to stay overnight in the tower.  Alexander showed them where the teleport mirror was, then everyone else stepped through, and back to the keep.   Alexander invited Lydia to stay for supper, but she declined, saying she needed to get back to the shop.  So Alexander teleported her directly to her workroom at the back of her store.  
 
    It was approaching suppertime, and Alexander went to find Jules.  With a little help from Jeeves, he located her workshop.  When he arrived, she was sitting at a table stitching a large grey banner with a black dragon emblem on it.  He leaned in from behind her and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “I heard you coming a mile away.  We need to work on your stealth skills,” she teased. 
 
    “I’ll leave the sneakiness to you,” he said, wrapping his arms around her.  “How ‘bout we have an early dinner, then retire for the evening?  Been a long day.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she agreed.  She rose from her chair and turned to hug him back. Arm in arm they began to walk to the dining area. “I take it you didn’t replace Tigger with a wolf this afternoon?” 
 
    “Ha!  For a moment there I thought they were going to eat us all!  You should have seen them.  They were the size of the prowlers…”   
 
    They made small talk all through dinner.  Chatting with each other, with citizens who joined them at the table.   Leaving dinner, they stopped for a quick chat with Silverbeard, as was becoming Alexander’s end of the day ritual.   When that was done, they headed upstairs to Alexander’s chambers.  He took a seat on one of the sofas, and Jules snuggled up next to him.   
 
    After several minutes of silent contentment, Alexander reached into his pack.  He said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier.  About stealth training.  I think I’m better than you think I am.  I think I could surprise you.” 
 
    Jules, who seemed half asleep, didn’t even open her eyes.  “You’re an elf.  You should be light on your feet.  Able to sneak up on just about anything.  But I’m a rogue.  And you clomp around like someone fitted you for cement shoes.” She turned to look at him.  “Even without elven hearing I could-“ 
 
    She stopped as he produced the box Mags had given him.  He grinned and said, “See.  Told ya.  Surprise!” 
 
    Jules snatched the box from his hand so fast he barely saw it.  She practically ripped it open, then gasped.  “Oh.  It’s… it’s beautiful,” she whispered.  She gently lifted the choker from the box as if it were the most delicate crystal, rather than black leather and a green stone.  She said, “Hold my hair back,” and when he complied, she put the choker on her neck, gem facing out.  When he let down her hair, she turned to him.  “How does it look?”  
 
    He didn’t even think about it.  The words, “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” just fell out of his mouth.  It seemed that was the correct answer, because she gave him a look, then leaned in and kissed him.  Soundly.  For a long time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Dangerous Beauty 
 
      
 
    Morning found Alexander buried under the pink bunnymonster once again.  Jules wasn’t just snuggled up next to him.  She was sleeping directly on top of him, snoring contentedly.  One of her bunny ears covered his left eye and half his face.  And he was pretty sure she was drooling on his neck.   
 
    Seeing as how he was trapped and unable to get up without waking her, he went a different direction.  He took a deep breath, causing Jules’ entire body to rise up a bit as he did, then shouted, “Help! I’m being smothered by a pink bunnymonster! Whatever shall I do?” 
 
    Jules awakened with a snort, just in time for the onslaught of tickling that Alexander administered. She squirmed and rolled off him in full retreat across the spacious bed.  As he began to crawl in pursuit, Jeeves’ voice called out. 
 
    “Master, I heard your call for help.  I have ordered stone golems to your quarters. They will arrive in-” 
 
    “No, Jeeves!  I don’t need help.  I was just playing a game with Jules.  Everything is okay.  Please don’t have any stone golems break down my door.” 
 
    “Of course, Master.” 
 
    Jules collapsed on the bed, giggling.  Alexander rolled his eyes.  “Guess I’m going to have to be more careful what I say around here.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for ambushing me in my sleep!” she teased.  Looking at the window, she saw the sun was not up yet.  She plopped face down on the bed and mumbled, “Still sleep time. No tickling!” 
 
    Alexander scooted himself next to her, and then pulled her to him.  She grumbled but didn’t resist.  He put his lips right next to her ears and whispered, “Pancakes.” 
 
    Her eyes actually opened for that.  She considered for a moment, and then she grinned at him.  “Yes. Go get me pancakes.  Breakfast in bed for me! Good idea.”  She closed her eyes and buried her face in her pillow. 
 
    Chuckling, he said, “Oh, no.  We’ve got a busy day today.  No lollygagging about in bed till noon. Nope.  I’ll see you downstairs.”  As he let go of her and rolled off the bed, she curled up in a bunny-shaped ball and snored loudly.   
 
    Alexander gathered his gear and said, “Maybe Jeeves should send those stone golems after all.” 
 
    She snorted, not even opening her eyes. “Fine.  Tell them to bring pancakes.” 
 
    “Ha! Nope. I’m going to monopolize the pancakes downstairs.  One giant stack, all for me.  Not sharing with anyone.  Uh, uh.  The great tower of Alexander’s pancakes.” He continued talking as he left the room, passed through his study, and then the sitting room.  He didn’t turn to look as he left.  He knew she’d succumb to the lure of pancakes. 
 
    Arriving in the kitchen, he dished himself up a plate of eggs, sausage, fruit, and toast.  He noted the absence of pancakes and grinned.  Making his way outside, he sat at a table with Silverbeard and Lola. 
 
    “Good morning!  Big day today,” he greeted them. 
 
    “Aye.  Ye’re goin’ ta meet the queen,” Lola agreed.  
 
    “Among other things, yes.  We’re also going to free some prisoners from Stormforge, reinstate the PWP in their guild house, and probably raid the Chaos Nation guild house as well.” 
 
    “I’ve some advice fer ye,” Silverbeard offered. 
 
    “Please, go ahead.  I’m always interested in your advice,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “Ye been waitin’ to announce yer new kingdom.  But yer reasons be mostly gone.  The Dark One be dead.  Ye talked to both kings about it, and they approve.  The dragons be wantin’ an alliance.  Better to visit the queen and deal with her as a king yerself, I be thinkin’.” 
 
    Alexander thought it over for a full minute.  “I really don’t want to be a king.  I understand the need to have a figurehead, someone who’s able to make fast decisions, to break ties in council votes or even override votes.  But it seems pompous and kind of asshole-ish to declare myself a king.” 
 
    Silverbeard shook his head.  “Ye must be a king in order to deal with kings ‘n’ queens on their own level.” 
 
    Lola looked sheepish, but added, “Ye’ll make a good king, Alexander.  Ye cares about yer people.  That be the most important thing.  Yer smart, ye got good friends to support ye.  Ye got a strong keep and resources.  And allies.” 
 
    With a resigned sigh, Alexander opened guild chat.  “Good morning, folks.  Guild meeting in the great hall in thirty minutes.   Lainey, I’ll open a portal for you and the noobs in twenty-five mins.  This meeting is for all guild members.  If anyone sees Fitz, please invite him as well.” 
 
    Then he said, “Jeeves, please inform the four guard sergeants and Blix that their presence is requested in the great hall in thirty minutes.  Also, please tell Jules that Silverbeard, Lola and I are eating all the pancakes.” 
 
    Lola snorted at that.  Silverbeard just grinned. 
 
    Alexander spent the next twenty minutes discussing details of running a kingdom with Silverbeard and Lola.  He learned some things that hadn’t occurred to him.  Like the fact that he was going to have to establish, adopt, and enforce a whole set of laws.  His panic at that was relieved a bit when Silverbeard winked and said he could copy much of it from the laws of Stormforge and/or Broken Mountain.  
 
    He excused himself to go and open the portal for Lainey and the folks coming from Greystone Manor.  That included a couple of Thea’s lads who were working for the masters at the dragon forge. 
 
    As soon as he opened the portal, Lainey came through and gave him a brief hug.  “Sorry I missed the fight yesterday.”  
 
    “No worries.  How are you doing with our baby guildies?” He grinned at Lugs, who was just stepping through the portal.   
 
    “Everybody is level 10.  They are going to hit the dungeon in Stormforge this morning, pick up a few more levels.  We found a healer to go with them. How long will this meeting be?” 
 
    Alexander patted Benny on the shoulder as he passed by.  “Not long I hope.  We’re going to talk about pulling the trigger on Elysia.” 
 
    Lainey nodded and headed for the great hall.   Alexander shook hands with Harin and Dvorn as they brought up the rear of the group from Stormforge.  He closed the portal and followed them inside. 
 
    Silverbeard had arranged for benches to be brought into the hall so that there were enough seats for everyone.   Once they were all seated, Alexander stood and raised a hand for silence.  
 
    “As most of you know, we have the opportunity to declare the Dire Lands and the land we’ve claimed up on the plateau to be a new kingdom, which we will call Elysia.  I have been hesitant to do so, for several reasons.  But as Master Silverbeard was kind enough to point out this morning, most of those reasons have been resolved.  The Dark One is dead, PWP has been eliminated as a threat and is being rebuilt as an ally, and Chaos Nation will likely be dealt with today.” 
 
    He paused to produce the scroll he’d been given by Kai.  “I’ve spoken to the kings of Stormforge and Broken Mountain, and both have given their blessing.  This scroll contains an offer of alliance from the Dragon King.  One of the expectations is that I serve as king of Elysia.” He paused again to gauge the reactions in the room.  Beyond a few nodding heads, there wasn’t much of one. 
 
    “My plan was to establish a ruling council, with ministers for the various needs of the kingdom all advising and voting on laws, policies, and so forth.  But several of you have made the argument that a figurehead, a king, in this case, is needed.  I am opening up the discussion for any arguments against having a king.  Or against me being that king.  Please, feel free to offer your opinions.  There will be no repercussions whatsoever.” 
 
    Max raised his hand.  “Will we have to refer to you as ‘sire’ or ‘majesty’ all the time?” He winked. 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “Only you.  The rest of you can just continue to call me Alexander.” This earned him a few smiles and chuckles from the group. 
 
    Sasha was next, “Are you going to make Jules your queen?” she asked with an innocent look that Alexander new so well.  He blushed as a chorus of “Ooooooh,” and laughter echoed through the room.  He found Jules, who was blushing furiously and trying to make herself small.   
 
    “Jules has been my queen from almost the first day we met.” He smiled at her.  This caused another chorus of comments until he raised his hands for quiet.  A last voice in the back shouted “You romantic dog!” 
 
    Alexander asked, “Any REAL questions or objections?  This is for real, people.  You all have the opportunity to shape the creation of a new kingdom.  You have a say in this.  Let me hear your thoughts.” 
 
    Lugs raised a massive hand, and said, “The fact that you’re trying to so hard to get our input is why I believe, and I know most of here believe, that you should be king.” 
 
    There was general applause to his statement.  Blix was the next to raise a hand, though he had to stand on his bench for it to be seen.  “Alexander.  If you were not king, and you acknowledge that a king is needed, who else besides you would serve?” 
 
    Alexander smiled.  “A VERY good question, Blix!  Anybody else want the job?” 
 
    There was some murmuring in the crowd.  A few fingers pointed.  A voice near the back shouted, “Gnomes rule!”  It sounded suspiciously like Blix.  
 
    Alexander waited for a couple of minutes for someone to be nominated or to step forward on their own.  When no one was named, he said, “Last chance? We can have an election.  Hell, we can flip a coin.  Anyone?” 
 
    Kai stood and said, “You are the clear choice, Alexander.  I understand more than most your hesitation.  But you must accept this honor, and the responsibility that goes with it.” 
 
    The crowd shouted words of agreement and support.  Alexander nodded his head. 
 
    “So be it.   Jeeves, are you listening?” 
 
    “Of course, Master.  How may I serve?” 
 
    “Right now, as a witness.  Please record what is said from this point forward.”  Alexander paced back and forth. 
 
    “If this new kingdom is to prosper, or even just survive, I will need all of your support.  And I don’t mean moral support.  I mean each of you may be called upon to serve in some capacity.  As a minister, an officer, or an advisor.  Some of you are already serving.” He pointed to Grimble. “Supervising part of our infrastructure in some way.  Or managing our people.” He saluted Jenkins. “Or making sure we’re all properly fed.” He pointed at Plowright, and then Mattie. 
 
    “If any of you are not willing to serve in some capacity, please say so now.  I know some of you, especially the adventurers among you, might wish to just live your lives free to explore or follow quests, or just craft all day and spend time with friends.” He winked at Grumpy. 
 
    He waited, but no one answered.  “Then I thank you all.  We will work out the details in the coming days.  A few of the positions are already filled.  Silverbeard will be promoted from chamberlain to Chancellor.  Lola will be Treasury Minister.  Plowright, you will be Minister of Agriculture.  Grimble, Minister of… Mining? I’m afraid I don’t know the proper term there.  But you’re the boss!” The crowd laughed with him. “All of you remember this.  Work hard, serve your fellow citizens well, and you will be rewarded.  Loyalty and dedication will be valued above all else here.”  Again there were murmurs of consent. 
 
    “Jeeves, loudspeaker, and intercom, please. I want every citizen everywhere to hear this.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Master.” 
 
    “Attention, citizens.  We are about to take a big step in the growth of our little community.  Please gather in the main courtyard for an important announcement.  Thank you.” 
 
    Alexander motioned for everyone to exit the hall and head outside.  As they filed out through the doors, Fitz moved to stand next to Alexander. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, boy.  No other adventurer has managed to, or cared to, found their own kingdom.  You’ve done so without taking the lands from another, and with the blessings of your neighbors.  I will support you in whatever ways I can.  Good luck, son.”  
 
    Alexander was a little choked up.  The grumpy old wizard had become like a grandfather to him.  He’d done little of importance in his life to be praised for, other than just surviving.  It felt good!  He watched as the wizard left the hall with the others.  Thinking he was alone, he sat back down for a moment.  A hand on his shoulder made him start. 
 
    “Fibble say you be good boss.  King. Whatever. Fibble want to help.  Be ‘mister too.  Maybe… ‘mister of demon killing?” The little goblin stood on the bench next to Alexander, earnestly patting him on the shoulder as he spoke.  
 
    Alexander coughed as he suppressed a laugh.  Forcing a serious expression, he nodded at the goblin.  “Fibble, I think you should be Minister of Demon Killing, AND Minister of Cookies.  When you are not busy killing demons, you should make sure that all the cookies baked in our lands taste good.  It will mean you have to check them quite often…” 
 
    Fibbles head nodded slowly as he thought it over.  Then more vigorously, until his ears were creating a breeze.  “Fibble can do both!” 
 
    “Then it is settled!” Alexander lifted the goblin up onto his shoulder and walked towards the doors.  When he got outside, he found all the guild members in a semicircle around the main doors.  Behind them, the citizens of the keep were filling in the courtyard.  Lugs reached out and snatched Fibble from Alexander’s shoulders, settling the little goblin onto one of his own.   
 
    Alexander waited as more folks gathered.  Farmers and miners filtering in from outside the walls or through the mirror from the plateau.  He saw Regina and Bodine with Jake and Bobby and a couple of the wolves emerge among the stragglers.  Lia even floated down from her roost to perch on the wall next to the gryphons, who were observing as well. 
 
    Standing in front of the main doors, just below the dragon head that had become a symbol of their guild, Alexander raised his hands.  The crowd grew quiet, and he began. 
 
    “I want to thank you all for being here! Not just here in this courtyard, but here in these lands.  Each of you volunteered to join us, knowing there was danger involved.  You worked hard to help make these ruins into a home.  To help us all survive, and even thrive!”  He clapped his hands and was immediately joined by those around him, applauding each other. 
 
    “We have grown quite a bit since that first day, though it was not so long ago!  In fact, it is my pleasure to announce that beginning today; we will become a new kingdom!”  There were a few gasps of surprise, but most had heard rumors about the possibility.  It was still, after all, a small community. 
 
    Alexander took a deep breath, and raised the stone beneath him enough so that all those gathered could see him clearly.  “I, Alexander Greystone, declare these lands formerly known as the Dire Lands, and the recently claimed land atop the plateau above, to be the new Kingdom of Elysia!” 
 
    A thunderous gong rang through the keep.  Much louder than those they heard with each level increase.  Fireworks exploded in the air above them, unsettling the gryphons a bit.  The crowd roared in approval, fists raised into the air.  Hugs and handshakes were exchanged.  Alexander caught sight of Taylor giving Mattie a celebratory kiss. 
 
    >>>SYSTEM ALERT! <<< 
 
    The Greystone Guild has founded the new Kingdom of Elysia!  Alexander Greystone has been declared King of Elysia! 
 
    A roll of thunder echoed off the cliff face and across the forest.  Odin’s stamp of approval.  
 
    Alexander raised his hands again, and the crowd calmed.   “In the coming days, ministers will be appointed.  With a new kingdom comes new responsibilities.  You are all positioned to grow with this kingdom, and prosper with it!   One special position announcement.” Alexander nodded to Lugs, who whispered to Fibble. He held out a hand, which Fibble stepped onto, and raised Fibble high into the air.  “Fibble, our goblin protector, has been appointed to two positions.  He is now Minister of Killing Demons and Minister of Cookies!” 
 
    The tiny goblin perched upon the ogre’s palm puffed out his chest and raised his stick in a heroic pose as the crowd below applauded and laughed good-naturedly.  Helga called out, “You forgot Minister of taking baths!” which caused more laughter, and earned her a glare from the goblin minister. 
 
    Alexander called out, “Thank you again, all of you.  We’ve got a big day ahead of us!  Some of us will be visiting Antalia later today to secure an alliance with them.  We may also be conducting a raid on Chaos Nation’s guild house.  I look to all of you who remain here to defend our kingdom if the need arises while we are away!” 
 
    The crowd began to disperse.  Alexander looked to the players and guildmembers still gathered around.  “Anybody NOT want to go to Antalia today?” 
 
    Grimble said, “I got ministerin’ stuff to do at the mine,” and headed for the gate.  Plowright and Mattie likewise departed.  Jenkins ventured, “I know I speak for all of the sergeants when I say we’d like to go along.  But I have a feeling you’ll be wanting us to stay.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “You are correct.  I need you to watch over the city, in case another attack comes.  You will be among the only experienced fighters left here.  Taylor, I need you to come with me this morning.  I’ll have you back by noon.” 
 
    The other three sergeants, one human and two dwarfs, bowed their heads and took their leave.  Thea’s lads were right behind them, headed for the new dragon forge.  Thea remained, saying “I’ll be there ta speak fer Broken Mountain if ye need me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Thea.” Alexander smiled at her.   
 
    Helga said, “We’re too low level to be of much help. But we’ll be there if you need us.”  The other newly noobified players nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I know you guys wanted to run the cemetery dungeon this morning.  I’ll teleport you back right now.  I’ll be heading to Stormforge at noon to pick up some folks to take with us to Antalia.  If you’re done with the dungeon by then and want to tag along just for fun, you’re welcome to do so.  But you’re right; there’s no point in you being involved in any fighting.” 
 
    The four of them moved to a clear spot in the courtyard, and Alexander teleported them back to the Greystone compound. 
 
    “Everybody else, we’ll be leaving for Antalia an hour after noon.  I’m going to Stormforge first, to pick up the PWP officers and Prince Edward.  Anybody else who needs to go there can come with me, but you’ll need to be ready to return here by noon.” 
 
    He opened the portal to Greystone Manor and stepped through.  Lainey went along, saying she wanted to get some training.  Taylor followed Alexander. The others stayed behind to take care of various tasks. 
 
    Alexander and Taylor walked with Lainey out the gate and down the street.  They parted when she headed south to find her trainer.  Alexander looked at Taylor.  “You didn’t have time to go see Mags the other day.  Get over there now and find something for Mattie.” He smiled at the eager look on the guard’s face.  Taylor took off in the direction of Mags’ shop.  Alexander headed into the palace to find the captain or the king. 
 
    Passing through the inner bailey, he found Prince Edward waiting for him.  “My father said you’d be by this morning.  He said to thank you for the extra light cannons.” 
 
    “More toys for you to play with?” Alexander winked at the prince.  “I don’t suppose you know if the prisoners have been released? 
 
    “They were released yesterday, Your Majesty.” Edward bowed deeply, grinning at Alexander.  “The captain arranged for them to have rooms at the Stallion.  We should be able to find them there.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes, at both the title and at having just walked right past the Stallion.  He and Edward made their way back out through the gates to the Stallion, the upscale inn and tavern on the corner.  Stepping inside, he found the same young lady at the desk.  He could not recall her name.  She smiled prettily, saying “Welcome back, Sir Knight.  How can I help you today?” 
 
    Edward cleared his throat. “That would be ‘Your Majesty’, not ‘Sir Knight’.  Alexander is a king now.” 
 
    She blushed and curtsied deeply.  “I apologize, Your Majesty!” she said, looking down at the floor.  Alexander sighed in resignation.  He was going to have to get used to this.  “No apology necessary.  I’ve been a king all of twenty minutes, and I’m not used to it myself.”  Edward chuckled behind him. 
 
    “I’m looking for a lady named Amelia and her friends.  I understand they were given rooms here for the night?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.  They are in the dining room right now.  I believe they are expecting you.”  
 
    “Thank you very much.” Alexander tried to reassure the young lady with a smile.  It didn’t work. 
 
    The two men entered to find the dining room mostly empty.  Only eight or nine of the tables were occupied.  Alexander spotted Amelia at the rearmost table and headed her direction.  Edward called out, “All rise for his royal highness, King Alexander!” then giggled quietly at the surprised and confused looks from the patrons as they began to rise.   Alexander quickly made patting motions with his hands, saying “Please, keep your seats. The prince here has an unfortunate sense of humor.”  He ‘accidentally’ shoved an elbow back into the prince’s gut, getting a pleasing ‘ooph’ for his efforts. 
 
    Amelia and her fellow PWP officers rose as Alexander approached.  They bowed their heads in unison.  Alexander pulled over a chair, leaving Edward to get one for himself, and said, “Please, sit.” 
 
    Amelia smiled at him.  “You’ve had quite the adventure since we last met, Your Majesty.”   
 
    Alexander sighed.  “Do me a favor.  If we’re not in court or some other formal setting, please just call me Alexander.  This ‘majesty’ stuff is already getting old.” 
 
    One of the other officers, an older gentleman with a mostly bald head wearing priest’s robes, said, “I understand we have you to thank for our freedom.  And from what Martin says, a whole lot more.” 
 
    Amelia added, “Yes, you apparently got rid of Henry and all his minions, and took our guild house, but didn’t loot our vault?” 
 
    “And I plan to give the guild house back to you this afternoon.  Before I go to see the queen,” Alexander confirmed.  “The Dark One is dead, and so is Lucius.  They were the main supporters of Henry and his ilk.  And I expect the queen will send us after Chaos Nation today.  It should be safe for you to restore your guild the way it was.” 
 
    Amelia reached out hesitantly, then put her hand atop Alexander’s.  “Thank you so much, Alexander.  We were all seriously considering quitting Io altogether.  A year with no way to earn income would have broken us.  We were arguing about which game to try when the word came that we would be paroled.” 
 
    “You were honest with me after the attack on this city.  I checked out your story, and it was just as you said.  You followed Henry out of fear, and I can understand that.  The four of you did what you could to stick to your principles in a tough situation, and that is something to be admired.  Besides, it never hurts to have a guild full of healers as friends, right?” He smiled. 
 
    The older gentleman laughed. “That is true.  Though from the rumors I have heard, you have the blessing of not only our god, Asclepius, but several others.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “That is correct.  No servant of darkness will be able to walk the grounds of our keep without suffering quite a bit.  The gods of light are uniting to help us resist the forces of darkness.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Well, I for one will help you in any way that I can.  You could have just forgotten about us, and left us to rot.  But you’ve gone out of your way to help us.  I won’t forget that debt.  Neither will my family.” The sincere look on the man’s face put a lump in Alexander’s throat.   
 
    To lighten the mood a bit, he asked, “Does your family play as well?  I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve been told your name?” 
 
    The man shook his head.  “I’m Lucas.  And no, we could only afford one set of gear.  It’s an older set, from back when Europa launched, that will only calibrate to one player’s brain patterns.” 
 
    Alexander knew the gear well.  In the early days of VR tech, the headgear was big and clunky and primitive compared to today’s tech.  But his father and Michael had made sure that the Jupiter games would continue to accommodate that gear.  Millions of families across the globe couldn’t afford better.  
 
    Alexander looked around at the citizens in the dining room.  He said, “All of you, please come with me to our guild house.  It’s just a few houses down.  We can talk more openly there.” 
 
    He rose and led them out of the Stallion, receiving another curtsey on the way out.  They walked down the street toward the compound and approached Lydia’s shop.  Alexander had an idea.  “Let’s make a quick stop here.”   
 
    They followed him into the shop, where they found Lydia behind the counter helping another customer.  Alexander led the group toward the back room when Lydia motioned him to do so. 
 
    She joined them shortly.  “So, these are the healers from PWP? The original guild? I’m Lydia Redmond,” she said by way of introduction.  Each of the officers shook her hand and introduced themselves.  Then she turned to Alexander and with an exaggerated curtsey, said, “Welcome to my humble shop, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Alexander turned red.  “Lydia!  Not you, too.  Please don’t do that to me ever again!” 
 
    Laughing, she gathered him in a hug.  “You have to allow me my simple pleasures, Alexander.” 
 
    Letting him go, she asked, “Now what can I do for Io’s newest royalty?” 
 
    “Well, I’m taking these folks back to Antalia to return their guild house to them so that they can re-establish their guild.  It was once all healers and priests.  I’m afraid Henry cleaned out most of their vault, taking anything he could sell for quick gold.  We’ll be returning the gold we found on him, about 60,000.  But I was thinking they could use some really good potions to replenish their supply.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.  And I supposed you want to start with a few dozen common healing potions?” she winked at him.  
 
    Amelia looked confused, as did the others.  Common healing potions were cheap and easy to get, and almost useless to anyone above level 10.  But Amelia was plainly too polite to refuse any gift, even a useless one. 
 
    Lydia laughed again.  “I’ll let Alexander explain,” she said as moved into her shop and started gathering potions. 
 
    Alexander explained. “I’ve been learning enchanting.  Experimenting.  Nearly blew myself and others up more than once.  But I managed to figure out how to enchant common healing potions so that they’ll restore 5,000hp.” 
 
    Amelia’s eyes widened.  “That’s… those would be worth a lot of gold.  How do you do it?” 
 
    “Yes, they would be.  If you were going to sell them.  But I want you to USE them.  I’ll be returning enough of your guild’s gold and items that you shouldn’t need to sell these.  As for the ‘how’… that’ll have to remain my little secret, for now.  No offense.” 
 
    Lucas snorted. “None taken.  You’ve shown an amazing amount of trust in us already.  But you don’t know how we’ll reward that trust.  Or whether we’ll live up to it.  Only makes sense.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “As for trust, I’m confident there.  In fact, you’ll shortly see the extent of my trust.  But this particular item has the potential to negatively impact the entire economy of Io.  And one of you might share the secret with good intentions, to help a guildmate or friend, and suddenly there are mass-produced cheap healing potions with large heals flooding the market.” 
 
    Amelia nodded her head “It’d be a little bit like sharing the secret for turning lead to gold. I understand.” 
 
    Lydia called out from the other room, “I think I’ve got what you need here.” 
 
    Alexander and the others rose and joined Lydia at her counter.  She began setting small boxes full of vials into a larger crate.  “Let’s see.  Three dozen mana potions, Three dozen healing, the same number of intelligence, wisdom, and regeneration buff potions, all high quality.  And for Alexander…” she pushed a rack of two dozen common healing potions and a small sack across the counter to him.   
 
    Amelia said, “Over two hundred potions? That’s… more potions than I think we’ve ever had in our vault.  We were never a particularly large guild.” 
 
    Alexander replied as he shoved the sack of sugar cubes and potions into his bag.  “You may have some trouble restoring your guild.  And it’s partly my fault.  My feud with Henry and company resulted in some web videos that went viral.  I’m afraid PWP has a bit of a reputation problem now.  The least I can do is help out.” He looked at Lydia.  “What do we owe you?” 
 
    Lydia looked at the crate. “Let’s call it 500 gold.” 
 
    Alexander coughed.  “That is very generous of you Lydia.  But I know it cost you more than that to make all of these.  I also know that you put every spare gold you have into healing the people of this city.  Now, let’s see.” He did a quick bit of math in his head based on potion prices he’d seen on the auction house, then set 2,000 gold on the counter.   
 
    “Thank you, Alexander,” Lydia said graciously.  She stepped from behind the counter and hugged him again.  “I’ll put the gold to good use.” 
 
    “I know you will.  And by the way, if you haven’t already heard it from Sasha, feel free to raid her greenhouse for ingredients.  She’s got the garden you saw at the keep.” 
 
    Waving goodbye to Lydia, he led the group to the gates of his compound.  “Welcome to Greystone Manor,” he said formally, rendering the wards safe for them.  He led them into the house and then to the sitting room.  “Make yourselves comfortable for a bit.  I’ve got people on errands in the city that’ll be back here soon, and then we’ll head to the keep.  Which reminds me, I’ll need each of your oaths that you’ll not share anything you see or hear at the keep. Ever.  We are being monitored right now, so the oaths will be recorded, and binding.” 
 
    He looked at each of them in turn.  Amelia went first, and each of them followed in turn, giving a solemn oath of silence.  “Great!  I’ll be back in a few minutes.  There’s probably some food in the kitchen if you missed breakfast.  And there’s a full bar over there.” He pointed to the corner by the window. 
 
    Leaving them to amuse themselves, he went to sit at the desk in the study.  “Jeeves, please close and lock the doors to this room.” He said as he pulled out the common potions and bag of sugar cubes.  He smiled to himself as the two doors closed and locked on their own. 
 
    It only took him about ten minutes to enchant all the sugar cubes and drop one into each vial.  He set the vials into their racks, then picked them up and headed for the door.  Both doors unlocked and opened without even a command.   
 
    Improved interface level 2, indeed. 
 
    Stepping back into the sitting room, where the four PWP officers were talking about recruiting, he handed the racks of improved common potions to Amelia and took a seat. 
 
    She took one out and examined it, then passed it around.  “I half thought you were kidding.  5,000hp from a common healing potion.” 
 
    “I haven’t tried it with higher quality potions yet.  I’m not sure what kind of difference that will make.  I think it’s more about the enchantment than the potion ingredients,” he replied. 
 
    As each of them examined the potion, he said, “Now, about what I brought you here to discuss.  How many of you other than Lucas are using old gear, or can’t afford more than one set for your families? 
 
    All but Amelia raised their hands.  She said, “I live alone, and my gear is only a couple years old.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “Okay well, you three.  I’m going to have a set of the latest headgear sent to each of you.  You can use them yourselves, or have a family member use them.  Do not sell them. They won’t work if you do.  Use them to improve your family’s circumstances, take some of the pressure off of yourselves.” 
 
    Lucas looked as if he were about to cry.  He opened his mouth to say something, but Alexander stopped him.  “Before you say anything, I’m not doing you any great favor.  We have new tech coming out that will make that gear superfluous.  The prices on them will be dropping soon.  So you’re just helping me clear out some warehouse inventory.” He winked at Lucas. “By the way, that is a secret you most definitely need to keep.” 
 
    He looked at the ceiling, mostly for effect.  “Whoever’s monitoring this feed right now, please make that happen?  Thank you.” 
 
    Then he looked at Amelia.  “Now, I’m going to ask something in return.”   
 
    She nodded her head, as did the others.  “Name it.” 
 
    “In the near future, maybe as soon as a few months from now, I will be forming a foundation. The purpose of that foundation will be to help people with traumatic injuries, disabilities, and diseases that affect their ability to move their bodies normally.  We’ll be doing this through in-game therapy.  Another secret, by the way.  As part of that therapy, some of my people will be escorting clients through the game starting in the noob zone, helping them learn how to play.  And more importantly, helping them learn, or remember, how to move their bodies.  The therapy, we hope, will help them establish new neuromuscular connections and pathways to allow them to move better in real life.  We could use some healers to accompany them and keep them alive as they learn.  I figure by then you’ll have recruited some lower level healers who could use the experience.” 
 
    Amelia sat with her mouth open.  “That’s… that’s the favor you want? For us to help other people?  And help ourselves by doing it?” 
 
    Lucas now had definite tears in his eyes.  “My daughter is one of the people you just described. I’m going to give her the gear you so generously offered.  If you’re going to help people like her, then I’m in.  I’ll leave PWP and join you right now.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “No.  Don’t leave PWP.  They need you more than I do right now. Help rebuild the guild.  And don’t give your daughter the gear.  I’ll have something much better for her.”  He looked up at the ceiling.  “GM1, I need to speak to you, please.” 
 
    He looked back at Lucas, who had his head in his hands. “It’ll take him a few minutes to get here.”  
 
    Looking back at Amelia, he said., “Yes. I want you to help me help people. I don’t play this game for money.  I own a third of Jupiter tech.  More secrets you cannot share.  I am also the new system’s first patient.  I’m dying of a neuromuscular disease, and I’m the guinea pig.  If this helps me to recover, or even just extend my life a year or two, then I’ll share it with as many people as I can.  And I’ll need people like you to help me.” 
 
    He paused to catch his breath.  “I’m trusting you with this information, because you’ve been checked out and cleared, and because I think all four of you, and Martin, have a sincere desire to help people.  Needless to say, if you violate my trust, there will be dire consequences for you.” 
 
    Lucas nodded his head.  As did the others.  Alexander continued, “On the other hand, the foundation will need full-time employees, as well as independent contractors who work for a fee to provide the client services we need.  You and your guildmates could do quite well.” 
 
    Richard’s avatar appeared in the room.  He took a seat without saying anything, just looked at Alexander.   
 
    “Folks, this is my father, Richard Greystone.  He’s been kind enough to log in so I can ask him for his help.  Lucas, what is your daughter’s name? And what is her condition?” 
 
    Lucas looked at Richard.  “My little girl is Annabelle.  She’s twelve.  She drowned when she was six, after falling in a neighbor’s pool.  They were able to revive her, but she had brain damage, mostly affecting her motor skills.  Her mind works, but her body holds her back.” 
 
    Richard leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees.  “I’m very sorry to hear that. I know first-hand that it isn’t easy when something like that happens to your child.  And the stresses it puts on you as a parent.  Being locked out of the game these past few weeks must have been… well, it couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    Alexander looked at his father, a question on his face.  Richard met his gaze and nodded.  He turned back to Lucas.  “With your permission, a car will arrive at your house in the morning, to pick up your daughter, yourself, and your… wife?”  Lucas nodded.  “It’ll bring you to Olympus, where we can talk about ways we might be able to help.” 
 
    He looked at the other two.  “Your new gear is already on its way to you.  Lucas, you can pick yours up tomorrow.”  He smiled at the tearful father.  “Amelia, your gear is nearly as good as what we’d send you.  If you’d like the newer gear, you can always sell your current set. If you hurry.” He winked at her.  
 
    She nodded her head.  “I’ll give my gear to Lucas.  He’s got more than one kid that could use it.” 
 
    Richard said, “We’ll take care of that.  You take care of yourself.  I’ll have new gear sent to you.  And you’ll be on our short list of beta testers for the system we’re working on.  As Alexander mentioned, he’s an alpha tester.” 
 
    Just then, Taylor began to walk into the sitting room, freezing in mid-stride due to Richard’s presence. 
 
    Richard sighed, “Looks like it’s time for me to go.  I’m holding things up here.  Good luck to all of you.  Lucas, I’ll see you and Annabelle tomorrow,” he said before his avatar blinked away. 
 
    Taylor’s frozen step continued, and he stopped short, seeing that Alexander had guests.  “Sorry, sir.  Er, Your Majesty.  I didn’t know you had company.”  He turned to leave, but Alexander stopped him.  
 
    “Taylor, come on in and have a seat.  And I swear if you call me ‘majesty’ again outside the great hall, I’m going to cut something off you that’ll make you less valuable to Mattie!” 
 
    Taylor grinned at him and took a seat.  Alexander introduced everyone, and they made small talk for a bit.  All conversation stopped, though, when Lainey joined them. 
 
    The Valkyrie walked into the room, and eyes went wide.  Alexander had sat with his back to the door and thus couldn’t see the grand entrance.  Seeing everyone’s reaction, he turned to regard Lainey.  
 
    “Lainey!  You got your wings!” he cried.  “I thought Odin was kidding about that.”   
 
    Lainey grinned and flexed her wings, which went from being folded neatly behind her back to extending nearly the width of the room.  They were the glorious white-feathered wings normally associated with angels. 
 
    “I can FLY!” she gushed.  “I’m not very good at it yet, but my trainer says I just need to practice.  Which mainly involves jumping off of high places and trying not to die.” She grinned. 
 
    Alexander grinned right back. “I have a GREAT idea!  We’re ready to go, now.  I’ll teleport you to Kai’s roost.  And we’ll go back to the keep.  Can you glide down from there without dying?” 
 
    Lainey nodded her head.  “Gliding’s easy.” 
 
    “Okay, give me like five minutes to gather the guys in the courtyard, then you come gliding in. It’ll be your grand entrance!” 
 
    Lainey laughed along with the Taylor and the PWP folks.  Alexander was like a kid enthusiastically setting up a living room skit for his parents.  
 
    With a wave of his hand, Lainey disappeared.  Alexander opened up guild chat “Something’s just come up!  Need all guild officers and anyone close by to meet me in the courtyard in five minutes!” 
 
    Realizing that the PWP folks couldn’t hear what he said, he told them, “I just called an emergency meeting in the courtyard.  They’re all going to think we’re under attack.  Lainey’s going to be QUITE the surprise!” He grinned. 
 
    Before he teleported them, he looked at Taylor.  “Did Mags get you what you needed?” 
 
    Taylor nodded.  “She did.  And thank you, Ma-… Sir.” 
 
    “Good!  Then let’s go.  This should be fun!”   The group stood and gathered in a clear spot.  Alexander teleported them back to the keep.  Brick, Max, and Sasha were just entering the courtyard.  More guildmates were filtering in behind.  Several citizens had gathered as well, wondering what the commotion was about.  One of the guards on the wall called down to Taylor to ask if everything was okay.  He nodded and smiled. 
 
    Alexander whispered to Taylor, instructing the guard to keep a lookout and tap his back when he spotted Lainey.  Brick and the others had begun asking what was going on, and Alexander couldn’t put them off much longer.  So he began buying time. 
 
    “Well, you see, it’s Lainey.  Something happened to her while we were in Stormforge…” 
 
    Sasha grabbed his arm. “Is she okay? How bad is she hurt?” 
 
    Brick said, “Her health bar be full.  She ain’t hurt.  Did she get taken? Who has her?” 
 
    Similar comments and questions bombarded Alexander.  He held up his hands to silence them but didn’t try too hard.  Finally, Taylor tapped him on the back.  He grinned to himself.  Turning toward the roost, he pointed to the sky, shouting, “Look!  What is that?  Is it a bird? A plane? Is it… Batman?” 
 
    The others’ gazes followed his finger, confused looks on their faces.  But it wasn’t long before Lainey’s winged and laughing form was clearly visible.  She waved at them as she drifted down into the courtyard.  Her face took on a worried look as her wings flapped in a braking motion, and she awkwardly dropped the last few feet to land unsteadily.   “I’m not so great at landings yet.” 
 
    Sasha slapped the back of Alexander’s head, saying “Idiot!” before running toward the Valkyrie crying, “Laaaaineyyy!” 
 
    Lainey was instantly mobbed by guildmates and citizens asking questions and offering congratulations.  She flapped her wings a few times, drawing ooh’s and ah’s from the crowd.  Lainey giggled as Fibble shamelessly asked for a ride. 
 
    After a few minutes, the ruckus died down.  Alexander called for attention.  “We’re leaving for Antalia shortly.  Everybody get your battle gear and clean clothes.  Some of us will be getting an audience with the queen, and I’d rather not look like a dirty mob of urchins.” 
 
    Jules took hold of his hand and began to lead him inside.  Every time he tried to ask where they were going, she shushed him.  She led him all the way to his bedroom before letting him go.  He said, “Jules, I love to snuggle with you, but I hardly think this is the time for a quickie.”  
 
    She snorted.  “Dream on.  You gave me a gift this morning.  I’m giving you one in return.” She produced a wrapped package from her bag and handed it to him. 
 
    He pulled the string and unwrapped the paper to find a bundle of cloth.  Setting it down on the bed, he pulled at the top piece.  As it unraveled, he found it was a beautiful grey formal shirt with silver and red accents, and a black dragon on the breast.  
 
    “Jules, it’s… beautiful!” he said, hugging her.   
 
    She pushed him away and grabbed another item from the pile.  It was matching black pants with silver trim.  And there was a grey cloak, also with the dragon on the breast. 
 
    “I knew a week ago you were going to be a king.  I figured I would make something to help you LOOK like a king” she smiled.  
 
    “You MADE these?” he asked.   She rolled her eyes at him.  “Duh.  Seamstress.” 
 
    He laughed.  “Thank you, Jules.  This is amazing.  You’re the best!” 
 
    “Just hurry up and get dressed.  You’ve got a queen to meet.  And don’t get any ideas about an alliance through marriage.  You belong to ME.” She kissed him and left the room.   
 
    He shook his head as he quickly changed into the new clothes.  Checking himself in the mirror, he thought he looked quite kingly.   
 
    He headed back downstairs, expecting to find Jules on the way.  But he didn’t see her. As he exited the building, he got some wolf whistles and scattered applause from the gathered crowd.  He accepted the good-natured ribbing for a few minutes.  Brick, especially, made a show of checking him out from head to toe.  He was about to say something when the courtyard went silent for a moment.  The silence was quickly followed by even louder applause and more fervent whistles.  Alexander turned to see Jules step into the courtyard. 
 
    She was wearing a matching grey dress with silver and black highlights, and a dragon over the breast.  The dress was extremely sleek and form-fitting, with a deep v cut neckline and a slit cut along the left leg high enough to expose a dagger strapped to her thigh.  She walked through the admiring crowd, which parted for her.  Reaching Alexander, she pushed closed his mouth, which had been hanging open, then kissed him.   
 
    Sasha snorted loudly.  “Very subtle.  Not leaving any doubt as to who he belongs to, are you?” She smiled at Jules.   
 
    Jules just smiled devilishly, and said, “Mine!” 
 
    It took Alexander several seconds to begin thinking clearly again.  “Right.  Uhh… Okay. Everyone ready?” He passed out more of the captured PWP teleport scrolls. “We’ll go in groups of twelve this time.  Remember to exit the room as soon as you arrive, to make room for the next group.  Second group wait thirty seconds before you go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Order Out of Chaos 
 
      
 
    Alexander gathered the first group around him.  It was himself and his group, Lorian, Fibble, and the four PWP officers. He activated the scroll, and with a flash, they were inside the Antalia guild house.  They quickly filed out of the room, and Amelia led them to the sitting room, where they found Martin, Michael, and Tiny Sam. 
 
    Martin stepped forward to shake Alexander’s hand.  “I’m Martin.  Thank you so much for all of this.” 
 
    Alexander took the man’s hand, and said, “Thank you for not bowing or calling me ‘Majesty’. I’ve had about all I can take of that today.” 
 
    Martin grinned.  “I know.  Amelia warned me.  Guild chat.” He winked.  
 
    Alexander laughed heartily.  He liked Martin already.  “I’ve come to formally return PWP’s guild house and property to you.  Along with gear and gold we recovered from the times we killed Henry.” 
 
    Martin looked at his guildmates, who all nodded.  He said, “Yeah, about that. I’m afraid PWP is dead.  Our name was hopelessly tarnished by Henry and his PK’s.  They killed and tortured many here long before they reached you in Stormforge.”  He paused.   
 
    “And by the videos of us fighting them once they DID reach us,” Alexander added with a wry grin. 
 
    Martin cleared his throat.  “Yes, well.  I was trying to be diplomatic.  The point is, there is no point in us trying to rebuild a guild with that hanging over our heads.  Besides, nobody but me liked the name in the first place.”  Amelia nodded her head most emphatically at that. 
 
    Alexander said, “Re-branding. I can understand that.  It’s actually very smart thinking.  Have you chosen a new name?” 
 
    Amelia spoke up. “Actually, we’ve been talking it over.  We were hoping you’d annex us into the Greystone Guild.” 
 
    Martin added, “You know, seeing as how the deed is already in your name.  Saves on paperwork.” 
 
    Alexander wasn’t sure how to react.  He looked at his officers briefly.  Then at Martin and his people.  His brain was going a mile a minute.  Jules stepped forward, saying, “I’m afraid Alexander’s brain just locked up.  Can you give us a minute to confer, maybe unlock it for him?” She gave Martin her sweetest smile.  Which, combined with her dress, was effective in the extreme. 
 
    “Of course.  We’ll retire to the dining room while you folks talk.  Just shout when you’re ready.” Martin and the others exited the room as Kai and the others entered. 
 
    Alexander sat down and tuned everyone out as Max and Sasha explained to the others what had transpired.  His thoughts raced. 
 
    Martin and the other four are fine.  Would be good additions.  I don’t know how many others they still have, or who they are.  A few could be spies for Howard.  But he’s dead.  They could still be spies for the drow, though.  Or Matt, wherever he is. We’d have to make it clear that each one would have to get background checks and be cleared by Odin before joining. That’s doable. It would mean we keep the guild house.  We could build a portal here. Have a presence in the city. Another city to recruit from?  It would improve trade between the kingdoms. And make it easier to move armies if necessary. I was going to ask the queen for the same thing.  There’s some risk, but if we take it slow… 
 
    Alexander stood and looked around.  Everyone in the room was looking at him.  “Sorry, guys. I spaced out a minute.  What does everybody think?” 
 
    Nobody spoke for several seconds.  Then Orville said, “More healers in the guild would be good.” 
 
    Sasha simply said, “I like them.” 
 
    Max cautioned, “We’ll need to know who they want to bring with them.  There could be spies or worse.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “I thought of that. We’d have to make membership contingent on our security checks and an oath to Odin.” 
 
    Lyra, who had logged back in some time that morning, but that Alexander hadn’t seen yet, raised her hand.  
 
    “Welcome back, Lyra!” He smiled at her. “And Warren and Misty.  Good to have you all back with us.  Lyra you have something to add?” 
 
    “Just that I think everyone deserves a second chance,” she replied.  Several in the room nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Thank you, Lyra.  Anyone besides Max and myself have any concerns?” 
 
    Grumpy spoke up, “Will ye be creatin’ new officer positions? I imagine Martin, at least, will be wantin’ some say-so in guild decisions.” 
 
    “Very good point. I hadn’t considered that,” Alexander replied. 
 
    Lugs spoke up. “If this place gets attacked, especially with just healers in the building, it might take us too long to get here.  It’d be hard to defend.” 
 
    Alexander nodded, “Thank you, Lugs. I had the same thought.  We could build a portal here, just like in Stormforge.  Give us fast access.  Jeeves can always alert us of an attack.  And with the improved interface, we can speak back and forth in real time.  We could also use it to transport trade goods between the cities.  And armies if we needed to.” 
 
    Brick chimed in.  “Ye see? That be why yer the king. Ye thinks of things ‘n’ makes things happen like nobody else I ever know’d.” 
 
    Alexander grunted at his friend.  “Thanks, buddy.  Remind me to make you minister of something horrible like the fashion police, or foreign trade.” 
 
    Brick winked at him. “Happy ta help!” 
 
    “Anybody else?  Opinions, good or bad?”  When nobody spoke, he said, “Alright, first official council vote.  Raise your hand if you vote we accept them into our guild with the aforementioned conditions.” 
 
    Almost every hand in the room went up.  Even Fibbles, though he only raised his after seeing everyone else’s go up.  The only one who didn’t vote was Fitz.  
 
    “Fitz, you have a concern?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “No, no. I just didn’t feel it was my place to vote, not being a guild member.” 
 
    “Alright.  In the future, you always get a vote here.” 
 
    Alexander took a deep breath.  “Okay. you folks stay here, I’ll go talk to them about our conditions.” He made his way through the crowd and down the hall to the dining room.  Knocking on the door, he waited for a call to enter, then stepped inside. 
 
    Fibble entertained the group while they waited.  Not intentionally.  He’d climbed up on Lugs’ shoulders for a better view.  While he was there, he exercised his duty as Minister of Cookies by withdrawing a cookie from his bag and nibbling on it.  This drew the attention of Rufus, who emerged from Fitz’s hat and leapt across several feet to seize said cookie out of Fibble’s hand.  
 
    A chase ensued, with Rufus jumping to the floor and using people’s legs to hide behind as Fibble issued a battle-cry and dove after him.  The pursuit lasted several minutes, with elements of hide-and-seek followed by frantic dashes and lunges.  Rufus had just climbed Jules’ leg and hidden in her cleavage when Alexander emerged.  Without saying a word, he sent guild invites to Martin and his officers, as well as Michael and Tiny Sam.   As one after the other appeared on the group’s UI’s as new guild members, there was applause and much congratulating. 
 
    As the group talked among themselves, Fitz pulled Alexander and Brick aside.  “Let’s head out back and build that portal.” 
 
    “Don’t we need to check with the queen first?” Alexander hesitated.  
 
    “You can ask her when you see her.  She’ll say yes.  And she’ll never have to know when it was built.” He winked at them. 
 
    The two followed Fitz outside, and they chose a spot on the back wall of the courtyard.  Alexander pulled the stone from the earth with almost no effort.  Brick quickly shaped it into the proper columns, and Fitz began to imbue the necessary magic.  The whole thing was done in less than ten minutes.  
 
    Alexander asked, “Can you also connect us to the Dragon Kingdom? Do they have a portal?” 
 
    Fitz replied. “They do. I built it myself.  The first one I ever built, actually.  And I believe the Dragon King would welcome a portal connection.  But I’ll need to speak with him first.” 
 
    The three headed back inside to find that most of the group were looking out the now open front door.  Out in the street were a line of twenty guards in brightly shining ceremonial armor.  Behind them was a growing crowd of curious citizens. Alexander stepped through the door and out into the small courtyard.  “Good afternoon.”  
 
    The guards all snapped to attention and saluted smartly. And a cheer went up from the crowd.  A captain stepped forward, bowing deeply.  “Her Majesty Queen Margaret welcomes King Alexander of Elysia and his party.  It would be our honor to escort you all to the palace.” 
 
    Alexander nodded briefly, holding out his arm for Jules to join him.  The two advanced through the gate as the guards formed up on either side of them, with the captain in the lead.  The entire guild membership filed out in rows of three behind them.  Once the procession was in place, the captain advanced.   
 
    Citizens cheered as the procession made its way to the palace at a leisurely pace.  The guild members smiled and waved as they passed.  Fibble, back on Lugs’ shoulders, tossed cookies to children, and one to a hungry-looking dog. He quickly had a following of both children and dogs.  He also reached down and handed one to a surprised guard, who chuckled before stuffing the cookie into his mouth and resuming his duties. 
 
    Following Fibble’s lead, the guild members began casting heals on folks with visible cuts or injuries.  Those without heals cast buffs, or tossed silver coins to those who looked less fortunate.  Alexander noted a small boy jumping up and down in an attempt to see over the adults in front him.  He cast levitate on the boy, lifting him into the air and setting his down atop a wagon.  The crowd laughed and cheered at the antics. 
 
    Chants of ‘Greystone!’ and ‘Elysia’ followed them along the street. 
 
    Eventually, they reached the palace gates and left the crowds behind.  The palace guards all saluted them as they passed.  Jules smiled radiantly at them, winning hearts and breaking a few.  Helga was much less refined, openly propositioning a couple guards she deemed worthy.  
 
    The queen and princess awaited them on the palace steps.  Standing behind them were Sir Jefferey, Lady Gina, and several nobles. 
 
    The captain stepped to one side and said, “Queen Margaret of Antalia, may I present King Alexander of Elysia!” 
 
    Alexander stopped before the queen.  He bowed, and Jules curtseyed.   The queen bowed her head in return, saying, “It is an honor to finally meet you, Your Majesty.  And my congratulations!” 
 
    Alexander replied “The honor is mine, Your Majesty.  And please just call me Alexander. The title is new to me, and quite uncomfortable still.” 
 
    The queen laughed prettily.  “Then you must call me Margaret.  I believe you already know my daughter, Kimberly.  And who is this lovely lady?” She smiled at Jules. 
 
    Alexander beamed. “This is Lady Jules, soon to be Queen of Elysia if I’m very lucky.” 
 
    Laughing again, the queen said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Lady Jules.  You are quite lovely!” 
 
    Jules bowed. “As are you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Princess Kimberly added, “And deadly, too.  She put an end to more than one of the traitors during the battle, mother.” She smiled at Jules, then looked meaningfully at the dagger strapped to the elf’s thigh. 
 
    “Which reminds me!” the queen said.  “I wish to thank you all for saving my life, and my kingdom.  Let it be known from this day forward that all members of the Greystone Guild are declared Friends of the Kingdom of Antalia! 
 
    Reputation Increase!  You are now a Friend of the Kingdom of Antalia.  Your reputation with the Queen of Antalia is now “Honored”.  Your reputation with the citizens of Antalia is now “Honored”. 
 
    Alexander bowed his head again.  “It was our honor, and our duty, to serve however we could.  King Charles would never have forgiven me if I had failed to render assistance in your time of need.” 
 
    Sir Jeffrey cleared his throat meaningfully.  The queen rolled her eyes, making Jules giggle.  “Sir Jeffrey is not-so-subtly reminding me that I’ve kept you all standing out here in the sun.  Please, join us inside.”  She turned and climbed the stairs, one hand on Sir Jeffrey’s arm.  Kimberly fell into step next to Jules and whispered “I just LOVE your dress!  Beautiful and sexy and dangerous all at the same time!” 
 
    Jules whispered back.  “If you don’t tell anyone, I’ll make you one just like it!” 
 
    Alexander tied not to trip on the stairs or do anything else unkinglike as they proceeded into the palace and down the corridor to the throne room.  There were tables laid out with seating and food for a hundred people at least.  The queen led Alexander and Jules to a half-round table up on the dais where the throne would normally be.  She whispered to Kimberly, who in turn invited Fitz, Kai, Thea, and Lorian to join them.  The others took the hint and found themselves seats at the various lower tables, guided by servants in smart livery.  
 
    The queen stood behind a seat at the head of the table, the center of the curve.  Alexander was seated to her right, and Kimberly to her left.  Jules was seated next to Alexander, and Fitz next to her.  Kai sat next to Kimberly, then Lorian and Thea.  The queen greeted each of them by name and title as they stepped onto the dais and were brought in front of her. 
 
    They made small talk as servers brought food.  There were a few toasts made during dinner.  Both groups saluting each other.  Lugs made a surprisingly eloquent toast to the beauty of the queen.  Kimberly toasted Brick’s courage and manly beard - Which drew a scowl from Thea. 
 
    As soon as dinner was over, Kimberly demanded that Kai take her seat, and Fitz take Kai’s seat so that she could sit with Jules.  The two women began to whisper unashamedly, heads close together.  The queen rolled her eyes.  “I suppose I was that young once.” She sighed. 
 
    Alexander took the opportunity to say, “Margaret, is there a place where we can speak privately?  Kai has some news from the Dragon King that he’d like to share with you.” 
 
    “Of course.  There’s a room right next door.  Come with me.” The queen rose to her feet, and everyone in the room did so as well.  Heads bowed as she stepped down from the dais and made for a side door, followed by Alexander, Kai, and Fitz.  
 
    Once secured within the room, the queen sat in a comfortable chair and relaxed.  She motioned for the others to sit as well. 
 
    Alexander began the conversation.  “First, you should know that PWP and Chaos Nation were both under the control of a being called the Dark One.  He turned out to be a man from my world, a servant of the drow wizards who was using his power and influence to pursue a vendetta against my family and me.  He is now dead. Killed yesterday when he attacked my lands.  His minions within PWP have also been eliminated, as you know.” 
 
    The queen nodded her head.  “That is good to hear. That he is dead, I mean.  He held considerable influence within my city while Lucius still lived.  We have been working to weed out his spies and servants since I woke from the effects of the poison.  But what is this about drow wizards?” 
 
    Kai took over, explaining the history of the previous war, just as he had explained it to Alexander.  Fitz helped by adding bits about Alexander’s adventures and discoveries.  
 
    The queen paled as the conversation continued.  When they were done, she didn’t speak for some time.  Finally, she said, “Armies of demons and undead.  Magic for which we have no counter?” 
 
    Fitz reassured her.  “The dragons and the Mage’s Guild will be sharing magic that can help against the magic the drow are teaching their minions.  We may have some time yet before they are ready for open confrontation.  We’ll do all we can to make sure Antalia and the other nations of Io are prepared.” 
 
    Alexander added, “And the gods of light are gathering to support us.  Several have already blessed our people and structures with holy magic.” 
 
    “We must cut these Chaos Nation servants of the dark from our city!  Will you assist us?” The queen addressed all three of them. 
 
    Quest Received: Order from Chaos! 
 
    Clear and capture the Chaos Nation guild house, thus removing the minions of darkness’ foothold in Antalia. 
 
    Alexander looked to Kai, then Fitz.  Both nodded in agreement.  “Yes, we will.  In fact, we will take the lead.  My adventurers and I can better afford the risk.  I would not want any of your people lost in the fighting.  If you could perhaps provide a perimeter force of guards, and archers and mages atop the roofs around the Chaos Nation house to pick off any who attempt escape?” 
 
    The queen nodded, but said, “I’ll commit all I can. But I’m afraid the recent battle and the deaths of so many traitors, as well as those loyal to me, has limited my resources.” 
 
    Fitz winked at Alexander.  “Margaret, I’m afraid I must make a small confession.” 
 
    The queen smiled at Fitz.  “You old goat.  When are you NOT up to mischief of one kind or another? What have you done?” 
 
    The old wizard waggled his eyebrows at her.  “I simply anticipated your need.  This afternoon I constructed a portal at what is now the Greystone Guild compound here in your city.  King Charles and King Thalgrin both stand ready to provide troops at need.  You only have to ask.” 
 
    Kai added, “My father proposes an alliance between Antalia, Stormforge, Elysia, Broken Mountain, the Dragon Kingdom, and the Elven Nation. At least, to start. We will add more nations as we can.  This is no longer about boundaries and trade.  This is about survival.  Light versus dark.  The loser shall perish utterly.” 
 
    Margaret smiled at the old wizard.  “Cheeky, as always.  Thank you, Fitz.  It would be a grand sight to see a dwarven shield wall and a few hundred Stormforge longbows surrounding Chaos Nation.” 
 
    Alexander grinned.  “Then it is settled.  Fitz will get you some reinforcements.  My group will take the fight inside.  We took some teleport scrolls from the Chaos Nation adventurers we killed at our gates.  We’ll take their house the same way we took PWP’s.” He looked at Fitz.  “It would help to have some dwarves and mages in the tunnels as well, in case they try to escape that way.  And some way to heal any citizens who are struck with those damned dark worm spells.” 
 
    The queen added.  “We have had several local adventurers volunteer to assist us.  Might they be of some help?” 
 
    Alexander considered for a moment.  “Not knowing them, I cannot trust them to be among us on the inside.  However, if they were willing to attack the house from the outside, serve as a distraction, that would be helpful.  I can put a few of my people with them to coordinate and monitor.” 
 
    The queen nodded. “I will give them appropriates quests and rewards to do as you ask.” 
 
    “Then I think we have a plan.  Can you tell me where the Chaos Nation house is located?” 
 
    The queen laughed. “It won’t be hard for you to find.  It sits directly behind your new guild house!” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alexander said, “That makes sense.  I guess.  Easy for them to communicate.” He checked his map of the tunnels below the city.  “And the same tunnel that leads to the PWP house runs right beneath the Chaos Nation house.” 
 
    Fitz said, “Kai and I will go fetch the reinforcements. We’ll return in an hour.” A moment later, both were gone.  
 
    Alexander looked apologetically at the queen.  “I did object when Fitz suggested the portal.” 
 
    The queen chuckled. “Let me guess.  He told you I would approve it anyway.  There’s no stopping that old fool when he gets his mind set on something.” 
 
    “You sound like you know him well.  Lady Lydia speaks of him in almost the same manner.” 
 
    “Fitz has been around longer than anyone, but the dragons can remember.  And he’s older than most of them if you believe his stories.  My father consulted Fitz many times before he died.  He was often in the palace when I was little and would tell me stories.  He did the same for my daughter.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, then let it out.  “But enough about Fitz.  Let us plan the disposition of my troops. If you wouldn’t mind signaling Sir Jeffrey to join us? And maybe someone from your guild?” 
 
    “Sasha,” Alexander confirmed.  “She’s our chief strategist.  Way smarter than I am.  And Brick, to help me with a little project while we talk.”  
 
    He rose and went to the door.  He opened guild chat as he walked. “Sasha, will you and Brick please follow Sir Jeffrey.” 
 
    Opening the door, he found he already had Sir Jeffrey’s attention.  He signaled for the knight to join them.  Sasha and Brick were already making their way across the room a ways behind him.  Alexander let Sir Jeffrey pass by him to speak with the queen while he waited for his people. 
 
    When they were all seated, the queen updated them quickly.  While she spoke, Alexander pulled four chunks of obsidian from his bag.  He shaped each of them into rough tubes, then handed three of them to Brick to shape triggers while he began enchanting the first one.  
 
    When the queen finished outlining their plan, Sir Jeffrey began to calculate how many men they could safely commit.   Sasha spoke up. “If I might make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Of course, go ahead,” Queen Margaret replied.   Alexander traded his finished cannon to Brick for a trigger while he took a new one to enchant. 
 
    “If we’re going to use local adventurers as a distraction, why not really sell it?  Have your men make a show of moving in behind them and forming up as they attack the building.   Let the observers for Chaos Nation speculate as to whether your men are there to keep the peace, or aid in the attack.  The more confusion we can create, the more of a surprise we’ll be inside.  Once our attack has begun, our people outside will signal Sir Jeffrey, and your troops can withdraw to let the dwarves form their shield wall.  They can then provide support if needed. Watch the dwarves’ backs in case an outside force tries to join in.” 
 
    Sir Jeffrey replied, “I like how you think, young lady!” 
 
    Alexander added, “Any resources you have that can provide light magic support would be helpful.  If there are drow agents nearby, they will approach in stealth. And their stealth abilities are considerable.  So blanket area light spells behind the troops and around the house would be useful.  Or spells with splash damage like fire, water, ice.  Once exposed, they really aren’t so tough.”   He set down the second cannon and picked up a third. 
 
    He motioned for Brick to hand Sir Jeffrey one of the finished ones.  “This will help your men, both in the coming battle and in future battles.  We call them light cannons.  When an activation word is spoken, and the trigger pulled, they will emit a beam of damaging light magic.  They can be fired in short bursts, or in a sustained beam that can be swept across an area like a blade. Good for catching stealthy drow.” He grinned. 
 
    Handing another finished cannon to the queen, he picked up the fourth.  “If you were to choose eight men and a safe place to demonstrate these, Prince Edward is an expert in their use.  He has been training his own men with these weapons for the last week or so.” 
 
    “Why eight men?” the queen asked, looking at the four weapons.    
 
    Sir Jeffrey answered for Alexander. “In case one of them gets cut down.” 
 
    Sasha went to go fetch Edward while Alexander finished the fourth cannon.  As he handed the last one to Sir Jeffrey, he also handed over a medium-grade soul gem.  “Each of these, when fully charged, will have about two minutes of sustained beam use.  After your men take a few practice shots, use this to recharge them all.  Edward can show you how if necessary.  Please make it very clear to your men.  In this battle, these weapons are not meant to kill.  They should make fast sweeps of their assigned areas, no more than two or three seconds at a time.” He put his arms up as if he were holding a cannon and quickly swept them across the room.  “The point is to do enough damage to expose any stealthed drow, and let their comrades do the killing.” 
 
    Sir Jeffrey nodded in understanding, holding the cannon and imitating Alexander’s movement.  
 
    Alexander then suggested, “I’ll teleport my people back to the guild house quickly and quietly.  Let any spies believe we’re still here in the palace. Maybe have some music playing in here when the time comes? We’ll make sure there are no drow in the room, then lock the doors.  Anyone listening outside will assume the dinner continues.  In fact, I should have cleared this room already.” 
 
    Without warning, Sasha covered the floors around them in Vine Traps, while Alexander cast random magic bolts in every direction. At the same time, he shouted in guild chat. “Drow may be in the palace!  Seal the room!  Use aoes to detect them, then kill them!”  He heard yelling in the other room. 
 
    One of Sasha’s vines exposed a dark elf.  It cursed and drew twin daggers.  Alexander cast Levitate on it, lifting it off the floor.  Having no traction, the drow could only attempt to throw its daggers at the queen.  Sir Jeffrey lifted a chair and used it to block both weapons, then drew his sword and stabbed the drow until it stopped moving. 
 
    “Damn” Alexander swore.  “We’ll have to assume that he heard our plans and has passed them on.  So they’ll be expecting us.”  
 
    One of the queen’s guards burst into the room.  “Sir Jeffrey!  Drow in the palace…” his voice drifted off as he noted the dead drow still floating in the air.  Alexander let it drop. 
 
    The guard continued.  “Two more were discovered in the dining hall.  They managed to wound a guard, and a servant before king Alexander’s people killed them.” 
 
    Alexander said, “The drow use poison on their blades!  Sasha, we need antidotes.” 
 
    Sasha ran to the other room, where Gina was already tending to the two wounded.  She quickly explained about the poison, and the two women began trying to identify what might have been used. 
 
    The queen said, “I’ve just sealed over the doors and windows in the palace.  No one will be moving anywhere.” 
 
    “Your Majesty… Margaret.  It may not be safe for you or your daughter here.  That drow went straight for you when he was discovered.  I could teleport you somewhere safe…” 
 
    “I will not leave my people exposed while I hide.  We will sweep the palace room by room.” 
 
    “You don’t have time for that,” Alexander argued.  Then an idea struck him.  “Do you have a chapel here? In the building?” 
 
    The queen shook her head.  “The chapel is across the courtyard.” 
 
    “Any objection to us making one?” 
 
    The queen shook her head.  “No…?” 
 
    “Great!  Please come with me.  Sir Jeffrey, watch the queen’s back?” 
 
    The three of them moved into the dining room.  Alexander started shouting.  “Brick!  Grumpy! I need you.  Also, are there any priests in here?” he called out before remembering the PWP officers.  “Sorry, stupid question,” he said as they waved at him. “I need priests for as many gods as we can find!” 
 
    Alexander moved to the back of the room. He didn’t want to ruin the queen’s dining hall by plopping an altar in the middle of it. 
 
    He had to search deep into the earth before he found a chunk of obsidian large enough for their use.  He quickly pulled it up to them, yanking it through the lower levels of the palace.  “I’m afraid I’m doing a bit of damage in your dungeons.” He apologized. 
 
    Brick and Grumpy quickly shaped the altar.  Then Brick etched Durin’s hammer onto the side.  Alexander said, “Priests, I need you to draw the symbols of your gods for Brick and Grumpy to copy onto the altar.  Quickly!” 
 
    Martin grabbed a table knife and scratched the staff and snake of Asclepius right onto the face of the altar.  Brick etched it more cleanly with his shaping skill.  One by one the priests stepped forward to do the same.  When they were done, the symbols of five gods of light appeared on the face of the altar. 
 
    “Now pray!  Everybody. Pray to your chosen gods to protect this palace and its grounds.  Pray for them to protect the city!  Ask them to help us in our fight against the Dark Ones who have infiltrated here,” Alexander called out.  Taking a knee himself, he began to speak to Odin as he watched the dwarves take a knee and pray to Durin.  Even the queen knelt in front of the altar.  As she did, an announcement went out across the city. 
 
    Attention citizens of Antalia!  Servants of darkness have infiltrated our city, and the palace. All guards, citizens, and adventurers, arm yourselves!  Our best hope to defeat them is to seek the assistance of the gods of light.  The queen asks that all of you pray with her.  Right now.  Pray to your chosen deity.  Ask for their protection of the city! 
 
    The altar in front of them began to glow.  The etched symbols began to shine white against the black stone.  Those in the dining hall had no way to know it, but across the city, thousands of citizens were taking a knee or bowing their heads in prayer.  And in every temple across the city, altars began to glow. 
 
    In the dining hall, the light increased until those present had to look away and cover their eyes. All at once, the light faded, shrinking back into the now crystal clear altar.  Then it spread out through the floor.  Crossing the room in every direction, it spread in a wave.  Passing underneath all those present, it continued out of the room and through the palace.  Screams could be heard as drow felt the sting of holy magic from multiple gods of light.  Sir Jeffrey shouted, “Open the doors.  Find those drow and bring me their heads!”   
 
    Every guard in the room, and most of the Greystone folks, burst from the room and split up to clear the palace.  Lugs and the other low-level players remained behind.  They would be no help against the drow.  Instead, they gathered near the queen and Alexander.   Lugs said, “I can’t do much damage, but I can sure as hell stop a dagger.” 
 
    Sounds of battle could be heard in the distance.  Alexander wasn’t sure whether it was inside the palace or out.  
 
    Sasha shouted “Dammit!” and rose to her feet.  They had been unable to discover the type of poison used by the drow, and both the guard and the servant had died.  
 
    Benny looked to the queen.  “Your majesty, I can save one of them.  Or one other of your choosing.  Brick can do the same.” 
 
    Sasha shook her head “No.  The poison is still in them.  You would resurrect them only to have them die again.  I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    The queen nodded in sorrow, then went to sit by the two bodies.  She whispered goodbyes to both of them as the sounds of battle continued.  
 
    Alexander pulled up his raid UI and watched to make sure none of his people were in trouble.  Experience notifications flashed across the display as Greystone members killed, or assisted in killing, drow after drow.  There had been more than a dozen already, counting the initial three they killed.  
 
    So many in the palace!  They could be in the other palaces too! 
 
    “Kai!  We found more than a dozen drow spies in the palace!  You need to warn the other kings.  Tell Fitz!  But don’t warn them out loud.  The spies will know.   We’ve had the whole city pray to their gods.  The holy light from their blessings exposed the drow!” Alexander shouted in guild chat. 
 
    As a backup, he grabbed a paper and pen.  He wrote a note and said, “I need a servant to bear this message to King Charles.” He held up the paper and a teleport scroll.  One of the men who had been seating people at the start of dinner stepped forward.  “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Alexander snatched the dragon pin off his chest.  “You will be teleported straight to the palace.  Show this pin to the guards.  Tell them Alexander sent you.  Tell them this message can only be placed directly in the hands of the king or Captain Redmond, by my order.” He handed the pin and the message to the servant.  “Many lives may depend on this.  Do NOT speak of what happened here.  There may be drow spies standing there listening.” 
 
    The servant nodded, looking determined.  Alexander whispered, “Good luck,” and triggered the scroll, teleporting the man to Stormforge. 
 
    The sounds of battle had died away.  More than a score drow had been killed by his people.  Who knew how many more were dispatched by the queen’s guards. His guildmates began to return to the dining hall in two and threes. 
 
    The queen said, “Well, they almost certainly know our plans now.  What should we do?” 
 
    Alexander looked grim.  After a moment, he said, “We follow our plan.  They’ll expect us to change it.  And even if they don’t, I don’t have a better one.  Our plan is effective, even if they know we’re coming.  My people will go inside and kill them.  We’ve already defeated a group of their best, I hope.  You have declared them enemies of the state, yes?” The queen nodded her head.   “So when they die, they will return in your dungeons.  You can keep them there for a full year.  Most of them will abandon Io before the year is up.  Especially if you put them to work cleaning chamber pots.” 
 
    A moment later, Alexander heard King Charles’ voice.  “Alexander, I got your message.  We will take appropriate steps.  Thank you for the warning.  Please protect the queen.  I will contact you again if we need your assistance.” 
 
    Having already released a deep sigh of relief, he smiled at the queen. “I just heard from King Charles. He got the message and is taking steps.  He asked me to make sure you are safe.” 
 
    The Greystone guild members were gathering back together as Sir Jeffrey returned to the hall.  “The palace is clear, My Queen.” His face was grim. 
 
    The queen asked, “Casualties?” with a look of dread on her own face. 
 
    When the drow were exposed, they became determined to kill as many as they could.  We’ve lost more than forty.  Most were servants or staff.  Eleven were guards.” His voice broke, and he hung his head. “Six children.  They were… playing in the garden.” 
 
    Alexander felt a rage build up inside him as the queen wept for her lost subjects.  He wanted to kill something.  He wanted to wipe the drow from the face of Io.  All the pent-up anger he’d held back his whole life welled up in him.  Anger at his mother’s death. Anger over his own fated early death.  At all the life he’d missed out on while in the hospital or confined to his bed.  
 
    He tilted his head back and roared, venting his rage “Raaaaaaaaagh! By Odin! I swear a blood oath!  I shall not stop until the army of darkness is wiped from the face of Io!” 
 
    Thunder crashed, and lightning lit the sky.  Every guildmate, every guard, even Sir Jeffrey answered with a thunderous roar of their own, “RAAAAAWWWR!”  
 
    Alexander felt a tingle in his hands.  Looking down he saw they glowed with a silvery light.   
 
    Quest Created!   
 
    Light versus Dark 
 
    You have created, and accepted, a legendary quest!  Gather the forces of light from across Io and destroy the drow wizards and their armies. Reward: Unknown. 
 
    Alexander looked around at the adventurers and citizens still gathering in the hall. He began to speak slowly, quietly. “There is a nest of drow and their minions in this city.” He raised his voice “They kill the defenseless.  The innocent.  Children have fallen to their blades!”  
 
    He began to shout. “The drow will not stop until every one of us is dead! They don’t fight for wealth or principle.  They simply want our lives!  The lives of our families, our children! We will give them their war!  And we will show them no mercy!” 
 
    He drew his new sword, and the light from his hands transferred into the blade.  It glowed with a holy silver light.  The altar behind him pulsed with an answering light.  Without a word, every soul in the room drew sword, hammer, spear or dagger and held them aloft.  The light pulsed again, and the weapons all began to glow. 
 
    Upon the altar, an old man appeared. Heavily muscled with a long white hair and beard, he held a spear in his left hand.  His right was missing.   
 
    When he spoke, the walls thrummed.  “I am Tyr.  God of War!” 
 
    As the warriors in the room dropped to one knee in reverence, he pronounced, “I have heard your oath! I honor the thirst for vengeance in battle! Let any who would fight for the light seek the temples of this city. Touch your blades to the stone.  We shall bless your weapons so that the Dark Ones scream in agony at their touch!” 
 
    The ancient god nodded once to Alexander and faded from sight. 
 
    Alexander called out.  “The day grows dark!  Our enemy knows we’re coming. And the dark is where they thrive. But the gods of light have granted us their blessing!  Where we go, darkness shall fall.  The servants of the drow wizards shall retreat in fear, only to find our blades waiting wherever they turn!” 
 
    “NO MERCY!” the gathered shouted.    
 
    Alexander answered, “NO MERCY!” 
 
    Princess Kimberly entered the room wearing her full armor and carrying her shield.  She looked around at the glowing weapons and angry faces.  Walking up to Brick, she whispered, “What’d I miss?” 
 
    Sasha snorted.  She whispered back, “Dork boy over there.  Pardon me, ‘His Royal Majesty, King Dorkboy’ just went all ‘Leeeeroy!’ on us.  He threw a fit and swore some kind of blood oath.  We all got a legendary quest to basically kill every drow, everywhere.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me! Let’s get started!” the princess agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
    Alexander, somewhat calmed after his outburst, opened guild chat.  “Kai, change of plans. Our secret is out.  But we’ve been given a gift that will help us.  Every dwarf, every man that you and Fitz bring will need to visit a temple and have their weapons blessed.” 
 
    He looked for Michael, finding him standing protectively next to Tiny Sam.  “Michael.  Is there a temple near the guild house?” 
 
    The old knight grinned.  “Not three blocks north.  Temple of Asclepius.  It’s why Martin chose the location he did.” 
 
    Alexander called out in guild chat again. “There’s a temple just north of the guild house.  As soon as you bring the troops through the portal, they can go there.” 
 
    “No need, Alexander.  The temples here have just begun granting a blessing.  Gods of light appeared at each of them with a message,” Kai answered. 
 
    “Master, I have been monitoring your conversation.  Master Ironhammer is in the Greystone Manor compound telling someone the forge just lit up, and all the weapons are glowing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  It seems King Charles was able to get his defenses together.” 
 
    Alexander quickly updated the queen.  Then he suggested, “My people and I should get over to our guild house and prepare.  Will you be safe here? Or would you and the princess like to join us there?” 
 
    Queen Margaret said, “I need to attend to my people here. Kimberly will go with you. I doubt I could stop her if I wanted to.” She smiled sadly. 
 
    Sir Jeffrey said, “I will cycle our troops through the temples and have them report to you at your guild house in twenty minutes. We’ll send the adventurers on your signal.” 
 
    Alexander smiled, getting to say something he’d secretly wanted to say for years.  “Watch for a fireball in the sky.” 
 
    Then he turned and called out, “Gather up, folks.  It’s time.” 
 
    He teleported his people over to the guild house in groups of ten.  No need to risk larger groups.  He sent Sasha with the first group, and she began organizing them into parties as they arrived.  He brought the last group with him to find people already grouped up and preparing.  Lugs, Helga, Benny, and Beatrix would be deployed to coordinate the forces outside.  One with the players who’d be attacking, one with the dwarves in the tunnels, one on the rooftops with the archers and mages, and one with the queen’s support troops. 
 
    Alexander had some ideas on how to help with the diversion.  First, he went out the back of the house to the courtyard.  The back wall of the compound, the one that separated them from Chaos Nation’s house, was twenty feet high.  He quickly raised a set of stone steps, thirty feet wide, leading to the top of the wall.  Now players could zerg over the wall and attack the house.  He assumed the enemy was watching him, but it didn’t matter.  The whole attack was just a distraction. 
 
    Next, he went down the hatch and into the tunnel below.  He took out his dagger and scratched some words and arrows into the wall where he stood.  Anyone watching would think he was writing a spell or directions.  What he was really doing was softening the stone right below the Chaos Nation hatch farther down the tunnel to the consistency of fresh-poured concrete.  He left a solid path along the opposite wall so that the dwarves could pass safely.  His plan was to have them form shield walls across the tunnel on either side of the hatch.  Anyone dropping or climbing down was going to sink into the stone, and be detectable.  And detectable drow were no match for angry dwarves. 
 
    He had no useful ideas for helping the archers and mages.  They would be shooting from above on all sides.  
 
    Satisfied that he’d done what he could, he joined the others in the main room.  Lugs was going with the dwarves, so he told him about the soft stone and the path.  He showed Benny the stairs out back, so he could direct players around their house and over the wall before going to join the queen’s men. 
 
    The portal opened outside, and a stream of dwarven warriors in columns five wide began to march through.  Alexander stopped counting after two hundred.   Each of them carried a softly glowing shield and weapon.  They sang a battle hymn as they marched, having been told there was no reason for stealth.  The sound was deep and primal and set Alexander’s heart to racing. 
 
    Shortly after the portal closed behind them, it re-opened, and a procession of pikemen, archers, and mages stepped through, led by Fitz.  They, too, had glowing weapons.   
 
    Surprisingly, the portal opened for a third time, and Kai led a dozen people through from what looked like a valley of stone.  Sasha made the connection faster than Alexander did. 
 
    “Dragons.  Kai, you brought a dozen dragons?” 
 
    “Oh, damn,” Pollock said, “Shit just got real.” 
 
    Alexander stepped forward.  “Welcome to our modest little compound.  I am Alexander.” 
 
    The dragons all bowed their heads, making Alexander extremely self-conscious. These were beings of legend.  Immortal and powerful.  He fought the urge to bow deeply and simply matched their gesture. 
 
    One of them stepped forward.  He was dressed in simple black leather with a silver star pinned on his collar.  “I am Landimastrim.  Please call me Lan. We have come to purge the drow from this city.  They made a mistake showing themselves so boldly.  And another in attacking our prince.  We are here to make them pay for those mistakes.” 
 
    Another dragon, a female, knelt on one knee and put her hand on the ground.  “This place hums with light magic.  Holy magic.  Interesting.” 
 
    Alexander tried to explain.  “We held a ritual, prayed to all the gods we knew, asked for their protection.  They granted it.”  She smiled indulgingly at him. “Indeed they did.  No drow will walk in stealth here.  This makes our job much simpler.” 
 
    Sasha filled Kai and the dragons in on their plan.  The dragons assigned themselves to various stations above and below ground.  None asked to go inside with Alexander. 
 
    Sasha called out, “Right!  Everybody knows where to go!  Let’s get there!” 
 
    Lugs had already led a contingent of the dwarves into the house and down to the cellar.  They took a couple of human mages and healers with them.   The other dwarves marched out of the compound and down the street to establish a perimeter around the target.  They were followed by pikemen from Stormforge and guards from Antalia.   Alexander found a way to assist the archers and mages after all, by teleporting them to the various rooftops he could see.   He sent Beatrix up on a roof with the mages and assigned Helga to be the rabble-rouser among the Antalia players.  She embraced her role wholeheartedly. 
 
    Passing out the Chaos Nation teleport scrolls, he said, “Okay. First group will be me, Sasha, Brick, Grumpy, Pollock and his guys, Warren, and Max.   Max, step over here with Sasha and me.  The rest of you, form a circle.  Backs to us, shields up.  Tighten it up.  Now crouch down.  We’re going in there under a turtle shell.  I expect them to be waiting for us.  Let them fire a first volley, then each of you pick a target and charge.  We’ll clear the center of the room for the next group.” 
 
    Lainey had the next scroll.  He looked at her and said, “Fifteen seconds. Then you go. And be firing as soon as you get there.”   Her group was Lorian, Jules, Kimberly, Michael, Fibble, Fitz, Lyra, and Misty. 
 
    With nothing left to say, Alexander told Beatrix to give the signal via guild chat, hunkered down inside the ring of shields and activated the scroll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Darkness Fallen 
 
      
 
    The instant they appeared, the room exploded in sound and motion.  Arrows and spells impacted shields.  Shouts of surprise and calls to attack.  After the initial volley, Alexander yelled, “Now!” 
 
    They were in a small room, maybe ten feet square.  There was a single door, which was rapidly filling with players.  Brick activated his Shield Rush and blasted his way through, knocking several of them back out of the room in the process. Grumpy took down a couple players to Brick’s left, and Warren to his right.  Pollock and his two warriors charged enemies at the back of the room.  Sasha focused on heals as she, Max, Alexander, and Orville moved up behind Brick.  The three men fired arrows and magic missiles at the only two unspoken-for players, who stood along a side wall.  Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire on the group of players trying to push past Brick into the room, and Sasha cast a Thorn Trap to hold them still.  
 
    Alexander used his sword to stab the face of a player Brick had knocked down and stepped over.  Orville crushed the skull of another with the butt of his staff.  Sasha was stomping on the throat of another while casting heals on Brick, who was taking damage quickly. 
 
    With a flash, the second group appeared.  Lyra, Fibble, and Fitz immediately began helping with heals.  Misty froze the two players on the side of the room into solid blocks of ice.  Lorian and Lainey joined Max in filling the doorway above Brick’s head with arrows.  
 
    Kimberly and Michael raised their shields and stepped between the door and the lightly armored healers and casters.  
 
    Pollock and his two warriors had finished off the two enemies at the back wall.  The corpses were nearly unrecognizable as human.  All three moved to the two frozen players against the side wall.  Misty unfroze them, and the warriors went to work before they could even raise weapons to defend themselves.  Their deaths were brutal, and not quick.   
 
    A voice out in the hall shouted, “Pull back!  Don’t fight in the hall!  Pull back!” 
 
    The pressure on the doorway quickly dissipated.  Brick and company got in some good licks on retreating players before they got out of reach.  Max, Lainey, and Lorian stepped to the doorway and continued to fire down the hall, eliciting a few more cries of pain. 
 
    Alexander looked around as Max and Lainey began looting.  Ten dead enemies in the room, three more in the hall outside.  Most piled right by the door.  Thanks to his healers, all of his party were in good shape.   
 
    Sasha said, “All players, no drow.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “As daft as it sounds, expect the drow to be where you don’t expect them.  If the light magic penetrated this place, they might not be able to stealth.  But they can still hide behind doors or around corners.” 
 
    Lugs voice came across guild chat.  “Six just dropped through the hatch and got stuck.  Four adventurers, two drow.  The dwarves made quick work of them.” 
 
    Helga added, “The local adventurers are bashing at the front and back doors, trying to break windows.  That place is apparently pretty tough.  Some archers showed up on the roof to try and take them out, but they looked like porcupines in seconds.  I think there were five, but they went down so soon I’m not sure.” 
 
    Beatrix’s tiny voice confirmed, “There were five in the back, three in the front. All dead.  Or if they’re not dead, they are in a LOT of pain.”  
 
    Brick chuckled at that.  Chris said, “Hell yeah!” 
 
    Sasha said, “Brick, tell me what you saw out there?” 
 
    “Aye.  Hallway goes straight ahead ten feet, then both left ‘n’ right.  I see faces peek’n at me from both corners.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s move down the hall a bit.  Archers, watch the corners.  Tag any eye that peeks at us!” 
 
    Brick had stepped forward maybe three paces, with Grumpy and Warren keeping pace at his side, and the others were just stepping toward the door when there was a flash behind them. 
 
    A dozen drow appeared, daggers and swords in hand.  “Behind us!” Michael yelled as he and Kimberly spun and raised their shields.  Pollock and his warriors immediately moved to join them, forming a semicircle of shields and armor just inside the door.   
 
    Sasha cast Thorn Trap, and Alexander added Wizard’s Fire. Lorian turned and began firing at the drow as Max and Lainey kept their focus forward.   Misty cast ice bolts, and Brick turned his head long enough to hit one of them with Holy Smite.  Orville practically flooded the room with fireballs.   
 
    “Shit!” Sasha yelled. “They’ve got us bottled up! And they can just keep teleporting reinforcements in here!” 
 
    As she spoke, a dark magic bolt passed by her head and hit Lorian in the chest.  The half-elf screamed as he fell backward, the worm-bolt already burrowing into him.  Sasha hit him with her best heal, knowing it would make no difference.  Lorian’s health bar was already down to 30%.  Fibble hit the elf with a couple of healing bursts, shouting “Pew! Pew!” 
 
    Fitz knelt next to Lorian and grabbed hold of the portion of the worm that was still exposed.  With a word, the thing turned to ash.  Sasha tried again to heal Lorian, and this time it worked. 
 
    Fitz growled as he rose to his feet.  “This will not do.”   Stepping to the doorway, he crouched down and put a hand on the floor.  He shouted, “All of you! Out of the room, now!” 
 
    Pollock and friends quickly retreated to the hall.  Kimberly and Michael stepped back through the doorway together, drow with swords hacking at their shields. 
 
    Fitz shouted a command, and hundreds of stone spikes shot up from the floor, impaling the feet and legs of every drow in the room.  Then those spikes grew more spikes, like tree branches shooting off from the trunks.  In moments, nothing lived inside the room.  The entire floor area was filled with sharp points, and razor edges three feet deep. 
 
    “Let them try to teleport in now,” Fitz growled.  
 
    “Holy shit, Fitz!” Misty gasped.  “That’s the nastiest thing I’ve ever seen.  Remind me not to piss you off.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, there was another flash, and a group of six drow appeared amid the spikes.  They were dead almost instantly, the weight of their lifeless bodies dragging them down deeper into the spikes and sharp edges.  Their bodies simply fell apart. 
 
    Misty gagged and turned away, not wanting to see more.  Several of the others did as well.  Sasha muttered, “No Mercy.” 
 
    Alexander called out, “Surrender, and we’ll give you clean deaths!  Your reinforcements are cut off!  The house is surrounded.  The tunnels are blocked. The room is a death trap.  You have no place to go!” 
 
    The same voice that had called for retreat now shouted, “Kiss my ass!  This is our house! You’re all gonna die here!” 
 
    Fitz nudged Alexander. “We need a few of them alive.  Preferably drow.  I have questions.” 
 
    Alexander grinned. “Our wizard tells me he needs a few of you alive.  I’ve seen what he does to prisoners.  I wouldn’t volunteer if I were you!” 
 
    “Screw you!” The voice faltered as several flashes of light reflected down the corridor toward the Greystones.   
 
    “Your people are bailing on you!  More than a dozen of you are already dead.  There can’t be that many more in here, the place isn’t that big!  And if you’re thinking of stalling for time so your dead can return, think again.  You’ve all been declared enemies of the state.  When they return, it will be in the queen’s dungeon!” 
 
    A female voice shouted, “We’ll surrender if you let us g-” she was cut off before she could finish.  
 
    “NO MERCY!” Brick shouted.   
 
    The others answered, “No Mercy!”   
 
    The tank began to advance down the hallway.  They were nearly at the corners now, and their backs were secure.  So while Pollock and his three hung back to watch the rear, Michael and Kimberly moved forward.  At the intersection, the five of them split.  Brick and Warren wheeled to the right, while Kimberly, Grumpy, and Michael moved left.  
 
    Immediately they were attacked from both sides.  Weapons and spells crashed against shields.  A burst of fire scorched Warren but just bounced right off Brick, healing him a bit in the process.  
 
    Brick’s short stature proved costly as a dark bolt passed over his head to strike Orville in the back.  The mage went down with a scream and thrashed for a moment before dying.  Fitz hadn’t even had time to get to him.  A classic glass cannon, his health pool was small.  Fitz disposed of the worm that still wriggled in Orville’s dead body. 
 
    “Orville’s gone!” shouted Pollock.   
 
    “Oh, my god; you killed Orville!  You bastards!” Chris shouted. 
 
    The third warrior, Kellos, leapt over Grumpy’s shoulder and hacked into the enemies there, shouting “Leeeeeeeeroy!”   His two friends followed, and the three went into a frenzy.  Blood splashed as weapons and armor screeched.  Chris died even as he took the head of the barbarian that killed him.  Pollock lost an eye to a thrown dagger that looked drow in origin.  But he pulled it out and drove it into the forehead of a warrior in front of him.  
 
    Grumpy and the others moved forward, trying to cover their guildmates. The archers poured fire into the group.  Pollock went down, his missing eye preventing him from seeing a spear thrust from that side.  Kellos screamed in rage and hacked wildly left and right, not caring if he took hits.  He severed arms and legs with every swing.  All three healers focused on him, somehow keeping him alive until he found himself in open space.  He’d cut a path through the enemy.  He turned, bleeding badly and drooping, to hack his way back toward his friends.   
 
    A drow appeared from around a corner and slit his throat from ear to ear.   Alexander cast Levitate on the drow, raising it two feet off the ground and holding it there as Lorian pincushioned it with arrows.   Fitz yelled, “Don’t kill him!” and cast a light cage around the drow. 
 
    Fibble was shouting, “Pew! Pew” and frantically healing Brick and Warren as they faced off against six opponents on the right side.  Sasha turned to help, as Lyra continued to heal the three tanks on the left.  Misty covered the floor in front of them with ice, taking away any solid footing for those trying to hit Kimberly, Grumpy, and Michael.  
 
    A dark bolt from the left side passed between Kimberly and Michael and struck Warren in the back.  He stayed upright for a moment, then fell as forward as the thing began to burrow into him.  
 
    Seeing Brick suddenly alone, Alexander grabbed Warren’s feet and pulled him back behind Brick.  Then he took Warren’s place as Fitz tried to heal him.   
 
    Alexander had no shield to equip, so he brandished his sword two-handed.  Memories of his day as a melee warrior with a giant sword made him smile even as he strained to block multiple incoming weapons.   
 
    “Screw this!” he shouted.  He yanked a wall of stone up from the floor, cutting the opposing party in half.  Three were trapped between him and the wall, the other three left on the other side. He lunged forward and stabbed a warrior who was foolish enough to turn and look at the wall that was suddenly behind him.  The man went down with his insides smoking, screaming for mercy. 
 
    “No mercy,” Alexander said, cutting off the man’s leg and leaving him to bleed out.   
 
    Brick was keeping the other two occupied, so Alexander checked on Warren.  Fitz had removed the worm, but the warrior was in bad shape.  Lyra and Sasha both cast big heals on him, and he relaxed a bit.  
 
    Alexander was drawn back to the fight when Brick activated Shield Bash, knocking both players back against the wall.  The one nearest Alexander was stunned by the dual impact.  Alexander took the opportunity to remove his head. 
 
    Brick began to pound away at the last opponent.  It was a paladin in heavy plate armor.  The blows from Brick’s hammer dented it each time they struck.  The man was too focused on defending against that hammer and left himself open to Alexander’s sword, which slid through his throat and pinned him to the wall. 
 
    Brick turned to assist the three tanks on the left side. He stepped into Michael’s place, giving the older man a rest.   The three archers and Misty were peppering the remaining players with missiles.   
 
    A flash of light down the hall caught Alexander’s attention as another group of drow committed suicide among the spikes in the teleport room. 
 
    There were still eight or nine players pounding at his tanks in the left hallway.  And three behind his wall on the right.   Alexander chose a healer at the back of the left group.  She was wearing a headpiece with a sapphire.  He focused on that gem, and forced power into it.  He pictured earthquakes, volcanoes, then a nuclear explosion. 
 
    The woman’s head exploded along with the headpiece, sending metal and bone shrapnel tearing through her guildmates.  Two of them went down with serious wounds.   
 
    The archers were still peppering the enemy players with arrows as fast as they could draw and fire. Misty was firing bolts of ice.  Jules appeared behind their remaining healer and drove a dagger into the back of her neck.  The blade exited the front of woman’s throat as she tried to scream.  Jules’ second blade pierced her heart, and she dropped to the floor. 
 
    One of the enemy warriors still standing noticed Jules and turned to attack.  The rogue took two steps backward to avoid a sword slash and tripped over the body of the headless healer.  The warrior leapt over the body, sword slashing down.  Jules raised her daggers to defend herself but disappeared as Alexander teleported her back to his side.  
 
    Being focused on Jules, he didn’t notice the caster firing a dark bolt at him.  It struck him in the gut as he was about to speak to Jules.  The worm quickly chewed its way into his entrails as he called out “Fitz!” and fell on his back.  He tried to cast light spells at the worm, but his concentration was interrupted by the intense pain.  Fibble was at his side, desperately casting repeated light magic heals on him. “Pew! Pew! Pew!” The little goblin had learned the significance of this spell, having seen several of his new friends die from it.  “Boss no die! Pew!  Fitz! Help! Pew!” 
 
    Then Fitz was there, grabbing hold of the worm and turning it to ash.  Alexander felt heals tingle through his body as Fitz helped him to his feet.  
 
    There were now only five of the enemy left in the corridor.  Plus at least three behind the wall Alexander had built.   Most of those Alexander could see were losing health fast without healers to maintain them.  He watched as the warrior that had gone after Jules took an arrow in the throat from Lorian’s bow and went down.   
 
    Alexander examined the four that were left now.  All were level 55 to 70.  Their caster, the one that had just nearly killed him, was the highest level.  She was dressed all in black robes with red symbols stitched into them.  A black hood covered her face until an ice bolt from Misty knocked it back. 
 
    “Another drow!” Fitz called out.  “She’s mine!” 
 
    He gestured, and blue flames engulfed the drow mage, her robes catching fire.  Fitz cast a light cage around her, then levitated her above her minions and pulled her over the heads of Brick and Grumpy to be set down on the floor next to him. 
 
    She screamed at the remaining Chaos Nation players, “Kill me! Do not let them take me!  Kill me now!”  She thrashed against the bars of light, burning herself without seeming to care. 
 
    The remaining three enemy players tried to push through the line of shields to get to her.  Brick caved in the skull of one of the warriors, dropping his health bar to zero.  Then he and Warren took turns bashing another back and forth with their shields as they stabbed and pounded him from both sides.   Grumpy and Kimberly made short work of the last warrior, who lost an arm, then a leg before finally expiring. 
 
    The group took a breather, allowing the healers time to top everyone off and drink mana potions.  Alexander could hear the enemy players beating on the wall, trying to get to them. 
 
    Fitz waved a hand and the cage with the drow in it disappeared.  “I sent her to my tower in Stormforge” he explained when he saw Alexander’s questioning look.  “If I left her in that cage she’d use the light magic to commit suicide.  Now she’s in a stasis chamber, and can do herself no harm.” 
 
    When everyone had caught their breath, they did a quick search of the left side of the house.  They found no other enemies, player or otherwise.  The stairs to the cellar were on this side, and Alexander ventured down with Brick in the lead.    
 
    The glow of their weapons lit the dark cellar from wall to wall.  There were no enemies visible, but Alexander was taking no chances.  He pulled out his Ray of Light wand and concentrated on sending a sustained beam, which he quickly swept around the room at waist level.   
 
    The beam exposed two drow, who quickly jumped to the attack.  Brick picked up one with his shield, knocking him backward.  The other stabbed Alexander in the gut with his dagger.  The mithril shirt turned the blade aside, but as it slid from his gut, the dagger sliced the back of Alexander’s sword hand.   The drow laughed. “You’re a dead man now,” he said as he took another swipe, this time at Alexander’s head. 
 
    Alexander raised his sword to block, slicing cleanly through the drow’s wrist and sending the hand still gripping the dagger flying away. 
 
    “Immune to poison.” He grinned at the shocked drow before driving his sword up under his chin and thru his skull. 
 
    With the room clear, Brick made his way to the open trap door in the floor.   He laid on his stomach and stuck his head down through the hole.  Alexander heard him shout “Hello, me pretties!  What’re ye doin down here? Havin a picnic?” 
 
    He was answered by whistles ‘n’ shouts from the dwarves below. 
 
    “We’ll be done up here in a few more minutes; then drinks be on me!” 
 
    This brought a much louder and more enthusiastic response. 
 
    Alexander looked down through the opening and used his earth skill to solidify the floor once again.  Then he called down “The floor is solid.  You can come in closer.  But please keep watch for more drow.  They can use their stealth down here.” 
 
    He smiled as the dwarves drew in closer to the hole, leaving about a ten-foot opening between the two groups.  Then they proceeded to play a game popular among dwarven children.  A dozen throwing axes sped back and forth between the two groups as they deftly caught and then returned the weapon like human children playing catch with a ball.  This effectively created a kill zone of flying blades directly below the trap door. 
 
    Making their way back upstairs, they approached Alexander’s wall.  The tanks put themselves in position, shields up.  The archers drew their bows.  Alexander said, “Now!” and liquified the wall.  One of the players on the other side had been about to hit it with the pommel of his sword.  With the wall gone, he stumbled forward onto Kimberly’s waiting sword.  
 
    The other two were quickly being punctured by arrow after arrow from the three archers.  Brick, Warren, and Grumpy pounded and hacked at them until they were down for good. 
 
    “We still need to clear the rest of the house” Sasha reminded them. 
 
    The tanks formed back up and proceeded down the hall. This one led to the main sitting area, a dining room, and a stairway leading upstairs.  The front door was rattling under the blows of players trying to break in.  Alexander couldn’t see the building’s status, but he was guessing its defense points were getting pretty low. 
 
    Alexander opened guild chat. “Helga, try to call off the adventurers.  No point in damaging this place further.  Tell them we have it under control, and that drinks are on Greystone.” 
 
    He was sure that not all of them would give up.  But even if only half walked away, the building’s defenses would last that much longer. 
 
    They found nobody alive in either of the main floor rooms.  Alexander used his wand to sweep both of them, but no drow were exposed.  Either they weren’t there, or they were smart enough to lay on the floor.   Just in case, Sasha cast a few random Thorn Traps as they moved toward the stairs.  
 
    Brick led the way up, singing loudly to himself.  Alexander initially assumed it was some dwarven battle hymn, but as Brick reached the top of the stairs, he heard “Thunderbolts and lightning, very, very frightening me!” and recognized it as a song from a century ago.   
 
    Then Grumpy picked it up, shouting “Galileo!” and the two grinning dwarves went back and forth.  Alexander shook his head. 
 
    At the upper landing, the hallway only went one direction, leading the entire way across the house.  There were maybe ten doors on each side.  Typical guild house configuration, small rooms for members, just big enough for a bed and a chest. 
 
    “This is going to take forever,” Lyra observed.   
 
    Sasha answered “Well we know at least one of them is still alive in here somewhere. Let’s find them.” 
 
    So, they began to clear each room, one by one.  As they left each one, Alexander would close the door, and Brick would shape some stone over it to keep it closed.  They didn’t need any drow sneaking up behind them.  
 
    They made no attempt to be quiet.  Brick and Grumpy continued singing.  They’d switched to a slightly more contemporary song that just seemed to involve shouting, “Helter Skelter!” a lot.  Alexander pictured the video the folks at Jupiter would be making. 
 
    Brick pushed open the door of the next bedroom, still singing, when a dagger plunged into his eye.  Grumpy slammed his shield into the now visible drow, knocking it backward into a wall as Brick fell limp with his health bar below 10%.  Michael and Kimberly flooded in behind him and used their own shields to pin the dark elf into a corner.   
 
    Fitz withdrew the dagger from Brick’s eye and began to apply the same treatment he’d used on Kai in the forest.  Sasha and Lyra cast heals on the dwarf until he was back over 50%.  Brick looked up from the floor with his one good eye, stopping Fitz.  “Can ye heal me eye?” 
 
    Sasha shook her head. “It’s gone.” 
 
    Brick grinned. “Then let me die.  Can’t be havin’ me pretty face ruined by a pirate patch!”  
 
    “Screw that!” Kimberly said as she pulled her sword from the drow’s throat and turned to Brick. “I think you’ll look sexy with a patch.” 
 
    Sasha grinned at the princess, and said, “You heard the lady, winky,” as she cast another heal on him.  Fitz resumed applying the antidote, chuckling at their antics. 
 
    You have defeated all defenders of the Chaos Nation Guild House.  Maintain control of the facility for ten minutes to assume ownership. 
 
    “Well!  There we go.  Everybody’s dead!” Max said as he looted the drow.  
 
    The group quickly split up and checked the rest of the rooms just to make sure they didn’t contain any prisoners or other surprises.  Then they headed back downstairs.  
 
    Alexander looked out the front window to see the dwarves and the queen’s men clearing away all the adventurers who remained.  He opened the front door and beckoned to a couple of the dwarves.  
 
    When they approached, both dwarves took a knee, saying “Your Majesty!  How can we help ye?” 
 
    Alexander tried hard not to roll his eyes.  “How many dwarves came through the portal this evening?” 
 
    One of them said, “Three hunnert, Y’Majesty.” 
 
    Alexander pulled a sack of gold from his bag.  “I need a detail of fifty dwarves.  You are to borrow or buy a half-dozen wagons, then go to every tavern or pub you can find and buy as much alcohol as you can get your hands on.  Pay fair prices, plus half.  Bring it all back here.  We’re going to celebrate!” he handed the dwarves the gold.  
 
    The two dwarves ran off, barking orders and breaking off a booze detail. The word quickly spread, and the courtyard and street in front of the house grew loud with shouts and cheers. 
 
    Lainey tapped Brick on the shoulder and handed him a newly crafted eye-patch.  He examined it for a moment.  “BWAHAHA!  It be givin’ me +1 to charisma!” 
 
    Thea, who had stayed back at the palace with the queen, must have informed her that the house was cleared.  Players all over the area suddenly leveled up from completing whatever quest the queen had given them.  The bells across the city began to ring as the players celebrated and congratulated each other. 
 
    Kimberly gave Brick’s beard a solid tug, saying, “I need to get back to the palace and my mother. I’ll see you all there soon?”  When Brick nodded, uncharacteristically quiet, she summoned her mount.  It was a black unicorn with a single pink bow tied on its tail.  She hopped aboard and trotted through the crowd toward the palace. 
 
    Alexander moved into the sitting room and took a seat.  He was considering pouring himself a drink when his UI exploded with messages. 
 
    >>>System Alert!<<<  
 
    The Greystone Guild has captured the guild house belonging to Chaos Nation, in the City and Kingdom of Antalia, and claimed it as Greystone property!  The property is designated as restricted for the next 24 hours.  Any who were previously bound to the guild house will now be bound to the fountain in the nearest city square. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 59! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 10 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    As ruler of a sovereign nation and Friend of the Realm, you may establish an embassy in Antalia.  Would you like to designate this facility as Embassy of Elysia? 
 
    Alexander declined.  He needed to get some clarification on what that would involve. 
 
    Dwarves from in the tunnels began filing out of the house one by one, having been boosted up through the trap door by Lugs.   Soldiers of all three cities were mingling outside, awaiting the promised refreshment.   It didn’t take long for the first wagonload of barrels to appear, and the party began.  Similar celebrations were breaking out across the city.  Quick-thinking vendors were making their rounds selling food, drinking mugs, even newly blessed and glowing weapons.  It was going to be a long night in Antalia. 
 
    Alexander called the guild members together before things got too out of hand.  “I’m going back to the palace to speak with the queen.  Any of you who wish to miss the party are welcome to join me.” He grinned. 
 
    Jules took his hand, making it clear she was going along.  When nobody else spoke up, Alexander waved goodbye and teleported the two of them to the palace.  He chose a spot behind the altar in the main hall, hoping nobody would be standing there. 
 
    When they arrived, they found the palace much less festive than the streets.  The bodies of the forty citizens slain by the drow were lined up on tables, wrapped in white linen.  Friends and family members were mourning and paying their respects.   Jules began to walk toward where six small wrapped bodies lay on a single long table, tears already forming in her eyes. 
 
    Alexander bowed to the queen as she approached, Kimberly at her side.  “It is done, Your Majesty.  Chaos Nation has been removed from your city.  Your dungeon should be quite full by now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alexander.  You and yours have done us another great favor tonight.  I do not even want to imagine how many we would have lost trying to rid ourselves of those filth.  Kimberly tells me you lost several of your own, and almost died yourself.” 
 
    Quest Complete!  Order Out of Chaos 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 60! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.  Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 15 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we did. But for us, death is a… temporary situation.” He winked at Kimberly. “It was our pleasure, Queen Margaret.  That is what friends are for.  When you require assistance, you need only call.” He bowed again. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the queen to comfort her people, Alexander and Jules returned to their guild house.  The party had expanded to include both houses, and there were crowds of revelers in the streets.  Alexander opened the portal to the keep so that Pollock and company, who had respawned at the chapel there, could attend the party.  They reclaimed their gear from Max and enthusiastically greeted friends from Antalia in the crowd.  Brick took advantage of the open portal to grab some dwarves and retrieve several barrels of dwarven spirits from his personal stash.   
 
      
 
    Alexander and Jules mingled with the celebrants for a while.  Pollock introduced them to several players from Antalia that he thought would make good recruits.  Martin and his people had set up several tables to one side of the courtyard and were healing citizens with cuts and scrapes, mainly from over-celebrating. 
 
      
 
    Brick, apparently oblivious to the dual attentions of Kimberly and Thea, was leading another century-old song that he’d just taught a large group of inebriated dwarves and human soldiers.  Alexander heard part of the lyrics “NO time fer losers, ‘cause WE… are the champions!... o’ the world!”.  He shook his head.  Some songs were destined to live forever.  At least this one was appropriate. 
 
      
 
    Fibble was once again atop Lugs’ shoulders.  He had a drink in one hand, and his stick in the other.  He seemed to have trained Lugs to respond to directional commands.  Tapping the left shoulder for a left turn, the back of the ogre’s head to move forward or stop.  Both were drunk, and the combination was quite entertaining to the crowd.  
 
      
 
    After a few hours, Jules made it clear she was ready to head home.  Alexander put out a call out in guild chat. “Opening the portal in 5 min for anyone who wants to head home for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Kai and Fitz had already promised to shuttle the soldiers home to Broken Mountain and Stormforge in the morning.  Any of the Greystone people who didn’t return to the keep could sleep safely in the protected guild house until tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    He opened the portal and smiled as most of his people stumbled through.  Sasha, Max, Lainey, Pollock’s group, Dayle’s group, Helga and Beatrix.   Lugs and Fibble staggered through as well, much to the disappointment of their fans.  There had been a betting pool going on when Lugs would eventually fall, and whether he’d squish the goblin. 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, the dwarves had all elected to stay and continue the party.   
 
      
 
    Back in the keep, Jules dragged Alexander to the kitchen for a late-night snack raid.  Then they made their way upstairs and collapsed into bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Morning found Alexander once again waking up entangled with the snoring pink bunnymonster.  He was now convinced that she somehow equipped her jammies in her sleep.  Kissing her and giving her a boop on the nose, he waited for her eyes to open.  She made a few grumbling noises to indicate she was awake, so he said, “You have two choices.  Get up and change, and we’ll go get pancakes.  Or… I will tickle you into submission, then teleport you down for breakfast in your jammies.”   He gently poked at her a side a bit to make his point. 
 
      
 
    “Grrmmph!” She made a half-hearted shooing motion with one hand.  Alexander grinned evilly.  “SO…it’s option two, then?  I was hoping you’d say that!” 
 
    He pounced upon the bunnymonster, tickling mercilessly and straddling her legs as she struggled to escape.  “Nooooo! Stop!  Too early for tickles!  Pancakes!”  The words came out between gasps. 
 
    He let her escape, and she made a dash for the bathroom.  He waited patiently as she showered, taking a look at his stat sheet to fill the time. 
 
    Mage:  Alexander   Level 60 
 
    Build:  Ranged magic/Melee dps 
 
      
 
    Health:  21,000Experience 112,000/400,000Attribute pts avail: 15 
 
    Mana: 24,000Skill pts avail: 5 
 
     
 
    Stamina:  14(27)     Dexterity: 6       Armor: 240              Heath Regen: 130 
 
    Strength: 12(28)     Wisdom: 70(99)    Defense: 150Mana Regen: 220 
 
    Agility:  12(22)     Intel:  70(99)       Phys Attack: 65Magic Attack: 180 
 
    Luck:  14(22)     Charisma: 12       Stam Regen: 28Race: Elf 
 
      
 
    He decided to assign another point to Stamina, to raise his health bar a bit.  Then he put a point each into Strength and Agility.  As someone responsible for a whole kingdom, he decided a little luck wouldn’t hurt, so he added two points there.  That would do for now. 
 
      
 
    Jules emerged in her usual black leather, a smile on her face.  “Pancake time!” she grabbed his hand and practically dragged him downstairs to the kitchen.   He stood back as she piled two plates with stacks of pancakes.  Rather than hand him one when she turned around, she scooted around him and headed for the door, saying, “Bring syrup.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as a couple of the cooks laughed at Jules’ antics.  He quickly dished up a few pancakes for himself, along with some eggs and sausage, grabbing a jar of syrup on his way out the door. 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat next to Jules, he surrendered the syrup.  She’d barely finished pouring the syrup with her left hand before she was cutting into the first stack and shoving sweet pancake goodness into her mouth with her right. 
 
      
 
    Silverbeard, who was sitting across the table from them, said, “Good morning, lad.  I hear yer adventure went well yesterday!” 
 
      
 
    Alexander nodded, taking a moment to swallow his own mouthful of syrupy mana.  “It did.  We killed a bunch of drow, defeated the Chaos Nation guild, and took their house.  Which reminds me. I’d like to sit with you after breakfast sometime to talk about a few things.  For instance, I was given the option of designating the newly captured house as an embassy.  I don’t know what that entails.” 
 
      
 
    Silverbeard nodded. “Aye, I can help ye there.” 
 
      
 
    Sasha sat down on Alexander’s other side, her plate just a pile of scrambled eggs.  She looked as if she’d had a rough night.  “Too many shots of dwarven spirits?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.  Too many several things.  There was this cute longbowman who kept handing me drinks…” she trailed off and shoved a forkful of eggs in her mouth.   
 
      
 
    Jules paused in her pancake inhalation to ask, “Just how long was his bow?” with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Sasha blushed. “I’m sure I don’t know.  I didn’t even get his name, let alone touch his bow.” She defended her honor, as she stole a piece of bacon from Alexander’s plate.  He sighed.   
 
      
 
    The women in my life.  Just one day I’d like to eat my own breakfast and go a whole day without being called an idiot.  Or Dorkboy. 
 
      
 
    “So… dorkboy,” Sasha began.  Alexander rolled his eyes.  “You busy?  Cuz I was thinking you and me could work on a little project…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m meeting with Silverbeard to discuss kingdom business after breakfast.  What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” she said around a mouthful of eggs.  “Come find me after you and Silverbeard are through.” 
 
    “Alright.  You’ll be in your lab?”  
 
    Sasha thought about it for a moment.  “No, let’s do it in your sitting room.”  She finished off her eggs and got up.  “We might need Fitz, too.  I’m not sure,” she added before walking away. 
 
    Alexander looked at Jules, who just shrugged.  She was just digging into her second stack of pancakes.  Silverbeard looked curious, too.  
 
    **** 
 
    Sasha wandered aimlessly around the keep.  The sun was up, and the normal morning activity was underway.  For most folks, anyway.  A few were moving slowly and squinting at the light in their eyes.  She was one of them. 
 
    Bacon greeted her with a happy sounding grunt as he exited the stables and made his way toward the dining area.  He had developed a habit of mooching fruit and other goodies from gullible citizens as they ate.  And he happily accepted all leftovers.  Sasha patted the battleboar’s head as he trotted by.  “Good luck, buddy.”  
 
    She laughed out loud when she spotted Lugs laying on his back atop the stable roof.  Fibble and Rufus were curled up together on the ogre’s belly, rising and falling as Lugs snored loudly.  Deciding to let the ogre and her goblin protector sleep it off, she went to find Fitz. 
 
    **** 
 
    Alexander sat in Silverbeard’s office, the two of them having just finished breakfast.  They’d left Jules in the kitchen where she was debating another helping of pancakes.  
 
    Silverbeard started off.  “Ye want ta know about the embassy.  It be pretty simple.  Normally ye petition the ruler fer permission to establish a embassy.  Then ye purchase a property, or are give’d one by the king or queen.  Ye declare the embassy, and it be yours.  Often there be agreements about what business ye can carry out on embassy grounds.  Whether ye pay any taxes, ‘n’ such.”  
 
    Silverbeard paused a moment when Alexander asked, “Business?” 
 
    “Aye.  Some nations just use embassys as a place to conduct business not normally permitted in the realm.  Slavery, black market trade, gambling, and the like.  An embassy be technically sovereign territory o’ the nation what owns it, so the laws o’ that nation apply inside the walls.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his understanding as Silverbeard continued.  
 
    “In yer case, ye already captured property in Antalia.  Twice.” The old dwarf grinned at him. “And ye’ve been declared a Friend o’ the Realm.  Not ta mention the alliance the dragons ha’ proposed.  The queen won’t be deny’n ye an embassy.  But it’d still be proper ta ask nice.  Ye did right by not acceptin’ last night.”  
 
    “Thank you, Master Silverbeard.  I don’t suppose you or Lola would be available to call upon the queen and work out the details?” 
 
    “Aye, lad.  It be my job as yer new Chancellor.  And the reason yer payin’ me so much more gold, now.” He winked. 
 
    “Ha!  Worth every copper!  Thank you.  I’ll open a portal for you later this morning.  We’ve got some hungover dwarves to retrieve, anyway.   I have one more question.  As you pointed out, we have two properties there now.  As it happens, they sit back to back.  I was thinking about just removing the dividing wall and making it one large compound.  By making it an embassy, as you said, it becomes the property of Elysia.  But if for some reason I and my guild were to separate ourselves from this kingdom, we would lose control of the compound, right?” 
 
    “That be a good question, lad.  I’ll need to consult me law books. I’ll have ye answer before we finalize terms with the queen.” 
 
    Alexander thanked Silverbeard again and took his leave.   He headed upstairs to his sitting room, where he found Sasha trying to pour coffee down Fibble’s throat.  The poor little fella looked pathetic.  His eyes were bloodshot and redder than usual, and his ears drooped. 
 
    Alexander took pity on him, handing him one of the new enchanted health potions.  “Here, buddy; try this.”  
 
    Their tiny Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies gladly slurped down the potion.  “Yummy!” he grinned at Alexander, obviously feeling better.  
 
    Sasha looked at Alexander.  “I couldn’t find Fitz.  So we’ll have to try this on our own.” 
 
    “Fitz went to his tower in Stormforge to question the drow we captured.  What is it we’re trying to do?” 
 
    Sasha got a look on her face that Alexander knew all too well.  He called it her ‘mission face’.  She got it every time she decided that the two of them were going on a mission.  When they were kids, it was, ‘We’re making a tree fort’ or ‘We’re going to stay up and catch Santa’.  As they got older, it was ‘We’re baking cupcakes to sell to raise money for orphan puppies’.  It took three hours to clean the kitchen after that one. 
 
    “Well, after you logged back in the other day, I had an idea.  I sat down with your dad, and we figured out a way to see Fibble’s stats, and to help him assign them…” 
 
    Alexander’s jaw dropped as she grinned at him.  “So Fibble can level up and choose his build just like we can?” 
 
    “Yes. And no.  He doesn’t have the background to understand a lot of it.  We’re going to have to explain some things and ask him what he would like to be.  Then help him from there.  And not just him.  Pops says we’ll be able to assign points for our other pets and companions soon.  With some input from them.” 
 
    Alexander’s mind was racing through all the possibilities for Fibble.  Should we give him a strength build?  Or an intel/wisdom caster build?  What were his automatic points for each level? How many free points did he have to assign?  What would be most useful for- 
 
    “Wait a minute! I smell a rat.  You are perfectly capable of doing this on your own.  You’re better at skill trees and attribute-based builds than I am.  What do you need me for?” 
 
    She gave him her sweetest, most innocent smile.  “This is the part I was hoping Fitz could help with.  But since he’s not here… You’re going to teach Fibble to read!” 
 
      
 
    End Book Three 
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