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    The story so far… 
 
      
 
    Alexander and the Greystone Guild have turned their little barony, and the lands they discovered up on the plateau, into the Kingdom of Elysia!   
 
      
 
    They’ve defeated both PWP and Chaos Nation, fighting not just players but drow servants of the Dark One within the Chaos Nation compound.  Alexander has combined those compounds to establish an embassy in Antalia.  Antalia’s Queen Margaret has been saved, and the city liberated from the influence of the Dark One and his minions.  
 
      
 
    Several of the guild members encountered their arch-enemy, who turned out to be Howard, husband of Miriam, former executive at Jupiter Tech who died along with Alexander’s mother in a real-world terrorist attack.  He declared himself to be the “Dark One” when captured, and was turned over to the real-world authorities. 
 
      
 
    Dayle, leader of one of the immersion groups, was badly injured in an explosion set off by Howard’s son Matt, who managed to disappear before the explosion and is still at large.  
 
      
 
    Helga, Lugs, and several of the players that Alexander recruited into the guild have agreed to go to work for Jupiter Tech and become immersion players.  Still low level, they are working hard to level up as quickly as possible in order to contribute to the coming fights.   Alexander is doing all he can to recruit more citizens and guild members.  To grow and strengthen his kingdom enough that it can survive on its own.  
 
      
 
    There is an army of undead creatures and demons trapped in the demon caverns just a short distance from the keep.  Alexander is feeling the pressure to prepare his fortress and his people for the inevitable invasion that will come when they break free.  
 
      
 
    The dragons have revealed to Alexander and his allies that the ancient enemy, the drow wizards, have risen again and plan to conquer the entire world of Io.  The dragon king has proposed an alliance to include all the kingdoms and people of Io who live in the light.   Alexander is doing what he can to bring the kingdoms together, and so far the alliance includes Elysia, the Dragon Kingdom, Stormforge, Broken Mountain, and Antalia.  
 
      
 
    Lastly, while doing some research at Olympus, Sasha has discovered that Fibble’s stats can be accessed and manipulated much like a player’s stats.  And she has decided that Alexander will be teaching the little goblin to read, in order to allow him to choose his path of future growth.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *You can find a character glossary at the end of the book to help remind you who everyone is. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Justin was dragged into the middle of the room and dropped face down onto the floor.  With his hands tied behind him, he had no way to break his fall.  All he could do was turn his head to avoid smashing his face.  The impact caused his head to ring and his vision to blur for a moment.  He lay there, trying not to pass out from the pain and fatigue.  
 
    “Prince Justin of Damerion.  Third son of King Arand, knight of the realm, and defender of the people. Welcome.  I hope you’ve enjoyed your accommodations?” A sibilant voice rasped.  “I understand you’ve repeatedly declined to share with me the information I need.  We shall have to make sure you’re… more properly motivated.” 
 
    Justin rolled onto his side so that he could look at his captor.  From his vantage point on the floor, he saw a massive stone chair in which sat a man dressed in black leather.  Not far from Justin’s face were knee-high boots with wicked spikes on the heels and a dagger tucked into each one.  His hands had the dark grey mottled skin of a drow.  His face was obscured by the shadow of a hood.  The prince could see the glow of his eyes, though.  Two green pinpoints within the darkness that seemed to burn into him.   
 
    He tried to speak but coughed instead.  Blood spattered his lips.  Taking a deep breath, he tried again.  “Who are you?” His voice rasped and cracked.   
 
    It had been at least a day since he’d had any water.  And he’d been screaming through most of it.  One of his guards kicked him in the kidney, causing him to curl up in pain.  He grunted, but did not scream.  Screaming hurt too much. 
 
    The voice chuckled.  “That is a story beyond your understanding.  Suffice it to say that I am known in this world as the Dark One.  You may call me Lord.  Or Sire, if you prefer. Though the term is not technically correct, right now at least.  I quite recently lost control of a kingdom, but you are going to help me replace that loss with your own kingdom soon enough.  In fact, I am ready to begin the moment you tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    The prince shook his head.  In a cracked and raspy voice, he answered “No.  Release me now and my father will give you a quick death.”  he mentally cringed, knowing what was coming.  For a day and a half or more he’d been beaten, starved, and kept awake. All the while, drow interrogators whispered to him.  They told him if he’d only give them the information, he would receive a quick and merciful death. 
 
    The problem was, he didn’t have the answers they wanted.   
 
    The man on the throne said “Your people are doomed.  I will take your city, and your kingdom.  That is a fact.” He inspected his hands as he made a fist, to show the confidence in his words.  “Either you can tell me about the palace escape route and where it surfaces, so that I can slip in and capture the palace… or I’ll do it the hard way.  Which involves the killing of several thousand of your people as my demons and undead army breach your walls.” 
 
    Justin took another deep breath.  Speaking slowly, he said “I am… the third son.  I was never told what you want to know.  I demand you release me!  My father-”  His voice failed. Just that short speech ripped at his throat and he tasted more blood.  It was technically true.  There was no escape tunnel as far as he knew.  There was a secret door that led to a series of chambers with a food supply and a well.  It was a place to hide until a counterattack could be arranged.  
 
    “Nonsense!  Your father would have told you how to escape in the event the palace was overrun!” The man was angry now, his voice rising.  He thumped a fist against one arm of his throne. 
 
    The prince shook his head, which caused yet another spasm of pain.  He thought his jaw might be fractured.  “Bodyguard.  The one you killed.  His job to get me out.” He smiled as he lied, hoping to enrage his captor enough that the man would kill him.   
 
    He got his wish.  “Ridiculous!  You are of no use to me, young prince!  If you cannot tell me what I need to know, you will join my army of undead.” The man nodded to the pair of drow guarding Justin.   One of them bent down, grabbed a handful of Justin’s hair, and pulled it back to expose his throat.   
 
    Justin stammered “You… you wouldn’t dare!  I’m a prince!” He managed one more ragged scream before the drow’s blade opened his throat and his vision went dark.  His last thought was one of indignant disbelief.  
 
    The man on the throne spat on the corpse as it bled out.  “Worthless fop!” Looking to the two drow standing over it, he said “Get me one of his brothers.  And keep the bodyguard alive this time, in case he was telling the truth.”   The two dark elves bowed deeply, one fist to the chest, then turned and dragged the body from the room. 
 
    The man rose from his throne and stepped off the dais toward the rear of the room.  He passed through a door there, turning to lock and bar it behind him.  He was in a bedroom that doubled as a lab.  A work table covered in potions and ingredients, knives and other tools, and various humanoid body parts in glass jars sat along one wall.   He moved to the bed and laid down before logging out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    The Trouble with Fibble 
 
      
 
    “I’m teaching Fibble WHAT?” Alexander looked at Sasha like she was insane. 
 
    Sasha just smiled sweetly and answered “He’s got to be able to read in order to manage his skills.  And use any spells or abilities he may receive.”   
 
    Fibble, on hearing that he might get to learn spells, grinned and pointed a finger at Alexander. “Pew! Pew!” making Sasha beam with pride.   
 
    Alexander sighed.  “And did you and my father by any chance discuss how we would go about this?  Or maybe a practical build for our little Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies?”   
 
    Fibble was now standing in his chair hopping up and down.  “Kill demons! Pew!  Learn big magic like Sasha and Fitz!”  Alexander couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm.  
 
    “Okay where do we start? Should we wait until he can read before we assign his points?  How many does he have, anyway?” Alexander was intrigued.  
 
    Sasha pulled out a sheet of paper she’d scribbled some notes on.  “Fibble is now level 30.  At the moment, he gets one skill point per level that we can assign.  He gets two automatic points to his two primary stats with each level just as we do.  We can, of course, change that.  I happen to know a guy who knows a guy with access to the game code.” She gave him an exaggerated wink and a nudge with her elbow.  
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes at her.  Fibble was dead still at the moment, having been frozen while they discussed real-world topics.  He looked at the three-foot tall bundle of green cuteness, asking “And what are his two primary stats?” 
 
    Sasha grinned with excitement.  “We get to choose!  Pops has people standing by, watching this feed.  When we decide what we want, they’ll make it happen.” She waved at the ceiling as if she were waving at one of Alfred’s or Heimdall’s sensors.  
 
    “And what were you and dad thinking?” Alexander looked at the paper.   
 
    Sasha said “Well there are several possibilities.  We could make it so he gets automatic strength and stamina.  Grows stronger with a bigger health pool.  So he can use more than a wand or a knife in combat.”    
 
    At this Alexander smiled.   “That reminds me.  I have a little something for him.”  He removed the cloth bundle that one of the dwarf apprentices had given him to pass on to Fibble.   
 
    Sasha unwrapped it and clapped her hands.  “Perfect!  Where did you find this?” 
 
    “One of the apprentices working the dragon forge at the compound, made it for Fibble.” Alexander explained.  “I meant to give it to him earlier, but it slipped my mind.” 
 
    Sasha covered it back up and handed it to him.  “Well I think once we’ve worked out his build and the changes take effect, it’ll be the perfect time.  We can make a little ceremony out of it.” 
 
    Alexander liked the idea.  “So, a strength/stamina build?” he prompted her to continue.   
 
    She shook her head.  “No, I don’t think so.  He’s a goblin, and a tiny one.  Even with every point put into strength he’d never be big enough to become a serious melee fighter.  Plus, I don’t want him to grow out of his cuteness!” she looked at Fibble fondly.  “I think we should give him an agility build.  He’s already fast, and he was amazing when he ran circles around that demon boss shooting it with his stick.” 
 
    “Alright, that makes sense.  Might help keep him out of trouble during fights as well.  But it’ll make it nearly impossible to catch him at bath time!” Alexander smirked.  “What should his other primary be?  Dexterity?  Intelligence?” 
 
    Sasha shook her head “Not intelligence. I mean, I love him to death, but he’s starting in a pretty deep hole when it comes to thinking.  Just like strength, the points would be wasted.  He’d have to dump all his free points into wisdom to get any kind of mana pool, and at one point per level…”  
 
    Alexander nodded.  Their little monster buddy was just not meant to be a caster.  “Are you thinking Dexterity?  Give him a rogue build?  He was pretty good at disarming the traps in the tunnels where we found him.” 
 
    Sasha spoke slowly, thinking as she went.  “Well… maybe.  Or maybe stamina for his second primary.  Give him a better health bar and-”  
 
    Alexander held up a hand and stopped her. “He’s got a wand that’ll heal him 100% with one shot for the next several levels.  And a big percentage beyond that.  Plus, he’ll have the rest of us around to heal him.  I think we can find a better primary for him.” 
 
    Sasha saw the wisdom in his point. “Right.  And when I was talking to pops, he said we didn’t necessarily need to stick to the same attributes we have.  Fibble is originally a monster, after all.  His exact words were ‘No reason monsters have to conform to player build mechanics.’” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes widened. “When we were coding the game originally, I told him we should change the attributes a bit from the ones everybody knows.  I wanted stuff like Cunning, Perception, Loyalty…” he drifted off.   “What do you think would be good for Fibble?  You’re the strategist.  And better than me at this kind of thing.  I’m sure you have ideas.” 
 
    Sasha nodded, as if it was obvious.  “Been thinking about it.  What if we gave him something like Charisma?  I mean, he is still a goblin, and we’ll be going places where people are likely to shoot goblins before asking questions.  Maybe we can make him too cute to shoot?” She smiled at her own rhyme.  “Or Cunning, to allow him to find ways to hide or escape?” 
 
    Alexander agreed.  “I like Charisma.  But let’s make it a secondary that he can put points in as he chooses. Which means we still need a primary to go with Agility.  Maybe Luck?  For the extra chance at critical hits or heals?  A boost to loot drops?  At level 30 that’d give him 30 Agility and Luck right off the bat.” 
 
    They talked for another half hour or so, suggesting and discarding ideas and making notes on Sasha’s paper.  What they ended up with was; 
 
      
 
    Fibble  Level: 30Build: Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies 
 
      
 
    Health:  6,000  Experience 3,000/22,000Attribute pts avail: 30 
 
    Mana: 0Skill pts avail: 5 
 
     
 
    Stamina:  5      Dexterity: 4       Armor: 40      Health Regen: 15 
 
    Strength: 3      Wisdom: 2       Defense: 10      Mana Regen: 0 
 
    Agility:  35      Intelligence:  2     Phys Attack: 5      Magic Attack: 0 
 
    Luck:  31         Charisma: 5       Stam Regen: 10     Race: Goblin (Light) 
 
      
 
    Fibble had come with very low base stats, being born a goblin runt.  His strength, intelligence, and wisdom were almost non-existent.  And his base luck had been 1.  Even his higher starting stats —stamina, agility, and charisma—had only been half what a player’s starting minimum would be.   Then again, goblins were meant to be basic throw-away mobs easily killed by low level players.  
 
    Sasha and Alexander had decided to hold off assigning his free points until they saw how he handled the stack of points in his agility and luck.  Sasha was still leaning toward dumping them all into charisma.  Alexander wanted to talk to Fibble a bit about it first.  
 
    Sasha looked up toward the ceiling and waved, saying “Okay guys, you heard us.  Make his primaries Agility and Luck!”   Then she and Alexander both sat back and watched Fibble.  The little goblin, unfrozen now that they were finished discussing game mechanics, looked back at them.  After a moment, he looked over his shoulder, down at his hands, then back at Sasha. 
 
    “What Fibble do?  Why you stare?” He asked sheepishly, as if believing he was in trouble for something, and wasn’t quite sure what he’d been caught at.  He quickly put his hands behind his back as if to prove he wasn’t stealing cookies.   
 
    Sasha laughed and leaned forward to pat his shoulder.  “You haven’t done anything wrong.  We have been talking about how to make you better.  Help you grow.” 
 
    Fibble looked at her, then put both hands on his tummy protectively.  “More tingly in tummy feelings?” He asked suspiciously.  His ears drooped a bit.  
 
    Sasha shook her head.  “Not right now.  But you might feel a little bit different in a few minutes.  The uhh… the gods are going to make you better.”   
 
    Just as she finished, Fibble’s eyes grew wide.  He leapt off the chair, and instead of just landing on the floor in front of it, his jump took him over the coffee table and sofa that Alexander was sitting on.  He crashed into the wall, then popped right back up.  Sasha giggled as he looked down at his feet, mouth open and eyes bulging.   
 
    “Feets!  Feets got… faster!” He suddenly tore across the room, stumbling a bit before steadying himself.  Alexander was sure he would trip and break his neck, but apparently his improved luck was working just as well as his agility.  He stumbled over the edge of a rug, did a complete forward flip, landing back on his feet to keep going.   Sasha applauded the acrobatics as Alexander chuckled.  
 
    “Told ya. We’re never going to be able to catch him for a bath again.” He said as Fibble ran enthusiastic circles around the room, adding leaps and flips as he grew more confident.  “Fibble, I have a present for you.” Alexander produced the wrapped bundle. 
 
    Fibble leapt at him from halfway across the room, landing atop the coffee table and using it as a springboard before plowing into Alexander’s chest and knocking him back on the sofa.   The little goblin looked up at Alexander from his lap, saying “Present?  Cookies?” 
 
    Alexander handed him the cloth, and after a moment the goblin managed to unwrap it.  He held in his hand a tiny engraved sword.  It was a two-hander for someone Fibble’s size, with a narrow, fullered blade nearly two feet long.  It was as slender as a rapier but didn’t have the flexibility.   Fibble immediately hopped down to the floor.  Raising the weapon in both hands, he shouted “Rawr!” and took a swing at an imaginary foe.  “Die, demon!” 
 
    Sasha clapped her hands, and Fibble took a bow.  “Protect Sasha much gooder now!” he beamed at her.   
 
    She nodded solemnly, saying “I feel safer already.  Lainey will need to make you a harness and sheath, so you can wear that on your back.” 
 
    Taking that as a mission, Fibble bolted toward the door, already shouting “Lainey!  Lainey!  Fibble need hardhead sheep!  You make sheep!”.   With his increased speed, he was gone in seconds.  
 
    Sasha asked “Should we message Lainey and warn her?” 
 
    “Ha!  No way.  In fact, if you’re still watching guys, please record what’s about to happen. I want to watch it later!” Alexander chuckled at the mental picture of Lainey trying to figure out what hardhead sheep meant.   
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes at him, but he could see she was trying to suppress a smile.  “Poor Lainey.” 
 
    The two of them made their way downstairs.  Alexander needed to visit Kings Charles and Thalgrin to discuss the alliance, and update them on recent events.  As they walked, he said “Jeeves, loudspeaker please.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Alexander” Jeeves replied.  Alexander noted the change from ‘master’.   
 
    He made his announcement. “Attention everyone.  I’ll be opening a portal to Stormforge in about ten minutes.  If you’ve got business there and want to tag along, we’ll be meeting in the courtyard.  I’ll also be going to Broken Mountain, probably right after lunch.”  
 
    Alexander was tempted to poke his head into Lainey’s leatherworking shop just to see what was happening. But she saved him the trouble.  She met them by the main doors leading out to the courtyard, Fibble jumping around behind her.  “What the hell is a hard-headed sheep and why does Fibble need one?  And what kind of crack is he on?  Did you give him too many cookies?” 
 
    Sasha burst out laughing as Alexander tried to maintain a straight face.  “He needs a harness and sheath for his new sword.” He got through the whole sentence without laughing, but the look on Lainey’s face sent him over the edge.  He burst out laughing, tears forming in his eyes.  When he could get a deep breath, he said “Fibble just got stats.  Thirty points each in agility and luck.” 
 
    Lainey looked at the little goblin hero jumping about, bouncing off the walls and doing backflips while giggling to himself.  Her frustration faded, and she smiled.  “I can do a harness and sheath.” She pronounced them very slowly and clearly for Fibble, who stopped and nodded his head.  “Yes!  Lainey make Fibble hardhead sheep!” And he was off again.   
 
      
 
    Lugs, Helga, Benny and Beatrix joined them in the courtyard.  Having started again at level 1 a couple days ago, all three had picked up several levels from the experience gained during Chaos Nation battle and needed to visit their class trainers.   Upon seeing his buddy Lugs, who was still hung over from the night’s partying, Fibble ran and leapt toward the ogre.  He hit Lugs squarely in the chest and bounced off as the unsteady ogre staggered a step backward.  Lugs managed to catch the little goblin in one hand as he regained his balance.  “What the hell?  Did somebody put a rocket pack up his ass?”  
 
    Fibble grinned widely and pointed to his feet. “Feets got fast!”   
 
    Sasha quickly explained to everyone what had happened as Brick and Grumpy approached the group.  Both dwarves were also clearly hungover.   Grumpy was amused by the sight of Fibble, now frozen by the npc lock due to the conversation surrounding him, standing like a statue in the palm of Lug’s hand.   
 
    He still had his new sword in hand, and Grumpy took a closer look.  “The engraving says ‘Demon Killer’” he grinned.     
 
    Alexander said “That was made at the dragon forge at Greystone Manor.  A gift from one of the apprentices.”   
 
    Brick nodded.  “Aye, and it would be demon killer, too.  Weapons made in tha’ forge be blessed by the gods o’ light.”  He winked at Fibble, who was now unfrozen and waving the sword about.  He nearly sliced Lugs’ arm before Lainey took control of him and led him back to her shop for his sheath in the interest of public safety.  
 
    Silverbeard appeared with Lola and asked for a portal to Antalia.  He wanted to visit the two new properties, then ask for an audience with the queen’s representative to discuss establishing an embassy.  Alexander opened the portal, asking “Shouldn’t I go with you?  To make the request to the queen, I mean?” 
 
    Silverbeard shook his head.  “Ye can make the request yerself.  But let me discuss the terms with her people before ye do.  I’d say tomorrow be soon enough.”  And with a wave he stepped through the portal.  
 
    The group waited a few more minutes as others joined them.  When the ten-minute clock ran out, Alexander opened the portal.  Guild members and citizens passed through to the compound in Stormforge and dispersed to go about their business.   
 
    Alexander headed for the palace.  He was sure that the king had already heard about the previous day’s events, but felt he should speak to Charles himself.  He fought the feeling of needing to ‘report’ the way he did as a knight-advisor.  He was an equal, at least in title, to Charles now.    
 
    They would need to discuss details of the proposed alliance as well. 
 
    He had just exited the compound and was passing the merchant’s guild house when he caught a motion out of the corner of his eye.  Before he could even turn, three drow had dropped from atop the wall.   
 
    He shouted in alarm, and the guards at the palace gates a half block away took up the call as they came running.  The guards inside the merchant’s compound lay dead. 
 
    Alexander began to cast a shield on himself but was too slow.  One of the drow wrapped her arms around him from behind, pinning his arms with surprising strength.  Another drove a dagger into his chest.  When it didn’t penetrate, the third drow reached in and grabbed Alexander’s chin, tiling his head back while drawing a dagger across his throat.  As he did so, he said “The dark one sends his greetings.  This is for disturbing his plans in Antalia.” 
 
     The drow dropped him as he bled out.  He managed to cast wizard’s fire on one of them, the damage over time preventing him from going back into stealth as the guards arrived.  As his vision went dark, Alexander hit the stones of the street, and he could see more guards pouring out of the gate.  He went into the grey world of limbo as his respawn counter ticked away.  
 
    As soon as he respawned in his sitting room at the keep, his UI lit up with guild chat.   
 
    Brick was shouting “They be drow!  Killed Alexander in the street in front o’ Lydia’s place! Captain Redmond’s got one, the others be vanished.  Everyone find a safe spot.  We’ll get ye an escort back to the compound.”  
 
    Sasha was cursing quite profusely.  It made Alexander chuckle despite his anger at being killed.  
 
    Jules was trying to speak over everyone.  “Alexander?? Are you okay?”  
 
    Alexander spoke up to reassure her.  “I’m fine everybody.  It’s okay Jules.  Just a game, remember? I’m back at the keep.  I’ll be in the compound in a minute.  They must have been high level drow.  They took me down in about three seconds.  I only had time to tag one of them.” 
 
    Max spoke up.  “I’m out front now.  The drow they’ve captured is level 80. Don’t know what the others were.  The guards and some mages from the guild are searching the merchant’s compound now. I can see several dead guards through the gate.  The drow must have been expecting you.  Couldn’t have left dead guards laying around for long, or they would have been spotted.” 
 
    Alexander checked his gear and log.  He hadn’t lost anything of real value when he died.  A few hundred gold out of what he was carrying.  The experience loss was more annoying.  He quickly pulled up his stat sheet. 
 
    Mage:  Alexander   Level 60Build:  Ranged magic/Melee dps 
 
      
 
    Health:  28,000Experience 0/400,000     Attribute pts avail: 15 
 
    Mana: 24,000         Skill pts avail: 5 
 
     
 
    Stamina:  14(27)Dexterity: 6        Armor: 240          Health Regen: 130 
 
    Strength: 12(28)    Wisdom: 70(99)  Defense: 150        Mana Regen: 220 
 
    Agility:  12(22)Intel:  70(99)       Phys Attack: 65   Magic Attack: 180 
 
    Luck:  14(22)Charisma: 12      Stam Regen: 28   Race: Elf 
 
      
 
    Could have been worse he thought to himself. Lost all the xp I gained since I last leveled but didn’t drop back to 59.  Damn, that dagger hurt.  Getting killed sucks. 
 
    Like a lightning bolt, he was struck with panic.  In guild chat he asked “Did anybody check on Lydia?  I was right in front of her shop!” If she was dead, and her baby with her… 
 
    Max replied instantly.  “Lydia’s right here.  She’s fine.  Not a scratch. She actually helped the guards take down the captured drow.  Threw some kind of potion in his face.  Momma bear is a badass!” He chuckled.    
 
    Alexander let loose a sigh of relief as his gut unclenched.  He gave one last check of his gear, then teleported back to the compound.   He chose the balcony outside his quarters, as he didn’t know how many people would be running about.  Looking down, he saw Jules in the courtyard waiting for him.  Several of the dwarven smiths were standing around her, shields and weapons at the ready.  
 
    He jogged through his room and down the stairs.  Exiting the house, he waved to Jules as she ran to him.  
 
    Five feet away she launched herself at him, wrapping arms and legs around his body.  “I was worried.” she whispered into his ear.   
 
    He hugged her tight and kept his tone of voice light.  “I only got my head nearly sliced off.  I mean, it wasn’t like they dropped a nuke on me.  I’ve died much worse than that!” He tried to set her down, but she held on.  After a moment, he said “Uhhh… Jules?  People are starting to stare.  If you want to snuggle, we can go back inside…” 
 
    She snorted and slapped the side of his head playfully.  Letting go of him, she stood in front of him and stared into his eyes.  “Sasha and your dad were worried that after last time, if you died…” her voice trailed off.   
 
    Alexander understood.  “You were worried I wouldn’t wake up.  Relax.  I mean, all you would have had to do is have Brick kiss me again.” 
 
    That got a laugh.  She smiled at him, then put her arm through his and began to lead him out through the gates.   “The others are out here.”   
 
    As they reached the street, Alexander shook his head.  Apparently, by ‘the others’ Jules had meant every guard in the city, several hundred bystanders, and nearly his entire guild.   All of them standing around the spot where his body had fallen. Guards were dashing off in different directions as the captain issued orders.  Sasha was talking to Lydia, Brick, and Max.  Several of the king’s guard stood nearby watching over Lydia as well.   
 
    When she saw him, Sasha said “I hear you screamed like a little girl when they killed you.” Causing Max and Brick to grin.   
 
    Alexander played along.  “I tried, but they were too fast.  All I managed was a bit of a gurgle.  Not very dignified, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Brick slapped him on the back and said “Aye, a king should be dyin’ with more style.  Big explosions, the ground covered in the bodies of yer foes.” He looked around the corpse-free street conspicuously.  “Ye didn’t even kill one of em!” 
 
    Alexander adopted a look of mock shame. “I guess I’m not fit to be a king. I think you should take over, Brick.” At which point the dwarf looked horrified and backed away.  As the others had a laugh at Brick’s expense, Alexander felt his ring vibrate.   
 
    King Charles’ voice sounded in his ear.  “Alexander, I would appreciate it, if you would come and speak with me.” 
 
    Alexander immediately said “Got a summons from the ring.  From the King.  Err, from the king’s ring.  Dammit! Gotta go.  Who wants to join me?” He looked meaningfully at Brick, who only shook his head and took another step back.   None of the others seemed anxious to go either.  So, he made his way through the mass of guards and citizens still gathered on the street. The guards at the gate waved him through, as did the guards in the inner bailey.  He proceeded directly to the great hall, where he found the king surrounded by several members of the king’s guard. 
 
    “Alexander!  I hear you’ve been making a mess, bleeding all over my street.” The king was sitting in a chair near the fireplace and motioned for Alexander to take a nearby chair.  
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes, forgetting once again his royal composure and amusing the king.  “Yes, majesty.  There were three drow.  One of them whispered to me as he slit my throat.  Passed on greetings from the Dark One.  Said it was payback for clearing out Antalia.” 
 
    King Charles nodded his head.  “You know, you can call me Charles now.  You’re the king of a kingdom that I’m told is even larger than my own now.”  
 
    Alexander looked uncomfortable.  “Thank you, your majesty.  I’m… not comfortable with that just yet.  If you don’t mind.  I’m just beginning to learn how to be a king, and not doing very well, I’m afraid.” 
 
    King Charles held up his index finger.  “Rule one.  Never go anywhere unprotected.  Especially with enemies such as yours.  Those drow snuck into my city, killed half a dozen guards just steps from my palace gate, then killed a visiting monarch.  That would be you.” He paused to wink at Alexander. “And we had no idea they were there until they revealed themselves.  From now on you must be accompanied by guards of some sort wherever you go.  With the exception of your keep, which I understand no drow could enter undetected.” 
 
    Alexander grimaced at that thought.  He was balancing the inconvenience of a constant escort against the penalties for being killed, when the king continued. “I know what you’re thinking.  If you’re killed, you’ll just return.  But you’re a king now, and your death has implications.  To your people, your kingdom, its reputation.  We managed to keep your killing relatively quiet just now.  Because no one but my guards and Lydia saw it.  Many people know that someone was killed on that street, but not that it was king Alexander of Elysia.” 
 
    Alexander nodded thoughtfully. “Thank you, majesty.  As I said, I am still learning.” 
 
    The king thumped the arm of his chair.  “Good!  Now, let us talk about alliances.  I understand you wish to speak to the elves…” 
 
    The two of them discussed their planned alliance for another twenty minutes or so, then Alexander took his leave.  He’d never dreamed that running a kingdom involved so much implication and innuendo.  He supposed most rulers had “people” for that.  He smiled to himself as he thought about what kind of onerous work he’d give to his ‘people’.  
 
    Captain Redmond met him in the inner bailey and joined him on his walk back to the compound.  “Are you my escort?” Alexander asked.  “For about the next two minutes.  You really need to arrange one of your own.  I’d give you some of mine, but with drow creeping about the city…”He let the rest go unspoken.  Then he asked a question.  “Tell me. You’ve enchanted several hundred dragon pins with the Undying spell for your people, so that they don’t die from a mortal wound.  Yet, you don’t use one yourself?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have mattered here, I was bleeding out.  But no, I don’t.  Not for any particular reason, I guess. Which reminds me, I need to make another batch of those.” Alexander made a mental note as they passed by Lydia’s shop.  The street had cleared, and the bodies had been removed from the merchant’s compound.  New, very alert guards had taken the place of the slain.  Once back at the compound, the captain waved a goodbye as he turned back to the palace.  Alexander entered through the gate to find his guildmates mostly returned from their training.  
 
    Helga’s group were assembled and preparing to head out.  They’d leveled back up to 20, and were going to make their way through the forest back to the keep, killing bears and wolves along the way for xp.  Lainey was going to meet them in the forest and tag along to skin the beasts and to step into the fights if necessary.   
 
    Helga called out to the dwarves in the dragon forge “Any of you wanna come kill boars and bears with us? We can send you back via portal when we get to the keep!” 
 
    One of Thea’s crafters, Harin volunteered. Along with the apprentice that had crafted Fibble’s new sword.   
 
    Alexander nodded to the young dwarf saying, “that was quite the weapon you made for Fibble.  He loves it, thank you.”   The dwarf bowed his head in acknowledgement.  
 
    With a wave from Helga and a “See ya back at the keep” she left with the two dwarves, Lugs, Benny, Beatrix, and Lainey.  Several of them had new spells and skills from their trainers to try out.  The players had each begun with a slightly different build than they were used to, and were figuring out ways to modify and combine their skills just as Alexander and the core group had done.  
 
    Alexander shouted to them as they exited the compound “Watch for drow.  If you get attacked, call out!  We’ll send help.” 
 
    Jules was waiting for him inside the house.  She patted the spot next to her on a sofa and waited for him to sit.  She lifted his arm and curled up underneath it, hugging him tight.  They just sat that way for a few minutes, silently enjoying each other’s company as they waited for the others to return.  
 
    She broke the silence.  “It was my ex-boyfriend.” she said.   
 
    Alexander looked down at her, but could only see the top of her head.  He could feel her body tense, and waited for her to go on.  After a moment, she did.  “It was him that hurt me.  Put me in the hospital.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and tried to suppress his anger.  Exploding at her wouldn’t help her in any way.  Instead he tried to keep his voice calm, and asked “He tried to kill you?” 
 
    She shook her head slightly against his chest, and said as she stumbled with the words. “N…no… I don’t think so.  He was just really mad, and drunk.  We broke up a couple weeks earlier. I caught him cheating on me and dumped him.  He came to my house after a night out with his buddies and wanted to make up.  I told him no.”  She paused, her voice trailing off as she remembered.  
 
    Alexander hugged her closer. “It’s okay Jules.  You don’t have to talk about it.” 
 
    She was quiet for a bit.  Then she said “He’s dead now.  So, I mean, you don’t have to worry about him or anything.  You know, when I get out of the pod.” 
 
    Alexander chuckled.  He kissed her on the top of her head. “Have you been worrying about that?” He shook his head. “I suppose you wouldn’t know this because you’ve been in immersion the whole time.  No dumbass ex of yours, would have gotten anywhere near either of us in this lifetime.  Our compound is possibly the most secure place on the planet at the moment.  My dad’s hired several hundred special forces types to guard us all. Not to mention Heimdall and all his security tech.  So, no. I wouldn’t have worried even if he were alive.” 
 
    “I killed him.” Jules blurted out.  “I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.  But he… he kept beating me.  And shouting that he was going to kill me.   His friends were outside in his car, calling to him to hurry up.  Teasing.  And he kept saying I was embarrassing him.  He… he hit me so hard it broke my jaw.  When I fell down, he went to the window to yell outside.  I grabbed my gun and…” she sobbed softly against his chest.   
 
    He let her cry for a while, rubbing her back and whispering that it was going to be ok.  When she quieted down, he said “Well, now I am a little worried.” 
 
    This got her to finally raise her eyes, which were red and puffy from crying.  She looked at him, confused.  “It’s okay.  Like I said, he’s dead, and-” she stopped as he held a finger to her lips.   
 
    He smiled and said “Oh, not about him.  Sounds like he got what he deserved.  I’m more worried about YOU.  I mean, it seems like you’re kind of a badass.  Once you get out of the pod, am I going to need to flee every time we argue?” He winked at her. 
 
    She sniffed and looked at him sideways.  He could see her trying to decide how to respond.   
 
    Finally, she said “Yep” and got up from the sofa.  She didn’t turn around as she walked upstairs, wiping her eyes, and shaking her head.  About halfway up, she said “And I hear you aren’t so fast in real life.  You probably should be worried.” 
 
    Alexander stared at her, eyes wide as she disappeared onto the second floor.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Hidden Gem 
 
      
 
    When the rest of his people had returned to the compound, Alexander opened the portal back to the keep.  Several of the dwarven masters joined him, wanting to see the new dragon forge, and then accompany Alexander to Broken Mountain.  Brick had informed them that they’d have a dragon forge of their own in the mountain soon, and they wanted to prepare.  A few stayed behind to continue to work the forge at Greystone Manor.  
 
    Once back in the keep, Alexander went to find Blix while the dwarves followed Brick to the forge.  He found the gnome in his office within the newly constructed bank.  His crew of dwarves had finished the interior walls and doors, as well as the vault.  And somehow over the last couple of days the gnome had managed to bring in furniture and decorate.  He waved at one of the human volunteers who’d apparently taken a position as a teller.  
 
    “This place looks great” Alexander said as he tapped on the gnome’s open door.   Blix set his pen down and closed the ledger he’d been writing in.   
 
    He stood in his chair and reached across his desk to shake Alexander’s hand.  “Thank you, Alexander.  I hope you’re well?” 
 
    “I am, thank you, Blix.  I’ve come to see if you need anything.  And to talk a little business.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.  Your loan program?  You’ll be pleased to hear that the O’Malleys have become our first official customers.  They’ve borrowed enough gold to purchase the land for the Ogre II, and are preparing to—”  
 
    Alexander held up a hand, interrupting him.  “To purchase what?” 
 
    “The plot of land you designated for the inn.” The gnome looked confused.  “You chose it yourself.  As for the price, I calculated a fair value based on location, scarcity of available space, and—”  he stopped speaking as he noted Alexander shaking his head.   
 
    “Blix, I appreciate your enthusiasm.  But there will be no charge for the land.  At least, not for any of those who are here now.  I promised them space to live and to operate their businesses in,  and a wage until they were up and running.” 
 
    He let that saturate, and said. “In any event, I am not willing to give up ownership of any part of the keep.  This shall remain Greystone property for now.  That may change at a later date,  I’ll let you know.” 
 
    The diminutive banker was trembling, eyes wide and sweat beginning to form on his brow. “But… how do you expect this institution to generate a profit? I assumed that you would want to convert at least some of your property into liquid assets.  Or at least to hold the notes at a reasonable rate of interest.” Blix blurted out in one breath.  
 
    Alexander shook his head. “This keep is a stronghold, Blix.  There needs to be no doubt as to its ownership or who is responsible for its safety.  We have enough to do without a dozen different property owners arguing over what should be done with the land.” He held up a finger as Blix opened his mouth to object.  “BUT… there is plenty of space up on top of the plateau.  When things here have calmed a bit, I will allow more citizens to join us, and we can make space available for sale up top.  Though, probably not inside the tower compound walls.   We can make some arrangement to extend protections for those who need it.  And there are already villages, newly reconstructed and awaiting occupants.  For those who don’t wish to purchase land, we can arrange some type of lease program.  The same for new farmers that join us. You and Silverbeard can work it out.”  
 
    Blix, somewhat mollified and with the red tinge fading from his cheeks, sat back into his chair. “I suppose that will do.  I don’t mean to sound greedy, Alexander.  But ensuring that this bank thrives is a grave responsibility. And I take it seriously.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Blix.  Wouldn’t have it any other way.  Now, have we had any other takers?  Or depositors?” 
 
    Blix grinned, back in his element.  “Of course!  Nearly half of the citizens have opened accounts and made at least token deposits.  The two merchants, Thagin and Drellin, borrowed funds for a new wagon, and to purchase a wagonload of spirits from Broken Mountain.  They plan to sell them in Antalia at a significant markup.”  Blix looked at him for a moment, as if trying to decide whether to continue.  He sighed and asked, “I don’t suppose it would do any good to recommend you charge them a toll for use of the portals back and forth?” 
 
    “Ha!  Never change, Blix.” Alexander grinned at the gnome banker. “Not just yet, though.  That’s something else you can discuss with Silverbeard.  It cost us nothing to build the portals, and there is no operating overhead.  For now, let us help our citizens build up a solid nest-egg.  Call it ‘hazard pay,’ or compensation for the dangers they are willing to face here.  When things are more secure and settled, we can talk about charging them for services like portals. Even possibly establishing a full-time staff who can open portals at each location for a fee so Brick or myself won’t have to be there.” 
 
    Alexander chatted with Blix for a few more minutes, then excused himself.  He had some time before he was due to open the portal to Broken Mountain, so he decided to experiment.  Walking up the stairs to his quarters, he asked “Jeeves, where is the lab you created for me?” 
 
    “It is located behind the wall nearest your desk in the study, Alexander.  There is no door as of yet.  You were going to speak to the dwarves about a secret door, I believe.”  
 
    “Yes, thank you Jeeves.  Been a little busy.  I’ll let myself in and out for now.  Please ask Blix for the name of the leader of his dwarven crew.  The one that installed his vault.” 
 
    “His name is Norval, Alexander.  I heard master Blix speaking to him.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Can you ask that Norval join me in my study?” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.” There was a pause for half a minute.  “He is on his way.  He was doing some work at the dragonforge. I expect he will arrive momentarily.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.” Alexander was just reaching his quarters himself.  He went to his study and stood behind the desk, facing the stone wall.  As with everything else in this part of the keep, the walls were not constructed with individual stones.  The rooms had simply been carved out of the stone of the cliff.   “Jeeves, is this the place?” He asked. 
 
    “The laboratory room is larger than the study, Alexander.  Any doorway located along that wall will grant you access to it. It also extends behind your bedroom.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Please remind me to pull up a schematic the next time I’m in the control room.”  He placed a hand on the wall and closed his eyes.  His earth sense showed him a void behind the wall.  Jeeves was right, it was of significant size.  
 
    As he was scanning the area, Norval called out from the sitting room.  “Alexander? Er, yer Majesty? Be ye here?” 
 
    “In here.” Alexander turned toward the door and smiled at the dwarf as he entered the study.  He reached out and shook Norval’s hand.  “Please, outside of formal court proceedings, just call me Alexander. How are you finding life at the keep so far?” 
 
    “It’ be great!” The dwarf grinned “Yerself saved me n’ mine several days’ work on the bank buildin’. And we still got paid full contract price!  And ye make’d a damned dragon forge fer me to play with.  I should be payin ye to lemme stay!”  
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry to have called you away from the forge.  I won’t keep you long.  I wanted to discuss a new contract with you.” Alexander motioned for the dwarf to sit.  Norval had to move some of the looted books from the tower to clear a chair before sitting.  “Before we discuss the contract, I need to tell you that the work is a matter of absolute secrecy.  You, and any of your crew who assist you, must swear never to tell a soul about the work.  And this may be the first of several such jobs.  Is that acceptable to you?” 
 
    Norval nodded his head. “We dwarves ha’ a long tradition o’ keepin’ the secrets o’ those who hire us.   I’m sure this place has more than a few o’ them secrets that the dwarven builders took to their graves.  I’ll swear whatever oaths ye like.  As will me crew.”  
 
    “Good enough for me.” Alexander rose and indicated that Norval should join him behind the desk.  He faced the wall, and liquified a section of the stone wide enough for them to step through.  He cast a light globe into the room and stepped inside. Norval followed.  The room was about forty feet wide and thirty deep.  There were no features to it, just bare walls and floor. 
 
    “This is going to be my laboratory.  I am, among other things, an enchanter.  And some of my experiments… explode.” He grinned as the dwarf chuckled.  Turning back to face the door, he said “Can you make me a door that is both secure and invisible from the outside?”  
 
    “Bah!  That be all? O’ course we can.  Though, with that ability o’ yours, I’m not sure ye be need’n it.  Ye can just melt n rebuild the wall as needed.” 
 
    “Yes, well.  There will be times when I’ll want to grant access to others, who’ll need a more conventional door.  If you’ll let me know how long it’ll take, what materials you need, and what it will cost?” 
 
    Norval thought for a moment, then said “D’ye want it to open with voice command? Or a hidden switch?”   
 
    Now it was Alexander’s turn to think. “I believe a switch.  I can always ask Jeeves to open it by voice command.  Yes.  A switch would be good, in case Jeeves is disabled, or silence is needed.”   
 
    Norval nodded.  “Easy enough.  I’ll make a list o’ materials.  Most o’ the parts I can make at the forge. But off the top o’ me head, with materials and meself, along with two o’ me crew… three hundred gold?” he asked. 
 
    Alexander looked at him, shaking his head.  “It’ll cost you more than that.  I’m not looking for a discount here, Norval.  You have the right to earn a living for yourself and your dwarves.  You make me this door, make it undetectable and silent, and keep its existence secret, and I’ll pay you a thousand gold.” 
 
    Norval looked at him, shaking his head.  “Ye be overpayin’, but I’ll not argue if ye wants to shower me in gold.”  
 
    He reached out his hand and Alexander shook it, saying “Give your list to Silverbeard or Lola, and they’ll make sure you get what you need.”  He led the way out of the room, then used his magic to seal the wall back up.    
 
    Then he asked a question that had just occurred to him. “Norval, you mentioned that this place has secrets.  As the current owner, do I have the right to know those secrets?  Or do they belong to the old baron who built this place forever?” 
 
    “Aye, this be your kingdom now.  Earned fair and right.  Any secrets here be yours to know.  But as I said, those who built this place would ha’ took em to their graves.”  
 
    Alexander looked the dwarf in the eye.  “But a talented dwarf like yourself might discover some of those secrets, if he were to explore the keep?”  
 
    “Oh, aye.  No guarantee I’d find em all, but I’d bet me beard I’d find more than a few.” 
 
    Alexander smiled at the dwarf.  “Then I’d like that to be your next job.  After you’ve finished this door.  You and any of your crew who haven’t secured better jobs already.  Explore every inch of this place and tell me its secrets.  You can coordinate with Jeeves, as there are several areas he’s built recently that you can skip over.  Like this room.” He indicated the wall behind him.  
 
    At the mention of his name, Jeeves spoke up. “Alexander, I can tell you of several hidden passages and rooms that the baron had built within my structure.”  
 
    Both elf and dwarf perked up at this announcement.  Alexander grinned at Norval, feeling like a kid on a treasure hunt.  The dwarf was rubbing his hands together, clearly interested as well.  With a wave, Alexander teleported them both up to the control room.   “Jeeves, please display a schematic of the keep’s structures, and indicate the areas you just mentioned.” 
 
    The familiar blue glow appeared above the control table and formed itself into a three-dimensional representation of the keep, including the main structure, walls, towers (except the wizard’s tower) and ancillary buildings.  The three towers and the villages up on the plateau appeared as separate, smaller images to either side of the main keep.  Alexander was impressed.  “Jeeves, this is awesome!”  Norval nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Thank you, Alexander, I do try.” Jeeves voice echoed through the room as several areas of the image changed color.  “I have indicated the hidden areas in red.” 
 
    Alexander immediately noted his laboratory was one of the red areas.  There was another connected to the master bathroom in his suite.  One was the dungeon room Fitz had located where they found a good bit of treasure when they first cleared the ruins.  He noted one below the east tower on the plateau, which probably explained why he didn’t see a door when they explored.   
 
    Interestingly, there was one shown right there next to the control room.  Norval seemed to spot it the same time Alexander did, and pointed to it.  He raised an eyebrow, asking a silent question.   
 
    Alexander said “Oh hell yes!  Let’s find it.”  
 
    Norval was moving toward the indicated wall before he even finished the sentence.  Alexander resisted the urge to use his earth sense, standing back and letting the dwarf investigate.  He watched as Norval placed his hands against the wall, then his ear.  He stood that way for perhaps a minute, then stepped back.  He took three steps to the left, and examined the stone there.  He focused on an area well above his head, then a spot on the floor.   
 
    Turning to Alexander, he said “Ye’ll have to do this one.  The baron had it made for a man o’ his stature, not a dwarf.” He waved Alexander over, then pointed to a spot at the base of the wall.  “Put yer foot there, then reach up and press the wall… here.” he leapt up and slapped a spot on the wall.   Alexander did as he was told, and when he pushed on the wall, a small square gave way.  There was a clicking sound, and a three-foot section of the wall moved backward, then to one side like an elevator door.  It revealed a short hallway that led to another room. 
 
    Norval whistled, his dwarven sight allowing him to see the content in the lightless room.  Alexander cast a light globe down the hallway and followed it.   He was tempted to copy the dwarf’s whistle as the light reached the room. 
 
    There was gold. Bars of it.  Stacked neatly in one corner.  Alexander asked Norval for an estimate.  The dwarf lifted one of the bars and closed his eyes.  Opening them again, he surveyed the stack, then did some quick math.  “There be a hundred bars here.  Refined ore.  Each worth a thousand coins.” He put the bar back in the stack, looking around the room.   
 
    Gold wasn’t the only treasure there.  There was a small barrel, a keg really, filled with assorted gems. There were similar kegs filled with gold and silver coins.  Along one wall were shelves that reached nearly floor to ceiling and were a dozen feet wide.  Assorted items inhabited the shelves, including jars of what looked like spell ingredients, figurines, a wand, some jewelry, several weapons including a very cool looking miniature crossbow, and other sundry things.   
 
    Alexander’s attention was pulled away, when Norval hissed through his teeth.  He’d spotted a small chest made of some shiny black wood with what looked like mithril hinges and clasp.  The box stood open, and Alexander could see a smoky black gem sitting upon a bed of velvet.  The gem seemed to writhe in its cradle, the colors shifting within.  
 
    The dwarf took a step back.  “I hear’d the baron were a necromancer.” He said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper.  “Any chance he were a lich, as well?” He took another step back, looking over his shoulder as if expecting a trap to spring.  Or undead minions to charge down the hallway.  
 
    Alexander stepped forward, peering at the stone.  He said “The baron’s still alive.  Or… undead, I guess you could say.  I don’t know if he’s a lich or not.”  He quickly opened guild chat “Kai? I need you in the control room.  And can you reach Fitz? I’ll need him here too.” 
 
    A moment later, Kai’s voice echoed down the hall.  “Alexander!  Are you in danger?”  
 
    Alexander called out “No danger.  We’re down the hall” but Kai was already entering the room by the time he finished.   
 
    The dragon’s eyes went immediately to the gem.  “A phylactery.” His voice contained as much venom as when he’d spoken of the drow.  
 
    Fitz entered the room a moment later, less alarmed than Kai.  He too saw the gem, but his reaction was quite different.  He began to laugh.  Not a chuckle, but a deep belly laugh.  He looked quite pleased with himself.   
 
    “So THIS is where he hid it!” he grinned at Alexander.  “You’ve found Baron Dire’s phylactery, boy.  Well done!” he patted Alexander on the head like a favored puppy.  “I questioned him for days, and still he refused to speak.  Now I have the leverage to get some answers!” 
 
    The wizard closed the box, then deposited it in his robes somewhere.  Only then did he look around the room.  Pointing toward the gold and gems, he said “That would be the mine proceeds, he tried to use to buy the weapons from the dwarves.  Always wondered where he hid it.” Fitz took a brief look at the items on the shelves.  “Quite the haul, boy.  Though I’d leave these here if I were you.  Some of them are quite dangerous.  I’ll come back and go through them for you later.” 
 
    Fitz disappeared without another word.  Presumably back to his tower, where he kept Baron Dire.  Kai stepped over to the shelves and took a look for himself.  He nodded his head “Fitz is right.  There are items here with truly dark enchantments on them.” 
 
    Alexander pointed to the small crossbow.  “I was thinking Jules would like that one.  Can you tell me if it’s safe?” 
 
    Kai inspected the weapon, then a leather bandolier filled with quarrels.  “The bolts are coated in poison.  Drow poison.” He said with disgust.  “The crossbow has a stealth enchantment on it.  Good for a rogue, indeed.  I see nothing harmful to the user.  Still, you should wait for Fitz to examine it.” 
 
    Alexander said “I’ll leave most of this gold here.  Can each of you carry five bricks?” He asked as he lifted a brick and stuck it in his bag.  Kai and Norval began to do the same, each settling five of the heavy bricks into their bags of holding.  Alexander led them back out to the control room, and Norval showed him how to trigger the door closing mechanism on the way.  The door clicked shut behind him, and once again it looked like a normal wall. 
 
    They showed Kai the various secret areas that Jeeves had revealed.  Alexander took some time to examine a few others as well.  There was apparently one below the stables, and another set into the wall behind where the smithy was now located.   That one appeared to be a secret exit with doors inside and outside the wall.  Alexander made a note to investigate that passage and find a way to secure it.  If Baron Dire knew about it, there was a chance he’d shared that information with his allies, and they’d use it to gain access to the keep.  
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Please coordinate with Norval as needed during his investigation. Please ask Blix to meet us at his vault.” Alexander said before teleporting the three of them to the lower level of the bank.   They were only there for a minute or so before the gnome banker descended the ramp to join them.   
 
    “Hello again, Alexander.  Prince Kaibonostrum.  Norval.” The gnome greeted them. “What can I do for you?  You wish to make a withdrawal?” 
 
    Alexander produced a brick from his bag, saying “On the contrary Blix.  We’ve come to make a deposit.  Fifteen thousand gold, in nice, stackable bars.”   The dragon and the dwarf each produced a brick as well, and Blix’s smile grew from ear to ear.  “Of course!  One moment while I open the vault!” The gnome had the door opened in just a few heartbeats, and the three deposited their loot.  They stacked the bricks neatly in the back corner and exited the vault.  As he closed and locked it, Blix asked “From the mine?” 
 
    Alexander answered. “We found a stash we suspect was left behind by Baron Dire.” 
 
    Blix nodded thoughtfully.  “Well, it will certainly come in handy if your loan program becomes popular.  In the meantime, it never hurts to increase our rating with the Banker’s guild by having more collateral on hand.”   
 
    Kai said his goodbye and teleported back to his roost.  Alexander and Norval walked back upstairs with Blix and bid him good day.  Once outside, Norval went to work out what materials he’d need for Alexander’s laboratory door and get a list to Silverbeard.   
 
    Alone in the courtyard, Alexander checked his UI.  It was nearly time to go to Broken Mountain.   The two merchants were already waiting near the portal, chatting with some other dwarves who intended to visit their homeland.  Alexander put out a call in guild chat.  “Anybody want to go to Broken Mountain?  I’m opening the portal in five minutes.” 
 
    While he waited, he went to speak with Thagin.  “Headed to purchase your first shipment of spirits for Antalia?” he asked jovially.  The dwarves all turned and bowed their heads.  Alexander held up his hands.  “Please, no bowing.  No ‘majesty’ or ‘sire’.  Unless we’re in a formal gathering of some kind, I’m still just Alexander.” 
 
    Thagin replied “Aye, Alexander.  And we be thankin ya fer the loan.  This’ll be quite the profitable business fer us.  Them folks in Antalia nearly beat each other’s brains out tryin to get ta Brick’s kegs during the celebration.  We’ll be sellin our kegs fer three times what we pay for ‘em.” He stroked his beard with pride.  
 
    “In that case, you should take another wagon!  I’ll wait if you want to round one up.” Alexander volunteered.  Thagin shook his head.  “Too much product at once and we’ll be havin’ to lower the price.  Scarcity be a good thing.”  
 
    Alexander chuckled at that, after all, the dwarf was right.  It was the most basic principles of any business.  Supply and demand.  Short supply creates high demand.  “Well, as it seems we’ve no more takers, I guess I should get you on your way.  I’ll need to visit with King Thalgrin for a bit.  Meet me back at the portal when you’re loaded up.  Say, one hour?”  All the dwarves nodded in acknowledgement, and he opened the portal.  He let the dwarves go through before he stepped through himself and let it close behind him.  
 
    As usual, the guards at the portal motioned for a young dwarf to run and alert the king.  Alexander called to him to stop.  “I’m sorry, my friends.  But time is short.  I’m afraid I’ll have to teleport myself there.  I’ll tell King Thalgrin that I prevented you from warning him.” He smiled at the runner.  When the guards nodded their agreement, he teleported himself to an area off to the side of the great doors, where he could be reasonably sure nobody was standing.  
 
    As expected, this caused a bit of a ruckus in the hall, until several of the dwarves recognized Alexander.  Someone was sent to notify Thalgrin as they offered Alexander a seat and brought him ale and bread.  Thalgrin joined him before he had more than a few swallows of ale.  “Alexander!  Nay, ‘tis King Alexander now, isn’t it!” Thalgrin gave a small bow of his head as Alexander rose to greet him.  Alexander returned the gesture with a deeper nod. “King Thalgrin, my apologies for popping in unannounced.  I’m afraid I ruined your favorite joke and kept your messenger at the portal.”  
 
    “Bah!  Yer welcome here anytime.” The dwarf king actually looked a little disappointed.  Then his smile brightened as he said, “I’ll teach that scamp to take orders from a king other than his own!” Alexander chuckled along with the dwarf.  
 
    The two sat down and talked as council members drifted into the hall and joined them.  They spoke about the events in Antalia, the taking of the Chaos Nation house, the merging of the original PWP guild members with clan Greystone.  Alexander asked after the rockworms he’d left with the dwarves.  He was told they’d hatched and were just beginning to be trained.  Thalgrin was thrilled to inform him that they were indeed both mithril worms.  
 
    While they spoke, Alexander pulled some obsidian from his bag and created two more light cannons.  Thalgrin himself shaped the triggers and handed them back for Alexander to place the trigger word.  Thalgrin chose a different word, much to the delight of his fellow dwarves.  “Bollocks!”    
 
    Handing the cannons over, he said “These make good drow detectors.  Just pull the trigger and sweep an area” he made a sweeping motion with both arms as if he were strafing with a machine gun.   
 
    “Thank ye, Alexander.  As always, ye’ve been a good friend to us.” Thalgrin said.   
 
    “Speaking of friends.” Alexander began. “I’m going to talk with the elves, soon.  Mainly, to ask that they join our alliance, I wanted to ask if you had any advice on dealing with them?” 
 
    Thalgrin thumped his fist down on the table.  “Damned aggravatin’, them elves!” He shouted.  “They be snooty n uppity n full o’ themselves!” He added.  Remembering Alexander himself was an elf, he qualified. “Present company excepted.  Ye don’t be a real elf anyway!”   
 
    Alexander leaned in close and whispered “Don’t tell Jules.  She’d be crushed.” 
 
    Thalgrin looked at him for a moment, seeming confused until Alexander winked at him.   
 
    “BWAHAHA!  Ye got me!” He clapped Alexander on the back.  
 
    Alexander absorbed the blow from the immensely strong dwarf with as much grace as he could manage.  Then he changed the subject a bit.  “Grimble will be opening another mine soon.  I’ve been thinking about what to do with the ore.  Do you have a particular need?  Iron? Tin?” 
 
    Thalgrin nodded.  “Aye, we be needin most metals.  Our smiths be hard at work producin’ weapons n armor for the upcomin’ war.  But I’ll tell ye what I be needin most.” He straightened his back and leaned forward.  “Obsidian.  Fer me own dragon forge.  Me masters won’t be satisfied with anythin’ less than those ye’ve built fer yerself, damn them! I telled them to make do with the block ye already give’d us, but there be so many masters here, and masters be horrible at sharing!” 
 
    Alexander laughed loudly at the king’s mock indignation.  He knew full well that Thalgrin himself wanted an obsidian forge as much as any master in the mountain.  He played along.   
 
    “I see.  Yes, Ironhammer can be quite pig-headed, I’ve noticed.” He eyed the dwarven master smith, who was sitting across the table from him.  The old master and all the dwarves present pounded the table in agreement and laughed.  Alexander looked back at Thalgrin.  “Of course you shall have the obsidian.  In fact, if you have a wagon meet me at the portal, we’ll go straight to Stormforge and I’ll pull some up for you.  Would you like Brick to come and shape the rough structure for you?” 
 
    Thalgrin looked to Ironhammer, who nodded.  “Aye, that’d be grand.  Tell him we’ll send him back with a bit o’ mithril and an extra wagonload o’ spirits.  Now, what can we give ye in return for the stone?” He motioned for a runner to go fetch a wagon. 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Not a thing.  You have the best smiths in the land.  We’ll need every weapon, every shield and chest piece you can produce for the upcoming war.  Making sure you have the best possible forge is only good sense.  I would ask a favor, though.” 
 
    Thalgrin said “Name it, and it shall be done.” 
 
    Alexander winked at Ironhammer as he said “Well, as you mentioned, the new forge here will be crowded.  I’d like you to leave at least one master at each of my dragon forges to help train my people, and a few of King Charles’ smiths, to make better weapons and armor.” 
 
    Ironhammer snorted and rolled his eyes.  “Aye, that be a real sacrifice.  Havin ta work a dragon forge, blessed by the gods o’light, that ain’t crowded with other masters tryin’ ta peek at yer work n hoggin’ the flame!”   Several of the others at the table nodded their heads, and volunteered on the spot.   
 
    Alexander made one more qualifying statement.  “I know the masters who’ve been working at Greystone Manor have been staying at the Stallion.  I would suggest that with drow infiltrating Stormforge, it would be safer if they took up residence inside the compound.  Our accommodations aren’t as luxurious, but they’re far safer.  I wouldn’t want to lose a master to a poisoned dagger in the dark.”   
 
    Ironhammer answered for the king.  “Yer armory quarters be more than comfortable enough fer these old ironbenders.  They’d sleep in the barn if it meant workin that forge.” 
 
    With that settled, Alexander said his goodbyes and took his leave.  He teleported himself back to the open training area near the portal.  The merchants and a few of his citizens had already returned.  Thagin was affectionately patting the side of a very heavily laden wagon stacked high with barrels and kegs.   A second, empty wagon was approaching, being led by six large boars.   Alexander looked to Thagin.  “I can open a portal now to Antalia if you prefer.  Silverbeard should be ready to return by now.” 
 
    Thagin nodded his appreciation and Alexander opened the portal.  Sure enough, Silverbeard sat atop the wall between the two guild houses, chatting with Michael.   They waited as the dwarven merchants drove their wagon through, then both man and dwarf stepped through to Broken Mountain.   Alexander let the portal close as Silverbeard stepped closer.  “All arrangements be made.  Ye can establish yer embassy as soon as ye like.” He reported.   
 
    Michael bowed his head, saying “Good day, Majesty.  Silverbeard here thought I might make a decent ambassador to Antalia.” He grinned sheepishly.    
 
    “As usual, Silverbeard is absolutely right.  If you want the job, it’s yours.  I doubt that Elysia will ever find itself in an adversarial situation with Antalia, but if that comes to pass, can you overlook your loyalty to Antalia in order to serve Elysia?” 
 
    Michael nodded his head.  “I give you my oath on it.” 
 
    “Well then, mister Ambassador, you’ll need to pick appropriately sized quarters in one of the two Antalia houses.  Unless you prefer to find your own elsewhere?” Alexander asked.   Michael shook his head.  “Any of the quarters in the former PWP house will do fine.  I would ask that Sam have her own, as well?” 
 
    Alexander smiled.  “Of course.  Someplace quite close to yours, where you can keep an eye on her, maybe?  And Silverbeard can assign you similar quarters at the keep.  Lots of watchful aunts and uncles there!” 
 
    “Exactly right!” Michael chuckled.  
 
    By this time, the wagon meant for the obsidian had arrived.  Alexander opened the portal and stepped through, welcoming the dwarves and Michael to the manor.  They all moved through, and he let it close.   He quickly explained to Silverbeard and the others what he was doing, then raised a two-ton block of obsidian right there in the courtyard.  He marveled at how much easier it had become.  The first couple of times he’d done it it had nearly killed him. 
 
    Once the stone was sitting in the courtyard, Alexander got ambitious.  He tried to duplicate Fitz’s trick with the last stone.  He closed his eyes and focused his magic, casting Levitate on the stone.   
 
    There was an instant wrenching, tearing feeling in his gut.  A groan of pain escaped his lips, and he nearly passed out.  Silverbeard took hold of his shoulders as he sank to his knees, arms wrapped around his stomach.  Michael was asking him what was wrong, but the voice sounded as if it were coming from a great distance.   
 
    Alexander managed to reach into his bag and pull out a health potion, then a mana potion.  Seeing that he didn’t have the strength to open them, Silverbeard and Michael each seized one and took turns pouring them down his throat.   The potions helped ease the pain enough that Alexander could breathe more freely.  He gasped in a lungful of air and tried to stand.  Silverbeard helped him up. 
 
    “Damn.  That was stupid.” He mumbled.  He looked up to see that the stone was floating just slightly off the ground.  The dwarves from the wagon team were moving it so that it was lined up with the wagon bed.   Alexander shook his head.  “Too heavy.  I cast levitation magic on the stone.  Wasn’t prepared for that much weight.  I think I tore something.  Inside.”  
 
    He decided that sitting was better than standing, and let Silverbeard lower him back to the ground.  Opening guild chat, he said “Brick, can you come to Stormforge?  Got a job for you.” 
 
    He watched as the dwarves tilted the top end of the block down onto the wagon, then pushed it forward to slide into the bed.  He waved weakly at them to acknowledge their thanks.  The portal opened, and Brick stepped through.  Alexander motioned for the dwarven citizens who had left the keep earlier to head back through, and Brick let it close behind them.  Alexander explained about Thalgrin’s need for him to shape another dragon forge.  Brick happily agreed, and after casting his “Lay on Hands” spell on Alexander to cure his internal damage, opened the portal to Broken Mountain.  He led the wagon through and the portal closed behind him. 
 
    Alexander looked at the portal.  “Silverbeard, I don’t think I can cast the spell to open the portal for us.” He said.  “I tore something inside me trying to lift that block. Even with the heals, I don’t feel… right.” 
 
    “Don’t ye worry.  I’ll get ye home.” Silverbeard raised a hand and opened the portal.  When he saw Alexander’s surprised look, he laughed. “I tell’d ye before, lad.  I be knowin many things what’s part o’ me job.  I was there when Fitz built the portal at Broken Mountain.  What use would I be now, if’n I couldn’t open a portal for a king who builds portals every damn place he sets his arse?” The old dwarf asked, seeming slightly offended. 
 
    Alexander shook his head as they stepped forward through the gate.  “I should have known, master Silverbeard.  My apologies.  I’ll not underestimate your abilities again.” 
 
    “Ye just get up to yer room.  I’ll be findin’ the wizard and send him to ya.” Silverbeard was already walking toward Fitz’s tower.  Alexander decided the dwarf was right, and walked into the donjon.  When he reached his quarters, he found Norval and another dwarf in his study.  They were creating a diagram of his new lab door.  Several diagrams, actually.  Alexander quietly observed them, examining the drawings upside down where they sat on the desk. 
 
    Norval paused, having just taken a measurement and turned to mark something on the drawing, finally noticing Alexander standing there.  “Ah, apologies.  Are we disturbin ye?” 
 
    “No, no.  Keep doing what you’re doing.  I was just curious.” Alexander stepped back from the desk and sat down in one of the chairs.  “Don’t let me keep you from your work.” 
 
    Norval made his notation, then said “We’ll be a day yet, designin’ and obtainin’ materials.  Then maybe three days ta build all the parts and install it.”   Alexander was about to tell the dwarf to take his time, when Fitz appeared in the sitting room.  Alexander waved to Norval and joined Fitz.   
 
    The wizard looked him up and down.  Wasting no time, he said “Tell me.” 
 
    Alexander looked sheepish.  “I pulled a block of obsidian for the dwarves to build their dragon forge.  When the wagon was ready, I cast Levitate on the block of stone.  It lifted, slightly.  But I felt something … tear… inside me.  Like a pulled a muscle, or one of those black shitweasel things eating at my gut.” 
 
    The wizard put his hand on Alexander’s forehead and closed his eyes.  After a moment, he shook his head.  “Remember our discussion about enchanting, and explosions?” 
 
    Alexander nodded wordlessly, already guessing where the wizard was heading. 
 
    “Well, this is the explosion version of levitation magic.  You tried to lift something maybe twenty-two times your own mass.  Into thin air.  It’s not like moving it through the earth.  Your skill level isn’t high enough for that.  Or it wasn’t.  You’ve somehow forced yourself into the next level.  Hold still, this will hurt.” 
 
    Alexander felt the same twisting pain in his gut, as well as the familiar pain in his mind as Fitz crammed new knowledge in with what felt like a dull knife and spoon.  He fought the urge to be sick all over his sitting room carpet.  When Fitz finally removed his hand, Alexander lost that fight.  He dashed for the nearby bar and puked into an ice bucket.  
 
    Afterward Fitz said “For a smart boy, who learns magic so quickly, you’re remarkably slow to learn that particular lesson.  I would say I blame myself, but I don’t.  I’ve warned you repeatedly.  I blame you.” He raised his eyebrows and waited for Alexander to respond.  
 
    Alexander sat tiredly in one of the chairs.  He took a drink of water to wash the bitter taste of failure and stupidity from his mouth.  “You’re right Fitz.  I have no excuse.  The stone has become so easy to move through the earth, I just didn’t stop to think about what it would take to float it.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    Fitz said “Do you remember when I first showed you how to use Mage Sight? When you looked at Sasha and saw the various colors flowing through her?  How the mana changed as she cast her spell?” 
 
    Alexander did.  He’d been fascinated at the time.  He answered.  “I do.  It changed from a blue to green.” 
 
    Fitz shook his head.  “The actual colors don’t matter.  Think on how the mana moved through her as it changed.  It does the same in you.  Or, it did.  You’ve somehow twisted yourself up so that the flow of mana through you is… restricted.  You can force it through, but there will be pain, and it will be less effective.  You have always surprised me, boy.  First with how fast you learn, and the level of pain you endured.  Then with the way you think up new spells, leaping in without looking, so to speak.  Now you’ve managed to damage yourself in a way I’ve never seen.  I’ll have to consult with some others on what might be done.  In the meantime, I suggest you restrict your magic use.” 
 
    Alexander was crushed.  His mentor was basically telling him he’d managed to make himself useless.  An idea occurred to him right away.  “Fitz, the other day when I lost my hand, I had Helga take my head.  When I returned, I was whole again.  Would that work here?” 
 
    Fitz looked thoughtful for a solid minute, and said “Forgive me.  I don’t naturally consider death as a cure for illness.  The truth is, I don’t know.  Before you try that option, give me some time to investigate.  No more than a day.”  
 
    Alexander nodded, and Fitz disappeared.   It was approaching supper time, so Alexander walked downstairs.  He found Silverbeard in his office.  “Fitz says I should avoid casting spells until he figures out how I damaged myself.” He shared with the dwarf. “I thought I might focus on some kingdom stuff for a little while.  Which reminds me, Norval will be bringing you a list of material he needs for a project I gave him.  An undetectable door to my secret lab.” 
 
    Silverbeard took it in stride, depriving Alexander of the reaction he was hoping for.  Apparently secret bat cave labs weren’t as cool on Io as they were in the real world.   Max and Brick would be more excited when he showed them. 
 
    “Would you like to talk about your visit to Antalia?  Or would you prefer to do that later?” He asked the old dwarf. 
 
    “Now be good.  Ye have yer permission to establish our embassy. The terms couldn’t be better.  The queen be grateful to ye.  She’ll charge ye no property taxes. Ever.  Yer to keep both houses and have permission to build as ye see fit, if ye need more accommodations.  Permission be granted to use the portal for any kingdom or guild business.  Though she did ask that ye make it available for defense purposes as ye did before.  Fer troops to transport back n forth fer mutual defense.   She’ll be lookin fer Fitz ta make her one o’ her own as well.  Guild members be Friends o’ the Realm.  Citizens of Elysia be given friendly status in Antalia to start. A separate trade agreement will need to be made.” He stopped.“That trade won’t be tax free!”  
 
    Alexander snorted.  If sales tax or import fees were all he had to worry about, he had no worries at all.  “She asked to order more of yer light cannons.  Says she’ll pay ye a fair price.” Silverbeard continued. “Though, that may be a problem now if yer magic’s failed.” 
 
    “Yeah, a problem.” Alexander repeated.  He considered again picking a fight with Helga and letting her relieve him of his head.  The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced it would work.  But he’d given Fitz a day, so he’d hold to it. “How are we on food and other supplies?  Livestock? Weapons?” 
 
    For the next hour he and Silverbeard discussed the state of Elysia.  They made plans, then they made contingency plans.  Always in the back of Alexander’s mind was the army of undead and demons waiting to be freed from the nearby caverns.  He had a decision to make.  He could await them here behind the high walls, on land now blessed by several gods of light.  But doing so would be putting hundreds of citizens at risk.  He could gather his players and take the fight to them.  Open up a small gap in the rock currently sealing the cavern, and kill them as they funnel through.  There again, if he and his guildmates failed to keep them contained, the army would roll over them and head straight to the keep. 
 
    Before he could fight anywhere, he needed to bring his people up to proper strength.  His core group were all around level 60.  Misty, Warren, and Lyra were in their 50’s, as was Grumpy.  High enough to fight the creatures in the cavern, but it wouldn’t hurt to get them more xp.  Pollock and his guys were approaching 50 now as well, even though they’d each lost a level in their suicidal charge at the Chaos Nation house.  Lugs, Helga, Benny, and Beatrix had just hit level 20, and had a lot of work to do.  To add to the equation, they were about to offer Grumpy, Pollock, and his group the chance to become immersion players.  Which would start them over as noobs.  The same with the officer healers from the old PWP who might join them in the fight. 
 
    He could take the fight to the undead army at a time of his choosing.  Let Lugs and company level up for a few more days, and go on the offensive.  Then let the others go immersive afterwards.  Or he could have them go now, and hope they had enough time for everyone to level back up before the army got loose. 
 
    All of this was going through Alexander’s mind as he and Silverbeard left the Chancellor’s office and made their way to the dining area.   They met up with Sasha and Jules there, and enjoyed a pleasant evening meal chatting with citizens and talking about their day.  
 
    When the meal ended, Alexander and Jules retired to their room.  He showed her where he was going to have his secret lab, then crawled into bed.  As she snuggled up next to him, he told her about his mishap with the levitation spell, and that Fitz had told him not to use his magic.  She hugged him tight as he talked about his theory of dying to reset his body and hopefully curing the problem.  When he was done, she leaned her head close and kissed him softly.  In her sweetest voice, she said “If that’s what you decide to do… can I be the one… to kill you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Friends in High Places 
 
      
 
    The following day was all about business.  Alexander woke up early, leaving the pink bunnymonster snoring into her pillow and grabbing a quick breakfast.  As he ate, he planned his day.   
 
    First order of business was the embassy.   
 
    He and Silverbeard met at the portal just as the sun rose above the trees.   Alexander was about to go through, when Sergeant Taylor showed up with his squad.   
 
    “We’re ready to escort you, Alexander.” The sergeant saluted with a fist to his chest.  The guards in his squad copied the gesture.   
 
    With a sigh, Alexander accepted the inevitable.  “Thank you, sergeant.  We won’t be going anywhere but the guild house.  Embassy. Whatever.” 
 
    Silverbeard opened the portal, and they all stepped through, Taylor leading the way and the other guards in a formation surrounding Alexander.   As soon as they were through, one of the guards jogged forward into the house.    
 
    Alexander appreciated the gesture, but said. “Taylor, you know that Jeeves can tell us if anyone is inside the structure, right?” 
 
    Taylor nodded, as he said. “I do.  But they need to train for when we’re someplace Jeeves can’t see.” His guard came back out and waved that the building was clear. 
 
    “That’s a very good point, sergeant.  Thank you.” Alexander wasn’t too proud to admit when he was wrong.  He resolved to try and let his people do their thing without too much interference from him. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    He turned to Silverbeard “Is there anything special we need to say?”.  When the dwarf shook his head, Alexander thought about it for a moment.  “Oh, hell.  I’ll just wing it.” He said. 
 
    Standing tall and raising his arms to the sides, he said “I, Alexander, King of Elysia do hereby declare these two properties to be the Embassy of Elysia in Antalia!” 
 
    There was a gong, accompanied by a flash of light.  Flags appeared above both the former PWP and Chaos Nation guild houses that looked identical to the banner that Jules had made.  A black dragon on a field of grey.  A notification spread across Alexander’s UI. 
 
    System Alert!:  King Alexander of Elysia has established an embassy in the City of Antalia. 
 
    Jules’ sleepy voice came to him through guild chat “What did you do?  And whyyy? Too early!” 
 
    Followed by Brick’s “What the… ye couldn’a waited till after me breakfast?” 
 
    Alexander just grinned and answered, “Time to get up, sleepyheads!” 
 
    He led Silverbeard and the others inside the first building’s back door.  Pointing to the stairs leading from the kitchen down to the cellar, he said “Each of these houses has a trap door leading down to a tunnel system.  We know the drow use those tunnels.  Or they did.  In any event, master Silverbeard please make these Norval’s next job?  I want it so that the doors cannot be detected.   
 
    The old dwarf was taking notes as Tiny Sam came stumbling into the room.  “What the hell are you doing-” she froze when she saw Alexander. “Oh.  G-good morning, Majesty.” She stammered and gave a quick bow.  “I didn’t realize it was you.” 
 
    “Please, Sam.  No bowing.  And it’s just Alexander unless we’re in court. And I apologize for waking you.  I have a habit of forgetting about possible alerts when I do things.  Like starting a new embassy.” 
 
    Michael appeared behind Sam, fully dressed and belting his sword around his waist.  He bowed his head so slightly it was barely a nod, saying “Good morning, Alexander.  And congratulations on your new embassy.”  
 
    “Thank you, mister Ambassador.” Alexander introduced everyone who hadn’t met yet, and they moved to a sitting room.  While the four of them sat, the guards took up positions at doors and windows.  Michael watched them for a moment, then nodded in approval.  “Martin and the others asked me to pass on their apologies for not being here.  Something about meeting your father?”   
 
    Alexander mentally facepalmed.  “Yes.  They’ll be back tomorrow sometime.” 
 
    Damn! I should have sent messages out last night.  I forgot my dad would be talking to them about the new immersion tech and getting Lucas’ daughter situated.  
 
    Silverbeard took over the conversation.  He and Michael discussed the desired terms of a trade agreement, which Michael would be negotiating with one of Queen Margaret’s ministers.  
 
    When they were through, Michael led them back outside to the portal.  Alexander noted Tiny Sam looking sideways at one of the guards and blushing slightly.  When he turned his head, he caught the guard smiling in the girl’s direction.  He cleared his throat, and the guard snapped to attention, eyes forward.  Alexander grinned.  Somehow, at age 20 he was the ‘old man’ here.  Keeping the youngsters in line.  
 
    Michael stepped aside as Silverbeard opened the portal.  He put his arm over Tiny Sam’s shoulders and waved goodbye as they passed through.   
 
    The others from Alexander’s group were up and about by the time he reached the dining area.   Brick was there with Bacon sitting not-so-patiently beside him looking for table scraps.  Jules and Sasha were farther down the table, eating in silence.  Neither looked very awake.   Lainey and Max were sitting with Lugs and his group.  They’d spent the previous day in the forest killing bears and boars and dire wolves that were ten to fifteen levels above them.  Alexander went to go see how they’d done. 
 
    “Lugs!  Feeling a little stronger than when you took on the bunnies the other day?” he grinned at the half-ogre, taking a seat at their table.   Lugs had calmed down sufficiently to be able to laugh about it now.  “Ha! Indeed. Picked up five levels yesterday.  All of us.  Except Lainey, of course.  But she picked up about a zillion hides.”    
 
    Lainey nodded her head.  “We even saw a few bunnies.  Lugs was very brave.” This caused Beatrix to snort her drink, getting juice all over herself.   She cast a quick water spell that seemed to clean her gear instantly.   
 
    Alexander asked. “Are you going back out there today?  Or do you have other plans?” 
 
    This time it was Helga who spoke “Yep.  We figure the forest here is good until we’re about level 35.  Then we can go up top and check out the beasties there.  Maybe even try that dungeon. Get us some of that legendary First Kill loot like you guys have.” She looked at his mithril chest piece.  
 
    Alexander nodded “Yes, we need to get in there soon.  But based on the surrounding forest creatures, who are all around level 60, I’d say we’ll need a full raid group.  So hurry up and get there!” He looked at Lainey.  “If you’re interested in testing your wings, it might be good for somebody to check in on the dungeon near Whitehall.  The baron, or some other man in black, put one of those portal orbs down there for a reason.  It could be that they’ve placed another one and repopulated the place.” 
 
    Lainey stared at him, a confused look on her face.  “What’s wrong?” She asked.   
 
    Alexander cringed.  She’d used her “Don’t bullshit me” tone.  The one she used when he was feeling pain during a workout, and expected a complete and honest answer. 
 
    Looking down at his hands, he said “I overdid a levitation spell yesterday.  Fitz says I twisted something inside that messes with my mana flow.  Told me not to cast any spells until he figures it out.” 
 
    While Lainey was rolling her eyes, Helga grinned around a mouthful off eggs and said. “Lemme know if ya need me to cut yer head off again.  Get me at least a couple levels…”.   
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Jules has called dibs.  I dunno what I did, but she’s excited about getting to stab me to death.”  This got him roaring laughs from Lugs and Helga, and most of the others.  When they quieted a bit, he said, “Fitz wants to see if he can fix it first. Which is fine with me.  I’d rather not lose the xp for dying.  Especially after yesterday.” 
 
    Alexander chatted with them for a few more minutes while they finished their breakfasts.  Seeing that Jules and Sasha were still eating, he moved to their table.  Sitting next to Jules, he reached for a slice of bacon on her plate.  His sneak attack was unsuccessful, as her fork darted in and jabbed his hand before it reached his target.  “You woke me up with that stupid gongy thing” was all she said by way of explanation.   
 
    Alexander looked hurt for a moment, then glanced at Sasha.  He opened his mouth and pointed to it, a pathetic look on his face.  Sasha giggled, tossing a slice of bacon up and over Jules’ head.  Alexander caught it in his mouth and made exaggerated ‘nom nom’ sounds as he chewed.  It was a game the two of them had played since grade school.  
 
    Having seen the action, Bacon left Brick behind to trot over and poke his snout demandingly into Sasha’s side.  Then he sat down and waited for her to toss a piece to him, as if it were rightfully his turn.  Sasha picked up a slice, then paused.   “Uhhh… if I feed bacon to Bacon, is that wrong?”   
 
    “BWAHAHA!” Brick’s laughter echoed down the table.  “Ye be corruptin’ me piggy!” 
 
    Bacon, single-mindedly not caring about such silly concepts as cannibalism, nudged Sasha’s arm to remind her that he was still there and expecting his share.  She tossed the treat to him, and it disappeared down his gullet without even being chewed.  Much to his delight, this started a chain reaction, as everyone wanted in on feeding Bacon bacon.  Alexander shook his head and rose from the table.  
 
    “I’m going up top to check on our beastmasters.  Anyone want to join me?”  
 
    Sergeant Jenkins stepped forward seemingly from nowhere. “Your escort is ready, Ma… Alexander.” He saluted, then looked as if he regretted it.  “Sorry, sir.”   Alexander sighed, king Charles’ words echoing in his head.  He was sure he’d never get used to having an escort.  “Anybody besides my faithful bodyguards?  
 
    When no one responded, not even Jules, who was busily stuffing eggs into her dainty elven mouth like a kid diving into her first birthday cake. Alexander led Jenkins and his squad to the teleport mirror that linked to the garrison tower up on the plateau.  Jenkins insisted on sending two men through ahead of Alexander, and waiting for them to report through squad chat that all was clear before allowing Alexander through. Then he and the rest of the squad followed.  
 
    Exiting the tower, Alexander made his way around to the barn that he’d created for Regina and Bodine.  The place was filled with the couple’s zoo.  He was greeted outside the door by the two cheeky monkeys, Jake and Bobby.  They leapt up and climbed his arms to perch on his shoulders, chattering away at each other.  Jake seemed to be scolding Bobby as he picked at Alexander’s hair.  Bobby seemed disinterested, leaning forward to stare into Alexander’s face as he casually scratched his butt.  
 
    Regina emerged from the barn.  “Bobby! Jake!  Leave poor Alexander alone.  I’m sure he’s very busy and doesn’t need you two babbling in his ears.”   
 
    Alexander shifted his eyes right to left as the monkeys just sat there staring at Regina.  Seemingly sharing a thought, both of them climbed down Alexander’s torso to cling to his waist and began digging through his bag of holding.  Or, trying to.  Not being Alexander, they didn’t have access.  He reached into the bag and produced a couple pieces of fruit, which he tossed into the air.  Both monkeys leapt off in pursuit of the flying snacks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alexander.  Those two just have no concept of proper behavior.  I try to teach them, but…” she shrugged.  The smile on her face said that she wasn’t really all that upset.   
 
    Alexander smiled back.  “What fun would they be if they behaved?”  
 
    “Can we help you with something” Regina asked.   
 
    Alexander shook his head saying. “Nope, just a social visit.  Thought I’d see how you’re doing up here.  Everybody settling in okay?” He looked inside the barn to see a bear laying on its back in one of the stalls, snoring contentedly.  He blinked his eyes a couple times, staring at the bear’s head.  For a moment he could’ve sworn he saw a laser mounted there.  
 
    “Yes, this place you constructed for us, is quite comfortable.  Everyone’s claimed themselves a spot, and they seem to be getting used to the new surroundings.  We’ve even had a visit from a couple of the wolves you met the other day.  The alpha female and one of the younglings came to speak to Bodine.  He said they wanted to thank us for their new shelter, and offered to bring meat to help feed our large pack.” 
 
    “Are you short on supplies?” Alexander asked, concerned.  “I could speak to Silverbeard about increasing our purchases.” 
 
    “No, we’re just fine.  We have plenty of hunters in our little zoo.  And master Silverbeard has made sure we’re amply supplied.” Regina said as Bodine came walking out of the barn to join them.  
 
    “Alexander!  Good morning.” Bodine said, as soon as he saw Alexander. 
 
    “Good morning Bodine.  I was just checking in.  Got any big plans for the day?” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking about walking toward the west tower and meeting your night prowler friends.” Bodine answered.  “I’ve never met, or even seen one of them.  Lorian was telling me about them, and I’m excited to meet some.” 
 
    Alexander looked at his UI clock.  “I’ve got some time, if you’d like company.” 
 
    Five minutes later Alexander, Regina, Bodine, the monkeys, Jenkins and the guards, and half a dozen wolves stepped out the southern gate and headed west.  Alexander had marked on their maps where the tower was, and they headed directly toward it.  As they walked, Alexander summoned Tigger to join them.  He and the wolves gave each other a cursory sniff before the wolves moved off to their usual perimeter positions.   Jake and Bobby both leapt onto Tigger’s back and rode in comfort, reclining on their sides and looking as if they might fall asleep.   Tigger didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    The forest remained quiet around them as they walked westward among the giant trees.  Alexander suspected the wolves were scaring off any wildlife that might have presented a threat.  As they neared the tower, Alexander warned Bodine.  “You might want to pull the wolves back here with us.  I’m not sure how friendly the prowlers will be, and I don’t want any of them getting hurt.” 
 
    Bodine looked thoughtful.  “They should be okay. I can’t imagine any cat would take on a pack of six wolves—”   
 
    He was going to say more, but Alexander interrupted.  “These cats are as big as, if not bigger than, Tigger.  And they’re wild.  Defending their homes.  Plus there are kitten’s the size of a pony that like to pounce on things.  Like Max.  I’d feel better if we played it safe.” 
 
    Bodine did as he was asked, and when they reached the younger trees that surrounded the tower, the wolves were grouped together behind him.  Tigger was in the lead, having met the prowlers before.  Alexander walked next to him, along with Jenkins. He wished he’d brought Jules along. 
 
    The matriarch was the first to greet them.  She emerged from behind a tree, growling slightly and crouched low as if about to spring.  Alexander raised a hand and spoke quietly.  “Hi there mama kitty. We’re just here for a visit.  To introduce your new neighbors.” 
 
    Bodine whispered “Damn.  You weren’t kidding.  That’s a big cat.” 
 
    Tigger chuffed quietly at the prowler matriarch, and she relaxed.  Settling down on her stomach, she tucked her paws under her body and stared at Alexander.  Taking the hint, he stepped forward and held out his hand, which she headbutted gently.  He took a moment to scratch behind her ears, then called forward Regina and Bodine.  “These are my friends.  They’ve moved into the tower east of here.  They are friendly.” 
 
    Regina stepped forward first, holding out a hand just as Alexander had.  The matriarch sniffed at it curiously, then began to purr.  Regina took it as permission and stepped forward to hug the giant cat around the neck.   
 
    Scratching and petting, she said “Oh, she’s beautiful!  And she understands me.”  Pointing to Bodine she whispered “This is my mate.  Please don’t eat him.” With a grin, she waved Bodine forward.  He too held out his hand, and the matriarch leaned forward to sniff.   
 
    With a sudden movement, she extended her neck and seized Bodine’s forearm in her jaws.  Instantly the wolves were snarling, the hair on their hackles rising.  Bodine, unharmed, called out for them to stop.   The big cat let him go, making a chuffing sound that Alexander was sure constituted cat laughter.   She looked at Bodine’s eyes for a moment, and he chuckled.  “She was testing my courage.  She says I’m worthy to be mated to Regina, who she calls ‘The little one.’” 
 
    Bodine ‘spoke’ to her for another moment, then called the wolves forward to meet her.  Seeing that Bodine was uninjured, they moved with confidence, each touching noses with the cat that was easily four times their size.   The monkeys sat on Tigger’s back, showing no interest at all in approaching the matriarch.  
 
    Introductions complete, she led them the rest of the way to the tower.  They found the door open, and none of the other cats in evidence.   As they gathered near the door, the kittens came bounding out, with their father walking sedately behind.   
 
    The kittens immediately pounced on Tigger, bowling the monkeys off his back.  Tigger obligingly wrestled the kittens for a few moments as Bodine did another round of introductions.   Jake and Bobby, never missing an opportunity for mischief, each hopped aboard a kitten and looked almost like tiny jousting knights bounding about on unruly mounts.  Until, that is, the kittens decided it would be fun to play ‘knock the monkey off your sibling’s back’.  
 
    Alexander leaned against the tower wall, watching as the kittens played, and the adults spoke.  Bodine and Regina seemed to have a good bit to discuss with the prowlers.  It was all telepathic, of course.  So there was nothing to overhear.   But watching them got Alexander thinking.   
 
    Is there a spell that enables you to read someone’s mind?  How awesome would that be?  First thing I’d do is find out why Jules is so interested in killing me. 
 
    When they were finished ‘talking’ Regina waved to Alexander.   
 
    As he approached, Bodine said “They’ve agreed to serve as scouts for this sector of the forest, from here south to the cliffs.  If anything unusual happens, they’ll come to the garrison tower and let us know.   Also, the little one with the grey tail wants to see Jules.” 
 
    Alexander smiled at the kitten, who had come to sit nearby.  Jules had sort of adopted the ‘little’ one the day they’d met.  “I’ll be sure to bring her back here soon.” The kitten seemed to understand him, leaning forward to butt its head against his chest.  
 
    Tigger and the monkeys were separated from the kittens, and the group headed back to the tower.  It was approaching lunch time already by the time they arrived.   Alexander left Bodine and Regina to their vegetable lunch, returning to the keep via the mirror inside.  He sat down in the dining area, waiting for others to join him.   
 
    His UI lit up with a notification he’d never seen before. 
 
    Your kingdom is under attack! 
 
    Sworn enemies have set foot on Elysian lands and are advancing toward your position. 
 
      
 
    That notification was quickly followed by another. 
 
      
 
    Quest Received:  Defender of Elysia 
 
    Successfully defend Elysia against invading forces. 
 
    Reward: Variable Experience;  Title: Defender; 
 
    Kingdom option:  Do you wish to share this quest with the citizens of Elysia?  Y/N 
 
      
 
    Alexander immediately called for Jeeves:  “Jeeves, loudspeaker! I want to speak to every citizen here and in Antalia! Now!”   Not waiting for confirmation from his kingdom’s AI, he began to speak.   
 
    “Attention citizens of Elysia.  An unknown force has entered our land with hostile intent.  I want everyone prepared for battle in five minutes!  Adventurers and Ministers, meet me at the front gate.  Sergeants, organize your men as planned.   Distribute weapons and armor to all citizens who need them.  Guards, seal the outer gate the moment our people have returned.  Those in the mines, barricade the entrance and protect yourselves.” 
 
    He looked at his quest notification again, and selected “Y” to share the quest.  Why waste an opportunity for his people to gain some experience?  If this was going to be a major battle, they would need it. 
 
    Walking quickly toward the outer gate, he said, “Jeeves!  Where are they, and how many?” 
 
    “I am not yet able to sense them, Alexander.  At my current level, I am able to detect movement up to 1,000 yards from any structure under my control.  As of now, the only beings within that range are citizens or guests of Elysia.” 
 
    Alexander mused as he passed through the bailey of the inner wall. “That would put them out in the forest somewhere.” 
 
    Opening guild chat, he said. “Kai, can you see anything from up there?  Smoke? Movement?” 
 
    “I am searching now, Alexander.  I see nothing, but the forest is dense.  And if they are drow, they will be stealthed.”   
 
    The mentioned of stealth reminded Alexander of the caverns.  “Lorian!  Any report of intruders near the caverns?  And who is protecting them at the moment?” 
 
    There was a slight delay as Lorian checked with his hunters.  “The hunters have detected nothing.  At the moment there are three stationed in the trees near the caverns.  Two rock trolls occupy the structure you built.  I’ve sent one of the hunters to alert them.” 
 
    Grimble’s voice came right behind Lorian’s.  “Four more be on their way there, Alexander.  Including Drog, the chief’s boy.  They be runnin.  Surprised ye can’t hear em!  Sounds like a damned avalanche!” 
 
    “Thank you, Grimble.  Use the remaining trolls and whatever shapers you have to build yourselves a barrier.  You need to be able to hold out for a few minutes in case you are attacked.”  Alexander instructed, inwardly berating himself for not thinking of that earlier.  There never seemed to be enough time to prepare. 
 
    Fitz appeared next to him just as he was approaching the outer gate.  Turning back toward the keep, Alexander could see most of his guildmates trotting toward him.  All but Lorian, who was probably on his way down from the plateau with some of the hunters, and Lainey, Lugs, and the others who were in the forest hunting.  Which reminded him. 
 
    “Lainey?  You guys see or hear anything?  Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re about 3 miles southeast of the keep.   No sign of anything here.  I’m going to find a clearing and get into the air to have a look.”  
 
    “Be careful, Lainey.  Whoever’s out there, they may have archers.  Or magic.” 
 
    Looking at Fitz, he asked “Please tell me, you’ve found a way to fix my magic?  I can’t go into battle being useless like this.” 
 
    Fitz shook his head.  “Not yet.  I’ve consulted with some other mages at the guild who specialize in magical theory.  They’ve been pondering your situation, but have no suggestions as of yet. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Alexander turned as Jules and the others reached him.  “Jules, looks like you’re going to get to kill me after all.” He grinned.   
 
    “NO” Fitz snapped his staff between Alexander and Jules, who already had her daggers in hand.  “You are the king of a realm under attack.  You can not die now.  The consequences might be dire.” Fitz gave him a stern look.   Alexander paced back and forth in frustration.   
 
    “Use your mind, boy.  You’ve not even set your people properly.  Why have you not formed your defenders into companies already?” 
 
    Alexander looked confused.  So did everyone else.  Fitz poked Alexander in the gut with the end of his staff. “As king, you can form your defenders into companies, with officers assigned to lead each one.  It is similar to a raid party, but much larger.   You will be able to communicate with them all, even when they are not within range of a structure.” 
 
    Alexander opened his UI and searched until he found a “Kingdom” tab.  Then a defense tab.  He read quickly, noting that he could appoint generals and commanders, much as Fitz had described.  The first thing he did was designate Sasha as a general.   He watched as she got the notification, then nodded her head.  Her eyes lost focus as she began to organize his people.  She spoke out loud as she did so. 
 
    “Brick, I’m placing you in charge of the player fighters, and the stone golems.” She looked at Alexander, who immediately instructed Jeeves to assign 5 golems to the front gate.  “Lorian, the hunters are yours.  You are now a Commander in the Army of Elysia.” She smiled, enjoying the thrill of suddenly commanding an army.  She looked at Jenkins, whose squad still surrounded Alexander at a distance.  “Jenkins, you and the other sergeants are now Captains.  I’m assigning each of you a quarter of the citizens in the keep, including the civilians.  Coordinate them with your guards and place them where they can do the most good along the wall.  We’ll man the outer wall first, then retreat to the inner keep if necessary.” 
 
    As she passed out orders, Braxis landed in the field nearby and trotted over.  He bowed his head to Alexander, then began to squawk.  Fitz translated.  “He says he can carry you above the forest to locate the enemy.  His mate and the other two are willing to carry riders as well.” 
 
    Alexander thought for a moment.  “Braxis, I will go with you.  The others will have to search without riders, as they won’t understand each other.  Can you instruct them to search from high above, and to find you if they see something?” 
 
    Braxis nodded and squawked, then took off.  “He will return after he’s given them orders.” Fitz translated.  
 
    Alexander turned to Sasha and the others.  “I’m no good to you down here without my magic.  At least I can be useful in the air.  I’ll come back once we’ve spotted them, and we’ll make a plan.” 
 
    Sasha barely acknowledged him, she was talking to Max.  “Max, go talk to the duergar.  See if any of them want to fight.  Don’t pressure them. We’ve told them they don’t have to, and they don’t.  But it won’t hurt to ask.” Max took off at a run toward the duergar’s home beneath the outer wall.    
 
    Sasha got back into guild chat.  “Bodine, I need your animals to patrol the plateau.  We’ve not seen an enemy down here yet, so it may be a new enemy up there.” 
 
    “I’ve already sent them out, Sasha.  The wolves are moving east, west, and north.  The bears, tiger and the monkeys went south; as the area is smaller. Our birds are out as well.” Bodine answered.   
 
    Sasha nodded her head in satisfaction, looking to Alexander.  “We’re as ready as we’re going to be until we know who and where.” 
 
    Alexander looked over her shoulder to see Lorian and a half-dozen hunters come down from the plateau sprinting across the field toward him.  At the same time, Braxis landed again and approached.   Alexander waved at Lorian as he hopped up onto the gryphon’s back.  Braxis let loose a triumphant roar and took to the sky.   
 
    Alexander watched as the wall and the gatehouse fell away below him at a surprising rate.  Braxis was incredibly strong, and each beat of his wings gained them dozens of feet of altitude.  In moments he was above the trees of the forest and still climbing as they made their way toward the caverns.  Braxis may not be able to speak common, but he understood it well enough.  He knew that an enemy would likely be making their way into the caverns to release the army there. 
 
    It took less than five minutes before the great gryphon was circling above the enclosure that had been built after the fight with Howard and his drow.   Alexander could see Drog and the rock troll reinforcements arriving.  He also saw several piles of large stones inside the walls.  The rock trolls had either taken it upon themselves to stockpile ammo… or those were lunch.   A single hunter standing on the wall waved to Alexander.   
 
    “Alright, Braxis.  I don’t see anything.  Let’s head east and see what we find.” He looked to the east, and could barely make out the form of another gryphon flying a bit to the south of them.  Braxis obligingly turned east and began to soar above the forest canopy.  Alexander tried to spot any movement within the forest, but even his elven vision wasn’t much help.  What gaps there were in the canopy only showed him a shadowed floor.  
 
    A squawk from Braxis caused him to look up.  Following the gryphon’s line of sight, he saw a pair of bright white wings glinting in the sunlight.  It could only be Lainey.  Braxis slowed to a hover as she approached.   “I don’t know how to hover yet!” She called as she approached.  Braxis let out a series of short screeches that sounded like laughter.  Accommodating the Valkyrie, he turned and flapped his wings, matching Lainey’s pace as she approached.   When she caught up, Braxis moved next to her.   In her leather armor and thigh-high boots, with her sword strapped to her back and wings beating, she looked glorious!  Exactly like a Valkyrie of legend.  
 
    “I haven’t seen anything yet.  I told the others to head back to the keep.” Lainey reported.   “It seems odd.  This forest just isn’t that big.  And the hunters have it pretty well covered.” 
 
    Alexander was thinking the same.  He said “Do me a favor?  Stay near the caverns.  Lorian and his guys might need some air support if the drow reach them.”   Lainey nodded and changed direction.  Alexander watched her go for a moment.  His noob friend had become quite the badass.  
 
    Braxis resumed his path east.  They were maybe halfway across the forest, with the towers of the Stormforge palace visible in the distance, when Jeeves’ voice came across guild chat.   
 
    “Alexander, I am now able to sense the invaders.  Up on the plateau.  They are approaching the northernmost village, moving south.  There are currently thirty of them, and more coming into range rapidly.” 
 
    Alexander pulled up his map.  The northern village was maybe eight miles north of the garrison tower, across one of the newly reconstructed stone bridges.  
 
    “How fast are they moving, Jeeves?” 
 
    “Not quickly.  They are walking.  There are now nearly one hundred within my sensor range.” 
 
    “What are they?  Can you tell?” Max’s voice came through. 
 
    “They are orcs, Sir Max the Fabulous.” Jeeves said in his deadpan voice, causing general laughter among those listening who didn’t know Max had chosen that name when they’d first found Jeeves.  
 
    Braxis squawked in anger and turned north toward the plateau.  The feathers on the back of his head ruffled in irritation.  Alexander said “It seems Braxis and I are going to check it out.  Let’s move a force up there.  Lorian, take five hunters with you.  Leave the rest down here to guard the caverns and monitor the forest.  Sasha, you figure out the rest.  I want at least half of our fighters to remain down here in case this is just a diversion.  Silverbeard, open portals to Stormforge and Broken Mountain, and let them know what’s going on.  Don’t ask for aid, just inform them.” 
 
    “This be Harin.  I hear’d ye.  I be at Greystone Manor and can run ‘n tell the capt’n.”  The dwarf apprentice’s voice came through guild chat.   
 
    Alexander responded. “Thank you Harin.  Please be sure and tell the king we can handle it.  We’ll call for aid if necessary.” 
 
    Bodine’s voice came through next.  “I’ve redirected the wolves and birds toward the north.  They’ll be able to find the orcs no problem.  I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
    Alexander looked down as they flew over the keep.  The inner courtyard and outer fields were abuzz with activity.  Small figures running around in preparation for battle. Just as Braxis was clearing the top of the escarpment and moving above the massive trees, Jeeves spoke again. 
 
    “There are now two hundred and thirty orcs moving south.  The lead orcs are stopping at the village.  Several have entered the buildings and seem to be searching.” 
 
    Alexander looked at his map, then down at the forest below.  They were just passing the garrison tower.  He waved down at Bodine and Regina, and several of the farmers and carpenters who had retreated into the tower upon hearing of invaders.  “Regina, please coordinate with the farmers to bring as much of the livestock as possible inside the walls.  We don’t want to be feeding the orcs if they come this far south.” 
 
    Braxis continued northward as Alexander studied his map.  The river ran in a diagonal across his lands, from the northwest to the southeast.  The bridge between the tower and the village was approximately 5 miles north of the tower, and 3 miles south of the village.  He pointed his hand toward the bridge and said “Braxis, can we go that way?” 
 
    The gryphon gracefully tilted his left wing down a bit and followed Alexander’s direction. In just a few minutes the river and the bridge were in sight.  Braxis descended below the treetops and coasted along the river to the bridge.  Alexander looked carefully into the tree line north of the bridge.  Where once there had probably been a road, there was now just forest.   
 
    The bridge was indeed made of stone.  The river here was about three hundred feet wide, and the bridge was a much larger construction than Alexander had expected.  In his mind he’d pictured the little thirty-foot long bridge that spanned the creek south of Dire Falls.   This one was maybe three hundred and fifty feet long, with thick stone pillars rising up from the water and melding into the arches that supported the span.  Its stone walls were thick, and the top surface was wide enough for two large wagons to pass with room to spare.      
 
    Alexander gathered all of that in the short time he had as Braxis passed over.  Then they were on their way north once again.  Back above the treeline, Alexander tried to scan the forest for any sign of movement.  Other than several large elk moving southward, he saw nothing.    
 
    “Jeeves, where are they now?” 
 
    “They have apparently decided to camp in the village, Alexander.  There are now three hundred and ninety of them, and no new ones have entered sensor range for more than a minute.  Several have started campfires within the village.  The last several are moving slowly, and two have died as they walked.” 
 
    Alexander and Braxis continued northward and slightly west toward the village.  Braxis apparently knew where it was.  This was, after all, his territory for the last several centuries.  As they approached the village, he increased their altitude.  Alexander assumed it was to stay out of bowshot.  Orcs were extremely strong, and their bows could fire arrows nearly as far as a centaur’s bow.  
 
    Braxis moved into a circling pattern as they reached the village.  It had been overgrown with trees in the years that it lay in ruins, but the buildings created enough gaps in the growth to see hundreds of orcs milling around.  Several were using axes to cut down trees within the village and reduce them to firewood.  Others were already roasting whole elk and bear carcasses over large fires.  
 
    After two complete circuits, Braxis continued north.  Alexander asked him where they were going, then felt silly when the gryphon squawked his reply.   After a moment, Alexander returned his gaze to the forest.  He could see one of the dead orcs Jeeves had mentioned.  It had two massive arrows protruding from its back.   As they continued north, he spotted more of them that must have been outside Jeeves’ range.  They were all dead, some with missing limbs or ghastly wounds.  Others sporting arrows like the first he’d seen.  He opened guild chat.  “There are maybe fifty dead orcs scattered around in the trees north of the village so far.  The farther I go, the more I see.  I think something drove them south into the forest.  I also think maybe Braxis is taking me there to see who’s chasing them.” The gryphon squawked and nodded his head.   
 
    Looking up, Alexander could see the northern edge of the forest approaching.  The moment they cleared the tree line, Alexander gasped in surprise.  Below him was an army!  Braxis let out a roar that shook Alexander’s bones, and dove toward the center of the army.  What had been small figures on the ground quickly became an army of minotaurs.   Massive humanoids with hooves for feet and the horned heads of bulls.  On Io, the minotaur nation was neutral.  Some tribes were friendly toward men and elves, and some tribes not so much.  In the field around the minotaurs and for as far as he could see to the north, bodies littered the ground.  Both orc and minotaur.  Though many more of the former by far.  
 
    Braxis continued his dive, headed straight toward a large canvas tent surrounded by man-cows in thick armor and wielding double-bladed axes.   He roared again, landing in a clear spot where a campfire was being built.   As he came to a stop, he folded his wings and looked back at Alexander expectantly.   Alexander, still in a bit of a stupor from finding this army at the border of his kingdom, shook his head to clear it.  He called out.  “I am King Alexander of Elysia.  My lands lay mostly within the forest to the south.  Is there a leader among you I could speak with?” 
 
    He had no idea if the minotaurs surrounding him had any understanding of what he’d said.  Apparently Braxis wasn’t sure either, because he squawked loudly in the direction of the tent.  A moment later, a black-furred minotaur stepped out.  He was easily two feet taller than any of the warriors around him.  His shoulders were as wide as a rhino’s, and the tips of his horns were easily four feet apart.   He stomped toward them, one hand holding an axe that was larger than Alexander himself.   
 
    “I am in charge here!” His baritone voice bellowed across the distance between them.  “I am Molgo.  Leader of my people.  What business do you have here?” 
 
    Alexander swung his leg over and slid off of Braxis.  He took a few steps toward the massive minotaur chieftain, who looked even larger now.  “I am King-” he was interrupted as Molgo slammed his axe into the ground, burying the blade deep.  “Yes, yes, King Alexander, I heard all that.  WHY are you here?” 
 
    Alexander took a breath to compose himself.  He had a feeling that backing down in front of this tribe would be very bad.   So he straightened his spine a bit and shouted.  “Several hundred orcs just invaded my kingdom.  I came to find out where they came from.  Along the way I discovered nearly a hundred of them dead and dying.  I take it you are responsible for that?” 
 
    The chieftain grunted.  “We are.  They made the mistake of attacking our city.  We have driven them for a full day and night across the plains.  Many of our brothers and sisters have gone to the green pastures above.  But the orcs have lost ten for each of ours lost.” He thumped his chest with one fist and the warriors around him let out a thunderous bellow.  
 
    Alexander waited for the noise to die down as he considered what to say next.  He decided on diplomacy.  “I am sorry you have lost so many.  And I congratulate you on your impressive victory!” This led to a less enthusiastic but still bone-rattling cheer.  He waited once again for silence.  “But you have driven what is left of their army into my lands.  My kingdom is large, but my people are few.  We will defend our land and destroy the remaining orcs, but we are not all mighty warriors such as yourselves.  Many of my people will perish in the fight.” 
 
    The chieftain took hold of his axe and yanked it free of the earth.  Placing it in a harness on his back, he said “Come to my tent.  We shall drink, and talk.”  Alexander followed after a momentary hesitation.  The looks from the warriors on either side of the path Molgo was making did not look at all friendly.  Though, he really had no basis for comparison.   Braxis squawked once and settled himself down on his belly.   A minotaur from the crowd tossed him what looked like an orc leg, which he immediately began to gnaw on.  Much to the delight of the warriors.  
 
    Following Molgo, Alexander stepped inside the tent to find several more large minotaurs in impressive armor standing around a table.  On the table was a map.  Alexander immediately activated his recorder and peered at the map, trying not to look too curious.  He’d review the footage later.   
 
    The chieftain grunted, and the others quickly left the tent, each saluting before turning away.  He sat down on a large stump, and motioned for Alexander to take a seat as well.  Finding no chairs or other stumps, Alexander declined.   Molgo grunted in acknowledgement, then began to speak.  “We received the notification of your new kingdom.  I congratulate you.  Our people’s history speaks of that forest being abandoned since the great demon war.  We do not like the forest, and have rarely ventured inside.  We are more comfortable in the sunlight of the open plains.” He pointed to the map, inviting Alexander to take a better look.   
 
    The area was immense, many times the size of the combined kingdoms of Elysia, Stormforge, and Broken Mountain combined.   He could see the plains began at the edge of his forest, extending north for easily a hundred miles, and similar distances east and west.  A mountain range seemed to ring the entire thing.  There were a few rivers, and a marking near the center that Alexander thought might be a city.  He pointed to it.  “This is your home?  Your city?” 
 
    Molgo nodded his massive head.  “Greensward.  My people settled there after the wars centuries ago. The ones who did not return to the mountains.  It has been our home ever since.” He ran his finger from the city southward to the edge of the forest.  “I am sorry we were unable to finish the damned orcs before they reached your lands.  It was not our intent to drive them there.  Their clan leader sacrificed thousands of his people to slow us down and enable him to escape.”   
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “No apology is necessary.  Can you tell me more about them?  About him?” 
 
    Molgo settled back on his seat.  “Their clan leader is Borag.  He is smart, and without fear.  Also without mercy.  He kills for the thrill of it, and respects only strength. Borag has long coveted our city.  His own people live scattered in tribes across the plains and in the mountains.  He works to unite the orcish tribes under his banner and drive us from the city, so he can occupy it himself.”   
 
    Molgo took a long breath.  “Before he rose to command, my people and his coexisted on the plains.  Even traded.  The orcs are not farmers, and they came to us for vegetables and grain.  They provided us with metal ores from their mines. There were occasional skirmishes.  Orc bandits raiding our farms or caravans.  Our warriors hunting them down in return.  I believe if you could kill him, his people would disperse again.” 
 
    Quest Received:  Borag’s Bane 
 
    Kill Borag the Orc Chieftain to break his hold over the orc tribes. 
 
    Reward:  Variable experience;  10,000 gold; increased reputation with Molgo’s tribe. 
 
    Bonus Reward: ?? 
 
    Alexander said, “We have many healers among my people.  I saw you have wounded among you.  It may take us a few days to prepare our assault on Borag and his people.  I could send some healers to you, as a gesture of friendship.” 
 
    Molgo nodded his head.  “We wear our battle scars with pride.  But many of my people’s wounds will claim their lives.  I would be a fool to refuse help that may save them.” 
 
    Alexander checked his inventory.  He had nearly a hundred of the common health potions and a bag of sugar.  He said, “If you will give me a small tent to work in, I can create some potions that will help those most gravely injured.” 
 
    The minotaur stood, towering over Alexander.  He motioned toward the stump and the table with the map. “You may work here.  I will leave you to it.  And thank you.”  He crossed the interior in three large steps and exited the tent, leaving Alexander to his work.   
 
    He quickly removed the potions and sugar cubes.  A quick count told him he only had about fifty cubes.  Taking his knife in hand, he carefully cut each one in half.  Putting his knife down, he took a half-cube in hand and took a deep breath.   
 
    Fitz had warned him not to cast spells.  He was hoping the slow and relatively minor flow of magic needed for this enchantment wouldn’t kill him.  Closing his eyes, he began to push the healing magic into the sugar.  He could feel the resistance that Fitz described, so he pushed a bit harder.  A dull ache developed in his stomach, but he could feel the magic flow into the half-cube.  When he sensed it was full, he set it down and gathered another.  Then another. 
 
    After maybe thirty of the cubes had been enchanted, the pain in his gut was reaching a level that was beginning to make him sweat.  In hopes of easing the pain, he took a few minutes to slip the enchanted sugar into the potion vials and give them a good shake to dissolve the sugar.  When that was done, he resumed the enchanting.  By the time he reached sixty of the half-cubes, he was panting for breath and tears ran from his eyes.  He took another break to finish the next thirty potions.   
 
    Still not recovered, he took a moment to update everyone in guild chat.  He felt guilty for not speaking up sooner.  “So… I found a minotaur army just north of the forest.  They’re the ones that drove the orcs onto our land.  Killed most of them before they got here.  Long story.  Anyway, the minotaurs are friendly.  Or at least, not hostile.  I’m helping them out a bit.  Got a cool quest.” He took a moment to share the quest with his people.  “I’m making them some health potions, then I’ll be back.  Pretty sure this is not a diversion, but keep our scouts on alert just in case.” 
 
    “You’re doing WHAT?” Sashas voice had a scolding tone even in guild chat. “You know you’re not supposed to be using magic, dorkboy!” 
 
    “I’m being careful.  It’s an easy spell.  But yeah, it hurts a bit. I’m almost done. Really hoping Fitz figures out a cure for this.  Speaking of Fitz, see if he can convince the other gryphons to fly some healers up here.  These minotaurs have some seriously wounded people.  Or even better, if he can teleport to Antalia and get Martin and his people, then bring them here; by tracing my amulet…” 
 
    With a ragged breath, he picked up another hunk of sugar and began again.  By the time he’d completed another twenty-five enchantments, he was sobbing with pain.  Pushing through, he picked up another one.  This time as he cast the spell, he felt a familiar twisting in his gut.  Taking another break, he mixed the enchanted sugar in the potion vials.  Looking at the table a couple minutes later, he whispered to himself “Fifteen more.  You got this.  Think about all the mangled cow-people out there, who need them.” 
 
    He lifted another cube and began the enchantment.  He had to push harder now, and the pain made him cry out.  Still he pushed through.  As he was finishing, Molgo burst into the tent, axe in hand.  “Are you under attack?” he looked wildly about the tent.  When he saw Alexander sitting at the table, sweating and gasping for air, his head tilted to one side.  “What ails you?” 
 
    Alexander held up one of the completed potions.  “These will keep your most seriously wounded alive, until the healers can get here.” he panted.  
 
    Molgo took the potion gently and examined it.  His eyes widened. 
 
    Rapid Restoration Potion 
 
    Single Use: Restores 5,000hp 
 
      
 
    “These… will indeed be a great help.” He said.  He looked with concern at Alexander.  “It pains you to make these?” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “It is difficult.  Making so many has caused some… discomfort.  But I have only a few more to make.  I will manage.  Would you like to distribute these while I finish?” He pulled an empty cloth bag from his inventory and scooped the completed potions into it.  Molgo took the bag and left without a word. 
 
    Hoping the extended break had eased the blockage, he lifted another cube and began again.  The pain was immediate and intense.  Still, he pushed through, grunting as he started another half-cube.  Then another.  By the time he reached the last few, he was groaning quite loudly from the pain.  His hair and clothes were drenched with sweat, and his hands were trembling.  No stranger to pain, this was beyond what even he thought he could endure.   
 
    He reached out and took hold of the last bit of sugar.  Closing his eyes, he took a few ragged breaths, then pushed the spell.  Gritting his teeth, he cried out in a hoarse scream as he pushed the last of the magic into the sugar.  He felt dizzy, and nauseous at the same time.  He dropped the sugar and struggled to his feet.  Stumbling out of the tent, he stepped to one side and emptied the contents of his stomach into the already blood-stained grass.   Surprisingly, that actually eased the pain a bit.                
 
    Straightening up and wiping his mouth, he saw dozens of minotaur warriors staring at him.  Some were smirking at the perceived weakness of the puny human losing his lunch.  Others looked concerned for him.  Molgo stepped out of the crowd and instantly crouched in front of Alexander.  
 
     “I see you have paid a high price to heal my people.  We are grateful.” He took a knee and bowed his head slightly.  Instantly, every warrior in sight took a knee and bowed their heads deeply.  There was a low, rumbling hum, that grew in volume until it vibrated the wood of the tent poles.  It stopped when Molgo returned to his feet.  He assisted Alexander back into the tent, and to his seat.   
 
    Alexander promptly finished inserting the sugar into the remaining potions.  He handed them to Molgo, who bellowed for a guard to come and get them.  The warrior took the bag of potions with a nod of respect toward Alexander, then quickly exited.  Just as he left the tent, Fitz appeared with four healers from Antalia.    
 
    Growling, Molgo reached for his axe.  Alexander held up his hands, saying “Peace, Molgo.  These are the healers I summoned for your people.  And this is the wizard Fitzbindulum, who was kind enough to bring them here.” 
 
    Molgo let go of his weapon and nodded his head.  “Thank you all for coming.  My people have been running and fighting for a full day and night, and the first half of this day.  Many are injured, and we would appreciate your assistance.” 
 
    One of the healers, whose name Alexander didn’t know, stepped forward, holding out a hand, which Molgo shook gently.  “We would be happy to help.  Show us to your wounded.” 
 
    As the chieftain led the healers out of the tent, Fitz stepped over and slapped the back of Alexander’s head.  “Boy, did I not tell you that using magic would be dangerous?” 
 
    Alexander actually smiled.  “You did, grandfather.  But these warriors were dying, and I needed to help.” 
 
    “Grandfather?!  Bah!  I’m old enough to be… well never mind!  Show some respect!” the wizard grumped at him, stalking back and forth across the tent.  “You haven’t got the sense Odin gave a rock!” 
 
    “That may be, Fitz.  But it’s all part of my charm.” His grin was shameless as he watched the old wizard turn red.  Hoping to prevent an explosion, he said “I’ve made a new ally, I think.  One with a thousand warriors nearly the size of Lugs.  And there really are some horribly wounded minotaurs here.  If you hadn’t been so quick to bring the healers, I think several hundred might have died from blood loss or infection.  And I couldn’t have made any more potions.”   He attempted to stand, but his legs were still shaky.  Instead he said “Molgo tells me the leader of the orcs is ruthless.  His name is Borag.  He attacked their city looking to take it for themselves.  They punished him for it, pushing him and his army all the way here.  From the bodies I could see, I think they killed several thousands.  Less than four hundred remain in our forest.” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Fitz waved a dismissive hand at him. “You invited me to the battle group, remember?  I’ve heard all you’ve had to say, and I received the quest notification as well.  Imagine.  A wizard of my age going on a quest.  Ha!” 
 
    “Well, wizard.  Will you help me figure out a way to defeat the orcs?  Without my magic, I feel useless.  I don’t believe I’m thinking straight either.” He gave Fitz his best puppy dog look. 
 
    “Bah!  We’ll not be doing anything for a day or two while you recover, boy!” he switched to battle chat. “Jeeves! Have the orcs moved?”  
 
    “They have not, master wizard.  They appear to be settling into the village.  Many are asleep already.  Several more have died.  A few have gone out hunting.” 
 
    “That settles it.  Conclude your business with the chieftain and I’ll send you back to the keep!”  Fitz’s tone of voice left no room for argument.  The old wizard had no qualms about ordering royalty around like misbehaving children.  Alexander simply nodded his agreement.  The pain was fading, but he was exhausted from the effort.    
 
    Fitz stepped out to send Braxis home, and to see if he could assist the minotaurs in some way.  The grouchy old wizard did have a heart, after all.   Maybe half an hour passed as Alexander recovered.  He’d decided to lay on the floor to relax, and had been chatting with his people while he rested.  When Molgo returned, he got to his feet using the table for balance.   
 
    He said, “I hope our healers have been helpful?” 
 
    The minotaur sat cross-legged on the ground in front of Alexander, who took the hint and sat on the stump.   “Our shamans are already pestering them to teach us some of their healing magic.  Much of it is holy magic, granted by their deities.  But they are teaching what they can as they heal my people.  Many who would have perished of their wounds will live to fight again.” 
 
    He turned and looked toward the exit for a moment.  “As for your wizard, well… he is quite impressive.”  
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes.  “Has he been showing off?  What did he do?  Levitate a squad of your warriors or something?” 
 
    Molgo chuckled, saying “Nothing like that.  You must see for yourself, if you are rested enough?” 
 
    Alexander pushed himself to his feet and led the way out of the tent.  What he saw when he exited made him snort-laugh.   There was a tower.  Not like his wizard’s tower.  This one was four stories high, and maybe a hundred feet wide.  About fifty yards out from the tower it was surrounded by three walls that stood thirty feet high.  Fitz was raising the fourth wall as Alexander watched.  Then with a wave of his hand, a stone fountain formed inside the new courtyard, water bubbling forth and falling into a basin. Turning to the chieftain, Fitz said “There is room for all of your warriors inside.  Should you have a need.” 
 
    Alexander’s gaze shifted to the oversized fighters surrounding them.  Many were standing with mouths open, their gazes shifting from the tower to the wizard.  Others were smiling and nodding heads, or slapping a neighbor’s shoulder and pointing.  Already some were making their way toward the gate opening.    
 
    Seeing the gate, Fitz said “You’ll have to fashion your own gate, but with the number of axes I see around me, I don’t believe you’ll have trouble rounding up timber.” 
 
    Your reputation with Molgo’s tribe had increased to: Respected. 
 
    Molgo turned to them, saying “You have done much for my people today.  People who are complete strangers to you, and who have just pushed a small army of orcs onto your land.  I am afraid I have no way to repay such generosity.”  
 
    Fitz looked at Alexander, raising an eyebrow.  Alexander cleared his throat.  “We are pleased to have met you and your tribe, regardless of the circumstance.  And would be honored if we could call you friends.  There is a war coming.  The drow wizards have risen once again, and their aim is to conquer all of Io.  In the coming days we will need warriors with strength such as yours to help us battle the drow and their minions.” 
 
    Molgo held out a massive paw, and Alexander shook it with all the strength he could muster.  The chieftain said “If you need us, send word to this tower.  Our people will muster and come to your aid.  Our histories speak of the drow wizards as an ancient and formidable enemy.  My people and I could find much honor and glory fighting beside you.” 
 
    Fitz, not one to tolerate niceties, said “Good, then.  We’re all friends.  Now it is time for Alexander to rejoin his people.  I believe his future queen has some words for him…” with a wave of his hand, Alexander was teleported to his sitting room at the keep.    
 
    He dragged his feet as he walked through the study to tumble onto his bed, not bothering to remove any of his gear. Laying his head on a pillow, he closed his eyes and slipped into oblivion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    What’s Left Behind 
 
      
 
    Alexander woke alone in his oversized bed.  Though he’d been alone nearly every morning of his first twenty years, he found that now he missed having a body next to him.  A quick look around the room didn’t reveal the location of his pink bunnymonster.  He checked his UI and saw that it was 7:00am.  By rights Jules should still be in bed, snoring softly or drooling on his chest.  
 
    Getting up, he found that he was still in his full gear, sword at his hip just as when he’d stumbled into bed.  That was odd, too.  He would have thought Jules would have awakened him to strip down.   
 
    Moving through his study, he found Jules and Fibble both sleeping in the sitting room.  Jules was stretched out on a sofa, still wearing her black leather gear.  Fibble was curled up in the fetal position in one of the overstuffed chairs.  He was hugging a pillow larger than himself.   Alexander quietly returned to his study and took a seat, not wanting to disturb the sleepers.  He felt refreshed, having slept about eighteen hours as best he could figure.   
 
    He took out a piece of paper and pen from his desk drawer and began to make a list of the things he needed to accomplish.  It looked something like; 
 
    Fortify the mine 
 
    Scout the village occupied by Borag, create attack plan 
 
    Figure out how to fix my magic 
 
    Check on the fort at the caverns 
 
    Level up our people asap 
 
    Invite the minotaurs to be formal allies. Trading partners? 
 
    Meet with the elves re: alliance 
 
    Find out what Fitz is learning from Baron Dire and the drow prisoners 
 
    Wolf pets from the pack up top? 
 
      
 
    When he heard Jules stirring in the next room, he smiled and added “Feed Jules” to the list.  He set the pen down and stuck the list in his pocket as he waited for his favorite elfess to come to her senses.  With Jules, if she was left alone, waking up was a solid half-hour process.  He didn’t have to wait that long, as Jules’ stirrings woke Fibble.  
 
    The little goblin spotted Alexander and shouted “Boss is awake!” He leapt from his chair and barely touched the ground before leaping atop the desk and wrapping his arms around Alexander’s neck.   
 
    Surprised by the hug, Alexander patted the lil fella’s back.  “I’m happy to see you too, Fibble.” He looked past Fibble’s large head to see Jules peering over the back of the sofa at him.  She was smiling, so he relaxed a bit. Whatever the reason she hadn’t joined him last night, it couldn’t have been that serious.  
 
    Fibble let go and took a step back, then plopped down on his butt atop the desk.  “Fibble thought boss never wake up!  Sleeps long long.” He held up his stick.  “Fibble try to fix, but Fitz say no.  Boss just need rest.  So Fibble and Jules guard!” he grinned at Alexander with his chest puffed out. 
 
    “Thank you Fibble.  And yes, I was very tired.  I did something stupid yesterday.”  He patted the goblin’s shoulder.   
 
    Fibble nodded enthusiastically, his ears flapping. “Yup!   Stupid.  That what Sasha say,  and Lainey,  and Fitz.  Jules also say ‘dorkboy’.  Fibble thought boss name was al’zander?”  The tiny protector looked confused, and Alexander couldn’t help but chuckle.   
 
    “Dorkboy is what they call me when they’re trying to say they love me, Fibble.  It’s a special name.”   
 
    He regretted it as soon as he said it.  “Fibble love boss, too!  Call you dorkboy!” when he heard Jules giggle from the other room, he turned to see her approaching.  “Jules!  Dorkboy awake!” He beamed. 
 
    “I see that.  Thank you, Fibble.  You were a very good protector last night.” She leaned down and kissed the little goblin’s head.  “Now, I think you need some breakfast!” 
 
    Fibble was gone so fast Alexander wasn’t sure he’d actually seen the little guy’s feet move.  There was a slight commotion outside, and he imagined Fibble just bowled into someone on his way down the stairs.  He was going to get up and check, but Jules settled herself into his lap.  She gave him a soft kiss.  “Good morning sleepyhead.” 
 
    “Mmmm thank you.  I missed you when I woke up.” he asked without asking. 
 
    “Fitz.  He wouldn’t let me in the room.  He and a couple other mages were… well they were basically experimenting on you while you slept.  Trying to figure out how to fix you.  I don’t know what time they left, I fell asleep on the couch.  Fibble’s snoring made me sleepy.” She grinned, then kissed him again.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, he had nothing more urgent than breakfast to accomplish for the next little while.  So he lifted Jules as he stood, and carried her back to the sofa she’d slept on.   
 
    Settling them both down, he said “I didn’t like waking up without you.  I know we’ve only known each other a few weeks.  And I only know just a little bit about you or your life outside our little game here.  But I feel as if I’m incomplete without you.” 
 
    Jules snuggled closer to him, burying her face against his neck.  She squeezed him tight, but didn’t speak.  He spent a minute or so just listening to her breathe.  There was a wetness against his neck that he hoped was tears.  Otherwise his beautiful elfess was getting snot or slobber all over him.  When she raised her head to look at him, there were tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I… feel the same.  I know more about you, cuz I’ve asked Sasha and Lainey a ton of questions.  But I’ll tell you anything you want to know about me.  Just ask.” 
 
    Alexander thought briefly before asking “What did you do before you were hurt,  were you in school, or working?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was in school.  Trade school.  I was getting my certification as a mechanic.” She smiled at him, expecting the open mouth and widened eyes when he reacted.  She poked him in the chest. 
 
    “You mean like, fixing cars and such?” he asked.  
 
    “Well, yeah.  Those too.  But I was specializing in robotics.  Everybody’s playing games like Io to earn a living these days.  And a lot of people start as teenagers.  There are people out there who’ve never had any other job.  My dad was a mechanic, and I used to sit with him, hand him tools while he fixed stuff.  He showed me what to do.  And he told me that by the time I was grown, almost nobody would know how to fix anything anymore.  So a mechanic could write her own ticket.” 
 
    Alexander was impressed.  “When we get you out of your pod, you can build robots?  Or like, change the oil in my car!”    
 
    Jules snorted.  “Yes, I can do both.  My pop died when I was fifteen, so I started running his business. Fixing cars and stuff for people in town.  Mom actually ran the business stuff, like paying the bills and taking the money from the customers.   Then she passed away about a year later.  I didn’t want to work the shop anymore, so I sold it and went to school full time.  Mom and pop both had pretty good life insurance, so I had enough money to live on.” 
 
    Now it was Alexander’s turn to squeeze.  He’d known from his dad that Jules didn’t have family at the time she’d been hurt, and that she was a ward of the hospital when he found her.  But he hadn’t heard the details of when or how she lost her family.    
 
    “I’m sorry Jules.  You’ve had a tough life.” 
 
    “Not so tough.” Her voice was cheerful. “I had a wonderful childhood.  My parents loved me, and we had lots of fun times.  I was almost grown when my dad passed.  Yeah, I mean these last few years haven’t been easy.”   She wiped tears from her eyes again, then kissed him.  “But look at me now!  I’m a badass rogue, my boyfriend is super cute and like, the richest boy on earth!  I have lots of friends, and get to do cool stuff every day.  What more could a girl want?” 
 
    “You’re amazing, you know that?  Most people, including me, would be crushed by what you’ve endured.  But you just focus on the good things and keep going.” He stated. 
 
    “Speaking of good things” she got up off his lap and pulled on his hand. “It’s time for pancakes!”  
 
    He allowed himself to be pulled up, and she led him downstairs to the dining area.  There were indeed pancakes available, and he watched as she piled a stack so high he worried it would tip over.  When she saw him staring, she kissed him quickly.   
 
    “Don’t worry, this is for both of us.  Mostly for me, but I’ll share.  Grab the syrup.” she said as she moved toward an empty table.   He did as he was told and picked up a couple plates, forks, and bottle of syrup. 
 
    They enjoyed their breakfast, talking with the various folks who sat with them as they ate.  Alexander kept glancing sidelong at Jules as she laughed between mouthfuls of pancakey goodness.  He’d fallen for her almost from the moment they met.  He knew it initially came from some desire to protect her in her wounded and vulnerable state.  But now she didn’t seem vulnerable at all.  His dad said she was recovering inside her pod.  And she was a much different woman in-game now, compared to the way she was when they’d found her.   
 
    “I don’t know how many years I have left.  But I know I want to spend them with her.”  He thought. 
 
    She caught him looking and flashed a bright smile his way.  Her teeth were full of syrupy pancake bits, the sight made him chuckle.  She leaned in and gave him a sticky kiss on the cheek, much to the amusement of the gathered citizens.   
 
    After breakfast, Jules disappeared to her shop.  She claimed to be working on an important project.  If it was anything like the dress she’d made for herself before, Alexander was all for it. 
 
    From his seat at the table he could see Brick and Grumpy already pounding away in the dragon forge.  They still needed weapons and armor for some of their citizens, and battle was imminent. Speaking of battle, he needed to know if Fitz had fixed his magic.  He pulled out a small piece of obsidian and began the Undying enchantment.   
 
    Instantly he felt nauseous and his gut clenched.  He put the stone away.  “Guess that answers that question.” He said aloud.   
 
    He sat for a while, breathing deeply and willing the feeling to go away.  As he waited, he noted a stream of people going back and forth across the courtyard.  Those who were walking away from the donjon were carrying glowing weapons.  Clearly someone had the presence of mind to instruct the citizens to have their weapons blessed at the temple.  Another thing he should’ve thought of himself.   Reminded of his list, he pulled it out.   
 
    Opening guild chat, he said “Good morning Lorian.  Any activity around the caverns?” 
 
    “None, Alexander.  Unless you count a wrestling match between the rock trolls.  They knocked down a few trees and made a lot of noise, but neither was seriously injured.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lorian.  If you’ve got time today, I’d like to speak with you about going to meet your people.  Nothing urgent.” 
 
    “I’ll stop and see you this evening, Alexander.” Lorian’s response sounded grim.  Alexander imagined he wasn’t anxious to return to the people who had shunned him for being a halfling bastard.   Although Alexander’s avatar was a full-blooded light elf, he wondered if they would treat him any better, knowing he was an adventurer.  
 
    Alexander said aloud. “Jeeves, please monitor the orcs.  Let me know if any move further south than the village.” 
 
    “Several have ventured south already, Alexander.  They appear to be hunting parties.  Some have already returned with food.  None have traveled as far as the bridge.  I will alert you, if any do so.” 
 
    “Lorian, ask your hunters to spread out along the river to watch for any orcs attempting to cross, please.”  
 
    “Of course, Alexander.” Lorian replied. “A few are already north of the river.  I’ll have them pull back.  If there is a crossing, do you want them to engage?” 
 
    Alexander considered for a moment.  On the one hand, he’d be risking the lives of his people in such an engagement.  Not to mention it might speed the inevitable conflict.  On the other hand, he didn’t like the idea of orcs lurking close to his people at the tower.  They might attack the defenseless farmers.   Or even make it all the way south and drop a big rock on the keep. 
 
    “If our people have a clear advantage in numbers or position, and can kill an orc or two with minimal risk to themselves, they can attack.  If we can pick off an individual scout from across the water, or from a hidden position in the trees, then go ahead.” 
 
    With his magic still broken, there was not much Alexander could do to help fortify the mine.  Grimble and the rock trolls would have to do the best they could.  So he decided to focus his attention on the orcs.  He needed a plan, and he needed some input from the others.   
 
    Opening guild chat, he said “I’m calling a meeting to discuss the best way to take out the orcs.  I’d like all guild members in the great hall in thirty minutes, please. Lugs, if you and your group are out of range, don’t sweat it.” 
 
    Lainey answered “We’re only about two miles out from the keep.  We’ll be there.” 
 
    Alexander was frustrated at not being able to teleport.  He’d gotten so used to having the ability to go where he wanted with a thought.  He wanted to go check on the caverns, help out at the mine, or go retrieve Lainey’s group from the forest.   He should convince Fitz to teach a few of the others teleportation magic.   
 
    Speaking of Fitz, he wondered if the wizard was here in the keep, or back at Stormforge interrogating the baron and the drow.  He walked over to the wizard’s tower and shouted up toward the nearest window.   
 
    “Fitz!  Fitz are you there?” 
 
    After a full minute, with no response, he turned away.  With the phylactery in his possession, and the leverage it gave him over the baron, Fitz was likely spending every moment he could with the undead necromancer.  
 
    Leaving the wizard’s tower behind, he went to Silverbeard’s office.  The old dwarf was at his desk, which was covered in three roughly organized piles of parchment.  “Master Silverbeard, have you had any experience fighting orcs?” 
 
    “Aye lad.  Them beasties ha’ tried many times to take Broken Mountain outposts.  I’ve killed more’n me share!”  
 
    “Would you mind sharing some knowledge about them with the rest of us?  A few of us have fought them in dungeons or in small groups.  But we’ve never gone up against a small army such as we face now.  There will be nearly 400 of them.”  Alexander asked. 
 
    “O’ course I will.  And there be others here who’ve fought them.  Grimble, fer sure.  Likely Lorian as well.  Some o’ the guards.  Fitz and Kai, too.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “That’s good to know.  I’m sorry to disturb you.  I’ll leave you to your work.  See you in the great hall for the meeting.”   
 
    He rose and left Silverbeard’s office.   Walking down the corridor, he made for Sasha’s lab.  He found her there, an array of ingredients and vials in front of her on a workbench.  A small flame was heating a beaker full of blue liquid.   Alexander asked, “Mana potions?” 
 
    “Yup!  Not that they’d do YOU any good, dork.  You just HAD to go and push yourself again, didn’t you?” She glared at him like he’d just stolen her last ho-ho at lunchtime. 
 
    “Yeah, speaking of pushing myself. I used up all the common health potions I had, making them into the enchanted ones for the minotaurs.  Have you got some more I can reload with? I can get sugar from the kitchen.” 
 
    Sasha’s eyebrows furrowed, and she practically growled at him.  “Why? So you can push yourself again?  What part of ‘don’t use magic’ do you not understand?” 
 
    Alexander held up his hands in surrender.  “Whoa there, sparky.  I’m not planning to use them now.  I’ll save them for when my mana is fixed.  It’s just, we may be real busy for the next few days, and I wanted to reload while I was thinking about it.” 
 
    Sasha looked as if she wanted to argue some more.  Instead, she sighed, and said “Fine! There are a few hundred of them over there.  I was planning on having you or Lydia enchant them.  Take some.  But if I catch you trying to enchant them before you’re fixed, I’ll cut your damn head off myself, experience loss or no!” 
 
    Alexander stepped forward and wrapped his arms around the small angry redhead.  She resisted for a moment, then hugged him back.  “I love you, too.” He whispered in her ear before letting her go.  She just rolled her eyes at him and turned back to her work.  
 
    He helped himself to fifty of the common health potions, putting them into one of the slots in his bag.  Leaving Sasha’s lab, he went to the kitchen and asked Mattie for sugar cubes.  “We don’t have cubes just now.  Only loose sugar.  But I can make ya some cubes if you can wait till morning.” 
 
    “Morning is just fine.  Or the next morning, for that matter.” Alexander smiled at her.  He pulled out one of the health potion vials.  “Can you make them so they’ll fit in here?  Right now I have to cut them in half to get them inside.” 
 
    Mattie took the vial and looked at it.  She set it down on a cutting board and used a bit of charcoal to trace around the tube before giving it back.  “I’ll make sure they fit.  Do they need to be cubes?” 
 
    “Nope.  Sugar sticks, balls, I don’t care.  As long as they’re solid and they fit inside without overflowing the potion.” Alexander replied. 
 
    “I’ll have them for ya tomorrow.” Mattie promised.  Then she shooed him away so she could get back to work.  
 
    Alexander made his way back to the great hall.  Either Silverbeard or Lola had been thoughtful enough to have chairs set up, and there were now a dozen rows of chairs facing a table with ten chairs in front.  He took a seat at the center of the table and waited for the others to arrive.   Brick and Grumpy arrived first, taking seats in the first row.   Lola came next with Grimble and Lorian.  Silverbeard entered from a side door and joined Alexander at the head table.  Sasha and Jules entered together and sat next to Alexander as well.  Jules gave him a quick peck on the cheek.  Sasha Gibbs-smacked the back of his head.   
 
    They made small-talk while the guild members drifted in.  Pollock and his group were among the last to arrive, followed only by Lugs, Helga, Lainey, Benny, and Beatrix.    
 
    Alexander called out “Benny, can you close the doors, please? I think that’s everyone who’s coming.” 
 
    Once they were all seated, he said “In case any of you have missed it, we have an army of nearly 400 orcs camped out in the northern village.  They’re commanded by an orc named Borag.  Anyone who didn’t get the quest that I shared, raise your hand.”  He waited a moment, but no hands went up.  “Good!  Now, I called this meeting to discuss how we go about eliminating this threat to our kingdom.”  Several heads nodded along. 
 
    “The way I figure it, we have three options.  We can attack the village.  We can ambush them if they move south, maybe as they cross the river.  Or we can wait for them to come to us and fight them at the garrison tower.”  Alexander paused to let the crowd think this over.  There was some murmuring as people consulted each other. 
 
    “Master Silverbeard has some experience fighting large forces of orcs.  Grimble, he thought you might have some as well?”  When the new minister of mining nodded his head, Alexander said “Please join me up here.  Anyone else?” 
 
    Lorian and Kai both approached the table.  Surprisingly, so did Thea.  When they were all seated, Alexander said “I’ll start with you, master Silverbeard.  Which of those three scenarios do you think best?  Or do you have an alternate to propose?” 
 
    Silverbeard cleared his throat.  “Ye canno’ attack the village.  Ye’d be givin them the advantage.  Cover to fight from, the chance to bring big numbers ta bear.  Ye might win, but it’d cost ye.  If’n ye were to ambush them on the bridge, ye’d be able to control em.  A line o’ shields across the bridge would mean only ten or twenty ta fight at once.  The others’ll be standin around dyin o’ arrows n spells.  That’d be me choice.” 
 
    Grimble and the others all nodded their heads.  
 
     Just in case, Alexander asked the group. “Anyone disagree?”   None did. “Okay, then we’re resolved to fight them at the bridge.  Let’s talk strategy.” 
 
    For the next hour, the group up front discussed possible tactics with input from those in the chairs.  Plans were made, then backup plans.  Then a different plan was made in case the orcs somehow crossed the river and attacked the garrison tower.   Nearly everyone in the room offered a suggestion or volunteered for a specific task. 
 
    It was decided that unless the orcs moved, the guild would spend a couple days trying to level themselves a bit more and preparing for the battle.  The smiths would need some time at the forge, as would the carpenters.  Alexander was hoping to find a way to fix his magic as well.  
 
    As the group disbanded, Lainey reported that she’d flown to Whitehall as requested, and investigated the dungeon there.  It had indeed been reoccupied by demons.  From the few she’d seen, they were level 30-35.   She was going to take Lugs and his group through to help them level a bit.  Alexander reminded her to destroy the portal stone if they found one.  No point in making it easy for them.  And she promised to warn the mayor of Whitehall, so that his people could keep close watch.   
 
    Alexander went to the kitchen and requested a couple of boar carcasses be brought up to the gryphon roost on the wall.  Jeeves assigned a stone golem to carry them, and it followed him up the stairs.   Reaching the entrance, Alexander called out.  He had the golem set the pigs by the door and sent it back to whatever duties Jeeves had for it.   
 
    Braxis emerged from the roost and bowed his head.  Alexander returned the gesture, and said “I wanted to thank you and your flock for your help yesterday.” Motioning to the boars, he said “Just a little gift.”   Braxis turned to inspect the meat, then let out a squawk.  The two female gryphons emerged from the roost, each taking a pig in their beaks and retreating inside.  Braxis lowered his head and gently butted Alexander’s chest before turning and following the females.  Alexander, who had intended to ask Braxis for a ride back up to see the minotaurs, just shook his head.  He accepted the dismissal and retreated back down to the courtyard.  
 
    It being only mid-morning, he decided to visit the eastern tower up on the plateau and investigate the secret room Jeeves had shown him.  Without his earth magic, he figured he’d need some assistance, so he went in search of Norval.  Climbing the stairs to his quarters, he checked there first.  He found Norval and his fellow dwarf inside the lab.  They seemed to be working on a mechanism on the interior wall.   
 
    “Good morning, Norval.” Alexander greeted him.  “What is that?” he nodded toward the wall opening with gears and rods inside. 
 
    “We figgered it’d be good if ye could let yerself out, when ye was done workin!” the dwarf grinned.  “I mean, ye could just melt the wall yerself.  But if her ladyship were ta wander in here, ye’d not want her trapped, would ye?” 
 
    Alexander pretended to think it over.  “Well….”  
 
    This earned bellowing laughs from both dwarves.  When it subsided, he said “Norval I was thinking of investigating that room in the east tower up top.  Any interest in coming with me?” 
 
    The dwarf took a moment to confer with his colleague “Aye, Norin here can finish yer door.  Let’s be goin.” 
 
    Norval then followed Alexander downstairs.  As soon as they approached the teleportation mirror, Captain Taylor appeared seemingly out of nowhere with his squad.  “Pardon, Alexander, but you weren’t thinking of leaving the keep without us.  Were you?” 
 
    “Holy crap, Taylor!” Alexander jumped.  “How the hell… have you been following me this whole time?”  He looked over his shoulder as if expecting men in dark glasses with earpieces.  
 
    “No, sir.  But I have men monitoring every exit.  Since you can’t teleport, it’s pretty easy to keep track of you.” He grinned and shrugged his shoulders.  Alexander shook his head.  “Well, to tell you the truth, I was going to leave without you.  Not on purpose.  I just didn’t consider it.  My apologies.” 
 
    They used the mirror to get to the garrison tower, then walked to Bodine and Regina’s quarters.   Alexander called out to Bodine.  “Feel like taking a walk to the east tower? 
 
    Bodine emerged with Regina and the monkeys.  “Certainly.  Though I’m afraid all the wolves are out patrolling, along with the bears and tiger.” 
 
    Alexander smiled, summoning Tigger.  “Well, here’s a tiger.” Then he motioned to Taylor and his squad. “And I brought my own wolves.” 
 
    “Dragons, sir.” Taylor corrected him. 
 
    “What?” Alexander turned to look at the squad. “Dragons?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Your entire guard force.  We are the Elysian Dragons, sir.” He pointed to the dragon pin on his chest.  Then snapped to attention and saluted with fist to chest.  His guards copied the gesture.  
 
    “I stand corrected, Bodine.  I brought a whole squad of dragons with me.” He grinned.   
 
    Regina laughed and smiled at Taylor.  “Right pretty dragons, too.  All shiny and fierce.”  Taylor remained at attention but winked at her.   
 
    Alexander said “At ease, Captain Taylor.  We’re headed to the east tower.  We’ve been there before, and expect to run across some very large wolves.  They were friendly enough last time we met, but be prepared.  And there may be dire wolves in the area.” 
 
    Taylor looked around.  “Any chance you’d be willing to take a few more along, sir?” 
 
    Alexander thought about it for a moment.  “I don’t want to move too many of our guards from the keep.  Give me a moment.”   He opened guild chat.  “Pollock?  Any chance you and your guys are on the plateau?  We’re going to the east tower.  Thought you might want to take the chance to make friends with those big wolves…” 
 
    “We were just heading up there to hunt some more.  Max is with us.  Be there in five.” 
 
    Alexander said “I suggest you each bring some meat.  In case you have need of bribes.” 
 
    Alexander informed Taylor, who was a citizen but not a guild member.  Now that he thought about it, Alexander didn’t see why.  So he sent guild invites to Taylor and the other three captains.  All four accepted immediately.  Taylor bowed his head in thanks as messages of welcome flowed across the guild chat.  
 
     While they waited, Jake and Bobby took their places atop Tigger’s back.  Bodine made a whistling sound and a small hawk flew out of the barn to land on his arm.  He communicated with it for a moment, and it took flight headed east.  “Peregrine will scout for us.”  
 
    Regina and Bodine went back inside to grab some gear, and Alexander equipped a bow and quiver.  When Taylor looked at him with raised eyebrows, he said, “I’m an elf.  I was born with some skill with the bow.  But, I am by no means talented.  I thought I might get a little practice in.”     
 
    Taylor nodded and grabbed a hay bale near the barn.  He trotted toward the wall and set the bale on its end about a hundred feet away.  Then he produced a melon of some kind and set it on top.   Stepping away, he motioned for Alexander to shoot away. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Alexander drew an arrow from his quiver and nocked it.  He really hadn’t fired a bow since his earliest days as a noob on Io.  His proficiency hadn’t been high then.  He doubted it was any better now.  Still, he sighted down the arrow shaft, raised the bow a bit, and loosed. 
 
    The arrow leapt from his bow and thudded into the bale about a foot below the melon.  A few chuckles sounded from the guards behind him, but Taylor carefully maintained a poker face.  Alexander drew another arrow and sighted again.  This time he raised the bow a bit higher, and drew the string further.  When he loosed, he could feel the difference.  He knew immediately he would hit the target, and he did.  It wasn’t dead center.  His arrow sort of skimmed the top of the melon as it passed by, rolling it off the bale.   Still, he got a sort of golf clap applause from his guards, and a slow-clap from Max, who had joined them while Alexander was distracted. 
 
    “Nice shootin, Tex” Max congratulated him.  “You tryin to take my job?” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes.  “Yeah.  Didn’t anybody tell you?  We’re swapping.  You’re gonna be king, I’m gonna be a slacker creeping thru the woods sneaking up on bunnies and squirrels.” 
 
    “Squirrels are harder to sneak up on than you think.  As for bunnies… I ain’t Lugs.” Both men shivered slightly before laughing.  Alexander said, “I’m just trying to be useful without my magic.” 
 
    Taylor approached and handed Alexander his two arrows.  “Orcs and wolves are larger than melons.  You should be fine.” He deadpanned.  Max guffawed.  So did Norval.  
 
    Regina and Bodine returned, and the group headed out the gate.  They made their way east without incident.  Though at one point Max hissed at Alexander and pointed to a fuzzy bunny a short distance away.  Alexander scowled at him and mimed shooting at Max instead.  
 
    When they arrived at the tower, they found the door closed this time.  As they approached, Alexander said “Jeeves is there anyone inside the east garrison tower?” 
 
    “No Alexander.  It has remained closed since your last visit, and I sense nothing living inside.” 
 
    “Thank you Jeeves.  Please open the door for us, and let me know if you sense anyone other than our party within your range.” 
 
    The door opened, and one of Taylor’s men moved inside.  Alexander waited for the ‘all-clear’ before stepping inside himself.  Taylor stationed two of his men to guard the door.  Alexander motioned to Norval.   
 
    “You remember where it is?” 
 
    “Hah!  I be a dwarf.  Ye can’t show me a secret room n expect I’ll ever forget it!” Norval stepped toward the store room under the stairs where there had been a trap door in the garrison tower.  He opened the door.  
 
    Alexander said “Jeeves, lights please.”  A ceiling light in the store room turned on.  Norval nodded his thanks, then knelt to place a hand on the floor.  He closed his eyes and used the earth magic inherent to most dwarves.  After nearly a minute, he stood and moved to the back wall of the room.  A quick search with his hands, and he pushed on a bit of stone that looked no different than any other.   
 
    A section of the floor slab slid aside to reveal a stairway leading down.  Before Alexander could ask, a series of lights on the wall activated.  “Thank you, Jeeves.” Alexander said.  He motioned at Norval, who drew a hammer and shield and led the way.  Two of Taylor’s men went next, followed by Alexander and the others.  Tigger and the monkeys stayed up top.  Bobby actually seemed to be asleep. 
 
    The stairway led downward in a spiral about twenty feet.  At the bottom was an ironwood door with arcane symbols etched into it.   Alexander looked around.  “Anybody here able to read this?”   When nobody spoke up, he asked Norval “Can you detect any traps or mechanisms?” 
 
    Once again the dwarf used his magic to explore the doorway, the frame, and the floor beneath.  “No physical traps.  I canno’ tell if there be magic.” 
 
    Alexander said “Fine.  I’ll open it.  The rest of you, move back up the stairs until you’re out of sight.  In case this thing explodes.  A couple of you have your shields up and ready.”  
 
    Taylor started to object, but Pollock beat him to it.   “You can’t go and get yourself killed, your Highness.” He emphasized the title.   “I’ll open the door.”   
 
    Alexander bristled, but Taylor didn’t give him the chance to argue.   Moving between Alexander and the door, he herded his king up the stairs.  As soon as they were situated, Alexander grumpily called down. “Go ahead.” 
 
    There was a sound of a latch being released, and a loud extended squeal of rusted hinges.  Then Pollock let out a wild scream.  “Aaaaaaaaargh!” 
 
    Alexander and the others rushed down the stairs.  Not seeing Pollock in the hallway, Alexander drew his sword and rushed inside right behind Norval and Taylor.  The first thing he saw was Pollock on the ground just inside and to the right of the door.  He was rolling face down, both hands gripping his stomach.  His sword and shield layed next to him.  Alexander knelt, thinking the warrior was wounded.   
 
    But as Pollock rolled back to face him, he burst out  “HA!  You should see your faces!”  He rolled back over, holding his stomach.    
 
    Alexander kicked him in the leg as the man continued to laugh.   
 
    When he caught his breath, he said “I’m sorry.  But how often do you get a chance like that?” 
 
    Alexander looked away from the prankster and examined the room.   It was maybe forty feet square, with lights every ten feet or so along the walls.  There were no other exits that he could see.  The ceiling was high, nearly twenty feet above the floor, and an ornate light hung on a chain in the middle.  
 
    There were several crates along one wall, and a few upright barrels.  The opposite wall, the one nearest Pollock, held several weapons racks and some stone shelves.   The racks were full, and Taylor moved to inspect them along with Pollock, who had gotten to his feet.  Pollock’s companions moved to start checking the barrels.  
 
    Norval looked at Alexander, who nodded.  The dwarf began to search the walls and floor for more switches or doorways.  Dwarves were very particular about such secrets, and honor demanded he get permission before searching them out.     
 
    Taylor whistled as he lifted a saber from the rack.  It was one of several identical looking blades.   
 
    “These are dwarven steel.  Some of the best quality I’ve ever seen.” He held it up for the others to examine.    
 
    Norval took a quick look and agreed.  “Aye.  Crafted long ago by me brethren.  Good blades.” He nodded and went back to searching.   Taylor looked longingly at the blade.   
 
    Alexander grinned, then covered it with his hand.  “How many of them are there, captain?” 
 
    Taylor made a quick count.  “Ten, sir.”   
 
    He stepped aside so Alexander could see the rack for himself.  Alexander stepped forward and made a show of examining them.   
 
    “In my world, military officers carry sabers as a symbol of their rank.  I think it would only be proper if you and the other captains each carried one.” 
 
    Taylor’s eyes widened, and a smile grew from ear to ear.  “Yes, sir.   Only proper, sir!” He said as he lifted a scabbard from the rack and sheathed the blade, then fastened it to his belt.  He took a few experimental steps around the room, gauging how it felt. “This will do nicely, sir.” 
 
    Norval spoke up again.  “The blades be too long fer the dwarf captains to wear about the waist.  But they’ll be honored by the gift, don’t ye doubt.”  
 
    Alexander hadn’t thought of that. The sabers were indeed long blades, and a dwarven waist stood less than three feet off the ground.  The tip of the scabbard would drag on the ground.  “Taylor, check the other racks.  Are there similar quality axes or hammers?” 
 
    Again, Norval spoke up. “Aye.  I noticed ‘em right off. That last rack on the left there.” 
 
    Alexander and Taylor moved together to the indicated rack.  There were a score each of one-handed hammers and two-handed axes.  All were made of the same steel as the sabers.  Indeed, it seemed that was the case for every weapon in the room.  Even the spears had dwarven steel heads.  Alexander said “Taylor, take a couple of each back to the keep.  Let the dwarven captains choose which they prefer.   And take a saber for Jenkins.  
 
    Pollock cleared his throat suggestively.  Alexander looked to him and his men.  All four of them were practically salivating.  “I’m guessing these weapons are better than what you’re carrying?” 
 
    Pollock nodded enthusiastically.  “Much!  And the shields, too…” 
 
    Alexander smiled.  “Okay, each of you gear up.  Don’t take the sabers, hammers, or axes.  I’m reserving those for our current and future officers.   Also, I want you to grab all those spears and take them back with us.  Give them to Lugs when you see him.  Taylor, tell your dragons to choose from among the other weapons as well.  Take enough back to supply all the guards.” 
 
    He turned to Norval.  “And of course, as my thanks, you may choose whatever weapon or shield you like.” Then he looked to Bodine and Regina.  “Regina, there are some very nice daggers there.” He pointed to a shelf.  “Bodine, I don’t know what weapon you favor.” 
 
    Bodine smirked at him. “Wolves.  I never have to sharpen them.”  
 
    Alexander said “Yes, well.  If you see a weapon you’d like, just let me know.”   
 
    Bodine moved toward the racks and began to look through the selection.   While his people all geared themselves up, Alexander moved over to the crates and barrels.  Using a dagger, he pried open the top of the nearest barrel.   It was filled with crossbow quarrels.  Each made of steel with wickedly barbed tips.  Alexander used his Identify skill. 
 
    Barrel of Bolts 
 
    Quality: Uncommon 
 
    Quantity: 500 
 
    It was Alexander’s turn to whistle.  He said “Taylor, how many crossbows do we have in the armory?” 
 
    Taylor joined him next to the barrel, looking inside.  He laughed. “Not nearly enough, it seems.  I’ll get the smiths to start crafting some.” He looked around. “If each of these barrels hold the same, we could take down an army before they ever reached our walls.” 
 
    Alexander pictured his citizens manning the walls of the keep, every one of them aiming a crossbow at approaching demons.  A wicked smile appeared on his face.  “A few hundred of them, at least.  These things take a bit of time to reload.  And not everyone will be accurate.” 
 
    He left Taylor to open the remaining barrels as he moved to a large crate.  His dagger proved insufficient to pry open the crate, but Taylor located a pry bar nearby.  Together they managed to pry out the nails and lift the lid from the crate.  Inside were two rows of steel crossbows.  Smaller than Alexander was used to, they were slim and sleek. The stocks and barrels together were less than three feet long and the arms were made of spring steel.  Even the string was some kind of flexible braided steel.  Each weapon had a box underneath it, just ahead of the trigger.  A bent rod stuck out of the box.  
 
    Alexander lifted one from the crate, and called to Norval.  The dwarf stepped closer and took the weapon.  Seeing the box, he said.  “Let me show ye.  Get me a bolt.”   Taylor, who had one in each hand, gave one to Norval.  The others gathered around as the dwarf explained.  “These be from a regiment o’ archers we ain’t used at Broken Mountain fer many an age.  See how small n dainty?”  He lifted the crossbow and set the stock to his left shoulder.  With his right, he set the bolt in his teeth and grabbed the bent rod with his right hand.  He cranked the rod forward, and the string began to retract toward the stock.  After five seconds, the crank halted, and the dwarf dropped the bolt into the groove ahead of the string.   
 
    Turning toward the door, he pulled the trigger.  The string gave a metallic twang, and the bolt sped away too fast to follow.  There was a loud crack as the thing buried itself halfway into the ironwood.  The guards and Pollock’s guys made appreciative noises.  
 
    Alexander turned back to the dwarf. “Very impressive.  But… why would your people stop using them?” 
 
    Norval held up a finger.  “I ain’t done yet.”  He looked to Taylor.  “I need two bolts.”  As Taylor stepped back to the barrel to retrieve another, the dwarf reached into the crate and lifted another crossbow.   He was now holding one in each hand.  When Taylor returned, he said “In me mouth, sharp end out.”   Taylor looked at the dwarf as if he were insane, but held the two quarrels up to the dwarf’s mouth.  He took them one at a time, on each side of his mouth.  
 
    “Alright, this be how they’re meant to be used.” He turned and stepped to the nearest wall.  Putting a stock to each shoulder, he leaned against the wall so that the crossbows were pressed between his shoulder and the wall.  Letting go, he grabbed a crank with each hand and quickly cranked both crossbows.  Then he dropped both bolts into their slots at the same time, turned, and fired both weapons into the door.  He quickly turned and pinned the crossbows to the wall again and cranked both.  He turned and was ready to fire less than ten seconds after the two bolts hit the door.  
 
    “Damn!” Max whispered.  “That’s the closest thing Io has to a repeating rifle.”  The others were just as impressed.  Several were stepping forward to lift one of the weapons from the crate.   
 
    Alexander said “That was even more impressive.  But once again, why would your people stop using such an effective weapon?” 
 
    Norval grinned.  “Ye see how small ‘n light they be?” he asked.  When Alexander nodded, he said “D’ye be thinkin I couldn’t do the same with a much bigger, heavier crossbow?”   
 
    Alexander thought about it, then said “Probably not as fast…”  
 
    “Bah!  I can lift a hunnert pounds with each hand, ne’er breakin a sweat!  These here be fer the lady dwarves ta use.  Like Thea.   She be stronger than any human, but only half as strong as me.” 
 
    Alexander was starting to understand.  “So your people had entire regiments of female archers that used these two at a time?   And you stopped using them because…”   
 
    “Dwarven children be rare enough without putting our wives ’n daughters into battle to be killed.  We lost too many in them days.  It were necessary during the great wars.  But no more.”  Norval’s voice turned grim.  Alexander remembered Thalgrin saying something about the rarity of dwarven children after the battle at Whitehall.   “I’m sorry.  I should not have pried.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugged, setting the weapons down.  “It be no great secret.  Just not something we prefer to jabber about.” He walked toward the back wall to resume his search.  
 
    Alexander let him go without further comment.  The group returned to the crates.  There were three of the large crates, each with thirty crossbows.   Each of the men and Regina took turns cranking and loading one.  For the men it took little effort. Regina strained a bit, but managed to crank it back in about ten seconds.  It went faster when she leaned against the wall as Norval had.     
 
    Taylor spoke up.  “Ninety of these, placed along the wall, each firing every ten seconds or so…” 
 
    Alexander corrected him.  “Not ninety.  We need to divide them up.  Some should go to the keep, some should stay up here.  In case we must fight in more than one place at once.  And we should create a mobile squad of… say a dozen archers?  To use these on smaller groups outside the walls.” He took one and slung it over his shoulder, and put a second in his bag.  Then he went to the barrel and transferred a couple dozen quarrels into his bag.   “Each of you put some of these in your bags.  We’ll leave thirty of them at the garrison tower for now.  The rest we’ll take to the keep.  Taylor, I want you and your men training citizens starting in the morning.”  
 
    They continued opening crates and barrels.  It turned out only two of the barrels contained quarrels, so they had 1,000 total.    The third barrel they opened was filled with a clear oil.   
 
    When Taylor called that out, Norval said “It be replacement parts.  Gears and strings and such.  Should be enough ta rebuild every one o’ them one time.  There’ll be another barrel of the same.”  Taylor quickly opened the next barrel and confirmed that.   
 
    Alexander said “We’ll leave those here for now.  Fitz or Kai will have to come and teleport them.  One each to the keep and the tower.” 
 
    The rest of the crates contained an assortment of armor pieces, shields, tools, rope, nails, and unworked steel bars.  They found a smith’s anvil behind the crates as well.   Another barrel contained several books, which Alexander claimed for himself.  He didn’t take time to look through them.  He had to resist the urge to teleport the barrel to his study.  
 
    Pollock was looking around, a thoughtful expression on his face.  He asked “Norval, can you tell me something?  When this tower was occupied.  During the demon war.  Was this stuff considered… rare?  Or very valuable?” 
 
    Norval caught his meaning.  “Nay.  This were pretty common stock at tha’ time. Valuable, ta be sure.  All dwarven-crafted weapons have value.  But there woulda been thousands just like these here.” He looked around.  “Yer wonderin why these be down here, not in the storage room above.”  Pollock nodded. 
 
    Norval paced the room.  “I dunno.  It may be they were placed here when the battle looked grim.  Ta keep the enemy from findin’ what our people couldn’t carry away.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “It’s possible I suppose.  But when we searched the tower the other day, it didn’t look like the place had been overrun.  Everything was clean and undisturbed.” 
 
    Norval didn’t answer.  He knelt and placed a hand on the floor, searching with his magic.  When he found nothing, he resumed his circuit of the walls.  The others resumed their inspection and selection of weapons and gear.  Bodine had chosen a six-foot ironwood staff with a steel cap at each end.  He moved to the middle of the room and spun the staff a few times, making a couple of strikes at invisible enemies.  Then he jumped toward one of the now empty crossbow crates and hit it with an overhead strike.  The steel end of the staff smashed through the wood with ease.  When the others turned in alarm, he looked sheepish.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Impressed with the damage, Regina hefted a similar staff.  She smiled at the weight of it, and used it to prod gently at her husband.  “We’ll be twins.”    
 
    Alexander told her “When I have my magic back, I can put enchantments on those for you.  Extra strength, or light, or whatever.”  He was going to offer to enchant the quarrels as well, when Norval shouted “Ha!” 
 
    Alexander turned in time to see the dwarf looking at the anvil.  “If yer a demon, and ye break into this room, what’s the most useless thing ye’d see?”  He bent down and put a hand on the anvil.  “Demonkind don’t craft as we do.  They’d have no need for this here heavy hunk o’ metal.” He took hold of the anvil and lifted with his legs, moving the thing to one side.  “That’d make this here a good place to hide yer valuables.” 
 
    He pressed down on one side of the stone square that had been covered by the anvil.  The stone flipped on its side, revealing an opening underneath.  Norval reached inside and withdrew a small chest, and a leather bag of holding.   He set them both atop a crate for Alexander to inspect.  Alexander opened the chest first, of course.  Inside were several maps and documents.  He lifted those out carefully, intending to study them later.  Underneath was a diamond the size of an eyeball set into a velvet casing.  There was also a metal ring with three keys on it.” 
 
    Taylor offered.  “Three towers, three keys?”    
 
    Alexander nodded.  “That might be.  We’ll figure that out later.  He set everything back into the chest and closed it.  Next he moved to the bag.  He Inspected it quickly. 
 
    Bag of Eternity 
 
    Quality: Epic 
 
    This bag of holding contains 200 slots.  It reduces the weight of any item inside it by 99% 
 
    Bonus feature: Living matter up to a weight of ten pounds can be safely stored within. The item will be in a state of temporal suspension until removed. 
 
    Max, who had also inspected the bag, gave a long whistle.  “Know who that would be perfect for?  Your lootmaster!” He grinned, holding out a hand.   Shaking his head no, Alexander promptly equipped the bag, then checked its inventory.   
 
    He noted it was about half full, but did not take the time to examine the contents.   “It says it can hold living things up to ten pounds.” He looked at Bodine. “How much do the cheeky monkeys weigh?” 
 
    Bodine snorted.  “You’re not putting my monkeys in that thing.” He said as Regina looked mortified.   Alexander relented.  “No, I’ll test it on a mouse or a fish or something.”  He lifted the chest and put it into his new bag.  It truly was an item fit for a king.  
 
    Finished with their exploration, the group loaded up their bags with weapons and gear. Alexander filled several of the slots in his new bag with crossbows and quarrels, shields and swords.  He also cleared all the small items from the shelves.  He’d give them to Silverbeard to look through.    
 
    When they left the room and climbed the stairs back to the storage area, Norval activated the trigger again closing the floor.  The group proceeded outside where a few of Taylor’s men handed upgraded swords and shields to the two guards.  As they were accepting the gifts, one of the guards said “We’ve seen a couple of those wolves.  They’ve been moving through the trees, watching us.” 
 
    Bodine immediately stepped forward with his hands outstretched and empty.  Tigger walked next to him.  Alexander could see that both monkeys were clearly asleep now.  Jake was on his back, paws poking lazily upward, while Bobby was face-down with his butt in the air like an infant.  
 
    Bodine spoke to the trees.  “Its alright, friends. Its us. You remember us.” He said quietly.  A moment later three wolves emerged from behind trees.  They padded forward casually, stopped a few feet from Bodine.  Alexander was taken aback again by the size of the canines.  They stood nearly as tall at the shoulder as Tigger.  The one in the middle, whom Bodine quietly identified as the alpha female, weighed at least five hundred pounds.   She sat on her haunches as the other two stood guard on either flank.  Staring at Bodine, she tilted her head to one side as if curious.  He stepped forward, his hands held in front of him.  When he was close enough, she gave them a sniff, then licked one of them.  Her tail began to thump the ground, and the other two wolves relaxed.   
 
    In complete silence and without warning, a dozen more wolves emerged from the trees all around them.  In seconds the group was completely surrounded.    
 
    Bodine’s calm voice instructed them.  “Stay calm.  They’ve decided to be friendly.  But sudden or aggressive movements might change that.”  He reached into his bag and produced a chunk of meat that looked like it might have been a rabbit.  The alpha female took it gently from his hand and set it down in front of her.  She gave a short woof, and several wolf pups ran forward from somewhere behind and began a five-way tug of war on the carcass.  It was quickly torn apart and devoured.  
 
    Bodine said, “Those of you who have meat in your bags, now would be a good time to offer it.”  
 
    Every member of their party produced meat of some kind.  Pollock’s group and Max, who had been hunting the last several days, produced entire boar and bear carcasses.  The guards had smaller offerings, mostly roasted drumsticks and jerky.  Every soldier knew to carry some extra food just in case.  Alexander reached into his old bag and produced some boar meat himself.   Each of the group members held the meat out at arm’s length upon Bodine’s instruction.  One by one the wolves stepped forward to accept the meat, then returned to their circle.  None consumed what they were given.  Some set their prize down at their feet, others held them in their jaws.  
 
    Bodine explained.  “They’ll take the meat back to their den and share it among the pack.” 
 
    Alexander made a decision.  “Pollock, if you and your guys have more that is not wolf meat, go ahead and give it to them.  We don’t need it.  I’ll make sure Silverbeard pays you for it.” 
 
    “No need” Pollock answered, producing another boar.  “Dinner’s on us tonight, doggies.” He and his men passed out more items until each wolf was carrying at least one large chunk.  A few of them dropped the guards’ jerky to accept larger pieces, and the pups dashed in to see to the jerky.  They rolled around at the group’s feet, gnawing on the tough meat or trying to take it away from each other.   Pollock asked, “Can I pick one of them up?” 
 
    Bodine looked at the alpha for a moment, asking the question.  She gave a soft woof that sounded affirmative to Alexander.  Bodine nodded, and Pollock bent to pick up the closest pup, who right then was on its back holding a piece of jerky between its forepaws and gnawing enthusiastically.  It growled a warning at Pollock as his hands got close, defending its treat.  He chuckled at the ferocious little thing, and scratched its belly rather than try to lift it.  Its back leg started to twitch, and the growling stopped.  After a moment it stopped gnawing and closed its eyes.  Pollock smiled and lifted the pup.  Cradling it on its back like a human baby, he resumed the belly-scratching.   The pup sniffed at him, sneezed a couple of times, then closed its eyes again.   
 
    The other three players each bent to pick up a pup as well.  Chris got a nip on the hand for his trouble, but after a barked reprimand from the alpha, the pup looked apologetic and allowed itself to be handled.  A moment later it was enjoying the petting as much as the others.  The final pup went to Norval, who seemed unsure what to do.  Regina whispered to him, and he bent down and grasped the pup by the scruff of its neck.  Lifting it with one hand, he held it in front of his face.  The pup sniffed at his beard, and gave a little bark of excitement before lunging forward and licking the dwarf’s face.  Norval chuckled and gathered the pup against his chest, scratching its ears and smiling.  The pup latched onto the heel of the dwarf’s hand and tried to gnaw through the tough skin.  Norval’s smile only grew wider.  “Tough lil one, this is.” 
 
    Bodine spoke with the alpha as the others petted and tussled with the pups.   Taylor took it upon himself to approach one of the grown wolves.  It tolerated his presence, calmly staring at him as he reached it.  When he began to scratch behind its ears, the wolf tilted its head and leaned into him.   
 
    After what seemed like only a few minutes, Bodine said “Okay, playtime’s over.  They want to take this food back to the others.  Set the pups down.” 
 
    The men and dwarf reluctantly complied, and a woof from the alpha had the cubs all trotting in her direction, occasionally tripping over their hunks of jerky.  She barked a few times at Bodine, then turned and departed.  The other wolves melted away into the trees and were gone.  
 
    “Right!  I think that went well.” Bodine declared, walking back toward the tower.  “Nobody died, the wolves are fed, and if I’m not mistaken, our dwarf friend here just found himself a companion.” 
 
    “What?” Norval and Pollock asked at the same time.  Pollock continued. “Why only him?” 
 
    Bodine explained.  “When bonding with a companion, the animal has to choose you.  You four men simply picked up the pup closest to you.  But Norval was chosen by the pup that went to him.  Then he made eye contact, and I believe it drew a little blood when it chewed his hand?” He looked questioningly at the dwarf, who looked at his hand in surprise.  Sure enough there was a small smear of blood.  He held it up for Bodine and the others to see.  
 
    “As I thought.  The pup has bonded itself to you.  It’ll stay with the pack for another week or so, until it is fully weaned.  Then it’ll be ready to join you.  I think Captain Taylor’s choice was prepared to bond as well.  I sensed great contentment when you touched her.” 
 
    Regina spoke up. “She’s pregnant with pups of her own.  She’ll not bond with you until they’re born, but I got the same sense from her.” 
 
    Pollock spoke the question the others were all thinking.  “What about the other pups?” 
 
    Bodine answered “We’ll come back again next week.  It may be that they’ll choose one of you.  Or one of the adults might.  There’s really no way to predict what they’ll do.” 
 
    The group headed west, back toward the garrison tower.   When they reached the bridge, Alexander called a halt.  He pulled a fishing pole from his old bag and said, “Twenty-minute fishing break.” Before securing a small bit of jerky to the hook and dropping it into the water.   
 
    A few of the guards produced poles of their own and joined him.  Tigger simply laid down in the cool grass and watched.  The others all sat and relaxed on the riverbank, the guards who were not fishing faced the tree line to keep watch.  
 
    After just a couple of minutes one of the guards hooked a fish.  It was a large salmon, easily ten pounds.  Alexander asked for it, and the guard handed it over.  He placed it in his new bag, and resumed fishing.  By the time the twenty minutes were up, Alexander and the other guards had each caught two or three fish.  All as big as the first or larger.  He placed those in his bag as well, and they resumed their hike back to the tower.  When they were safely inside the walls, he removed one of the fish from his bag.  The thing instantly began to thrash in his hand.  Smiling, he returned it to his bag.   
 
    “It should have suffocated long ago.  The bag not only kept it alive, it stayed suspended.” 
 
    He turned in time see a look of longing on Regina’s face.  He pulled the fish back out of his bag and handed it to her.   
 
    “Thank you” She smiled “We so rarely eat meat.  This will make a wonderful meal.” 
 
    Alexander offered “We’ll send one of Lars’ apprentices up here once they’re properly trained.  If your pack will guard them, I’m sure they could pull plenty of fish from the river for you.  Maybe once a week?” 
 
    “That would be delightful.  Thank you, Alexander.” She replied.   
 
    Pollock and his group elected to stay at the tower and do some more hunting.  Max agreed to stay with them.  Alexander waved to them and stepped inside to use the mirror.  Back at the keep, he dismissed Taylor and his men, promising he wasn’t going anywhere else for the day.  He went straight to the kitchen and turned over the more than fifty pounds of fish to Mattie, whispering quietly to her.  She nodded her head and went to work.  
 
    Next he went to see Jules.   She was in her shop, working on something that she put away as soon as he entered.  He smiled, deciding to poke at her a bit.  “Ooooh that looked interesting.  What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Jules’ answer was short and curt. “Why are you here?”    
 
    Alexander wasn’t going to give up that easy.  “C’mon… let me peek!  Is it a… uniform? A banner?  A hot air balloon with a dragon on it?” he grinned at her.   
 
    She blushed slightly as if caught doing something naughty, then scowled at him.  “Go away. I’m busy.” 
 
    Alexander stepped backward and started to turn away.  “Okay, if you don’t want your present, I’ll just take it back…” 
 
    “What present? Presents are good.  Gimme.” She said to his back.  He grinned “Well, I got you something that’ll help you kill things, seeing as how you’re so excited about slitting my throat lately.”  
 
    He turned to see her widening grin.  “Oh come on!  You’d rather Helga gets to… I mean, has to kill you?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  He reached into his bag and produced one of the crossbows.  Jules leapt from her chair and seized it.  She examined it closely, then grabbed the crank.  It was a bit of a strain for her, but she managed to pull the string back.  She spoke thru gritted teeth as she cranked. “Gonna need… to put… a point in strength.  Maybe two.” 
 
    He nodded his head.  “Yeah, these were made for dwarven females, not elves.  Takes a little muscle to crank.  But it’ll send a bolt right thru someone’s body.”  When he looked up at her grin, he added “NOT me.”    
 
    She made a mock disappointed face and held out her hand again.  “Gimme”.   
 
    It took a moment for him to realize she wanted ammunition.   He pulled out a half dozen quarrels and set them on her workbench, then backed away.  She took one from the table and slid it into the slot.  She took aim at a tailor’s dummy in the corner, and fired.  The dummy’s head exploded as the bolt passed through it and into the stone behind.  
 
    She set the weapon on the table and stepped close to him.  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed him passionately.  When she finally stopped, his heart was racing, and he was wondering if her door had a lock.  She released him and turned back to her table.  “Thank you, my love.  Now go away.  I’m busy.”  
 
    Alexander chuckled and turned to leave.  “I’ve got one for Thea, too.  I hope she’s just as grateful…” he dodged to avoid the quarrel she threw at him.  She hadn’t even looked up from the table.  But he could see the hint of a smile tugging at her face. 
 
    Not sure where to find Thea in the keep, he asked Jeeves.  “Lady Thea is currently at the smithy.  Shall I summon her for you?” 
 
    “No, thank you Jeeves.  I’ll go there myself.  While I’m walking, tell me what’s going on with the orcs.” 
 
    “They remain at the village.  Several hunting parties have gone out and returned.  They have depleted considerable resources from the area.  Large numbers of deer, boar, and other wildlife have been killed.  If they continue at this pace, they will need to move farther and farther out to hunt.” 
 
    “Jeeves, can you construct any additions to the bridge south of the village?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexander.  I have plans for widening the bridge.  Also for the addition of guard posts, barracks, or lookout towers.  I can also modify it to be a drawbridge, though that will require extensive mechanical work that I cannot complete myself.” 
 
    “And do you have sufficient stone resources to add a tower at the southern end of the bridge?” 
 
    “I do.  My repairs on all ancillary buildings are complete.  I have created the lab you requested, as well as the additional dungeon levels. And the guest suites in the main structure.  I also increased the size of Prince Kai’s roost at the request of Lady Lia.  I have more than enough stone resources from those projects to build a tower.” 
 
    “Alright.  I’ll head to the control room next, so we can look at your blueprints for a lookout tower. Thank you, Jeeves.” 
 
    Arriving at the dragon forge, Alexander found that Brick and Grumpy had organized a sort of production line that was cranking out weapons and shields.  He waved a hand to get Brick’s attention, then called for him to bring Thea and Grumpy over to the dining area away from the noise.  
 
    When they joined him, he said “We have found a secret room in the east garrison tower.  There were several racks of high quality dwarven steel weapons.  Swords, spears, axes, knives.  A few hundred in total.  And some shields as well.  There’s an anvil down there too, if you’re interested.  Anyway, combined with the weapons we already have in the armory, and those you’ve made here, I think you can slow down on weapons production.  Focus on armor and shields.” 
 
    He turned to Thea.  “And for you, my lady, a gift.” He produced the second crossbow he’d snagged, and a dozen quarrels.    
 
    Thea accepted the gift quietly.  “This be… thank ye, Alexander.”  She set the weapon down in her lap and looked at her hands.  Alexander began to second-guess himself.  The weapon obviously had significant meaning to the dwarfess, and not a positive one. 
 
    “I’m sorry Thea. I didn’t think.  I know many of your womenfolk died using these weapons.” 
 
    Thea looked up.  “Wha? No, no.  It be a lovely gift, Alexander.  I were just thinkin o’ me childhood.  I wanted ta be one o’ the legendary archers growin up.  Me mum explained to me that it weren’t done any more.  Our people be just now startin to recover from the losses after a millennium.  But holdin one o’ these was a dream o’ mine.”  She smiled warmly at Alexander.  
 
    Deciding to change the topic slightly, he said “There were 90 of these down there. With a thousand quarrels.  Plus parts to repair them.  I’m having some of them brought here, and a few left up top.  Training starts tomorrow for any citizen willing to learn to use them.  If you’d be willing to teach, Thea?” he asked. 
 
    “Aye, I could do that!” Her smile widened.   
 
    “I’d like to get some of the duergar involved as well, if they’re willing.  They have the strength to operate these quickly, and it gives them a chance to fight from the relative safety of the walls.  Freeing up melee fighters.”  Alexander looked at Brick as he spoke.   
 
    The dwarf nodded.  “I’ll speak to em meself.” 
 
    Leaving the smiths to organize themselves, Alexander climbed the tower steps all the way to the top.  This was the room that had once held the baron’s sacrificial altar.  The teleportation mirror stood in the same corner where they’d found it.  Alexander touched the mirror and was instantly transported to the control room in the cliff above the keep.  
 
    Taking a seat at the control table, he said “Okay Jeeves, let’s see the plans you’ve got.” 
 
    “This is the standard plan for a lookout tower, Alexander.  It can be joined to the base of the bridge at either end.” 
 
    The standard blue hologram appeared above the table.  It showed him a 3D image of a stone tower approximately fifty feet wide at the base.  It stood forty feet high, with windows starting on the second floor.  An interior stair wound up the inside, and the top was open to the air.  The interior of the tower was mostly open rooms.  Alexander could see options to add kitchen, storage, bathrooms, sleeping quarters, etc.  
 
    “Jeeves, could you build one of these at each end?  And could you add underground space? Just one big room.” 
 
    “I have sufficient resources, and cutting the rooms out of the stone below would give me more.  It would, however, take me two days to construct each tower.” 
 
    “What if they were only three stories instead of four?” 
 
    It took a moment for Jeeves to respond.  “That would reduce the time by half a day each.” Alexander thought it over.  “Okay Jeeves, we don’t need two full towers right away.  How long would it take you to create a three-story tower on the south side, with the underground space.  And a single story on the north side, also with the underground space?” 
 
    “They can be complete in two days.  Slightly longer if you desire a kitchen, bathroom, or other amenities”  
 
    “Perfect!  Please begin on the southern tower first.  That is the most important.  Start with the underground space.  I’ll be sending Norval and his crew to make some modifications.  Thank you, Jeeves.” 
 
    Alexander used the mirror to teleport himself down to the keep.  He paused for a moment at the altar, which had now been blessed by Durin.  “Hey, uhhh Durin.  I know I’m not a dwarf, but we’re planning a battle with the orcs in a few days.  Anything you can do to help me look out for my people would be appreciated.  Thanks.” 
 
    There was a slight pulse in the lighting within the altar, and Alexander smiled.  Leaving the room he descended the stairs and returned to his quarters.  The work on his lab door was apparently complete.  Curious, he examined the wall around where the switch was supposed to be.  Even knowing where it was, he couldn’t detect any sign of it.  Nor could he see any outline of the door. Reaching up, he pushed the appropriate spot.  There was the slightest of clicks, and the door swung open.  He stepped into the room and looked around.  Again he was tempted to use his magic.  He could create work tables and storage and…  
 
    Exiting the room, he closed the door behind him.  He took a seat at his desk.  “Jeeves, could you ask Norval to come see me when he has time?  No rush.”  He pulled out a piece of paper and began to sketch the bridge and the river, and a rough approximation of the structures he was having built.   He studied the sketch, his mind generating and discarding battle plans.  A smile grew on his face as he hit upon a particular idea.   
 
    Opening officer chat, he said “Brick.  Can you make six really big shields in the next two days?  Like, bigger than Lugs’ shield.  Rock troll sized?” 
 
    “Aye, we can do that. Especially if ye don’t need em to be fancy.  What’ve ye got in mind?” 
 
    “Bulldozers.  No need for fancy.  Ugly is good.  Heavy, wide, tall, and sturdy.  Maybe have somebody paint some dead orcs on the front.  You get the idea.” 
 
    “BWAHAHA I like it!  We’ll be ready.” 
 
    Norval knocked on the door and called out as he entered.  Alexander motioned for him to sit.  He turned the sketch around for the dwarf to look at, and explained what he planned.  The dwarf laughed just as loud as Brick had.  “Ha! Yer a genius.  This battle’s goin ta be fun!  And aye, we can do what ye need simple enough.  No mechanics, just yer basic finger hole for now.  We can improve it all later.  I’ll take me crew first thing in the mornin’.  Can ye send along some guards?” 
 
    “How about if I send a couple stone golems as guards, and have Pollock and his crew close by hunting?  We can also have a few of the wolves scout a perimeter.” Alexander offered. 
 
    “Aye, that’d be more’n enough.   We’ll get it done.  I’ll be tellin me wee grandchildren o’ this battle!  We should sell tickets!  Invite Thalgrin to watch. Make him bring the ale!” 
 
    The dwarf was on his feet and gone in seconds.  Alexander appreciated his enthusiasm.  He was a little proud of the idea himself.  He’d decided not to tell anyone the entire plan until right before the battle.  Give them a little morale boost, if not a few laughs.  
 
    He’d wanted to manage the entire battle without putting anyone but players at risk. But with the numbers the orcs had, he didn’t see any way to pull that off.  So now he was doing all he could to minimize the risk of the citizens that would be joining the battle.  The crossbows were an inspiration.  Using those as his basis, he just went with his strengths.  Literally.    
 
    Another idea occurred to him.  He opened guild chat.  “Hey um… Kai?  Do you think you could teleport Rocky up to the river on the plateau?” 
 
    He heard Sasha snort and Max laugh before Kai answered. “I can manage that.  Are you planning to feed him orc meat?” 
 
    “As much as he can possibly hold! My next question is, will you be able to teleport him back down with his belly full of a few dozen orcs?” 
 
    There was general laughter across the channel.  Kai didn’t bother to answer.  Alexander was feeling more and more confident.  He was worried about his people taking on such a large group.  But so far everyone’s morale was high, and they were confident of their abilities.   He hoped his first big battle as a king wouldn’t end in disaster. 
 
    And on the topic of morale… that evening when supper time rolled around, each of the guards who showed up to eat were directed to the interior dining room, where a special fish dinner was served.  The guards who’d caught the fish were given the night off, and a keg of dwarven spirits was tapped.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Orc vs Dork 
 
      
 
    The next two days were spent in preparation.  Alexander joined the group of citizens learning to use the crossbows.  They cranked and fired at cloth targets pinned to hay bales over and over until they could do it without thinking.  When he wasn’t working with one of the crossbows, he practiced with his regular bow.  His proficiency still wasn’t anywhere near that of even a level 20 hunter or ranger, but he could hit his target 8 out of 10 times.  He also spent some time with a practice dummy, whaling away with his sword, trying to remember the proper forms from when he’d played a warrior.  His guards quite enjoyed that display, calling out pointers and encouragement amidst good-natured laughter and betting. 
 
    Alexander helped his people prepare in a variety of ways.  He carried weapons to the chapel to be blessed.  He helped smoke meat to be used as camp rations, and rubbed oil into leather armor to keep it flexible and water resistant.   
 
    Lugs and his crew joined Pollock’s group, up on the plateau.  Clearing the dungeon had given them enough experience to level up to 40, so the dire wolves and other beasts of the lower forest didn’t offer much experience.  The higher-level creatures presented more of a challenge.  The two groups together, along with Max, Sasha, Lyra, and Lainey went in search of the dire wolves east of the river,  south of where the friendly wolves ranged.    When they stumbled upon a pack, Helga managed to get herself killed.  But Benny was there to rez her, so she didn’t lose any xp.  
 
    Martin, Amelia, Lucas, and his daughter were all back in the game as immersion players. Along with a few other original PWP officers.  Being low level, they stayed in Antalia doing fetch, find, and carry quests.  The queen and princess Kimberly were nice enough to give them a few ‘epic’ noob quests that granted significant experience and reputation without much risk.  Everybody simply adored Lucas’ daughter Annabelle, and the sweet girl quickly became a favorite of citizens throughout the city.  She was so happy to be able to run and jump again, she just never stopped moving.  Annabelle quickly became known as “Sprite”.  
 
    By the time the Greystone guild and citizens of Elysia were ready to take on the orcs, all the guild members except the healers were in their 40’s.  Everyone was well geared and armed.  They had a plan, and were in high spirits.   
 
    Fitz joined them on the morning of the battle.  He apologized to Alexander, saying they had not found a way to cure his condition.  The old wizard even hinted that it might not be the worst idea for Alexander to be killed.  But not until after the orcs were defeated.  He also said he’d learned something from the drow and the baron, but that the information could wait.  
 
    Alexander asked him if he could teach Fibble to read the way he taught him to speak common.  Fitz had never tried such a thing, but promised to think it over.  He was greatly amused by the goblin’s new agility, and interested to see what he would choose for his other stats if given the chance.   
 
    When midmorning came, Fitz and Kai teleported all those who were to participate in the battle up to the bridge.  The two structures were complete, and people were assigned their positions.  Alexander finally revealed his whole plan to all those present, and it was received with a combination of laughter and cheers.  Even Rocky, when he heard the cheering, surfaced and gave a trumpeting call of his own.  Which earned even more applause.  
 
    Five minutes later everyone was dispersing to man their positions.  Alexander said. “Jeeves, please send the stone golems!” 
 
    And just like that, Alexander’s first big battle as King of Elysia began. 
 
    ***** 
 
    In the village to the north, Borag was sitting on a pile of hides and gnawing on a deer haunch when the sounds of battle reached him.  He heard the roar of his guards and the clash of weapons followed by cries of pain.     
 
    One of his officers stuck a head inside the hut and shouted. “The stones!  The stones come to life.  Come to kill us!” 
 
    Borag leapt to his feet and grabbed his favorite weapon, a five-foot long metal bar with a spike at the end.  The immense orc stood 7 feet tall with shoulders half that wide.  Every inch of his body was hard muscle and scar tissue.  The spiked club’s hundred-pound weight was inconsequential to him.  His mottled grey skin turned darker as his blood began to pump adrenaline through his system.  He began to breathe more rapidly, pumping oxygen to his muscles as he ran from the hut and north toward the sound. 
 
    He’d expected the cow-warriors to come for him.  In fact, he was surprised they’d waited so long.  It was a mistake on their part.  They’d given his warriors time to rest, feed, and to find shelter.  They could defend this village against hundreds of the cow-faces, if not a thousand!  
 
    What he saw when he reached the edge of the village was not cow-faces.  There were two creatures made of stone.  Each ten feet tall and clearly stronger than even Borag himself.  He watched as one of them snatched a fleeing orc warrior in one hand, lifted him and smashed him into another passing orc.  Both went down in a dazed pile of broken bones and blood.  
 
    Seeing a discarded spear on the ground near his feet, Borag picked it up and hurled the weapon with all his might.  The point impacted the stone creature dead center on its chest.  A small chip of stone peeled off the thing as the spear tip bent and the shaft shattered.  The stone golem barely registered the impact.   
 
    “Fall back!  This is some cow-face magic!  We cannot harm them.  Move south!  Fall back!” He ordered.   He took his club in hand and leapt at the nearest golem.  With a mighty overhead swing he brought the club’s spike down on the creature’s head.  It sank into the stone maybe half an inch as it struck with a resounding clang!  The vibration from the impact stung, then numbed Borag’s hands.  The golem struck back with a massive stone hand that slapped Borag’s chest and sent him reeling.   
 
    His people scattered, he had no way of knowing if the minotaurs were approaching behind this attack by the stone monsters.   He called for his shaman.  “Grang!  What are these monsters?  Get rid of them!”  Hearing no answer, he searched for the old shaman.  Borag spotted him fleeing toward the south, using his staff to steady himself as he moved with surprising speed for one so old.  
 
    The grinding of stone alerted Borag to the incoming blow, and he rolled to one side.  A massive stone fist slammed into the ground where he’d been.  Scrambling to his feet, he roared in anger.   
 
    “South! Retreat to the south!  Abandon the village!” his voice boomed.  Taking his own advice, he ran through the village. Looking over his shoulder, he noted two things.  First, his people were already gone. He was the last to run.  Only the dead remained behind him.  Second, the stone creature was following. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Alexander stood on the southern end of the bridge, right in the middle of the roadway.   
 
    He heard Jeeves voice report. “The orcs are moving quickly toward the south, Alexander.  The stone golems killed eleven orcs, taking minimal damage.  They are pursuing the orcs.  Nearly half have already left my detection range.” 
 
    “They’re coming.” Alexander said into battle chat.   
 
    He’d turned the organizing over to Sasha again, and she duplicated the groupings from earlier in the week.  Every citizen and guild member was included.  Since this was technically an invasion, each defender would receive experience and the quest reward, regardless of their proximity to the battle.  Those not up here participating were defending the walls below.  
 
    He looked around at his chosen field of battle.  Ahead of him on the bridge was a row of shields.  Three rock trolls were spaced evenly across the roadway, their brand new massive shields the size of a door.  Filling the space between them were Brick, Grumpy, Warren, Pollock and his two warriors, all with their shields connected.  Together they blocked the entirety of the bridge’s width.  
 
     Behind them were two rows of dwarves and humans with shields of their own, and spears in hand. And behind them another two rows of dwarves whose job it was to keep their comrades from being pushed back.   
 
    Atop the tower to his right, every window and the entire roof was filled with archers.  Thirty of the crossbows were up there, along with a dozen of Lorian’s hunters, Max, and Lainey.  Beatrix was up there as well, so was Misty.  The two casters were going to combine water and ice to make life miserable for the orcs on the bridge. Sasha and the healers were split. One half on the roof, the other half standing behind Alexander.   All in all there were just over a hundred defenders standing ready to face nearly four times their number.   They were all buffed with strength, stamina, intelligence, health regen, and mana regen boosting spells.   
 
    In front of his line of tanks, the bridge curved up and over the river.  There was a bright red line painted on both stone railings just this side of the apex.  That was the limit of healing magic range.  Anyone advancing beyond that point was on their own. 
 
    Across the bridge at the other end sat the single-story tower base that Jeeves had constructed.  The door sat open, the one large room empty.   
 
    They didn’t have to wait long.  At first, just a few orcs emerged from the trees.  They halted for a moment, seeing the line of defenders across the bridge.  Some trotted over to the river banks on either side of the bridge to look for a way across.  A few well-placed arrows from the archers on the roof left dead orcs floating down the river or sprawled on the bank.   When Rocky burst from the water with one of the bodies in his jaws and roared at the orcs, those still near the banks promptly retreated.  Rocky took his snack and positioned himself under the bridge for protection.  
 
    Some of the other orcs approached the northern tower structure with caution.  Seeing no defenders, they rushed inside and milled around.  All they saw was a big empty room.  A few elected to stay, as they were protected from arrows inside the building. 
 
    Over the next two minutes, more and more of the orcs emerged from the forest.  Now, there were more than two hundred of them and the numbers kept growing.  With a two-to-one advantage, the orcs began to feel more courageous.  They grouped together and advanced a short distance onto the bridge, stomping their feet and thumping weapons on shields or armor.  They began to chant, the deep rumbling war chant and stomping feet combined for an impressive display.   
 
    Alexander was almost sorry to have to kill them all.  They would make a useful ally on the battlefield.  Molgo had said that the orcs had lived mostly in peace with the minotaurs until Borag banded them together.  Maybe eliminating their leader would induce them to surrender. 
 
    There were now maybe three hundred orcs gathered at the north end of the bridge.  An older, withered looking orc with a staff and a lot of feathers sewn into his armor hopped up onto one of the bridge railings and began to shout.  The chanting died down as he waved his staff and roared at the gathered warriors.  When he pointed toward the tree line, all heads turned, and the bridge grew completely silent. 
 
    A massive orc strode from the shadow of the trees with an impressively large metal club over one shoulder.  He stopped to survey the scene, having no trouble seeing over the heads of his troops to inspect the defenders across the bridge.  He laughed loudly, then called out “Puny humans, elves, and dwarves?  And a couple rock-eaters?  You think to face Borag with these?” Alexander Inspected the orc. 
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    Drog, who held the position in the middle of the front line, shouted in his rock-grinding voice. “THREE rock-eaters, stupid orc!”  
 
    Which got his allies and a few of the orcs laughing.  Borag, not used to being laughed at, went into a rage.  His roar echoed through the forest for a few seconds before it was picked up by nearly 400 orcs.  They charged forward across the bridge. 
 
    “Move!” Brick shouted, and the line of tanks took a step forward, then another.  They were in no rush, and kept the line intact.  They simply sought some momentum to meet the charge.   Beatrix went to work, raising a massive stream of water from the river and slamming it onto the bridge on the orc’s side.  Misty immediately hit it with a cone of arctic air, turning it to ice.  The orcs were now climbing the slight upslope on their side of the bridge. The side that was now a solid sheet of ice.  Their progress slowed as those up front began to slip and fall.   
 
    Alexander heard Max’s voice from up on the tower shout “Fire!” and a hail of arrows and crossbow bolts streaked into the front of the orcish ranks.  The bolts were particularly devastating, sometimes passing completely through an arm or throat to damage the next orc in line.  Dozens of the brutish warriors fell, further slowing the orc advance.  Ten seconds later, another hail of bolts and arrows felled more of the enemy.  The bridge was now becoming more treacherous as blood started to coat the ice. 
 
    Brick and the tanks continued to advance.  As the first orcs cleared the ice, they charged forward.  The tanks didn’t break stride, slamming their shield wall into the charging orcs.  The stunned front line quickly perished to the spears jabbed forward by the second line of Elysian defenders.  More and more of orcs cleared the ice and ran forward, only to have to step over their own dead and dying to get to the defenders.  The bodies quickly began to pile up.  Brick called “Back!” and the entire force of Elysians took two coordinated steps backward.  This opened up some space between them and the growing pile of dead.  They didn’t want to allow any orcs to use the bodies as a springboard to leap over their shields.  
 
    Max and the archers shifted their fire to targets farther back in the press.  They didn’t want to risk any friendly fire.  Beatrix repeated her water spell, this time drenching the orcs, Misty blasted them into ice-covered numbness.  While not frozen solid, they were slowed considerably as they broke free of the icy crust that surrounded them.  Another wave of arrows and bolts targeted those who broke free first.  
 
    A roar from the back of the orcish ranks signaled that Borag was entering the fray.  In his rage he shoved aside his warriors and pushed toward the front.  He used his spiked club to steady himself crossing the ice, and ignored an arrow that embedded itself in his collarbone.  As soon as he cleared the ice, he sprinted forward and leapt the pile of bodies from the first wave.  He roared again and raised his club, a look of pure hatred focused on Drog.     
 
    The rock troll smiled as Brick yelled “One!”.   
 
    The entire front line took a single step forward, pushing back the orcs in front of them.  Drog pushed harder than the rest, his shield rising to meet the falling orc leader in midair.  The impact as Borag’s swinging club connected with the massive shield sent a physical sound wave outward that made friend and foe alike shake their heads and sent ripples through the water of the river.  
 
    Borag impacted the shield himself a second later, making a much less impressive noise.  Drog just smiled, unmoved, as the orc fell backward onto his troops.  Drog lowered his shield and swung a stone club that crushed three warriors before it clipped Borag’s shoulder and sent him spinning.  
 
    Alexander, seeing that all the orcs were now on the bridge, shouted in battle chat “Team two, move! Now!” and watched as a few seconds later, Lugs, Helga, three more rock trolls, and several dozen dwarf and human warriors rushed out of the underground chamber in the north structure at the other end of the bridge, and formed up behind the orcs.  As soon as they were in line, the rock trolls roared and began to move forward.  The orcs in the rear of their lines turned to see the enemies behind them and began to shout.  Nearly a hundred of them turned and rushed toward the Elysian line that had appeared at their backs.  
 
    Again the arrows and bolts mowed them down, nearly a third of the rear guard falling injured or dead before the rest went crashing into the tanks.  Lugs began chanting something as they blocked and bashed the enemies in front of them.  After a couple verses, his comrades took up the chant.  Alexander couldn’t make it out, but it was deep and rhythmic, and made him want to jump into the fight.  
 
    It looked as if they had the battle won.  The orcs were bottled up on the bridge.  The archers and ranged attacks were decimating their numbers.  A few tried to jump into the river, until Rocky leapt out of the water with a thunderous roar, and snatched one of them off the railing before disappearing below.   
 
    Then the shaman completed some ritual he’d been performing in the midst of his ranks.  A cloud of darkness stretched almost from one end of the bridge to the other.  The archers were forced to quit firing for fear of hitting their own.   The tanks in both lines could no longer see the enemy approaching, but the orcs seemed to have no such problem. They rushed the shield walls and leapt over top to crash into the second and third rows of Elysian.  The screams of the wounded began to come from dwarves and humans instead of only orcs.  
 
    Misty cast a blast of arctic air at the spot where the shaman had been, but the air didn’t move the dark cloud.  Alexander activated his Mage Sight, and was instantly able to identify all the bodies of all the combatants on the bridge.  To his horror, he saw his people not only being struck down by the orcs, but doing damage to each other as they fought blind and began to panic.   
 
    He shouted into battle chat “STAY CALM!  LISTEN FOR YOUR ENEMY!  SMELL THEM! DON’T STRIKE UNLESS YOU ARE SURE!” 
 
    The message helped some, but there were those in his ranks that were still panicking.  There was only one thing he could do.  Closing his eyes, he drew his sword and pictured the clear spot where he’d seen the shaman chanting.   Taking a deep breath, he teleported himself to that spot.   
 
    The pain in his gut seared at him, and he screamed as he materialized in front of the shaman.  His legs went weak and he had to use his sword to steady himself and keep from falling. The shaman stared in shock for a moment at the elf that just appeared before him.  The surprise interrupted his ritual, and whatever gift of sight the orcs received from it disappeared.  Now all the combatants fought blind as the darkness slowly dissipated.  The orcs went berserk, bashing and slashing and biting at anything and everything, friend or foe.   
 
    Alexander recovered his balance and managed to straighten up just as a blow from the shaman’s staff struck his left shoulder.  Ignoring the pain, he swung his sword at the old orc’s face, the tip cutting a slash that took one eye and part of the nose.  The shaman bellowed in pain and covered his face with both hands, dropping his staff.  Alexander pulled his sword back and rammed it into the orc’s chest.  Just to be sure, he withdrew it again and decapitated the shaman.  As he did so, he felt an impact in his back, and an orcish sword point emerged from his left shoulder.   He screamed again, nearly passing out from the combined pain of the wound, the blow from the shaman, and the damage he’d done to himself.  As he fell forward, his health bar dropped quickly to sixty percent, then to forty as the orc stomped on Alexander’s back and yanked his blade free.  Leaving him for dead, the orc turned to look for another opponent.  
 
    Alexander fumbled for a health potion as the battle raged above him.  He was stepped on more than once as orcs moved to and fro either attacking or retreating.  He heard his people screaming in pain, some screams cut short - a sound that likely meant a death.   Finally managing to gulp down the potion, his health returned to 80%.  He forced himself to his feet and stabbed the nearest orc in the back of the throat.  Backing up to the railing, he pulled the dying orc with him to use as a shield.  Few could see him, hidden as he was behind the larger enemy.    
 
    “Advance!” He yelled in battle chat. “Archers, pick your targets! The shaman is dead! The smoke is clearing!  I’m somewhere near the center, I’m going to try and find Borag.  Let’s finish them off!” 
 
    An arrow thumped into the corpse he was holding upright in front of him.  He peered around its shoulder and saw Borag and Drog facing off.  Drog’s shield was bent and cracked, but still holding.  Borag looked to have a broken arm, and was bleeding in several places, but still wielded his dangerous club with strength and skill.  
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    Alexander nearly had a clear path to the orc leader.  Only half a dozen living orcs stood between them, and they were either engaged with Elysians, or watching the fight between the two behemoths.   Deciding to take his shot, he pushed his orc shield into the nearest orc warrior and shoved his sword into the back of the next.  The magically sharpened blade sheared thru the orc’s torso and disemboweled it on the way out.  Dashing forward, Alexander severed the arm of another orc.  He saw Drog grin as the rock troll noticed him approaching.  He roared and bashed at Borag with his shield to draw attention.  Alexander leapt between two watching orcs before they could recognize him and react.  He found himself standing within two feet of the orc leader, staring at his back.  The honorable thing to do would be to shout Borag’s name and wait for him to turn, thus beginning an epic duel between commanders.  
 
    “Screw that noise!” Alexander shouted to himself as he drove his sword through Borag’s back where he thought the orc’s heart should be.  He didn’t wait to see if he’d struck true.  He withdrew the sword quickly and chopped at Borag’s leg, severing it cleanly below the knee before a heavy blunt object struck him from behind.  He felt at least two heals fill him as he fell forward onto Borag’s prone body.  He heard Drog roar, and then something blocked out the sun.  An iron-shod boot struck his head, and Alexander knew nothing but darkness.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The hundred or so remaining orcs, upon seeing their War Master and shaman dead, began to throw down their arms.  Not all of them.  Some went into a frenzy and were put down.  But most gave up the fight.  Few were without injuries of some kind from the brutal blind fighting in the darkness and the constant rain of arrows and bolts.  Unfortunately, the same could be said for the Elysians.  Several collapsed as the fighting stopped, and the healers scrambled to get to the worst injured first.  Friends fed each other health potions or bandaged wounds, while others rounded up the prisoners.   Lugs shouted for the orcs to be herded into the structure at the north end.   A few of the orcs tried to flee, and were chased down by Bacon, Tigger, and the other mounts.  A few more jumped into the water only to meet with Rocky and a horrible death.  Those who cooperated stepped into the main room of the structure and pointed to the trap door in the floor.  Lugs and the others had hidden in the room below, undetected when the orcs searched the place thanks to Norval and his crew.  
 
    Alexander opened his eyes as the sunlight struck his face again.  He waved away the notifications that crowded his UI, and saw Drog looking down at him, an orc corpse in each hand.  He’d apparently gotten himself buried while he was unconscious.   
 
    The rock troll grinned at him, saying, “Alexander fight good!”  
 
     Alexander nodded his head, trying to rise as he said. “Drog fight good too!” with as much gusto as he could manage.  
 
    Drog dropped the dead orcs and helped Alexander to his feet.  When his troops saw him standing amidst the pile of corpses, a ragged cheer went up.   Drog lifted him with both hands and set him upon one shoulder, waving at his allies and beaming.  
 
    “Alexander give us much black stone for this.  Much marble!” He said.   
 
    Alexander smiled for a moment, until he saw the number of non-orc bodies laid about the bridge.   He opened battle chat and asked. “How many have we lost?” 
 
    Brick’s voice was solemn.  “We still be checkin’.  Some that are down can be saved.  Fer sure we lost twelve fer good.  Maybe as many as twenty.” 
 
    Alexander was crushed.  He’d planned this battle meticulously and specifically so that as few of his NPCs would be in danger as possible.  This shouldn’t have happened.  He asked Drog to put him down, and he immediately removed his light wand and moved to the nearest body. It was one of the dwarven guards.  He couldn’t remember the dwarf’s name, but he’d just had breakfast with him the day before.  He’d teased Alexander about his swordsmanship.  
 
    The man’s health bar was at zero.   
 
    There was nothing Alexander could do.   
 
    He bowed his head for a moment and whispered, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    There was one of Taylor’s men close by.  He was still alive, but bleeding badly. Alexander hit him twice with his healing wand and stopped the bleeding.  He handed the soldier a health potion and moved on.  He continued this way for another five minutes until the only citizens remaining on the ground were the dead.   The healers continued to move through the battleground, healing Elysians and orcs alike.  The healed orcs were herded into the tower with the others, with Lugs and a rock troll guarding the door.    
 
    Watching this, Alexander noted that one of the rock trolls were among the dead.   
 
    Drog saw the direction of his gaze and said “Big orc boss.  Lucky shot in the dark.  Crushed skull.” He seemed almost pleased by his tribemate’s death.  “Good fight.  Much honor.”    
 
    Alexander nodded.  “We will bring you much marble and black stone to honor him.”   
 
    Max stepped past him, glancing down as he looted Borag’s body.  “You okay?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “No.  We lost too many.  I promised to protect them…”   
 
    Max didn’t even try to argue.  He knew nothing he could say would help.  Alexander needed time.  So he changed the subject.  “Helga died.  She took about thirty orcs with her, though.  That woman is something else.  Benny died too.  Got his head knocked clean off by that big guy.  I think he was trying to get to you to heal you.  Lugs took a nasty shot to his chalupa.” Max paused to grin at that. “We really need to find him some kind of protection for that thing.  First the bunnies…” his voice trailed off as he realized Alexander wasn’t in the mood.  “Pollock and his guys went all berserker again.  Got themselves killed.  I think there’s something wrong with those dudes.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  Max was trying hard to support him.  He asked in guild chat “How many citizens have we lost?” 
 
    Silverbeard answered “There be eighteen killed.  O’ those, we can resurrect two with Brick’s paladin ability and me own.  Kai be in Antalia roundin’ up healers and paladins who can do the same.  Fitz will bring Benny when he returns at the chapel.  In all, we might save seven or eight.  Ye need to choose.” 
 
    Sasha spoke up.  “Jenkins is among the dead.  So is Grimble.  Most of those killed are dwarves.  They stepped up and protected their human comrades.  It was… I can’t.”  
 
    “Rez, Grimble and Jenkins now.  They can help us choose.  We’ll go with those who have children first.  Then wives. After that, I don’t know.” 
 
    Brick and Silverbeard sought out and resurrected Grimble and Jenkins.  The two were confused for a few minutes, then got down to business.  Jenkins and his whole squad had been wiped out.  The rest of the dead were dwarves.  Some guards, a couple miners.   Jenkins insisted that none of his men had any families, and that as many dwarves should be saved as possible.  When Alexander asked why, he pointed to one of his men.   
 
    “Daniel there, he was the youngest of us.  If he went to live on a farm tomorrow, he might live fifty more years.”  He turned to point to one of the dwarven guards.  “Those dwarves, they died trying to keep the orcs off of us.  And any one of ’em could live two or three hundred more years.  Bring ’em back.”   He dropped his hand and sat down on the ground then.  He hung his head and covered it with his arms.  Alexander left him to his grief.  
 
    Fitz showed up with Benny and the other players.  Benny resurrected one of the dwarven miners that Grimble said had children.  A minute later Kai appeared with six healers.   Each of them was directed by Grimble or Silverbeard to resurrect one of the dwarves.   When they were through, the silence was heavy.   Nine of their own still lay lifeless on the bridge.  Five of Jenkins squad, two dwarven guards, a rock troll, and a miner.  
 
    Silverbeard sent some dwarves into the woods with axes.  They brought back lumber to build a pyre large enough for all nine Elysians.  The pyre was constructed within minutes and the dead laid to rest atop it.  The bodies of the orcs were piled around them.   When it was complete, Alexander climbed atop the sidewall of the bridge to speak to his people.   
 
    “We lost nine of our own today.  Nine Elysians.  Brothers.  Friends.  They gave their lives to protect ours.  To protect Elysia!” He paused as his people cheered for the fallen.  “We won a great victory today!  Defeated an invading army larger than our entire population.  But it doesn’t feel like a victory.  The price is too high.  I promised each of you I would give my all to protect you. 
 
    “Today I failed these nine.”  
 
    He waited, raising his hands in the air to stop the shouted arguments.  “What is worse, we have more battles to fight.  And I don’t know that I can protect the rest of you any better than I have here today.  So I offer you the chance to return to your homes in Stormforge or Broken Mountain.  To be released from your oath and live long lives.  I am… sorry.” 
 
    “Never!” Came a voice from Alexander’s left.  He turned to see Jenkins getting to his feet.  “Never!” he shouted again.  “My men died for a reason!  For Elysia! I will continue their fight!” he sobbed.   
 
    “Never!” another voice cried out.    
 
    “Elysia!” came from another corner.  More and more shouts accompanied by raised fists.  The chorus grew until every living body was chanting “Elysia! Elysia!”  
 
    Alexander couldn’t bring himself to speak.  He sat for a moment, patting his hands in the air for the crowd to quiet.  Then he motioned for them all to sit.   He said quietly.  “I never asked to be your king.  Most of you know that.  But I accepted the responsibility.  If all of you are determined to fight on, then so am I.   We have no shortage of enemies out there.  The drow have surfaced, and an army of undead struggle to break free of the caverns just a few miles from our keep.  Somewhere there is a group of angry Chaos Nation adventurers who don’t like us very much.” He paused for a few chuckles.  “I am tempted to make an oath.  To swear to you that we will hunt them down, defeat them all.  That I will protect you.  But those are oaths I could not keep. I know that now.  So I will just say this.” 
 
    He got back to his feet and looked out over the crowd.  “Those who come to our door seeking to harm us will find no mercy!   Those who seek to destroy our world will find no mercy!” He turned and cast wizard’s fire upon the pyre, screaming as the fire burned through him just as it did the wood.  He threw a fist into the air as his people shouted. “No mercy!” 
 
    They stood and watched the fire burn.  Most with tears in their eyes.  Jules came to stand with her arm around Alexander.  The dwarves began to sing the same funeral song they’d sung at Whitehall.  Soon everyone joined in.  Even the rock trolls hummed along.  The bridge vibrated with the sound, and Rocky stuck his head of out of the water.  Sensing the sorrow, he let out a long, mournful bellow of his own.   
 
    When the pyre had burned down, Fitz teleported Rocky back to the moat.  Drog hefted Borag’s body, which he had claimed as a trophy, and they all began to walk back to the garrison tower.  The prisoners were marched along with them.  Alexander had been tempted to burn them alive inside the tower, but he’d resisted.  These were just soldiers.  Enthusiastic as they may have been, they were not responsible for the choices of their commander.   Silverbeard suggested they be sent to Broken Mountain to be put to work in the mines and quarries.  It wasn’t the horrible sentence it sounded like.  Dwarves were not slavers.  Their workers were well fed and treated with honor.  The orcs would likely live better than they had under Borag. After ten years, they would be set free to return to their homes.  
 
    Before he left, he said. “Jeeves, please finish the construction of both towers, as designed.  Kitchen, bathroom, sleeping quarters.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  Both will be completed in approximately two days.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Also do you have anything in your plans library that can be used as a monument?” 
 
    “I do.  Would you prefer an obelisk? Or a plaque on a wall?  I also have a few statues.” 
 
    “An obelisk would do nicely, I think.  Maybe ten feet tall?  With the names of the fallen inscribed on it?” 
 
    Sasha, who had been standing nearby, said “Place it in front of the druid’s grove, Jeeves.  It’s the closest thing we have to a park, and it’s quiet.” 
 
    Brick added “Leave the inscribing ta me.” 
 
    “It shall be as you say” Jeeves replied. 
 
    They followed the marching crowd of Elysians and orcs back toward the tower.  As they reached a bend in the path, Alexander turned to look again at the site of the battle.  His mistakes had cost good people their lives.  Of course, he knew they were just minor AI’s created by Odin for a game.  But to him they seemed much more real than that.  The ache in his heart was certainly real.   
 
    As he turned away to follow the others, he had tears in his eyes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Honor the Fallen 
 
      
 
    Alexander spent the afternoon walking about the keep, visiting with his people.  As hard as it was to believe, the entire battle had ended before noon.  The citizens were torn between celebrating the victory and mourning the loss of their friends and comrades.  Alexander announced that there would be a ceremony at sunset.  Food and drink would be served after.   
 
    He sent Grimble to the mine to invite the rock trolls to join them, but the dwarf reported that they were having their own celebration.  Which included mounting Borag’s head on a spike in honor of their lost brother.  And eating the rest of him.  They had quickly learned how to start fires and roast their own meat, and Grimble reported that roast Borag did not smell the least bit enticing.  Alexander agreed it was best they be left to celebrate as they saw fit.   
 
    He had Silverbeard open portals and send word to both kings about the battle, and the names of the fallen.  Captain Redmond returned with the messenger to Stormforge, along with Lydia.  The captain spoke quietly to Jenkins for a good long time, and afterward the man seemed a little less haunted.  Lydia went to the kitchen and called in Sasha.  The two alchemists began adding ingredients to the food that Lydia said would be helpful.    
 
    The messenger sent to Broken Mountain brought back a message from Thalgrin congratulating him on the victory, along with a double wagonload of dwarven spirits and ale.  One was Brick’s regular payment, the other a celebratory gift.  His message also offered a dozen more volunteers to act as guards.   He would be bringing the dwarves with him just before sunset, and they would stay if Alexander accepted them.  Thalgrin would take the orc prisoners back with him afterwards.  
 
    They also sent a message to the queen in Antalia.  She sent her congratulations on the victory, and a reminder that her soldiers would be available should Alexander need assistance in the future.    Her reply included a private note that she’d like Alexander to visit when he had time.  He added that to his to-do list.  
 
    Alexander retired to his sitting room to prepare himself for the sunset ceremony.  He found Captain Redmond waiting for him.  “It’s not easy to lose people.”  
 
    Alexander sat down.  “No.  And they died because of me.  I failed them.” 
 
    The Captain snorted. “Bullshit.  I talked to Jenkins.  He told me how you set up the battle.  Your strategy was clever and sound.  There is no way to account for every possible contingency in battle.  Shit happens, and you deal with it.  From what I hear, you were pretty damned heroic, crippling yourself to teleport into the middle of the orc horde and deal with the shaman, then taking on the orc boss.  If you hadn’t acted, there would have been many more bodies on that pyre.” 
 
    Alexander knew what he said made sense.  But he couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt.  Still, there was no need to burden the captain as well.  “Thank you.  I appreciate your words.” 
 
    The captain wasn’t the least bit convinced, but he knew what Alexander was going through, having been through it himself.  So he let it go.  Changing the subject, he asked “Want a bit of tactical advice?” 
 
    Alexander sat back and took a deep breath. “Sure. Hit me.” 
 
    “Next time, make more use of your disposable assets.  Like the stone golems.  Just two of them were enough to send the whole orc army running.  If you’d used all you had, the victory would have been cleaner.  I’m not saying lives would not have been lost.” He qualified “Just that you don’t feel as bad when you sacrifice golems.” 
 
    They were tough words for Alexander to hear.  He felt as if his friend had just kicked him in the gut.  “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “As I said.  You can’t think of everything.  You are not an experienced commander, Alexander.  You’ll learn from this battle.  And do better next time.  You did well, and the cost of this knowledge was low, compared to what it could have been.” 
 
    The two of them sat in silence for a while, both deep in thought.  At some point the captain rose from his chair and poured them both a drink before sitting again.  They made some small talk.  Alexander asked about Lydia and the baby.  The captain teased him about his sword practice.  Apparently, word had reached him in Stormforge.   The captain was among those who’d known him as a warrior, and was amused by his current lack of skill.  
 
    By the time they’d finished a second drink, it was nearly sunset.  The two of them descended the stairs and were met by Jules and Lydia at the bottom.  The two couples walked hand in hand out to the courtyard, where they found nearly every citizen of Elysia gathered.  King Thalgrin was there as well, along with Ironhammer and Tomebinder.  
 
    Brick stood by the new obelisk, which was covered in a white cloth.  There were boxes stacked for Alexander to step onto, since he couldn’t use his magic to raise himself up.  He did so, and looked out over the crowd.   
 
    “We lost nine Elysians today.  They weren’t just dwarves, or men, or trolls.  They were ours!  Our brothers and friends.  They will be missed.  And they will be remembered!” He motioned to Brick, who pulled the cloth from the monument, and many in the crowd gasped.   There stood a smooth stone obelisk, three-sided and ten feet high.  It stood in a patch of green grass in front of the small grove of trees maintained by the druids.  The light of the setting sun reflected off of silvery highlights.  Looking closely, Alexander could see that Brick had used his shaping skills to engrave the names of each of the fallen in silvery script. Three names per side.  Above the names was a depiction of the battle that ran around all 3 sides.  The first side showed the northern section of the bridge with Lugs and tanks, the second side the mass of orcs with Alexander killing the shaman, and the third side showed Drog fighting Borag and the tower filled with archers on the south side of the bridge.   It was beautifully done and brought many in the crowd, including Alexander, to tears.   
 
    The crowd gave him time to collect himself, and he managed to do so.  Holding up his hands, he said “Thank you, Brick.  That’s just… beautiful.  Let it be a reminder of our commitment to work together, to grow this land!  To stand side by side and defend Elysia against all enemies!” 
 
    The crowd roared their approval, their emotions getting the better of them.  He continued, nodding toward Thalgrin “We will become stronger!  To stand by our allies and defeat the minions of the drow wizards!” Another cheer.   “We will make this place for our families, our children, and their children!”  He stepped down as the crowd applauded and cheered.  He motioned for Thalgrin to step up and say something. 
 
    The surprised king climbed the boxes, and the crowd went silent.  He shouted. “I be proud o’ yer king Alexander!  Today, he led ye to a glorious victory!”  The crowd erupted again.  He waited until the courtyard was nearly silent.  Then he said quietly, his head lowered.  “Every victory comes at a cost.  Some of ye be learnin that fer the first time today.”  Then he grinned and raised his fist in the air. “And to honor them that paid the cost fer ye this day, there be food and spirits!” 
 
    He leapt down from the boxes as the citizens of Elysia cheered and laughed, and pushed through the crowd.   
 
    He shouted, “Follow me!” Leading the way to the dining area, where refreshments were served.    
 
    Fitz sent some fireworks into the air to help lighten the mood, and the celebration began. 
 
    When nearly all of those present had left the grove, Brick and Grumpy each took a knee next to the monument.  Alexander, catching the movement out of the corner of his eye, stopped to watch.  Jules, who was holding his hand, stopped as well.  Alexander hissed at Max, who turned before grabbing Lainey and Sasha.   The two dwarves bowed their heads and placed hammer to chest.   The sun was fully set now, making it easy to see when the inscribed names and the lines of the battle scenes began to glow.  Not brightly, just enough to be seen clearly.  
 
    Brick and Grumpy got to their feet.  Brick simply said “Durin honors the fallen.” As the others gathered around.  They stood in silence for a while, admiring the monument and saying their own private goodbyes to their people. 
 
    Alexander finally said, “let’s join the others” and turned to find that Thalgrin had made his way back to them.  He’d stood there quietly, alone, watching them pay their respects.   
 
    Nodding his head, he said. “It speaks well o’ ye all that ye care so deeply fer yer people.  But now ye need ta look to the needs o’ the livin!”  He motioned for them to join him, and led them back to the party. 
 
    The Elysians celebrated well into the night.  Stories were told of the fallen, some funny, some sad.  Toasts abounded, until few stood upright and steady.  The dwarves sang several songs of battle and honor, and death.  There was great beauty in their gravely voices as they combined in song.   
 
    Fibble, as usual, ended up riding Lugs, who had to dodge repeated pokes in the general direction of his chalupa throughout the evening.   
 
    Helga took up his cause and began to defend his nether region with slaps and pokes of her own, much to the delight of the dwarves.   
 
    And when the songs were sung, and the hour grew late, the guards escorted the orcs up from the dungeon levels where they’d been kept since the battle.  Silverbeard opened a portal, and the orcs were marched between two columns of silent Elysians.  Thalgrin followed them through, leaving his dozen dwarves behind.  As the citizens dispersed to find their beds, Silverbeard and the two dwarven captains arranged for quarters for the new guards.  
 
    Alexander stood near the portal, bidding his people good night as they passed.  He moved to the dining area to try and help with the cleanup, but Silverbeard stopped him.  “It would no’ be proper fer a king.” was all he said.  With nothing better to do, Alexander retired to his quarters.   
 
    Jules was already in her pink bunnymonster jammies and snoring loudly. She and Sasha had played some kind of game involving shots, and both had retired early.  Alexander stripped to his shorts and crawled into bed himself.  He snuggled up behind to spoon his furry elfess, and closed his eyes.   It was a long time before the visions of the battle faded and let him sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of morning came way too early for Alexander.  He’d barely slept three hours before being awakened by the activity outside.  Jules of course ignored the sound completely, having pulled a pillow over her head.   Alexander decided to let her sleep as he rose and hit the shower.  After getting dressed, he headed to his study.  Sitting at his desk, he finally took a moment to address all the notifications from the battle that he’d ignored the day before. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 61! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 15 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    Level up!... 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 63! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 15 free attribute points available 
 
      
 
    Quest Complete:  Borag’s Bane 
 
    You have killed War Master Borag and three hundred of his warriors. 
 
    Reward:  20,000 Experience; 10,000 gold; Reputation increase with Molgo’s tribe. 
 
    Your reputation with Molgo’s tribe is now Honored. 
 
    Bonus quest completed:  Eliminate the threat. 
 
    You have defeated a superior force with minimal losses to your own forces.  In doing so, you eliminated a threat to both your own kingdom and that of Molgo’s tribe.  And you showed mercy to captured prisoners of war.  Bonus Reward:  10,000 Experience; 1,000 gold for each Elysian Defender. Kingdom of Elysia reputation increase with all light factions.  
 
    There were more notifications, but he paused as an increasing sound of celebration rose up from below.  He stepped into the bedroom and out on the balcony.  The citizens below were congratulating each other.   Alexander was wondering what was going on when Grimble’s voice came across guild chat. 
 
    “Thank ye, Alexander.  From all me miners.  Sharing that quest with em were the act of a true King.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, Grimble.  You and all the citizens.  We help each other grow stronger.  It’s what we’re here for.”  Alexander understood now.  The Elysians hadn’t received the experience or the gold until he acknowledged the quest completion just now.  “Must be a king thing” he said to himself.  He grinned as he looked down at his people.  That much experience probably leveled some of them up quite a few times.  And a thousand gold would be significant to most of them.  
 
    Returning to his desk, he opened his UI and pulled up the rest of the notifications, on the off chance there was some other benefit to the folks outside.  
 
    The Reputation of the Kingdom of Elysia has increased among all Kingdoms of Light.  Elysia’s reputation is now Friendly. 
 
    The Kingdom Level of Elysia has increased.  Elysia is now Level 21.  
 
    You have earned a new Title: Warrior King.   
 
    Hidden Quest Completed!  Defenders of the Realm 
 
    In successfully defending the Realm of Elysia against an invasion by a foreign army, every citizen who participated in the battle has earned the title “Defender of the Realm”.  Quest Completion Reward:  10,000 experience; 500 gold;  
 
    Alexander heard the celebration go up a notch outside, and grinned.  That was the last of the notifications.  Brick’s voice came through guild chat.  “Whatever yer doin, Alexander, ye better stop it!  A few o’ me young apprentices here nearly passed out from levelin’ up and bein suddenly rich.” 
 
    “Yeah, Fibble’s with me and he nearly shit himself when he leveled.  He doesn’t understand why his tummy is tingling from contemplating his bellybutton fuzz.” Sasha giggled.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m done.  But I have a question.  Did Jeeves level up and I missed it?” 
 
    “Duh.  Right after you killed the orc boss, when the others surrendered.  You didn’t hear the massive gongy-sounding thing?” Sasha was using her “I’m about to call you dork boy” tone.  
 
    “I got knocked unconscious right when I killed Borag.  Somebody stabbed me, I fell, and got kicked in the head. So, no. I didn’t hear the gongy-sounding-thing.” 
 
    “That’ll teach you to jump yourself into the middle of a hundred angry orcs and pick a fight with the biggest one around. Dork.”  Sasha’s tone was more affectionate than angry.  
 
    Alexander continued in guild chat “Ok, I’m calling an officer’s meeting in my quarters. If you’re busy, don’t sweat it.  We’re going to discuss which upgrade to give Jeeves, and a few other things.  Ten minutes.” 
 
    Jules, finally convinced to rise by the combination of the guild chat traffic and the noise outside, hit the showers.  She shot Alexander a dirty look, and grumbled all the way from the bed to the bathroom.  Alexander pretended not to hear.   
 
    With ten minutes to kill, and no magic to help him fill his time with enchanting or building, he decided to finally check the contents of his Bag of Eternity.   He’d already emptied all the weapons and gear he’d picked up in the secret room where he’d found the bag.  But there were still multiple items.  
 
    There were herbs that he needed to ask Sasha and Lydia about.  The only one he recognized was featherroot.  He assumed if they were important enough to be stowed in this particular bag, they must be rare or valuable.  Or both.  He jotted the names on a piece of paper. 
 
    He found several bits of metal.  Not large quantities, but they were rare metals like mithril and skymetal.  This was looking more and more like some wizard’s ingredient stash.  Three of the slots held what looked like oblong stones.  He removed one from the bag and Inspected it.  
 
    Gryphon Egg 
 
    Quality: Extremely Rare 
 
    This egg was claimed from a Gryphon Corps barracks nest when the mother gryphon was killed in combat.    
 
      
 
    Alexander’s eyes widened and quickly returned the egg to the bag.  He dashed out of his quarters and down the stairs.  Once in the courtyard he dodged passing citizens as he made his way to the wall and the stairs leading up.  In guild chat he shouted “Kai!  I need you or Fitz to help me talk to the gryphons.  Right now, please.”    As he ran up the stairs he mumbled to himself. “Stupid.  Why’d you take it out of the bag?  What if you’ve killed it.  Centuries frozen in time and you just restarted its clock.” 
 
    He burst onto the top of the wall and ran the distance to the gryphons’ roost.  Several of the guards he passed asked if they were under attack.  He shouted as he passed “No, everything is fine, except your king is an idiot!”   Kai appeared on the wall in front of him and turned to see him running.  “What’s wrong, Alexander?” 
 
    Alexander panted as he slowed to a walk.  “Found this Bag of Eternity.  Keeps everything in time suspension.  There are eggs in here.  Gryphon eggs.  Three.”  He paused for a moment for a couple deep breaths.   “I took one out before I knew what it was.  I’m afraid I might have harmed it.  Started its clock ticking again or something.  I put it back right away…” 
 
    Kai began to laugh.  “If it’s a bag of eternity, then any clock that you may have started has been stopped again.  The egg is likely fine.  Come.  Let us tell Braxis his family will be growing.”   
 
    The dragon in human form led the flustered elf the rest of the way to the roost.  He called out, and Braxis emerged.  Kai spoke to him calmly.  “Good morning Braxis.  Alexander here has found something you might like.  Several somethings, actually.  You should call your mate.” 
 
    Braxis tilted his head a moment, then did as the dragon suggested and squawked at his mate.  She emerged a moment later, bowing her head to Kai.  She gave Alexander what he thought was a smile.  He returned it.   Pulling the same egg from the bag, he held it forward in the both hands for the gryphon female to see.   She instantly began making a series of squawking noises as she stepped toward Alexander.  With her beak inches from the egg, she stopped speaking and sniffed at it.   A baleful look was cast Alexander’s way. 
 
    Kai quickly translated. “She wants to know where you got the egg.  Says it is a crime to raid a gryphon’s nest.  Punishable by death.  King or not, she’s considering eating your face.” Kai grinned.  Alexander wasn’t at all sure he was kidding.   He said “I only know what the description says.  Read it yourself!”  
 
    Kai took a moment to inspect the egg, then said “Ahhh.”   Looking at Braxis, he said “The egg was claimed by one of the regimental wizards long ago after its parents were killed in combat.  They have preserved it all these years, and Alexander just found it.  Along with two others.” 
 
    Braxis nodded his head and translated for his mate.  She calmed down, her gaze becoming more friendly.  She gently took the egg in her beak, and walked inside the roost’s main door.  Kai motioned for Alexander to follow.   
 
    She walked straight to a nest made of small branches, furs, and hay.  Depositing the egg into the nest, she looked expectantly at Alexander.  He produced the second egg and set it down next to the first, then did the same with the third.  When she kept watching him, he raised his empty hands saying, “That’s all I have.” 
 
    She lowered her head and gently butted him away from the nest before climbing in and settling atop the eggs.  Looking at Braxis, she barked some orders at him, then began preening at the nest, bringing the edges in closer toward her to preserve her body heat.   Braxis got a clearly hen-pecked look on his face and leapt out the side door of the roost.  He dropped for a moment before spreading his wings and flying away.   The female looked very satisfied as Kai began to laugh. 
 
    “I hope Braxis forgives you for this.” He said to Alexander.  “You’ve just given her an excuse to put him to work.  Alphas are supposed to lay about and be fed most of the time.  She’s just sent him hunting, and told him to gather more nesting material.” 
 
    Alexander was still worried he’d damaged the one egg somehow.  “She… she thinks the eggs are all okay?” he asked Kai. 
 
    Kai spoke to her in her own language.  There was a short exchange before Kai reported.  “She says they are all fine.  They will hatch in approximately a week.  She claims one of them is an Alpha.” His face was grim. 
 
    “That’s good, right?” Alexander ventured.  Kai shook his head.  “Depends on Braxis.  Many alphas won’t tolerate another alpha living in their roost.  They don’t wish to be challenged.” He took a look at the female working on improving her nest.  “But I have a feeling she’s going to make sure Braxis allows it to live.”   He motioned for Alexander to follow him out.  They both nodded their respect to the female before leaving.   Kai added “Best to leave them to it.  Nothing you can do to help just now.” 
 
    Once they were outside, Kai teleported the two of them back to Alexander’s quarters.  Most of the officers were sitting or standing about in the sitting room.   Alexander took a spot on the arm of a sofa next to where Jules was sitting.   He told the assembled crowd “Just found three viable gryphon eggs and turned them over to Braxis.  Kai says we’ll have three baby gryphons in a week or so.” 
 
    The announcement was greeted by silence until Brick said “What’d ye do? Pull em outta yer arse?” which got some chuckles from the others.   
 
    Alexander grinned and held up the bag.  “Close enough. They were in the bag we found in the east tower.  Along with some herbs.  Sasha?  There’s some featherroot in here, along with these others.  Have you heard of them?”  He handed her the list he made.     
 
    After a quick read, she said “Some of them.  All rare.  Lydia probably knows them better.”  
 
    “Well right now they’re still fresh and frozen in time.  Maybe even still alive.  You want them? Or should we give them to Lydia at the greenhouse?” 
 
    “Greenhouse.” Sasha replied right away.   He just nodded.   He reached into the bag and pulled out several of the rare metal chunks one by one, tossing them to Brick, Grimble, and Grumpy alternately.  Grumpy just started laughing when he saw what they were.  “Yer like a damned slot machine.  One that keeps payin out.” 
 
    Max, always one to focus on the loot, asked “What else was in there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I came across the eggs and immediately went up to the roost. I didn’t take time to look at the rest.  I’ll finish when we’re done here.”  He looked around the room as Lugs and Helga walked in.  “It seems we’re all here.  So let’s get down to business.  Jeeves leveled up after the battle yesterday.  Which means we have some options for his next upgrade.  We’re a kingdom now, and I’m guessing the available options will be cooler than before?  Jeeves? 
 
    “Yes, Alexander.  I have a wider range of options, as well as the original options available.   You can choose from Improve Interface level three, Stone Golems level two, Or level one of Extended Area, Dungeon Spawn, or Aerial Defense.  Those are the previous options.  There are also two new ones.  Embassy Upgrade level one, and Navy level one.” 
 
    “Navy?” Lugs asked.   
 
    “The Navy level one upgrade unlocks plans for a shipyard and small clipper ships” Jeeves answered.  
 
    Silverbeard added “We’ve no place for a Navy.  I propose eliminatin’ that one.  Also the Extended Area.  We be needin no more land ta look after just now.  And yer embassies be plenty fancy already.”  
 
    Max added “And it seems we’re growing our own gryphon army already.  So no Aerial Defense.” 
 
    The others all nodded or voiced their consent.  Then Helga spoke up.  “Leveling quickly has been hard.  And if we’re going to be adding more level 1 adventurers soon, the Dungeon Spawn would come in handy.”   Several of the others clapped in agreement.   
 
    Brick offered his suggestion.  “Them stone golems have come in damn handy already.”  Fewer folks agreed with him.   
 
    Alexander spoke up when the voices had died down.  “I would like to point out that the improved interface level two has already proved quite beneficial.  Though having said that, I’ll refrain from voting here.  I want my advisors to decide this.   Your choices seem to be:  Dungeon Spawn, Improved Interface three, or Stone Golems two.  Can we vote by hand? Or do you want secret ballots?” 
 
    Jules spoke up.  “I’m not shy about my vote.  I want the dungeon!”  
 
    She grinned at Helga, who shared a bloodthirsty look with her and said, “Me too!” 
 
    So it was agreed that they would each cast a vote by raising their hands.  Silverbeard pulled a pen and parchment from his bag, and called out the options.  He counted and recorded the votes.    
 
    Unsurprisingly to anyone who’s ever been around large groups of gamers for any amount of time, the Dungeon Spawn won.   
 
    Alexander said “Right, then.  Where should we place it?” 
 
    “Your pardon, Alexander.  But I’m afraid that choice isn’t up to you.  Once you choose that upgrade, the nature, level, and location of the dungeon will be randomly generated.  The only restrictions being that the dungeon will not spawn at a level above that of the king, and that it will appear within the kingdom’s boundaries.” 
 
    Sasha snorted “I bet it shows up under Alexander’s ridiculously large bed.” 
 
    Alexander winked at her and said, “The last boss can be a pink bunnymonster!” Which caused Jules to blush furiously.  
 
    Getting back to business, he asked “Does this new information change anyone’s mind about choosing Dungeon Spawn?” 
 
    Beatrix chimed in “You mean what Jeeves said? Or the bunnymonster boss?”  Earning her a fist-bump from Helga.  
 
    “Any of it.” 
 
    When nobody else spoke up, Alexander said “Jeeves, please activate the Dungeon Spawn level one upgrade. 
 
    After a moment, Jeeves said “It is done, Alexander.” 
 
    Brick asked “So…? Do we start huntin fer the entrance?” 
 
    Jeeves spoke again.  “The dungeon will take approximately twelve hours to fully spawn.  However, the entrance will be located in the cliff not far from the fishing shack by the lake.  And the top floor will be level 30-35” 
 
    “That works out well.  Many of our citizens could benefit from that level range.” Lainey said.  “Jeeves do you know how many levels there will be? And what kind of dungeon it is? 
 
    Jeeves answered immediately.  “The dungeon will have four levels initially.  Each level will have progressively stronger opponents.  As for the type of dungeon, I do not know, Princess Lainey.” 
 
    Alexander said “Well, let’s leave it alone for now.  Let it form and populate with mobs.  Tomorrow we’ll figure out who should go through.  There is the potential for ‘First Kill’ loot.  But it doesn’t make sense for us higher level adventurers to go through.  We’ll need to choose a group who can most benefit from the experience and the gear.” 
 
    He gave them a minute to think about that, then continued. “A few other items of business.  There’s still a dungeon up on the plateau we need to clear.  I was going to lead a group, but without my magic I’d be nearly dead weight.   So any volunteers let Silverbeard know.  We also need to take a trip to see the elves.  Lorian will be leading an expedition.  I’ll go with him.  Anybody else who wants to tag along, let me know over the next couple days.” 
 
    With that, he ended the meeting and the guild members all began to clear the room.   Jules put an arm around him, saying “Of course I’m coming with you to meet the elves.” 
 
    “I’m going to Antalia shortly.  The queen asked to see me.  Want to tag along? Protect your territory?” He grinned at her happily.  He’d really enjoyed the dress she had used to make a statement on their last trip. 
 
    “I’m coming.  Give me a few minutes to get something from my shop.” Jules kissed his cheek and departed.    
 
    Brick said “I’ll be goin ta see the elves too.  And ye should bring Thea ta speak fer me king.  Er, me other king.  Damn.”   Alexander looked around, but Thea had already left.  “I agree.  If you see her, please tell her she’s invited.” 
 
    Kai called from the doorway “I’ll tag along to see the elves.  I can speak to them about my father’s hopes for an alliance.” Then he was gone.  
 
    Alexander said “Jeeves, please announce that anyone wishing to travel to Antalia can meet me at the portal in ten minutes.”   Then he smiled as he heard the announcement in Jeeves’ deadpan voice echo through the keep.   Sasha was standing there still, looking at him curiously.  After a moment of looking back in silence, he asked “What?” 
 
    “I thought you were going to go with me to Stormforge and meet with Lydia to deal with those herbs.” Sasha put a hand on her hip.   
 
    “Shit.  Okay, do you want to come with me, and we can stop there on the way back?  Or stay here, and I can fetch you after?” He asked by way of apology. 
 
    “I’ll tag along.  I’ve been meaning to start an herb garden at the compound in Antalia anyway.  I’ve already got featherroot here and at Greystone Manor.  When we get there, I’ll find a place to plant the featherroot you have in your bag.” 
 
    Alexander thought about the high-quality potions the herb made.  And wondered how much better they’d be if enchanted.  He snapped his fingers.  “You should learn enchanting.  At least the one spell you need to make the Rapid Recovery health potions.  In case my magic is permanently broken.  Lydia knows the spell and can teach it to you.  Or Fitz can.  You never know, your Alchemy skill might give you a bonus I don’t get when you make the potions.” 
 
    Sasha nodded.  “I could do that. If a doofus like you can learn it…” She poked him in the belly and left the room.  
 
     Alexander was about to leave when he noticed a long green foot sticking out from under one of the chairs.  He poked at it with his toe.  When that didn’t elicit a response, he gave it a soft kick.  There was a sputtering growl, and a thump on the bottom of the chair, followed by some mutterings that Alexander suspected were goblin curses that didn’t translate to common.  A moment later Fibble walked from behind the chair, rubbing the top of his head with one hand.  “What boss need?  Why wake Fibble?” 
 
    Alexander hadn’t even known Fibble was there for the meeting.  “Fibble, how long have you been down there?” 
 
    Fibble looked at the window, gauging the sun.  “Not long.  Fibble come for big meeting.  Sound exciting.  But meeting all talk talk.  Boring.  Fibble find spot under big chair and take nap.  Then boss kick Fibble.  Boss not nice.” 
 
    Alexander tried to look contrite.  “I’m sorry Fibble.  I had to make sure you weren’t hurt.  Lugs could have stepped on you or something.”  
 
    Fibble grinned at that idea.   “Lugs no squish Fibble.  Big and slow.  Fibble too fast for squishings!” He demonstrated by zooming out of the room.  Alexander heard a thump as he hit the wall near the top of the stairs and bounced down.   The little guy hadn’t quite got the hang of his new speed. 
 
    Alexander followed him down and proceeded out to the courtyard.   Pollock was waiting for him near the portal.  He was talking to Silverbeard.  When Alexander approached, Pollock said “I was thinking I could approach a few of those players from Antalia I told you about.  Bring them back to the guild house and let you meet them.” 
 
    Alexander considered it.  His day wasn’t all that busy.  “How many are we talking about?” 
 
    Pollock’s eyes rolled upward as he thought.  His fingers ticked off one by one.  “Five or six.  Mostly warrior types like me.  But a couple are casters.  Might be useful in the next fight.” He looked solemnly toward the monument standing in front of the druid grove.  “More… adventurers on the front lines means fewer citizens get hurt.” 
 
    Alexander couldn’t argue with that.  “They’ll need to be able to pass the same background checks you did.  Tell them that.  No point in wasting their time or ours.  And you’ll need to vouch for their character.  As you know, being a part of this guild means keeping a lot of secrets.” 
 
    Pollock nodded.  “I’ve noticed.  I’ll speak to them.  If I’m not sure, I won’t bring them.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’m not sure how long we’ll be at the palace.  We’ll return to the guild house as soon as we’re done.” Alexander said as Jules approached.  Alexander was slightly disappointed that she wasn’t wearing the spectacular dress.  But she looked great in her standard black leathers too.  He smiled to himself as he watched her approach.  “Hey beautiful!” he said as she stepped close and took hold of his hand.  She squeezed it briefly and favored him with the same radiant smile that had taken his breath away the first day they’d met.  
 
    Sasha was right behind her.  It doesn’t look as if anyone else wanted to join them, so Silverbeard opened the portal, and they all stepped through.   Michael must have seen the portal activate, as he emerged from the back of the guild house just when they were reaching the door.  “Welcome back!” he held the door for them.  Jules leaned over and whispered something to him as she passed, and he nodded his head.   
 
    They all headed toward the front of the house and the door leading to the street.  Jules paused in the sitting room, and Michael joined her.   Sasha said, “Give me the featherroot and I’ll figure out where to put it.”   As Alexander complied, he saw Jules pulling something from her own bag and handing it to Michael.   Then she stepped over to Alexander and took his hand.  “Are we going to the palace, or what?” 
 
    She led him out the front door and across the tiny courtyard that led to the house’s gate.  From there she put her arm in his, and the two of them strolled up the street.  Well, the eight of them.  Taylor and his squad were spread out in front and behind.   Alexander shook his head.  He hadn’t even seen them come through the portal.   And he was sure they hadn’t been in the house. 
 
    As they walked toward the palace, they received the occasional shouted greeting or cheer from shopkeepers and citizens as they passed by.  Antalia seemed a much happier place than the first time he’d visited.  
 
    The guards at the gate saluted smartly as Alexander and party approached, then bowed their heads as he passed.  He didn’t feel as awkward when it wasn’t his own people bowing to him.  Either that, or he was getting used to it.   An officer led them through the gates and into the palace, walking them straight to the great hall as if they were expected.  
 
    There they found the queen sitting upon her throne, with Princess Kimberly in full armor standing at her right side.  In front of them stood three players surrounded by guards with weapons drawn. 
 
    “Ah, Alexander.  Good timing.  These faces may be familiar to you.  Chaos Nation members who did not heed my warning to stay away.” 
 
    Alexander looked at all three faces and names, but they didn’t seem familiar.  “I’m sorry, Majesty.”  He bowed his head toward the queen, then smirked at the players. “We killed so many that day, and none really distinguished themselves enough to stand out.  I don’t recognize them.” 
 
    “We’re going to kill you, Greystone.  You little shit!” one of the players shouted.  He was rewarded with a spear butt to the groin.   The guard who did it looked up at the queen with an innocent face.  Alexander could see her trying not to smile.   She addressed the prisoners. 
 
    “You were declared enemies of the realm, and given fair notice to depart Antalia.  Yet you tried to use the tunnel system to re-enter my city.  Why?” 
 
    The one who’d spoken before grunted, still in pain.  He managed to straighten up, and said “We will reclaim our guild house!  Even if we have to burn this whole city!” 
 
    “You mean my shiny new embassy? The three of you were going to take it back all alone?  Or were you here to meet friends?  Another guild controlled by the Dark One?” Alexander prodded at the prisoners.   
 
    A second player said in a sullen voice.  “All our good stuff was in that vault.  We want it back.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “We haven’t opened the vault yet.  But whatever is in there, is no longer yours.  Even if I gave it to you, it wouldn’t do you any good for a year.  Your avatars are going to be locked-”  He stopped when he heard a whispering chant.  Looking at the third prisoner, he did indeed recognize her.  She had been the one to hit him with one of the dark magic shit-weasel spells.   
 
    “Stop her!” He pointed with his left hand as he drew his sword in his right.  He’d managed a step toward her when she shouted the last word of the spell and it hit him squarely in the gut. 
 
    Jules was instantly behind her, one knife already sliding into her kidney as the other went for her throat.   
 
    Alexander shouted through the pain “Stop!  Don’t kill her.”.   He fell to the ground, writhing in pain as the guards beat the prisoners into submission.  The worm in his gut was taking its time.  The feeling was much the same as when he overdid it making healing potions.  
 
    The queen was shouting, and Alexander could feel himself being lifted.  A moment later he was set down on a table top, and Kimberly was looking down on him.  She was all aglow with Paladin magic, and she placed her gauntleted hands on his stomach.  Alexander felt a burning sensation through his entire body, and passed out from the pain. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, his initial thought was that he’d died and was in limbo.  Odin was standing in front of him, shaking his head.  “Not limbo, Alexander.  This is Olympus.” 
 
    Alexander looked around.  He was in a huge open space with columns all around.  The ceiling was missing, and he could see stars above him.   There were several people milling about, most looking his direction.  He recognized a few of them as gods who had appeared at the various altars.  There was Durin with his beard and hammer.  Asclepius with his staff.  Hermes, Tyr, and others.  
 
    So.  Olympus then.  As far as Alexander knew, there was no code for an actual Olympus in the game.  He suspected Odin had been getting creative.  “Greetings, All-Father.  And gods of the pantheon of Io.” He bowed deeply.  What else did one do in a room full of deities?  
 
    “Welcome, Alexander.  You are the first adventurer to visit Olympus.  You are not dead, though you are very nearly so.  We brought you here to speak to you while your friends work to heal you.” His voice thundered, though he was just speaking conversationally.   
 
     Alexander was impressed despite knowing it was all just code.  He thought it best to play along. 
 
    “I am always at your service, All-Father.  What was it you wished to speak to me about?”  
 
    “You are aware of the rise of the drow wizards, and their plan to destroy all life on Io. We, the gods of light, would not wish to see that happen.  However, we are constrained by the law of Io, and can not often act directly upon the world.  We must act through champions in most circumstances.  You are one such champion of the light.  I brought you here, to warn you.” 
 
    “Warn me?” Alexander was intrigued.   
 
    “The one your father seeks.  The son of Seshat and Howard.  I sensed him briefly in the interface.  He is somehow masking his thought patterns while on Io.  This, should not be possible.  Yet he has found a way.” 
 
    “Matt!” Alexander growled the name.  The one responsible for the bombing that all but killed Dayle and did kill a technician at Jupiter Tech.  “He is … he is on Io now?” 
 
    “I believe so, Alexander.  Though I cannot locate him.  I continue to seek his patterns in the interface, and will expel him the moment he is found.” Odin’s voice became harsh.  “There have also been a few attempts to alter my own control over Io.  As if he were in truth trying to steal divine powers for himself.  He will fail, of course.” 
 
    Alexander felt a chill run down his spine.  “Have you alerted my father to this?” 
 
    “Of course.  They are seeking the interloper in your world as well.  He will be found, fear not.  But the damage he does here on Io could be significant.  So we have called you here not only to warn you, but to prepare you.  We have agreed to teach you some divine magic.  It will be useful only to counteract the dark magic such as the spell that nearly killed you just now.  This is not to be shared under any circumstance.  And any misuse of the power will result in its immediate recall, and significant penalties.  Do you agree, champion?” 
 
    “I agree, and I thank you, All-Father.  I thank all of you.” He looked around at the benevolent smiles of the gods.   
 
    “Return then, Alexander.  You will be healed.  Use our gifts wisely.  And know that you are not alone.  We have selected three other champions from different regions of Io.  All will strive as you do, to turn back the advances of the drow wizards.  You have made a good beginning in your small corner of the land.  You must work to expand your influence, increase your efforts.” 
 
    Alexander was going to answer when his vision faded.  He felt the sensation of a table under him again, and opened his eyes.  He was staring at the ceiling of the great hall in Antalia.  Shifting his head left and right, he saw Queen Margaret and Princess Kimberly standing on one side, and Jules and Silverbeard on the other.  All had looks of relief on their faces.  
 
    Jules grabbed hold of him.  “We thought she had killed you with that nasty worm-thing.  Then the altar burned you.” She mumbled into his shoulder.    
 
    Alexander looked questioningly at Silverbeard, who nodded his head.  “Her Majesty shouted for us to put ye on the altar n pray.  Everybody in the room prayed.  The altar glowed bright as day and ye lit up like hot metal in me forge.  Then ye disappeared.” 
 
    Kimberly poked him in the rib and grinned at him. “That looked like it hurt.  First the worm thing eating your guts, then you sort of… caught fire.  You screamed like a little girl.  Your Majesty.” She winked at him, and he couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    Alexander quickly checked his UI.  He was at full health, with no bleeds or DoT’s in effect.  There were several notifications, but he waved those aside for a moment.   “Yeah, it hurt.  And I’m sure it was a manly scream.” He winked back at Kimberly.   
 
    Jules lifted her head.  “Nope.  You sounded like one of those bunnies when they get shot.  It was not very kingly at all.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes.  “Odin, save me from the honesty of my friends.”  There was a distant rumbling of thunder, as if Odin too were laughing.   
 
    He sat up, testing his limbs and balance.  Finding nothing wrong, he hopped down off the altar and looked around.  The prisoners were nowhere in sight.  “What happened to the adventurers?” 
 
    “I happened.” Jules said very matter-of-factly.   
 
    Queen Margaret clarified.  “When you disappeared, your Lady Jules here, got a bit… disgruntled.  She asked me to charge them with your murder, then pronounce them guilty.  Which I did.  She then… well, she dispatched them.”  
 
    Kimberly snorted “She tore them apart with those daggers. It was a thing of beauty.  A few courtiers lost their lunches.”  There was sincere admiration in her voice.   Jules just looked at the floor.  Alexander leaned close to her and whispered, “Remind me, not to let you kill me”.  Jules gave him a tiny sly smile.  
 
    He turned back to Queen Margaret.  “I’m sorry for all the excitement, Majesty.  I came in answer to your summons.  What can Elysia do for you?” 
 
    The queen laughed.  “It was more about what I might have been able to do for you.  One of our mages told us of Fitz’s search for a way to cure you.  It occurred to me that our altar here had been blessed by several of the gods.  And that if you were to pray at the altar, they might be able to heal you.  Or at least provide an answer as to how you might be healed…” 
 
    She looked at him expectantly. So did everyone else.  After a moment, he realized what had just happened, and that she was asking if she’d been correct.  He held up a finger.   
 
    Turning his head, he pretended to be focusing on something across the room.  With no warning, he cast his Levitation spell on Jules, lifting her gently into the air.  There was no pain of any kind.  He smiled at the queen, leaving Jules floating up there and fingering her daggers.  “It seems you were correct, Majesty.  I’m not sure how, but the gods of the pantheon seem to have healed me!” 
 
    Jules cleared her throat and glared at him.  He lowered her slowly, scooping her into his arms before setting her down.  Turning back to the queen, he asked “How can I repay your kindness?” 
 
    The queen responded “There is no need to repay us.  We are deeply indebted to you.”  The moment she finished speaking, Sir Jeffrey spoke up from somewhere behind Alexander. “But we wouldn’t say no to a few more of those light cannons!” 
 
    The queen blushed prettily as Kimberly and the others laughed.  Alexander said “Of course.  I’ll make you a couple more and send them over.  Are you okay for recharging them?” He looked meaningfully at the knight.  He’d given Sir Jeffrey a soul crystal with the first set, and asked that he keep it secret.  The old knight took the hint, saying “We could use a bit more assistance there as well.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.   Pulling a large crystal from his bag, he pretended to shake hands with the knight, transferring the item to him as unobtrusively as possible.  “I’ll get right on those.  You should have them in a few days.” 
 
    He thanked the queen once again, and they said their goodbyes.  Anxious to test the return of his magic, Alexander teleported his whole group back to the guild house courtyard.   Taylor and his men immediately fanned out to establish a perimeter.  Alexander and the others re-entered the house and made for the sitting room.   Pollock was not back yet, so Alexander decided to make good on his promise of light cannons while they waited.  Silverbeard went to find Michael to discuss housekeeping type issues, and Jules headed upstairs on some mission of her own. 
 
    Alexander pulled three pieces of stone from his bag and shaped them into the cones that would become light cannons.  Then he began to channel the Ray of Light spell into each one.  He did it slowly, testing his magic as he went.  He continued to push magic into the stone until he felt the familiar pushback.  He set that one down and started on the next.  He was just finishing the third when Silverbeard and Michael joined him.  The old dwarf picked up the first cannon and, without a word, shaped the trigger.  Alexander’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know you were a shaper!” 
 
    “I’ve not nearly the talent tha’ Brick has.  But a simple thing like this be within me ability” Silverbeard set the cannon down and picked up the next.  Alexander finished the third a moment later and handed it to him.  He lifted the first one and infused the activation word into the trigger.  When all three were complete, he handed them to Michael.  “Will you make sure these get to the queen?” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  It would be my honor...  and… speaking of honor, I believe Jules would like to see you on the roof.” Michael said.   
 
    Curious, Alexander led the others up the stairs.  At the end of the second-floor hallway was what looked like a closet door.  It actually led to a narrow stairway that climbed to the roof.  Alexander stepped out onto the rooftop and turned, scanning for his lady elf.  She stood nearby, leaning casually against a pole that extended up from the roof.   Alexander’s eyes were drawn upward.   “Jules!  It’s beautiful.” He called out.   Flying from the pole was an expansive banner, maybe eight feet in length.  It was a regal looking black dragon with silver eyes set upon a field of grey.  Similar to their guild banner, but more elegant.   
 
    She smiled “A kingdom needs a proper flag, right?” 
 
    He dashed forward and scooped her into his arms.  “You are an artist, my love.  It’s… it’s just wonderful.  Simple, elegant, and regal.  Let it strike fear in the hearts of our enemies, and bring comfort to our allies in times of need!”    He stood there for a few moments admiring the banner as it fluttered in the wind.    
 
    There were a few shouts of “Elysia!” from Taylor and his men below.  Jules stepped to the edge of the roof and waved at them.   
 
    “Yes, you are going to make quite the queen, my lady.” Alexander said to her.  
 
    Michael announced that Pollock was arriving below, so they headed back down the stairs to meet him.  He had five players in tow.  Alexander invited them to sit, and he spoke with them for a while.  Jules, after seeing that three of the five were women, and good-looking ones at that, sat in Alexander’s lap and used one of her daggers to groom her nails during the entire interview.   
 
    Alexander didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    An hour later he generally agreed with Pollock’s choices.  He’d made sure that each of them understood the gravity of being invited to the guild.  The responsibility and the dangers involved.  They each had agreed that they’d take the oath, and confirmed that they were aware of the negative repercussions if they violated that oath.  He told them the story of Dirk and his betrayal, just to drive the point home.   When it was over, he’d said that Jupiter staff would run their backgrounds and let him know in a day or so.  And that he’d get back to them then.   The whole time he had thoughts of Matt in the back of his mind.  If he could mask his existence in the game, he might be any one of these people and Alexander wouldn’t know. 
 
    After escorting the players out, Pollock returned with them to Stormforge.   Sasha ran to get Lydia while the others waited in the greenhouse building.  It only took a few minutes for the two herbalists to return.  Alexander stood in front of a work table full of potting soil and small pots and removed all the herbs from his Bag of Eternity.    
 
    Lydia immediately became enthusiastic as she pointed out and named each one for Sasha.  The elf, dwarf, and man retreated to the courtyard while the ladies arranged to properly plant or store the rare herbs.   When they emerged, Lydia invited them all to supper.  Alexander politely declined, citing the need to get back to the keep.  Lydia smiled sadly “I know from watching my father, and now my brother.  A king rarely has time for himself.”  She hugged each of them, surprising Silverbeard and Pollock, then waved as they stepped through the portal to the keep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Back in Business 
 
      
 
    The first thing Alexander did once they were through the portal was to look up toward the waterfalls cascading down the cliffs above the keep to where it would fall into the lake.  Taking Jules by the hand, he pulled her toward him, hugged her close, and teleported them onto a ledge about halfway up the escarpment.  Unexpectedly finding herself looking down from three hundred feet in the air, Jules gripped him tightly.  When she looked away from the ground below and up at his face, Alexander kissed her deeply.   
 
    “I wanted to thank you properly for that banner.  It truly was beautiful.  But not as beautiful as you.” He kissed her again.   
 
    She didn’t object, relaxing into his arms.  When they came up for air, she looked into his eyes and said. “It’s beautiful here.” 
 
    They both turned to look out over the keep, the lake, and the forest beyond.  To their left a small waterfall tumbled past the ledge on which they stood.  On a whim, Alexander said “Hold on.”  
 
    He turned toward the cliff face and activated his Earth Mover ability.  He opened the stone in front of him, pushing it to either side and creating a tunnel leading at an angle into the stone behind the waterfall.  A dozen steps in, he widened the tunnel into a room.  To one side he raised a stone platform that could serve as a bed.  Then he raised a table and chairs.  When he was done, he turned to Jules.  “This will be our special place.  For when we just want to get away from everyone for a little while.”  
 
    It was her turn to kiss him.  After a short but passionate embrace, she said. “I’ll make some pillows and a mattress and linens and…”  
 
    He just smiled as she made a mental list of all the items she would bring to make the space more cozy.  When she was done, he teleported them back to the courtyard.  
 
    As soon as they were back, Jules gave him a smack on the ass—much to the amusement of the citizens moving around them—and was off to begin her project.   Alexander noted several of the passing citizens glancing upward and smiling.  Following their eyes, he found several of Jules’ banners had been raised while they’d been gone.   
 
    Feeling ambitious and eager to flex his magic, Alexander decided it was time to build the Ogre II.  He didn’t want to do so without the O’Malley’s input, though;   or Mattie’s.  First he made his way to the kitchen.  Mattie was there, discussing something with several of the staff.  Alexander cleared his throat subtly, and they all turned to regard him.  “Mattie, I don’t wish to interrupt.  I just wanted to let you know that I’m going to fetch the O’Malleys and bring them back here.  It’s time to build the Ogre II.  Thought you might want to participate.”  
 
    Her eyes widened a bit and she asked, “Your magic?” 
 
    Alexander replied by casting Levitate on a large pot on a nearby table.  He raised it up and made it dance through the air a bit as the kitchen staff applauded.  It ended with a laugh as he directed it to turn itself over and settle on his own head.  There was an echo as he spoke from inside.  “My magic appears intact. Mostly.”  
 
    Removing the pot, he handed it to Mattie.  She exchanged it for a bag, explaining “The sugar you asked for.”  He thanked her and disappeared, teleporting himself to their original guild house in Stormforge, which was located very near The Ogre.  He walked the short distance up the street and entered the tavern to find it mostly empty.  Martin O’Malley was, as usual, behind the bar. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” He bowed deeply, grinning widely the whole time.  Several confused patrons scrambled to their feet before performing a similar bow.  Alexander patted his hands in the air, motioning for them to sit.  “Please, sit.  Drinks are on me!” 
 
    Martin began pouring several mugs of Dwarven ale as the patrons moved toward the bar.  “If King Alexander’s buyin’, let it be the good stuff!” He declared.    
 
    There was a brief scuffle as the citizens tried to be the first at the bar without bumping into the king in their midst.  As Martin served the drinks, Grumpy’s voice came across guild chat.  “Taylor be here at the smithy, and his ears be steamin’.  Somethin bout his king dashing off without an escort.” 
 
    “Shit! Please extend my apologies.  Tell him I’m safe at the Ogre to fetch the O’Malleys and will be back in a few moments.” 
 
    Martin was finishing up the ale distribution, so Alexander stepped behind the bar and into the kitchen.  He called out. “Rose?  Are you here?”    
 
    Rose O’Malley stepped out from the pantry and began to shout “Out of me kitchen!  The food’ll be ready whe—” She stopped short when she realized who she was yelling at.  “Alexander!  Er, your Majesty!” She started to bow, and Alexander rushed forward to engulf her in a hug instead.   
 
    “Please cut out the ‘Majesty’ crap, Rose.  I liked it better when you were yelling at me.”  
 
    She snorted and slapped him lightly with the kitchen rag in her hand.  “Don’t be takin liberties with me, young man!  King or no, me husband’ll pound ya should he catch ya hugging on me!”   
 
    Alexander grinned as Martin entered the kitchen behind him, doing just that.  “What’s this?  I turn me back for a moment and the dashing young king tries to steal me wife!”  
 
    “I’m here to steal you both!” Alexander replied.  “For about an hour.  It’s time to build the Ogre II, and I’ll need your input on what goes where.  Can you get somebody to handle this unruly crowd for a bit?”  
 
    “Ha!  For that, you bet yer royal arse we can!” Martin declared.  He stepped toward the hallway and yelled up the stairs.  “Martha!  Come on down!  Bring that useless lad, too!” 
 
    A few moments later Martha descended the stairs followed by a teenage boy carrying a mop.  Martin said “Rose and I are going with King Alexander for an hour or two.  Watch the shop.” 
 
    Martha smiled brightly at Alexander as she curtsied neatly.  “Pleasure to see ya, as always, Majesty.  You’ve come a long way since we first met!”  
 
    Alexander gave up and bowed his head in return, “and you’re just as lovely as ever, Martha!”  This caused the woman to blush slightly as she moved past them into the kitchen.  The boy bobbed his head rapidly and disappeared into the tavern.  
 
    Alexander waved a hand, mostly for show, and teleported the O’Malleys back to the keep.  Together they walked to where the Ogre II was to be constructed.  Mattie was there waiting for them, along with a dour-faced Taylor.   Alexander quickly said “I’m sorry, Taylor.  I got so caught up in having my magic back, I didn’t think.  I’ll try to do better.” 
 
    Taylor nodded his head in acceptance.  He gave Mattie a brief hug, and stepped away to whatever hiding spot he watched his king from.   Rose watched Taylor leave, then looked at Mattie.  She had a wry grin on her face as she said “Well, he’s a big, strong, pretty one now isn’t he!?” Making Mattie blush.   
 
     Alexander cleared his throat again, and said “Time is limited.  You can torture Mattie later.”  
 
    And so they began to build the Ogre II.   Alexander created a cellar level the entire size of the allotted space, with a ramp on the side leading up to ground level.  He added wide columns and beams before covering it all with a stone slab.  From there he let the O’Malleys and Mattie direct him on where to place the kitchen, the stairs, bathrooms, the bar area and open space for tables.  When that was through, he created the second and third floors.  The center sections featured several small rooms standard to inns across Io.  Basic boxes approximately ten feet square.  At either end of the corridors they had him create larger rooms and suites for more distinguished guests.   
 
    Above the third floor he created a flat stone roof with an opening for a stair.  Mattie had suggested a gazebo like the one atop Greystone Manor to be used for special occasions like weddings.  Rose asked if she had a particular wedding in mind.   
 
    Alexander left them to discuss details and further tease poor Mattie, saying “Just tell Jeeves when you’re ready to leave and I’ll send you back.”  He turned to look at the building as he crossed the courtyard.  It was massive compared to the original Ogre.  There was space inside the ground floor tavern for maybe a hundred customers, and a dozen tables in the restaurant.  The kitchen was larger than the original as well.  There were twenty-eight small rooms, and eight larger ones.  The building was rough, just a stone shell at the moment.  The O’Malleys would need to arrange for windows, doors, carpentry, and the like.  But Alexander was proud of the start he’d given them. 
 
    “Jeeves, could you ask Brick and Collin to bring a couple of their carpenters and shapers to the Ogre, please?” He said out loud.   
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  Collin is in the newest guest quarters constructing a bed at the moment, it will take him a few minutes to arrive.” 
 
    Brick arrived quickly with two apprentices who shared the shaping ability.  He eyed the new structure critically, stopping to stand next to Alexander.  “So yer magic’s back.” Was all he said.  
 
    “Yep!  Thought I’d give it a little test.  The O’Malleys are inside.  They’re going to need help with doors, plumbing, and such.  Thought you might be interested.  And Collin’s on his way to help with woodwork.” 
 
    “Good ‘nuff!” Brick grinned at the two dwarves with him. “Inside ye lazy louts! Did ye think yer time here would be all fancy work in me dragon forge?”  He grinned at Alexander as he followed them inside.   
 
    Collin and another carpenter arrived a minute or so later.  He too was taking in the new building.  “Well, I guess I can see why you summoned me, Majesty” 
 
    “You got it!  The O’Malleys are inside.  How’d you like to be the guy who builds the bar that so many of us will belly up to over the years?  And tables sturdy enough to survive dwarven bar fights?” 
 
    Collin grinned “I’ll take that as a challenge!” He led his fellow carpenter inside and Alexander could already see him measuring.  
 
    It was some time before Martin stepped outside.  Alexander motioned for him to follow, and led his friend over to the nearby dining area.  “I assume Rose and Mattie are giving directions to the others?  Could be a while.” He said as they sat.   
 
    “Aye.  Rose is all a-flutter with ideas how ta make it better than our own Ogre.  I want to thank ya, Alexander.  She be a thing o’ beauty.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Not yet, but she can be.  Wait, she?”  
 
    “Ha!  Aye, Rose and Mattie have decided the Ogre II will be a mate to the first.  They’re already sketchin a sign with a fat lady ogre on it.” He grinned.  Alexander laughed at the visual.  
 
    “Well, with the loan you have from Blix, you can afford to make this exactly as you want it.  Don’t hold back.  I want this place to be a success, and to last a good long time.  You’ll have no shortage of customers, and each and every one of them has at least a thousand gold to their name.” Martin raised his eyebrows when he heard this.   “So spend what you need to!  It won’t take long to earn it back.” 
 
    “A thousand gold?” Martin asked.  Alexander filled him in.  “We just defended against an attack by an army of orcs.  There was a quest to defend the kingdom, and the reward included a thousand gold to each defender.”  
 
    “Where’d all that gold come from?” Martin’s eyes were wide as he looked around at the number of people milling about.” 
 
    “You know, that’s a good question!  Jeeves?  The gold that was rewarded to the defenders… is there about 400,000 gold missing from our treasury by any chance?” 
 
    “No, Alexander.  No gold has been removed from the treasury.” 
 
    “Well, then.  I guess we’ll have to investigate.  Thank you Martin, for bringing that up.  I’ll need to be careful in the future that I don’t bankrupt us by giving out quests with gold as rewards.” 
 
    He was hit with an idea that made him grin mischievously.  “Speaking of which…” 
 
    Martin’s eyes lost focus as he received a quest notification.  After a couple seconds, he burst out laughing.   “A Mate for the Ogre!” he chuckled.  “That be a good quest name, Alexander.  And aye, I accept.  I’ll share it with all them that’s inside, if you’ll excuse me?” 
 
    Alexander nodded as Martin got up and hurried back to the inn.   Extremely happy with himself, he decided to see what other trouble he could get himself into.    
 
    A quick teleport, and he stood on the drawbridge over the moat.  He called out “Hey, Rocky!  Are you here, buddy?” 
 
    He waited patiently for the moat monster to appear.  Sitting with his feet dangling, he recalled the last time he was here.  This was the spot where he’d discovered how to enchant the health potions.  That reminded him that he had a supply of ingredients in his bag.  While he waited for Rocky, he began to create more of the Rapid Restoration potions.  Enchanting the sugar that Mattie had given him, which it turned out was shaped into thin sticks, he popped them into the vials that Sasha had provided.  The result was surprising. 
 
    Rapid Restoration Potion 
 
    Single Use: Restores 6,000hp 
 
      
 
    These granted a thousand more hp than the previous versions.  Alexander looked more closely at them.  What was different?  Was his magic stronger?  He had leveled up a few times since he’d made the last ones.  And he’d made a hundred of them in a short time.  
 
    The sugar sticks caught his eye.  Each was nearly the length of the potion vial.  Long and narrow like the wands he created.  A realization struck him. “The shape!  The shape allows the magic to be wrapped tightly.  I did it the same as a wand without even realizing it!” 
 
    He was distracted then by the face of his moat monster breaking the surface of the water below him.  Rocky snorted, and a fine spray of water settled over Alexander.  He laughed as Rocky bobbed his head up and down.  “Hey there buddy!  You look bigger!  Guess orc meat agrees with you?” 
 
    Rocky let out a fluting cry that was half dragonling roar and half whale call.  With a flick of his tail he pushed himself up, out of the water, high enough to take hold of the bridge with his forepaws.  Pulling himself the rest of the way up, he romped about on the bridge a bit like a puppy happy to see its master.  Alexander got to his feet and played tag with the moat monster for a minute or two.   Rocky had indeed grown.  He’d probably picked up several levels from the orc battle.  He was bulkier now than he had been.  His head was larger, as were his teeth.  He’d picked up maybe five feet in length, and some muscle definition.  At twenty-five feet long, he was now big and imposing enough that Alexander worried less about him being hurt by invading enemies.   
 
    When the little dragon got winded from running about, he plopped down on his belly and panted.  Alexander sat next to his head and patted him a few times.  “You’re the best moat monster ever!” He said to Rocky.  The dragon’s tail thwapped against the stone a few times in response.  Alexander scratched his water dragon’s nose a bit, and Rocky closed his eyes in pleasure.  They sat like that for a while, just enjoying each other’s company until Jeeves’ voice called out “Your guests are ready to return to their home, Alexander.” 
 
    Alexander patted Rocky one last time and got to his feet.  “I have to go now.  I’ll see you again soon, little buddy!”   He watched as Rocky trumpeted a farewell and dove back into the water, then teleported himself back to the keep. 
 
    The O’Malleys were indeed waiting for him by the portal.  Mattie was nowhere to be seen.  As soon as Martin saw him, he said “We’re ready to head back.  Rose here worked out deals with your people for them to finish the work.  And Mattie’s going to oversee it for us.” 
 
    Rose stepped forward and hugged Alexander. “You’ve given us quite the gift here, Alexander.  And for that ya get a kiss!” She grabbed his head and planted a noisy kiss on his cheek.  Martin pretended to look cross, then reached out a hand.   Alexander shook it, saying “I have always loved the Ogre.  This is just me being too lazy to go back to Stormforge for some of your cooking, Rose.  Instead, I brought it here to me!”  
 
    “Ha!” Rose slapped his chest lightly.  “You say the word and I’ll come cook for ya anytime!” 
 
    Alexander smiled and, after confirming that it should be clear, teleported the two of them to the private dining room at the original Ogre.   
 
    His next task was the mine.  He’d wanted to help fortify it when his magic was twisted but now he could.  With a thought he teleported himself to a spot about a hundred yards outside the mine.  What he saw there surprised him.  The miners and rock trolls had obviously been busy.  Large blocks of stone had been cut from the mountain and stacked in a semi-circle around the mine entrance about two hundred feet out.  It was an impressive structure.  The wall was maybe six feet thick and twenty feet high all around.  There was an opening just wide and tall enough for a wagon with riders to pass through.  Or a rock troll if he stooped.  As Alexander approached, Grimble waved to him.  “What d’ye think?  Yer not the only one that can raise a wall!” 
 
    Alexander was nodding his head in appreciation.  “Very well done, Grimble.  I am impressed!  It seems dwarves and rock trolls work quite well together!”  
 
    “Aye, them big fellas be incredibly strong. And they was thinkin it were a game!  They raced to see who could haul the blocks up and stack em fastest!” Grimble chuckled as he pictured the scene.   
 
    Alexander said “I could raise the whole thing up a bit, if you like.  Another ten feet, maybe? 
 
    Grimble shook his head.  “Don’t trouble yerself.  The big fellas be havin fun with it.  They’ll be bringin more stone soon enough.  A couple more days n this wall will be blockin out the sun!  I’ll have to find somethin’ else for em to do.” 
 
    Alexander grew concerned.  “If an enemy attacks before then, do you have a way to seal the mine?  As a fallback position?” 
 
    “Aye, that were the first thing we did.  A wee child with a hammer hits the right spot inside, and a thousand tons o’ stone will plug that door right up!  Ye’ll have to come get us after that.  Won’t be enough food or water inside to last us the time it would take to dig out.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll come for you.  You just focus on keeping our people safe.  If it even looks like you might lose the wall, you get them all inside.  I’m not losing one more life than we have to.”  
 
    Grimble looked down at his boots.  “Lost a few friends o’ mine in that fight.  Ye needn’t worry.  I’m no’ anxious ta lose more.” 
 
    Looking at the wall, Alexander made one adjustment.  He moved to the far-left end where it connected with the mountain.  Starting there, he worked his way around, raising a sheet of liquid stone along the front face of the wall all the way around.  When he was done, he said “Now it’s perfectly smooth.  No hand-holds to help unwanted visitors in their climb.” 
 
    Grimble thanked him, and he was about to leave when he remembered something.  Stepping inside the gate, he moved to one side and reached into the earth.  Finding several blocks of obsidian below, he latched onto one that weighed about a ton.  Almost effortlessly he lifted the large block through the stone and soil above until it stood in front of him.   
 
    Turning to Grimble, he said “Please let Drog and Gorg know that this is a gift in honor of their participation in the battle.  And the warrior they lost.” 
 
    Grimble patted the big block of ebony stone affectionately.  “Thank ye, Alexander.  I’ve grown fond o’ the big fellas since we found em.  They’ll be likin’ this just fine.” 
 
    With a wave goodbye, Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  The sun was only just setting, and Alexander felt as if he’d had a very busy day.  He decided to sit with Silverbeard for a bit, then hit the sack. 
 
    Taking a seat in his usual spot in front of Silverbeard’s desk a few minutes later.“I was thinking I would like to try to include the minotaurs in our alliance.  Are they very widespread throughout Io?  Or is Molgo’s tribe all there are?” He said. 
 
    “There be minotaur tribes here and there.  To be honest, we knew nothin o’ them up there on the plateau.  From what ye say, they’d be by far the largest tribe o’ any we know.   As fer the alliance, ye’d need to consult with the dragons and the others first.  But I canno’ imagine them sayin no.  Minotaurs be hardy warriors.  And most have a sense of honor nearly equal to that o’ dwarves.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Kai the next time I see him.  As our ambassador from the Dragon King, I’m sure he can authorize another ally.  Or not.” Alexander became thoughtful.  If he could convince Molgo to ally with Elysia, that would effectively secure his northern border.  And they might have interesting trade goods.  The river that ran through his lands up there originated further north.  Maybe he shouldn’t have been so quick to discount having a navy!  
 
    Alexander noticed Silverbeard staring at him expectantly.  His thoughts raced.  Had he missed a question?  He finally just decided to ask.  “You want to tell me something.  Or ask me something?” 
 
    “Ye mentioned the minotaurs.  But there be another people ye see’d up there.” 
 
    “The ORCS?” Alexander’s eyes widened.  He thought it over.  Molgo had said they’d been trading partners.  And that it had been Borag that had organized them.  Maybe… “You think them a worthwhile ally?  Even after we wiped out so many of them?” 
 
    Silverbeard looked disappointed.  “Orcs do no’ be born good or bad.  Just like humans or elves.” He paused to look significantly at Alexander’s ears. “They can be one or the other.  Or both.  I’d counsel ye to at least speak to em.  Might be that Molgo can help ye with that.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head thoughtfully, and was about to leave when he remembered another question he’d wanted to ask.  “Master Silverbeard.  The funds for the defender quest rewards.  Jeeves says they were not subtracted from our treasury.  Do you know where all the gold came from?” 
 
    The old dwarf nodded.  “Me king… me previous king asked me the same question when he first took the throne at Broken Mountain.  There be certain quests given by the gods.  Most be quests for the greater good.  Like protectin’ yer homeland from invaders.  When ye completes these quests, the gods themselves reward ye.  It be the same fer paladins, priests, monks… them that serve their god directly.” 
 
    “Thank you Silverbeard.  That’s good to know.”  Alexander left the dwarf’s office and headed up to his quarters.    
 
    Not hungry, he opted to do some work in his lab.  Finding the hidden trigger, he opened the door and stepped inside.  He did a quick survey of the room, and decided to place his ‘testing’ area as far from the door as possible.  That way, in the event he caused a sizable explosion, it wouldn’t take out anyone in the study, sitting room, or bedroom. 
 
    So he used his Earth Mover ability and raised himself a stone workbench maybe six feet wide and three feet deep.  He pulled several shelves from the stone of the left-hand wall for storing ingredients and whatever items he created.  On the right wall, he pulled up a long stone bench that could double as a sleeping space if necessary.    Then he added a table in front of it at coffee-table height.   Just as he was finishing that piece, he was startled by a voice behind him.  “You’re going to need cushions for that, too.” Jules stood in the doorway looking toward the bench.  “I’ll whip some up in the grey and black.  I know you like those colors.”  
 
    Much more interested in Jules than the furniture, he walked to the door and pulled her close to him.  Staring into her startlingly bright eyes, he said “I like the blue of your eyes.  But no fabric in this world or any other could match it.” 
 
    She smiled slightly and said “Ooh, dork boy’s getting smoother with his lines.  Good answer!” She kissed him lightly.  “You missed dinner.  Hungry?” 
 
    “Nope.  Been a big day.  Got my magic back.  Got a ton of stuff done.  Tired now.” He led her to the sitting room, where they curled up together on the sofa.  He told her about what happened when he disappeared on the altar.  She promised to keep it to herself.  Then he began to tell her about all the exciting things he’d worked on during the day.   
 
    It wasn’t long before she was snoring softly into his chest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Mined Over Matter 
 
      
 
    In the morning Alexander woke feeling ambitious.  There were two things he wanted to get done that morning.  First, they would choose a group to go into their brand-new dungeon.  He wanted folks who were strong enough to survive, yet low enough level to benefit from the xp and potentially epic or even legendary loot from a “First Kill”.   It would likely be citizens, as even Lugs and his group were now over level 40.  Of course, only the first floor was level 30-35.  Lower levels of the dungeon might feature higher level mobs.  
 
    The second thing he wanted to do was take Grimble and a small party up to one of the mines on the plateau and investigate.  If he was going to run a whole kingdom, he wanted to make sure it had the resources needed to prosper.    
 
    Jules was still snoring softly in her pink fuzzy pj’s.  He decided to let her sleep in, and quietly gathered his gear before leaving the room.   He dressed in his study, then headed downstairs for breakfast.   As it was still early, and the sun hadn’t risen yet, he spoke quietly to Jeeves as he moved through the corridor.    “Jeeves, when Silverbeard, Grimble, and all the guild officers are awake, would you ask each of them to meet me in the dining area?” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  Grimble, Silverbeard, Lola, Brick, Max, Lainey, and Sasha are already awake.  I shall extend your invitation.” 
 
    Alexander dished up some scrambled eggs and toast and grabbed an apple before taking a seat at one of the long tables to eat.  It wasn’t long before the others began to join him.  He was slicing up his apple and planning to sprinkle some cinnamon on it when Bacon arrived.  Alexander tossed the unsliced half of his apple, and Bacon caught it neatly, giving him a ‘thank you’ head-butt as he swallowed it whole.    
 
    Not in any particular hurry, he engaged in small talk with the others as they ate their breakfasts.  Alexander enjoyed the relaxed atmosphere.  When everyone was mostly finished, he began the meeting.   
 
    “We spoke yesterday about sending a group in to explore the new dungeon.  All of our adventurers are probably too high-level to benefit, so I thought I’d ask for recommendations on who to send in.” 
 
    Silverbeard spoke up first.  “I’d like to go.  As healer.” 
 
    Alexander looked surprised. “Master Silverbeard I just assumed you were a much higher level than us.  I never really took the time to check.” 
 
    Silverbeard shook his head “Nay lad.  I were in me share o’ battles as a young’un.  But most o’ me life I’ve been a chamberlain.  It be a good job, and I learned much.  But there don’t be much chance o’ killin’ or questin’ behind a desk.  I be level 35.” 
 
    There was a silence among the players at the table.  Then Brick spoke up. “There ain’t no better healer than a paladin o’ Durin!”  Realizing what he’d said, he looked apologetically at Sasha, who just smiled and patted his shoulder.   
 
    Lainey added “Thea would be able to benefit.  I believe she’s thirty-something after the last battle’s xp.”  Folks around the table made noises of agreement, but Sasha asked “What is her spec? I’ve seen her with sword and shield. Is she a tank? Or simply a warrior?” 
 
    Silverbeard answer “She be a tank.  Has full plate armor custom-made by Ironhammer his self.” 
 
    “Great!” Alexander chimed in.  “The hard part is settled, we have a tank and a healer.  Are any of our people casters?  Or ranged dps?  How about Lorian’s hunters?” 
 
    Max shook his head “Our hunters have all leveled up from hunting the dire wolves and higher-level mobs up top.” 
 
    Grimble spoke up “Some o’ the miners be at the right level.  All be warriors, o’course. But they can use them new crossbows ye found.”  
 
    Alexander nodded “That might not be a bad idea.  Leveling up our miners can only help us, right? Including one of them would give us info on any mining resources that might be found down there as well.  Who else do we have?” 
 
    Max spoke again “There’s Bodine and his wolves.  If he took a few of them in with him, they could do some serious dps.  He’s not reached level 40 yet.” 
 
    Alexander, who was busy handing Silverbeard a dozen of the new rapid regeneration potions, said “Okay.  That’s four at least.  We can add another miner if necessary.  Any other suggestions?” 
 
    Sasha suggested “One of the duergar? Or one of the rock trolls?  Maybe Prince Edward? What level is he?” 
 
    Alexander balked at that.  “I’m not sure I’m ready to be responsible for Edward being in a dungeon with a small group like that.  And does he really need epic loot?” 
 
    Max quickly agreed. “Yeah, if there’s going to be sweet loot droppage, let’s keep it in house.” He winked at Sasha, who just rolled her eyes. 
 
    Silverbeard cleared his throat.  “Lola be a trained warrior, like any dwarf.  And if ye give’d her one o’ yer wands ta use, she could do ranged damage too.  She be only level 28, but tough as any ye’ll find.” 
 
    Alexander had no doubt that Silverbeard and the others would protect Lola.   So he made an executive decision.  “Silverbeard, you and Lola.  And please invite Thea.  Max, go see if Bodine wants to go.  Grimble, you can pick the most appropriate of the miners. Come back here with them.  I want to go explore a new mine with you this morning.”  Everybody meet back here in thirty minutes.  If any of them decline, we’ll figure out replacements.  And if they’re willing, but lack gear, well we’ve got the guild vault.  They can do some shopping.” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, he said “Clear the first level if you can.  Take a look at the second.  If the creatures down there are a much higher level, come back out and we’ll discuss it.” 
 
    As the folks dispersed to go about their business, Alexander remained.  He took out a small piece of obsidian and shaped it into a ring.  Thinking back on his previous attempts, he began to infuse the ring with the Far-Speaking enchantment.  He took his time, feeding the spell into the stone and winding it tight around the loop.  His previous attempts had been simple chunks of stone that were later shaped into dragons.  This new form, the ring, seemed to embrace the enchantment, almost seek it out.  When he began to feel a little pushback, he stopped. 
 
    Ring of Communication 
 
    Quality:  Rare 
 
    This ring allows the bearer to hear and be heard by the ring’s creator at a distance of up to 30 miles.  Once communication is established, it will remain open for up to one minute.  Cooldown: 12 hours. 
 
      
 
    Alexander reached up and gave himself an imaginary high-five.  “Two-way!  I did it! Same spell, just a different shape for the target item.  So, the shape of a thing can make as much of a difference as the material it’s made from?” 
 
    Skill Level Up:  Enchanting skill has increased by +1! 
 
    He wasn’t sure if the skill bump had come from making the ring, or the realization that shape mattered, but he’d take it either way!   He quickly removed a couple more pieces of stone and enchanted two more rings.  He didn’t level up again, but that didn’t bother him.  These would be very useful.   He could give one to Captain Redmond.  Stormforge was well within the 30-mile range.  Broken Mountain was too far away, as was Antalia.   The minotaurs or orcs might be less than 30 miles.  He’d have to find out.  
 
     Silverbeard and Lola returned first.  He handed Lola his Ray of Light wand.  “If the monsters inside are beings of the dark, this will do more damage than a crossbow.”   He also gave more of the Rapid Restoration potions to Lola.  “Give these out to the others when you go in.  Your grandfather has more.  Use them sparingly, but don’t hesitate if you need them.  We can always make more.” 
 
    He handed one of the new rings to Silverbeard.  “Let me know if you can think of a good use for this.  You and the others can always reach me through guild chat.  But there may be some who need to contact me from outside the guild.”   
 
    The elder dwarf examined the ring and snorted.  “Aye, it could come in handy.  Ye’ll be givin one ta King Charles?” 
 
    “Captain Redmond, but yes.  But Broken Mountain is out of range.” 
 
    “Not all of it.” Silverbeard shook his head.  “Ye only see’d a small part o’ the kingdom.  Thalgrin’s realm runs under many a mountain.  The closest be only 20 miles or so.  If this ring were left at an outpost there, word could be got to the king faster’n ye think.” 
 
    Alexander was surprised at the breadth of the kingdom Silverbeard was describing.  He decided to ask.  “The plateau is several miles wide, and stretches a good bit to the east.  Any chance we might connect a tunnel through the eastern mountain to Broken Mountain’s territory?  Like, maybe using a couple of mithril worms?” 
 
    “BWAHAHA!  I’d bet me beard King Thalgrin would be pleased ta try it!” Silverbeard’s laughed caused curious looks from several others who were approaching.  Grimble asked “What’d I miss?  A good joke?” 
 
    Silverbeard beckoned him close and whispered Alexander’s question.  “HA!  Aye, I’d like ta see that!”    
 
    Alexander grinned at him.  “Well, as our resident worm-wrangler, you’d get a front row seat.” He said, causing more laughter from both dwarves.  
 
    Within a few more minutes, all the dungeon team were assembled.  At the last moment, Fibble came running up.  The little green goblin protector now had a shoulder harness with a sheath on his back and the hilt of his new sword extending up over his shoulder.  “Fibble go too!  Kill demons!” He stated.    
 
    Alexander looked around for objections but found none.  “Fibble, you listen to Silverbeard, yes?  He’s the boss on this trip.” 
 
    Fibble nodded his head so rapidly his ears made a flapping noise.  “Fibble be good. Listen to old dwarf.  No worry!”  To which Silverbeard snorted and stroked his beard. 
 
     Alexander teleported himself and the group to the area near the fishing hut outside the keep’s walls.  Bodine’s wolves didn’t take well to the teleport, and it took a moment for him to calm them down.   
 
    Just to the north was the alcove he’d originally used to hide the duergar’s mirror.  From where they stood it just looked like a normal stone face.  The entry went in at an angle.  When they approached close enough that they could see inside, there was the opaque portal that marked a dungeon entry.   
 
    Alexander wished them good luck, and Thea, in her shining dwarven steel armor, raised her shield, took sword in hand, and stepped through.  The others followed a heartbeat behind.  Alexander waited a few moments, and Silverbeard’s voice came through guild chat.   
 
    “They be damned gremlins!  Cursed things!  We’ll be wipin’ these beasties from our lands, don’t ye doubt!” 
 
    Alexander grinned and teleported himself back to the keep.  Gremlins were annoying, and were known to travel in packs creating mischief and stealing anything not nailed down.  But they were among the least dangerous of dungeon mobs on Io.  He pictured Fibble leaping about and smiting gremlins with his new sword. 
 
    Back in the courtyard, he assembled his team to go investigate the mine.  Grimble, Brick, Sasha, Lainey, Max, and a sleepy looking Jules.  He teleported them all to the garrison tower, and they exited out the northern gate.  The mine was northwest of the tower, several miles into the forest.  They all summoned mounts, except Jules, who rode on Tigger with Alexander.  The herd of cats and battle boars moved quickly through the ancient trees.  Alexander was enjoying the smooth ride almost as much as having Jules pressed against his back and squeezing him tightly.  She somehow always smelled faintly of vanilla cookies. 
 
    Alexander followed their progress on his map, adjusting Tigger’s course slightly every few minutes.  In less than an hour they were approaching the mine entrance.  It was cut into the side of a small hill, and ancient ironwood supports framed the entry.  They dismounted, and Alexander cast a light globe into the tunnel.  Turning to Tigger, he said “You guys can go hunt, but stay close.  We may be leaving in a hurry.” 
 
    Bacon didn’t need to be told twice.  He immediately began following his snout, rooting around at the base of a massive ancient ironwood tree in search of tasty roots, fungus or insects.  He wasn’t fussy.  The cats faded into the forest as Grimble’s boar simply snorted and flopped down on his belly.    
 
    The dwarf shook his head in resignation.  “Spoiled, that one.  I should nay feed ‘im for a week!” 
 
    They made their way into the mine tunnel, Brick in the lead as always.  Alexander set the light globe to maintain a lead of about twenty feet in front of them.  Its light extended a good fifty feet further ahead.   So far, there wasn’t much to see.  Grimble paused about fifty feet down the shaft and put a hand to the wall.   After a moment of concentration, he shook his head.  “There be not much of value close by.  Some copper deposits, a few agates.” 
 
    Alexander nodded and motioned for Brick to continue.  They followed the shaft as it descended gradually for maybe two hundred yards before reaching an intersection.  One branch went left, and ended in a wide hole.  The other branch extended toward the right at a forty-five degree turn.   Not wanting to leave potential enemies at their back Brick automatically went right.  They would clear this shaft, then head back and explore the lower level.   
 
    The light globe continued to lead them down the mostly straight mine shaft.  There were some slight turns, as if the original miners had been following a vein of something.  Which might well have been the case.  Grimble called another pause.  Kneeling, he put a hand on the ground and closed his eyes.  Almost instantly he opened them again.  “Aye, this be better.  We’re deeper here.  There be iron ore.  No gems to speak of.” 
 
    Iron was just fine with Alexander.  They could use all they could get.  Their original mine was producing some iron, but more silver, gold and gems.  Those were great for the treasury, but iron could be used to craft a wider range of things they needed.  
 
    A short time later they encountered a large room cut into the side of the shaft.  Maybe fifty feet deep and forty wide, the room was scattered with broken old crates and stacked with piles of low grade gems.  “This looks familiar” Alexander whispered.  The kobolds had done something similar in the mine near the keep.  They appeared to have no use for gems, and discarded them in this fashion.  
 
    Grimble nodded.  “Aye, kobolds.  But no recent sign of em.”   Max nodded his head in confirmation.  “There are tracks in here, but all very old.” 
 
    Grimble was just getting to his feet when a gong sounded, the deep tone echoing through the shaft.   The group spun about to face the door, weapons ready.  They could hear the thudding of feet and a chorus of voices approaching.  But the footsteps weren’t rapid, and the voices weren’t yelling.  
 
    Not wanting to get caught in the wide-open room and surrounded, Brick led the team back out into the narrower tunnel.  They faced the approaching sounds, weapons at the ready.  Alexander pushed the light globe forward to the limit of his reach.  He and his people would be able to see what approached, while remaining in near-dark themselves. 
 
    The light revealed a turn in the shaft just past where Alexander had halted it.   When it approached, the sounds quickly quieted.  The team watched as first one, then several heads poked around the corner, blinking rapidly at the light before retreating.  
 
    “Yep. Kobolds” Grimble confirmed.  “Sounds like a million of ‘em.  This’ll be some grim work, lads—and lasses.” He winked at Lainey. 
 
    Alexander’s elven hearing was picking up a considerable amount of conversation ahead.  It sounded to him like they were more afraid than angry.  He decided to play a hunch.  “Brick, move us forward.  Just far enough so that they can see us clearly.” 
 
    Brick stepped forward with the others following behind until they were about halfway to the light globe, and their features were clearly visible.   This caused a dramatic increase in the conversation level around the turn.   
 
    A moment later, the sounds stopped altogether, and a kobold stepped nervously out into the open.  He held his hands up in front of him, as if to hold back an attack.  They shook with fear as he stepped forward.  “No kill.  Please.  We not fight.  No kill!” 
 
    Alexander called out “Step forward.  We will not kill you.” 
 
    The kobold looked nervous behind him, and Alexander could see several hands motioning the spokes-kobold forward.   It took several steps, then halted again right underneath the light globe.  “This close?” 
 
    Brick chuckled as Alexander stepped forward.  “Yes, that is close enough.” He could see that the thing was emaciated, and its scales had an unhealthy dull luster.   
 
    “We not hurt.  Not fight.  You not kill, please.” The kobold repeated.   
 
    Sasha, ever the soft-hearted one, stepped up next to Alexander.  “We’re not here to kill you.  This is our mine.  We just came to explore.” Grimble growled at that, clearly not in agreement.  Sasha ignored him.  “Do you live here?” 
 
    The kobold nodded its head “Do now.  Master bring us here.  Work mine.  Work work. Never leave.  Master get angry.” 
 
    “And who is your master?” Alexander asked.  Things were beginning to make sense.  The gong, the kobolds.  It was midday.  This was probably a shift change.  These kobolds were slaves. 
 
    “Big horny one.  Wings.” The kobold flapped his arms to imitate wings, then pointed at Lainey “Like that one.”   
 
    Max snorted. “He just called you a big horny one.”  Lainey pointed her bow at him and glared.  
 
    “Demon” Brick spat on the floor “Good. I can use me some more drinkin’ horns.” 
 
    Sasha called out “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Me Grik!” the kobold slapped his chest as if to clarify he was referring to himself. 
 
    Alexander took control.  “Grik.  I am Alexander.  King of Elysia, which includes this mine.  Tell your people to come out here.  We’re going to put you someplace safe, then take care of your master.” 
 
    The kobold nodded, then turned and spoke to his people.  At first just a few emerged, hesitantly stepping out into view.  They were all emaciated and sickly looking.   
 
    Sasha turned to Max and Lainey. “Have you got any meat in your bags?  They need food.”  As she asked, she stepped back into the large room.  Max and Lainey followed.   
 
    Sasha gathered up some wood from the old crates and started a fire.  Max and Lainey each produced a dire wolf carcass.  Sasha immediately went about roasting them.  The kobolds, smelling the meat, began to step forward more enthusiastically.  Alexander and the others herded them into the room, where they stood salivating as they stared at the cooking meat.   
 
    Alexander had done a quick head count as they filed past.  There were close to forty kobolds in the room now.  Brick was blocking the exit, and the others had spread out to either side of the door.  Except Sasha, who was still in the middle of the room cooking. She was adding some herbs to meat, and the smell was making everyone a little hungry.  When the first wolf was finished, she handed it over to Grik and moved the second one onto the fire.  “Share this out with your people.  There should be enough for everyone.” 
 
    The kobold leader bobbed his head. “Thank you!  We always hungry!  Master not feed every day.  Thank you!” the kobolds behind him were nodding along enthusiastically.  Grik began to use his claws to rip chunks from the roasted carcass and pass them out.  By the time he was down to passing out bones for his comrades to gnaw on, Sasha handed him the second wolf.   
 
    Alexander said “I’m going to seal you in here.  Eat, rest.  We’re going to go kill your master, then we’ll come back for you.”   
 
    He motioned for the others to step out, then did so himself.  Standing in the tunnel, he used his Earth Mover skill to raise a thin wall that filled in the door opening.  He raised it to the ceiling, then Brick shaped several small holes in it to allow air flow.   The kobolds were miners, and could easily break the stone and escape.  But not without being heard.  The group would have a warning if the kobolds tried to attack from behind.  
 
    That settled, they moved down the shaft in the direction the kobolds had come from.  Alexander activated his Mage Sight, as did Brick.  Max trailed in the back, checking for any secret passages or hidden caches.  They didn’t worry about traps, as the kobolds had just passed that way. 
 
    Before long they reached another large room, this one at the terminus of the shaft.   The room was roughly circular, with a pit in the center.  A ramp wound down around the outer edge of the room, ending at the pit.  A red glow emanated up from below.   
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes “Cliché much?”  Then she added “Since it’s just us fools here, remember to cast Trap Soul on everything.  We need as many of the gems as we can get.” 
 
    Brick led the way down the ramp.  There were bones scattered about, and more than one recent kobold corpse.  Demons ruled through fear and intimidation.  They thought nothing of killing a minion or two in order to keep the others cowed.   As they approached the pit, an impressive winged demon rose up from the center and hovered above them. 
 
    Demon Overlord Drug’thol 
 
    Level 70 
 
    Health 47,000/47,000 
 
    “How DARE you enter my realm, mortals?” He pointed an eboney-clawed finger at the group. “You will die slowly before I feed you to my guards!” He bellowed.   Drug’thol was maybe twelve feet tall and well-muscled, with horns that curled out of his forehead and extended up another three feet above his head.  His wingspan was easily twenty feet.  The demon’s tail twitched as he glared at them with burning red eyes.   
 
    Alexander shouted up at him “This is OUR realm, demon!  You are not welcome here.  Leave now, and live.  Otherwise, we’ll feed you AND your guards to the kobolds!” 
 
    “Ahhh, yes.  The boy King.  The wizards have spoken of you.  Your head will bring me great rewards when I toss it at their feet!”  Drug’thol reached over his shoulder and produced a massive two-bladed axe from a harness on his back.   He spun it a few times for effect, the heavy weapon looking as light as a feather in his hand.   
 
    “Wizards?  Your masters are the mage’s guild?”  Alexander led the demon, feigning ignorance.   
 
    “The DROW wizards, fool!  They have risen once more, and will wipe the light races from Io for all time! Beginning with you!” 
 
    He extended his off-hand and shot a bolt of dark magic at Sasha.  It was the shame shit-weasel spell so many of the Dark One’s minions had used.  The magic struck Sasha’s shoulder as she tried to dodge, and immediately began worming its way toward her heart.   She fell screaming to the floor as Brick hit the demon with Holy Smite and shouted to get its attention.  Max and Lainey began firing arrows as Grimble formed up beside Brick, shield high and steady.  Jules drew her daggers and disappeared from sight.   
 
    Alexander rushed to Sasha.  The divine magic so recently gifted to him by the pantheon surged into his hand as he placed it over Sasha’s wound.  The shit-weasel worm that was burrowing through her chest let out an agonized shriek before turning to dust.  Sasha gasped as the pain suddenly subsided.  Her health bar had dropped below 20% and she still had a gaping wound in her chest.  Alexander was a bit surprised the divine spell hadn’t healed her as well as killing the dark magic construct, but he quickly cast a heal on her, then she took over.  Two big heals of her own, and she was back in shape. 
 
    The demon had focused on Brick and was blasting him with some kind of dark magic fireballs.  The entire groups gear had been blessed at the alters., so Brick’s shield was mitigating the dark magic damage considerably.  But unlike normal fire, he wasn’t receiving any healing through the shield.  Grimble, who was gamely holding his position next to Brick, was taking slightly more damage.   Even as Sasha got back to her feet, Brick hit his fellow dwarf with a Healing Light spell to bring his health bar back up to 90%. 
 
    Max and Lainey were furiously firing arrow after arrow into the beast.  Max was focused on its face, which now sported several shafts protruding from cheek and nose.  Lainey was trying her best to damage its wings and bring it down to ground level, so the melee fighters could do some damage.   Not to be outdone, Brick hit Drug’thol with a Holy Smite, making him roar in pain and anger. 
 
    Alexander dashed forward and produced his Healing Light wand.   Handing it to Grimble, he said “Use this on the demon, it’ll make him mad.  If you get below half health, use it on yourself.  It has about a hundred charges!” 
 
    The dwarf took the wand and nodded his understanding.  He hooked his hammer on his belt and immediately started blasting away at the demon overlord with the wand.   The light damage wasn’t significant, but it infuriated the boss enough to draw aggro away from Brick.  The fireballs came fast and furious into Grimble’s shield.  Though he held his ground, the impacts and the damage combined drove him to one knee. 
 
    Max, seeing Grimble’s distress, attempted to use a silence arrow to give the dwarf a moment to recover.   When the arrow impacted the demon’s forehead, it did indeed silence his roaring voice.  But the demon didn’t need to speak to cast, so the onslaught of black fire continued.  Ball after ball of dark magic burst across Grimble’s light-blessed shield.   Lainey tried a Stun arrow, and it was only slightly more effective.  The demon shuddered and stopped casting for about five seconds.  Sasha used the time to heal Grimble back above 60%. 
 
    Alexander shouted “Brick! Get in front of him!  He can’t take a lot more!” 
 
    Brick didn’t comply, exactly.  He knew that two shields were better than one when it came to splash damage like they were taking from this black fire.  Instead, he scraped his hammer across his legendary shield, activating its Serpent’s Screech ability.  The demon instantly switched targets, hammering at Brick’s shield with the magic instead of Grimble’s.  
 
    Alexander stood behind the two dwarves and cast Ray of Light at the demon as quickly as he could.  The spell had a ten second cooldown.  In between, he cast magic bolts.  On his third rotation he slid in a wizard’s fire.  The spell reminded him of something.  “Sasha!  Can you cast Thorn Trap on him in the air? Squeeze his wings so he can’t fly?” 
 
    Sasha’s mouth twisted into a thoughtful grimace as she considered it.  With a shrug, she gave it try.   To everyone’s surprise, rather than vines shooting up from the ground as usual to entrap their target, they actually dropped down from chamber’s ceiling! 
 
    The thorny vines quickly enwrapped the demon and constricted.  As he was still burning with Wizard’s Fire, the vines caught fire too.  Drug’thol was no longer flying, his wings’ movement restricted by the vines.  
 
    But he wasn’t falling, either.  The vines effectively hung him in a cocoon over the pit, out of reach for Brick and Grimble.  The demon managed to keep a steady barrage of dark magic, despite the DoT ticks of the Wizard’s Fire, arrow strikes, and light magic hits from Grimble.  
 
    Alexander shouted “Sasha!  Move the vines!  Twist them?! Make them shred the wings!?” 
 
    Their druid screwed up her face in concentration and held a hand up toward the demon overlord.  Alexander’s Mage Sight showed him the mana circulating within her, converting from the normal blue to a dark green before focusing through her hand and out toward the demon.  The vines began to move.  Not the twisting Alexander was hoping for, but a tightening squeeze.  After a moment, one of the demon’s wings snapped, and it screamed in pain. 
 
    Alexander called out “Awesome job Sasha!  Now cancel the vines.  Let him drop!  Brick!  He’s coming your way!” 
 
    Sasha did as requested and canceled her Thorn Trap spell.  The vines disintegrated into ash as the magic faded, and the demon overlord’s left wing immediately unfurled, trying to keep him aloft.  But the right wing refused to extend, as the main support along the top of the wing was clearly broken. They could see cartilage protruding from the leathery skin and black blood streaming from the wound.  
 
    Drug’thol spiraled quickly to the ground, where both dwarves were waiting with shields and hammers.  The archers continued to pepper the demon as he fell, Max finally scoring a critical hit and bursting the demon’s left eye.   
 
    Demon Overlord Drug’thol 
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    Health 33,000/47,000 
 
    The dwarves alternated shield bashes and hammer strikes, keeping the demon busy.  He pounded at them with his axe, the sound of the blows striking Brick’s shield resounding through the chamber.  Brick began to chant his love poetry, insulting the demon’s heritage, making fun of the size of his axe, suggesting the large weapon was an overcompensation for something.  Between that and his occasional Holy Smite, he managed to keep the aggro on himself.  
 
    Alexander moved up behind them and took the wand from Grimble, who was now using his light-blessed hammer to decent effect.  Stepping back out of the demon’s weapon range, he cast a few light-magic heals on the overlord.  Enough to do damage without stealing the demon’s attention away from Brick. 
 
    Sasha called out “Too slow!  Pick up the dps or I’ll be out of mana before the fight’s over!” 
 
    Alexander cast another Wizard’s Fire on the demon, and Sasha added her Thorn Trap back into the equation.  In addition to boosting the dps on the boss, the vines restricted his arms somewhat, lessening the damage his axe was inflicting on the tanks.   
 
    Drug’thol took it personally, turning once again toward Sasha and hitting her in the knee with a second dark worm spell.  She went down screaming as the thing ate into her.  At the same time the demon spun clockwise, his tail whipping around with tremendous speed.  The pointed tip sliced Grimble’s arm nearly to the bone, then hooked his shield and yanked it away even as the light gods’ blessing made it smoke and sizzle.   Grimble fell forward, having been pulled off balance.  The demon used it’s spinning momentum to bring the massive axe around low to the ground, intending to finish off the defenseless dwarf.   
 
    Brick dove over his downed companion and drove the bottom edge of his shield into the stone between Grimble and the oncoming axe.  The impact of axe on shield sent the tank sliding backward a foot and caused him to stumble over Grimble.  
 
    Seeing both dwarves now sprawled on the floor and all but defenseless, Alexander tried a desperate move.  He cast Levitate on the demon, lifting it into the air out of axe-swinging range of the dwarves.  Then he twisted his hand and spun Drug’thol so that he was facing away from the party, making it that much harder for demon to cast the dark bolts at his friends.  
 
    “Feeble elf!  You think your simple tricks will stop me?  I am a creature of the air!” Drug’thol roared at him.  Well, at the wall.  “I will crush you and shit on your remains!  I’ll-”  
 
    Alexander grinned and flipped his hand upward, slamming the demon overlord into the ceiling and interrupting his rant.  The sound of his horns cracking against the stone was quite satisfying. 
 
    Seeing that both dwarves were back on their feet and mostly healed, he canceled his levitation spell.  The demon dropped back to the ground with a growl, spinning as he fell.  His attempt to bypass the dwarves’ shields with his tail again failed.  Grimble had switched from hammer to axe, and his weapon sliced deeply into the tail, using its momentum against it.   Black blood pumped from the nearly severed appendage as the demon roared in pain. 
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    Sasha grunted through her pain “Fifty percent incoming!” letting everyone know that the boss’s health was nearly down to fifty percent.  That normally triggered some kind of special attack.   
 
    Grimble let out a battle-cry and leapt forward, slamming the blade of his light-blessed axe deeply into the demon’s thigh.  Its health dropped below 50% from the blow as yet more black ichor fountained from a severed artery.   Grimble tried to lever his weapon free of the demon’s flesh, but couldn’t manage it before taking a backhanded blow from Drug’thol’s oversized fist.  The poor dwarf’s health dropped instantly to about 10% as he flew backward across the floor, tumbling to a stop near Lainey.  She quickly threw a small heal on him.  He didn’t linger, but hopped back up on short but sturdy legs and moved back to join Brick. 
 
    Drug’thol, screaming now at the blessed axe burning away at his flesh, extended his own axe and spun so rapidly it was nearly impossible to see the weapon as it whirled around toward the dwarves.  Both tanks were thrown from their feet, a large dent in Grimble’s shield testifying to the strength of the blow.   
 
    Unencumbered by the tanks, the overlord recovered from its special attack and charged limping toward the archers.  As it ran, it cast more black fireballs at the tanks, who were still in disarray after having been knocked backward.  Several of the dark magic spells struck Brick and Grimble, severely depleting their health.   
 
    Sasha was straining to keep them both alive.  “Out of mana in about thirty!” she called out.  The worm had worked its way up to her thigh and she was clearly in pain.  Alexander moved to lay hands on her and once again used the divine magic to kill the thing.  
 
    The demon had focused his charge on Lainey.  And while she’d dodged the rush, he managed to extend the swing of his axe far enough that it took her in the hip before clipping off part of her wing.  The force of the blow spun her around as her blood splashed the wall behind her in an arc.  Fortunately, as she fell to the floor the demon’s second blow, intended to remove her head, simply passed over her.   
 
    Drug’thol stepped forward, slamming his cloven hoof into the Valkyrie’s chest and pinning her to the floor.  With a deep and satisfied laugh, he shouted “You cannot save the pretty one, feeble elf!”  Raising his axe high, he prepared to remove her head with a downward blow. 
 
    Alexander, reacting on instinct, used his Earth magic to instantly liquify the stone beneath the demon’s back foot.  The hoof sank into the floor, throwing him off balanced and interrupting the killing blow.  He began to fall backward, and Alexander solidified the stone around the leg, now nearly knee-deep in the floor.   Drug’thol’s body slammed onto the floor, his good wing caught beneath him and splintering under his weight.   
 
    Sasha quickly cast another Thorn Trap to pin the overlord down, and the dwarves rushed in to hack and bash at the demon’s undefended head.  Their blessed weapons combined with natural dwarven strength made for devastating blows.  
 
    As Sasha paused to drink mana and health potions, the demon managed to extend a hand and cast one more dark worm spell.  This time he hit Lainey, who was still recovering her feet. The impact knocked her backwards as she screamed in pain.  The spell had impacted the same hip that had suffered the axe blow, and the worm was burrowing its way through her innards toward her heart.   Alexander rushed toward her, intending to use his divine spell to destroy the dark magic. Lainey was dead before he reached her. 
 
    “Dammit!” Alexander turned toward the demon overlord, still trapped in a prone position and taking hits from Grimble, Brick, and Max.  After casting Trap Soul on the demon, he held up both hands and channeled his Ray of Light spell directly at Drug’thol’s face.   A beam of light maybe four inches wide pounded into the demon’s face and stayed there, burning a hole deeper by the second.  The thing screamed in pain as the light magic destroyed half of his face, then burned through the skull and into his brain.  Alexander roared his rage at the boss, and didn’t stop channeling until the beam had burned all the way through and out the other side.  
 
    Level up!  You are now level 64! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1. 
 
    You have 15 free attribute points available. 
 
    Grimble kicked the demon overlord once more in the head for good measure.  Then with a deep exhale, he dropped to his butt on the floor and laid back to stare at the ceiling.  “Let’s not do tha’ again soon, eh?” 
 
    Sasha moved to sit next to him, casting heals on both him and Brick.  “Yeah.  That was close.  I was totally out of mana.   Couldn’t save Lainey when that thing hit her.  I really, really hate that spell.”  
 
    Brick stood looking at the dead Valkyrie as Max looted the boss’s corpse.  “Ye want me to rez Lainey?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head “Save it.  The boss mentioned guards, so we have more fighting to do.  Might need to rez Grimble.  Lainey can fly up here when she respawns and join us.” 
 
    Nodding, Brick reached downward and yanked Grimble’s axe from the demon’s thigh.  With two quick strikes he removed the head from its shoulders and stuck it in his bag.  Sasha immediately began to berate him.  “Oh no you don’t! That snake-demon’s head is ugly enough!  This one’s got a giant hole through it.  Brains leaking everywhere!  You are NOT mounting that thing at the keep.” 
 
    Brick shook his head.  “I were thinkin it should go on a stick, outside the walls.  A warning ta any more o’ these beasties that might wanna come ‘n play.” 
 
    Sasha’s mouth had been open, about to continue her rant.  Instead she snapped it shut, and with a short nod of her head, said. “Fine.  Outside.  Where I won’t have to look at it.”   
 
    Brick gave her an enthusiastic hug before looking around on the floor.  Then at Max.  “Did ye get his axe as part o’ the loot?” 
 
    Max nodded.  “Got the axe, eight pieces of demon bone, 5,000 gold, his bracers, great big black gem, and a key.” 
 
    Everyone was instantly interested in that last item.  Alexander asked, “Any markings on it?” 
 
    Max produced the key and held it up.  Slowly turning it this way and that, he shook head.  “None that I can see.  It’s made of a funky metal, though.” 
 
    Now it was Grimble’s turn.  He held out a hand “Lemme look.”   
 
    When Max turned over the key, he sniffed at it, then examined it closely.  Finally he bit the metal.  Nodding his head, he said “Simple dark-iron.  Forged in the green fires o’ demon forges.  Ye can scent the sulfur in it.” 
 
    Alexander took his word for it, not wanting to experience that particular smell.   “Max, look around.  See if there’s a door or a chest or something to use this on.  Grimble, you too.  Use your abilities to tell us about this place.” 
 
    The half-elf and dwarf began to search about the room.  Alexander and Brick both approached the edge of the pit.  It wound downward in a spiral, with a narrow ledge around its outer edge.  They’d be able to descend on foot, but would have to do so single-file.  Alexander couldn’t see the source of the red light, but it appeared to pulsate as if it had a heartbeat.  
 
    Max and Grimble both returned saying they’d found nothing.  Alexander used his Earth Sense to search the area just in case, but discovered nothing in the area around them.  He did learn that there were several levels of tunnels below them.  Four in total.  All connected via this spiraling pit.  
 
    When he informed the group, Brick said “This be a damn dungeon, not a mine!” 
 
    Alexander didn’t disagree.  They all took a seat on the edge of the pit and ate some quick rations that gave them buffs while they waited for Lainey to return.  As soon as her death timer expired, she spoke to them in guild chat. “That was unpleasant” she said in a deadpan voice.  It wasn’t her first experience with those worm-things. “I’m on my way back.  Be there in a few.” 
 
    The others passed the time in different ways.  Brick and Grimble examined the large dent in Grimble’s shield from the demon’s axe.  They determined it was still usable, as there were no cracks.   Brick then asked Max if he could examine the overlord’s axe.  When Max produced it, it instantly fell to the ground with a thud.  The half-elf didn’t have near the strength to hold it.   
 
    Even Brick’s considerable dwarven strength only allowed him to lift it for an examination.  There was no way he could wield it.  The handle was as long as Brick himself, and four inches thick.  The blades were each a full yard of curved steel from tip to tip.  With solid steel spikes at both ends of the handle, Brick estimated it weighed close to a hundred and fifty pounds.   “I be thinkin’ this be a good weapon fer Lugs.”  
 
    Grimble observed, touching the axe and closing his eyes.  “It be of drow manufacture.  Rare quality.  The ogre could cut through stone pillars with this.” 
 
    Lainey arrived shortly and claimed her gear from Max.  Once she was settled, the party began their descent.  Brick took the lead with Grimble in the rear to protect against any ambush.  
 
    The ledge wound downward at a steep angle and they’d only gone a half turn around the pit when they reached the next level.  A tunnel led off into the darkness.  Assuming that anything living (or undead) down here had heard the battle with Drug’thol and was alerted to their presence, they didn’t concern themselves with stealth.  Alexander sent a light globe ahead of them into the dark tunnel.  It showed them rough-hewn walls and an equally uneven floor. 
 
    “This be kobold work.  No self-respectin’ dwarf’d leave such a mess.” Grimble grumbled.  
 
    “There must be more of them down here.  That group we met wouldn’t have lived long enough to do all this in the condition they’re in.” Sasha added.    They all tightened their grip on weapons and shields and moved forward.  Max walked directly behind Brick, keeping an eye out for traps.  Alexander scanned the earth below the tunnel and found no obvious pitfalls or voids.  
 
    Brick spotted their next enemy before the light globe reached them.  With Mage Sight active, he was able to see the inherent magic in the demons charging toward them.  “Incomin!” he called out, crouching low and preparing to execute a Shield Rush.  “Four demons.” 
 
    Alexander could see them too.  Three carried blades, one a staff.  The three were taller and bulkier than the 4th.  Warriors escorting a caster of some kind.  He pushed the light globe forward so the others had a better view.  “Watch out, there’s a caster in the back.  Good chance it has the same dark magic.” 
 
    Grimble called out “Close off our rear.  Lemme move up front.”  Alexander obliged, raising a stone wall to block the tunnel behind them as Grimble moved forward to set his shield next to Brick’s.  In the confines of the tunnel, the two of them very nearly blocked the whole space from wall to wall.   Max and Lainey began to fire arrows down the shaft toward the oncoming demons.  Max whispered, “focus on the caster”.  
 
    Lainey just snorted and said “Duh.”   
 
    Alexander smiled.  His noob companion was becoming a hardened veteran.   He threw a Ray of Light spell at the caster just for fun.   The demon was briefly highlighted as the beam struck it in the chest.  It was a female, dressed in black robes with red lightning patterns on it.  She had small horns on the top of her head, and a mouthful of very sharp teeth.  A tail thrashed about as she screamed in pain, the sharpened spike at the end scratching against the stone wall.  She held a staff in her right hand, the end capped with what appeared to be the shrunken head of an imp. 
 
    As expected, she lowered her staff and began to chant loudly.  Lainey hit her with a Stun arrow and interrupted her.  Max put an arrow into her cheek, just missing her open mouth.  Alexander couldn’t blame him, she was shaking violently from the effects of Lainey’s Stun. 
 
    Brick cast Holy Smite on the nearest of the demon warriors, and it roared in rage, increasing its speed. 
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    Slightly higher level than most of the group, but not an elite of any kind.  And not much xp in it for them.  Alexander found himself smiling anyway.  He was having fun.  It felt so good to have his magic back and be able to participate.   
 
    Brick seemed to agree.  He began shouting love poetry at the enraged demon charging toward him.  When they got within thirty feet, he nudged Grimble and said “3…2…1!” On one, both dwarves activated their Shield Rush ability in unison.  They shot forward and met the charging demons about ten feet from their original positions.  The lead demon was flung backward by the force of the impact, tripping up the other two.  The caster was far enough behind that she remained standing, but now there was nothing between her and the ranged attackers.   
 
    Lainey fired arrow after arrow from her demon bone bow, the blessed weapon now creating arrows of light magic that sizzled into the caster’s flesh.  The demoness was trying to cast again, so Max fired a Multi-shot at her face, waiting unto the last second to divide the single arrow into five so that they all blasted into her head at once.  The force knocked her back off her feet.   
 
    With all four demons on the floor, Sasha cast both Thorn Trap and Trap Soul on each demon, and Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire.  Brick moved right up to the pile and began pounding away with his light-blessed hammer.  Grimble got as close as he could to the flames and hacked at them with his axe intermittently.  One of the warrior demons was already dead, and the others were fading quickly.  
 
    Max and Lainey both stepped forward to put precision shots into eyes and open mouths, or exposed throats and gaps in armor.   The caster was the last to die when Jules appeared behind her and stabbed both daggers into her chest.  She’d not managed to get off a single spell.   
 
    Grimble, being a lower level than the rest of them, picked up a level from the fight.  He grinned in appreciation.  “This be more fun than I’ve had in decades!”    
 
    Sasha cast a quick heal on Jules, who’d taken some burn damage when she stabbed the caster.  
 
    Max looted the corpses and they moved on.  The tunnel ended in another chamber, this one some sort of barracks.  There were rows of beds along two of the walls, several weapons racks, and on the left side of the room were four long tables with benches.   As Alexander pushed the light globe into the room, it erupted in a frenzy.  At least a dozen of the guards and two more casters leapt to their feet when one of the guards shouted an alarm.   
 
    Max chuckled “Nice noob pull, Alexander buddy.”  
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes.  “Okay here we go.  Alexander, narrow the tunnel, now!  No more than 2 or 3 at a time.  Brick, Grimble, block the hole.  This is going to be a long fight!” 
 
    Alexander did as he was instructed.  He raised a wall that blocked the left half of the tunnel from floor to ceiling.  This left a space about five feet wide.  He constructed a second wall at a 90-degree angle that extended back eight feet from the first.  Now he effectively had a narrow tunnel five by eight for the demons to funnel themselves through.   Lastly, on his own initiative he raised a section of the floor where Max and Lainey were standing so that they could shoot over the taller demon protectors and hit the casters in the back.  
 
    Brick and Grimble set their shields at the end of the tunnel and waited for the demons to come to them.  The first two arrived swinging swords in each hand.   The two dwarves blocked the initial blows, then activated Shield Bash and knocked them backward.  As per their usual procedure, Sasha activated Thorn Trap and Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire.  The demons in the tunnel began to burn.  Now it was just a matter of time.  The two dwarves could hold that space indefinitely as the dps burned the demons down.  Brick jumped as high as his stubby legs and heavy armor would allow, and caught sight of one of the casters.  He hit it with Holy Smite before falling back to earth.  Max actually set down his bow for a minute to golf clap.  “Nice move, shortness!” 
 
    Brick grumbled without turning around “I get yer shortness right here!” After a moment, realizing how that sounded, he added “Bah!  Shut yer yap n shoot!”  Max was laughing too hard to shoot just then.   
 
    And he paid the price.  He missed an interrupt on one of the caster demons, and it managed to get off a black worm spell.  As he was standing in a raised position, Max was the target.  The spell slammed into him just as he straightened up and raised his bow.  The worm hit him in the chest and began to eat at his sternum.  He screamed and dove toward Alexander, who was already moving in his direction.   
 
    Alexander placed his hand on the thing and cast his divine spell.  The worm screeched and writhed in his hand for a moment, then crumbled into dust.  There was a massive wound in Max’s chest, his ribs and sternum gnawed almost completely through.  Alexander clamped his jaws to keep from being sick at the sight of his friend’s insides.  Sasha cast her biggest heal, and Alexander cast one too.  He watched, fascinated as the bones solidified and the flesh knitted over.                 
 
    Max, who had been saying very bad words during the ordeal, got back to his feet.  He hopped back up onto the raised stone and began to rapid-fire arrow after arrow at the casters.  Brick, who had been silent while his friend was down, barked a laugh.  “Bwahaha! See what ye get when ye talks instead of shoots?!” 
 
    Brick returned to bashing at the demons in front of him, and didn’t see the gesture Max sent his way. 
 
    Enjoying himself immensely, Alexander stepped up with Max and Lainey and cast a few Ray of Light spells at the caster demons, followed by a Wizard’s Fire for each of them.  These mobs, even a group this size, were not a big challenge for them.  Between Sasha and Alexander, they cast Trap Soul on each demon before it died.  Their collection of gems was going to grow considerably. 
 
    The demons managed one surprise near the end of the fight.  The protector demons had crowded themselves into the tunnel and mostly perished.  The group had been working their way forward, stepping over the dead bodies and pushing back the few remaining warriors to get at the casters.  Brick and Grimble were just stepping over a couple of them when another demon launched itself at Grimble.  It tackled the dwarf while he had one foot in the air and knocked him back.  The demon and dwarf rolled for a moment, then came to a stop with the demon on top.  It was nearly dead, but managed to reach behind the dwarf’s shield and slam a wicked looking dagger into Grimble’s neck.  Alexander drew his sword and beheaded the demon in a single move.  It fell atop Grimble as the dwarf’s health plummeted to zero. 
 
    Alexander shoved the corpse off of Grimble as the dwarf’s dragon pin kicked in.  The Undying spell raised him to one hit point, then the built-in heal brought him up to about 20% health.  Sasha was already casting heals on him.    
 
    She moved to take a knee next to the dwarf and told Alexander “Get up there next to Brick.  I got this.” 
 
    Alexander pulled his shield from his inventory and stepped up next to Brick.  He’d never been a ‘sword and board’ warrior, but he could hold his own against the few opponents they had left.  Especially standing next to Brick.  The dwarf kept all the aggro on himself.  Alexander’s job was just to block his half of the space and stab at the demons with his sword.   
 
    One of the casters managed another worm-bolt spell, again targeted at Max.  Alexander saw it coming and raised his shield.  He didn’t have the strength to stop it cold, but he did manage to deflect it enough that it passed over everyone’s head and slammed into the ceiling somewhere behind them. 
 
    Sasha soon had Grimble back on his feet.  Alexander was hesitant to let him return to his spot, as his dragon pin would no longer save him.  But the dwarf shoved him aside and stalked forward, shield raised.  Brick kept pace, and the two dwarves mowed through the remaining demon protectors.    
 
    Two casters still stood at the doorway to the room.  Max and Lainey had moved forward too, and were each peppering one with arrows.  Max hit one with a silence arrow and switched to Lainey’s target.  Brick hit the one they were shooting with Holy Smite, and Grimble charged toward it with axe raised.   Before he reached the demon, Jules appeared behind it and stabbed it from behind.  The tip of her dagger emerged from its chest as her second one sliced into its throat.  A moment later she was hitting the last, still silenced caster with a flurry of dagger strikes in vital spots.  She was like a whirlwind, stabbing throat, chest, kidney, neck, back, and then nearly slicing its head off.  All in a period of about six seconds.   The others just stood, mouths open.  When Jules noticed them staring, she shrugged and blushed slightly.  “New skill.  I like it”  
 
    Max gave her a fist bump, saying “Me too!”  Then he proceeded to loot the corpses while Alexander reloaded Grimble’s dragon pin. That done, they explored the room.  Max unlocked storage chests in the sleeping area while Brick and Grimble used their dwarven senses to search for hidden rooms or caches.  Grimble reported on the mine’s contents.  “Down here there be gold, though none close.  Also better gems, mostly sapphires.  This be a right decent mine.” 
 
    Finished with the room, and not having found anything interesting, they returned up the shaft to the pit.  Brick in the lead once again, they continued down.  The next two levels were quickly cleared.  They ran into two groups of about twenty kobolds each.  These were no more inclined to fight than the first group.  Sasha sent them up and out of the mine to wait.  Upon hearing that their ‘master’ was dead, they readily complied.  
 
    The group came across several pairs or trios of demons, but dispatched them quickly.  That first room had contained most of the overlord’s minions, it seemed.  
 
    At the very bottom of the pit was a wide chamber.  This was where the pulsating red glow originated.  There were no demons about, and the chamber was mostly empty.  Toward the back wall was a pedestal, atop which sat one of the black portal globes like the one they’d found in Fibble’s dungeon.   Alexander wasted no time pulling obsidian for Brick to shape into a box.  They set it at the base of the pedestal, and Alexander used Levitate to lift it from its home and lower it into the box.  Brick closed it and molded the stone so that it wouldn’t open again.  Then stuck the thing in his bag.   
 
    There were two other points of interest in the room.  Max was examining a glowing red gemstone the size of a watermelon embedded in the center of a stone mosaic in the floor.   The gem was pulsating as if it were the earth’s own beating heart.    The other thing was a cage set in the corner nearest the back.  The cage wasn’t large, maybe three paces wide and deep.   Alexander’s Mage Sight showed him a figure sitting within the cage.   
 
    “There’s something or someone inside that cage.” Alexander said out loud.  The others all turned their heads.  Brick nodded, but the others looked back and forth between the cage and Alexander with questioning faces.  Sasha spoke first “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Alexander looked again.  It seemed to be a humanoid, sitting legs crossed in the middle of the cage.  “Right there in the middle.  Sitting on the floor.  You don’t see anything?” 
 
    Sasha, Max, and the others all shook their heads.   Alexander nodded to Brick, and the two of them began casting Mage Sight on each of their party members.   Gasps and “oh”s came from several of them as they could suddenly make out the being in the cage.  
 
    Alexander moved the light globe closer to the cage and turned off his own Mage Sight.  The creature instantly disappeared from his vision.  Restoring the spell, he stepped closer to the cage.  “Hello there.  My name is Alexander.” 
 
    There was no reaction from the prisoner.  It sat calmly, hands on its knees, eyes closed.  With his closer vantage point, Alexander thought it must be a sentient being.  Two arms, two legs, thin with a large head and vaguely humanoid face.  Its skin was the grey of the surrounding stone, and it wore a simple black robe.  But the way it sat, as if meditating, suggested intelligence.   Alexander tried to Analyze it. 
 
    Unknown 
 
    Level: Unknown 
 
    Health: Unknown 
 
    “I can’t Analyze them.  Either they’re very high level, or my skill is just too low.”  
 
    Max stepped close to the cage and peered at the lock.  “Should we open it?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “This could be the overlord’s boss.  Though it seems unlikely, being that it’s locked up.  Let’s think about this.”  He sat down, staring at the being in the cage.  Max lost interest, and he and Grimble began searching the room for any hidden doors.  
 
    Jules plopped down next to Alexander.  He smiled at her.  “Pretty fancy knife work back there.  If I wasn’t terrified of you when you offered to kill me, I certainly am now!”  
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “You should have been afraid of me from the first time I kissed you.  I am a rogue, you know.  I’m gonna steal your heart.” 
 
    Alexander was staring at the prisoner, and didn’t see the expectant look on his elfess’s face.  Or that it changed to one of pure joy when he answered, “That happened before you ever kissed me.” 
 
    Jules began to hum happily as she cleaned and sharpened her blade.  The tune was one Alexander thought he recognized from childhood, but couldn’t name.  It didn’t matter, because his attention was quickly laser focused on the prisoner who had suddenly began to hum in counterpoint to Jules.  She noticed too, and went silent.  The moment she did, the prisoner opened its eyes.  It spoke, but nobody understood the words.  They were slow and deep, as if the earth itself was speaking.   
 
    Alexander said “Jules, hum some more, please.” as he got up and stepped closer to the cage.  She resumed her tune, and the being in the cage smiled.  A moment later its deep voice began a wordless but beautiful accompaniment.   It was as if a bassoon, a cello, and a bass drum had somehow all combined into one glorious voice.  The entire party stood by, enthralled by the sound.  Jules continued until she reached the end of her song, and both voices faded away.   She had tears in her eyes.   She wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Max, unlock the cage.” Alexander ordered.  The half-elf didn’t hesitate.  Nothing that created such beauty was going to be a dungeon boss.    As Max stepped toward the lock, the being held up a hand and spoke again.  Alexander shook his head.  “I’m afraid we can’t understand you.” 
 
    It cocked its head to one side, then waved a hand.  Alexander felt magic settle over him, and from the looks on the others’ faces, it had touched them too.  Then the being spoke. 
 
    “Please, do not touch that lock. I am afraid it is beyond your skill.  It is sealed with a powerful spell that few could overcome.  Dark magic.  Should you touch it, it would trigger defensive magic that would kill you.” 
 
    Max paused just a foot from the cage, then took a step back.  He eyed the lock with suspicion.   Alexander offered “We have a paladin here.  And I am a champion of the light.  We have some light magic.  Maybe we could disable the spell?” 
 
    The being looked at Brick for a moment.  “A holy spell may have the power to destroy the demon’s magic.  But be warned, dwarf.  The magic will defend itself.” 
 
    Brick nodded.  Not one to fear death, he motioned for the others to move back and to one side.  Raising his shield and bracing himself, he pointed his hammer at the lock and cast Holy Smite. 
 
    The reaction was instantaneous and impressive.  A blast of holy light struck the lock, and was instantly absorbed.  A millisecond later there was an explosion of dark magic that burst from the lock and blasted Brick off his feet.  A dark cloud surrounded him, and his health bar began to drop quickly.   
 
    Sasha cast heals on the dwarf, and Alexander hit him with Healing Light.   The light magic seemed to dissipate the cloud some, so he cast it again.  Brick’s health hovered at about 10%, then began to climb as the darkness faded.    He was cursing loudly.  “Durin’s blessed dingleberries that hurt!” 
 
    The being in the cage started laughing, holding its stomach as it leaned forward.  “Durin’s… ha!” it finally gasped.   
 
    Brick was on his feet again, though walking gingerly.  He approached the cage.  “Ye like me prayer?” he grinned.   
 
    “Oh, very much!  I know Durin, and he would be very pleased.  Dingleberries.  Ha!”  
 
    “What be yer name, friend o’ Durin?” Brick asked. 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry.  I have been alone for so long, I forget my manners.  I am known to your kind as Geb.  Though I may have been forgotten after so long.” 
 
    Alexander froze.  He knew the name.  Geb was an Egyptian god of earth.  Father of Osiris.  But Geb was not a member of Io’s pantheon.  And NPCs were not supposed to be named for gods.   
 
    He stepped closer to the cage.  “Geb, god of earth?”  
 
    Geb nodded.  “I was worshipped as a god once.  Ages upon ages ago.  Though I am no such thing. I am simply old.  As old as the stone.  My race do not count time as you do.  I know not how to define myself in your ‘years’.” 
 
    “We get the idea, ancient one” Brick bowed his head, and the others followed suit.  Geb returned the gesture.  After a moment, he said “Paladin, might you pray to my old friend Durin? His power would be more than sufficient to free me.” 
 
    Brick was about to agree when Alexander spoke up.  “I was gifted with some divine magic as a champion of the light.  I’m willing to try to free you.” 
 
    Geb didn’t speak, simply nodding his head.   Alexander stepped forward and reached toward the lock.  Stopping his hand just short of touching it, he whispered “Odin, if you’re watching, it would be really embarrassing to die right now.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath and holding it, he took hold of the lock and activated the divine spell he used to destroy the shit-weasel magic at the same time.   
 
    Pain filled his mind.  His fingers locked onto the metal and refused to let go.  He screamed as dark energy and divine magic battled within him.  It felt as if his mind were being ripped to shreds while his spine twisted.  His eyes bled, but he didn’t notice.  His vision had gone dark the moment he touched the metal.   The dark magic battered against the divine, trying to force its way to his core.  His own mana recoiled as if horrified by the dark invasion.  His teeth clenched so tightly they creaked.  
 
    Alexander’s throat burned as the scream paused long enough for him to gulp some air, then continued.  It felt as if his blood had turned to acid.  He fell to his knees, still gripping the metal of the lock.  He could feel Sasha trying to heal him, but there was none of the usual refreshing coolness of the druid magic.  It was as if her magic evaporated the moment it reached him. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, there was a flash of light, and the pain began to fade.  The divine magic prevailed, and Alexander could feel healing magic soothing his entire being.  His jaw unclenched, his vision returned.  At some point the lock had fallen to the floor, and the cage door stood ajar.   Alexander let himself fall backward and lay flat on the floor, staring up at his light globe.   Jules was on her knees next to him, patting his chest awkwardly.   
 
    A moment passed, and Sasha’s voice came to him.  “That looked like it hurt.” He could hear the smirk in it. 
 
    The suspenseful silence was broken as the others laughed.  Brick nudged him with an iron-toed boot.  “Get yer elfy arse up.  Ye ain’t dead.  Or do I need ta kiss ye again?” 
 
    Jules gave the dwarf a ‘try it and die’ look as she helped Alexander to sit up.  Though his health bar was at 100%, he felt weak.   That was without a doubt the most pain he’d ever felt.  He made a note to speak with his dad about it.  That much pain might cause a person’s real body to shut down.  
 
    Geb stood slowly, unfolding his legs as if unsure they still worked.  Once he was upright, he took a few small steps.  When he didn’t fall, he took a larger step and reached for the cage door.  Pushing it open, he stepped out onto the stone.  He was maybe five feet tall with a thin body and spindly arms and legs.  His oversized head looked as if its weight should snap his neck. 
 
    Immediately the entire chamber began to… sing.  Not a structured tune like Jules and Geb had shared.  It was more of a hum, with a thousand different tones mixed in.  Geb smiled.  “Io welcomes me.  It has been too long since we communed.  Please, a moment.” 
 
    The ancient being knelt and put both hands on the stone.  He began to hum in his own deeply resonant voice, and the stone all around them answered.  The disparate tones began to harmonize with Geb’s.  The red stone in the center of the floor began to pulse slowly, as if relaxing.  Geb closed his eyes and lost himself in the communion.   
 
    After a time, he removed his hands and stood again.  The sound surrounding the group faded into silence.  Alexander regretted the loss of what he thought of as Io’s song.  It was as if it touched his soul.  Jules took his hand and squeezed.  Tears flowed freely down her cheeks.  Grimble was on his knees, looking up at Geb with worshipful eyes.  He tried to speak, but could not seem to find words. 
 
    Geb bowed his head to the group.  “Thank you.  For freeing me.  And allowing me to connect with Io once again.  It has been too long.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Ancient Enemies 
 
      
 
    Geb raised his hands and each member of the group received a buff. 
 
    Blessing of the Old Ones 
 
    Strength and Stamina increased by 5%.  Dark vision increased by 30%.  Recipient now has an unfailing sense of direction while underground. This is a permanent blessing bestowed by one of a legendary elder race. 
 
    There were surprised murmurs among the group.  Grimble bowed his head “Thank ye ancient one.”  The others quickly followed suit.  Geb replied “A small thing.  To express my thanks.” 
 
    Alexander was eyeing the red stone in the floor.  It clearly had some tie to the being they just freed.  “Geb?  What is this stone?” 
 
    “Ah, the node.” Geb moved to stand next to the stone.  He held a hand directly above, and Alexander’s Mage Sight showed him a thread of deep red magic rise up from the stone to connect with Geb’s hand.  Geb closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.  His skin color took on a slightly reddish hue.   
 
    “There are places of power on Io.  Where the nodes expose themselves.  This is one of those places.” Geb continued.  When he saw blank looks on the faces around him, he said “You do not know of the nodes?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  This was definitely not in any code he’d seen. 
 
    Geb took a seat and motioned for them to join him around the stone.  He played with the thread of magic, pushing it from hand to hand as he spoke.  “Within the depths of Io there is a network, a sort of web of power.  All magic, all mana, comes from that power.   It pushes up through the earth everywhere like rising water.  The flow is slow but constantly permeates everything.  Though that is just a fraction of the power.  A slow leak.  The nodes are direct connections to the web.  The terminus of a conduit that reaches nearly to the core of our world.” 
 
    Sasha was the first to speak.  “This node.  It… knows you.  It was glad to see you.” 
 
    “Heh.” Geb chuckled “Not quite.  The node is not sentient, though it does live, in a way.  It simply recognizes me.  I am its Guardian.  We have spent many an age together.  After so much time, a bond is formed.”  Geb paused to indicate the cage.  “Inside there, I was unable to make a connection with my node.  So, in a way, you are correct.  This is a reunion.” 
 
    “Who put you in the cage?” Grimble practically growled the question. 
 
    “Demons” Geb spat the word.  “They sought to harness the power of the node.  It is a battle as timeless as Io itself.  Since the demons first arrived, they have sought power above all else.  My people, with the help of a few allies, have fought to prevent them from harnessing the power of the nodes.  The demons found this one during some war that was being fought up above.  A large force of them retreated into this mine and found me.  I’m afraid I was no match for so many, though I destroyed them by the hundreds.  They overpowered me and trapped me here.  The overlord built this cage to keep me close, but prevent me from reaching the node.” 
 
    “Did they keep you close just to torture you?” Max asked. 
 
    Geb shook his head.  “Once a node has bonded with its Guardian, their existence is tied together forever.  If the demons had killed me, or moved me too far from this place, the node would have been destroyed.  As it was, they could use the power to open portals that reached great distances.  They managed to evacuate their army in that manner.  Leaving behind the overlord, whom I assume you’ve killed?” A knowing look coming over his face. 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “We have.  Along with the other demons.   And we will take their portal orb far from here.”    
 
    Geb nodded at this.  He took a long look at Alexander, then spoke again. “I see that you are a King.  Am I to understand that this is now your realm, Alexander?” 
 
    “Our realm, yes.  It is called Elysia.  There is a mine above you, which we came to explore.  We found kobolds and demons… and you.” He smiled at the ancient Guardian.  
 
    Geb shook his head “Those poor creatures.  I watched the overlord starve and torture them.  They are simple, brutal things.  But they deserve better treatment than that.  I hope you put them out of their misery quickly?” 
 
    Sasha spoke up.  “Uhm… we didn’t kill them.  We freed them.  Or we will, when we get back upstairs.” 
 
    Geb stared at her for a moment, his face expressionless as stone.  His gaze shifted to Alexander.  “That was kind of you.  Kobolds are not inherently bad.  As I said, they are simple. They think of little beyond eating and … reproducing.” 
 
    “Yes, well.  It remains to be seen whether leaving them alive is wise.  Given the chance they may just rampage through the forest and kill everything for food.” Alexander muttered.  
 
    Geb said “With a little leadership, they can be quite useful.  I must spend some time here with my node.  It has grown weak in my absence.  The war that brought the demons was… some time ago.” 
 
    “About a thousand years.” Sasha added helpfully.  
 
    “Yes.  Well as I said, I am not so good with time in human terms.  I remember when humans weren’t either.  You lived in caves and hunted with sharp sticks and rocks.”  
 
    She held up her staff and indicated the cavern around them. “Not much has changed.” 
 
    “Ha! Quite. Yes.  In any event, I will need to remain here for some time.  If you would leave the kobolds with me, I’m sure I could find a way to rein them in.” Geb offered. 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “That would be fine.  Do you need anything?  Food? Water?” he looked around the chamber but saw no water source.  
 
    “I gain my sustenance from the stone around me, and from my node.  But thank you.  With your permission, I will instruct the kobolds to hunt for their food.  But only enough to feed themselves, and no more.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Alexander agreed.  He looked around “Jeeves, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexander.  We are within one of Elysia’s ancillary structures.  Whatever magic was blocking my sensors disappeared several minutes ago.” 
 
    “The orb” Geb agreed.   
 
    “Jeeves, this is Geb.  He is… an honored guest.” 
 
    “Welcome to Elysia, Ancient One.  It is truly an honor to host one of the Althugr.”  
 
    “Althugr?” Lainey asked.   
 
    Geb smiled “A term I have not heard in many ages.  One that the original humans gave us when we came across them in the northlands far from here.  In their tongue I believe it means ‘ancient souls.’” 
 
    Alexander’s mind was spinning.  He was definitely going to take this up with the guys in development when he logged out.  
 
    “Geb, Jeeves is sort of an old soul himself.  You might say he’s the soul of Elysia.  If you need anything, just speak to Jeeves.  He will alert us immediately.” 
 
    Geb got to his feet bowed to Alexander.  “My interaction with humans and other surface races has been limited.  But you seem like a good King to me.  When I have strengthened my node sufficiently, I would like to come visit you, maybe see your kingdom above.” 
 
    Sasha impulsively stepped over and hugged the Guardian.  “You will be most welcome.”  
 
    Grimble cleared his throat, and when he had Alexander’s attention, directed his gaze upward.   
 
    Alexander caught the hint.  “Geb, as I mentioned, there is a mine above you.  It holds many resources that are vital to the growth of our kingdom.  Would it bother you if our people were to work the mine?” 
 
    “Of course not.  Io provides what her people need.  It is there for the taking.  I ask only that you remain above, and not delve to this level, where you might harm the node.  And I believe as the node strengthens, you’ll find the mine above more fruitful.  There will be rare metals and gems soon enough.” 
 
    Grimble grinned “Handy one ta have about, this Ancient One.” 
 
    The group said their goodbyes, and Alexander teleported them up the shaft where they’d confined the kobolds.  He liquified the wall that blocked the doorway, and activated another light globe.   
 
    “Your demon master is dead.  As are all the other demons.  The Guardian has been freed from his cage, and would like to speak with you.  The rest of your people have been freed, and are probably in the forest above.  You are truly free, and can do as you wish.  But I suggest you go down and speak to the Guardian.  I think he can help you and your people.” Alexander said to Grik.  
 
    Grik turned and spoke rapidly in his people’s tongue, which sounded like just so much hissing and grunting to Alexander.  After a couple minutes, Grik turned to address him again.  “You no kill.  You feed.  Protect.  Kill bad master.  We listen.  We go talk to stone man in cage.” 
 
    Without any further ceremony, he led his people out of the room and down the shaft toward the pit.   
 
    Alexander and party went the opposite direction, marching back toward the surface.  They ran into a group of kobolds on the way, and sent them down to follow Grik.   
 
    When they exited the mine, they found Bacon asleep on his back in the sunlight.  One back leg twitched as the giant pig dreamed.  Brick smiled fondly at his mount, then with a roar dashed forward and ambushed him.  He hopped upon Bacon’s immense belly and began to berate him for laziness and dereliction of duty.   
 
    “Some guard pig ye be! A whole damned army coulda marched past ye as ye warmed yer belly!” 
 
    The commotion drew the other mounts from various locations in the surrounding woods.  Tigger bounded out of the trees with a very frightened kobold in his jaws.  It didn’t seem hurt, but its eyes were bulging and its heart was clearly racing.   Tigger set the creature down at Alexander’s feet, whereupon it immediately tried to flee.  One massive paw batted the kobold backward onto its rear, where it cowered in fear.   
 
    Alexander tried not to laugh.  Tigger clearly hadn’t meant to harm the poor kobold.  It didn’t have a scratch on it that he could see.  He was simply playing with it.  “I’m afraid you’ll have to let your toy go free, Tigger.” He said to his tiger.  Tigger looked disappointed, but didn’t argue.  He took a couple steps backward and sat on his haunches.  His tail whipped back and forth as if he couldn’t wait to pounce again.   
 
    But when the kobold saw its opening and fled, the giant cat let it go.  The poor thing ran screaming into the mine and disappeared in the darkness.  
 
    Alexander looked at Grimble.  “Alright, the mine is clear and safe.  You’ll bring some of the miners up to begin working it?” 
 
    Grimble nodded.  “I’ll have ta beat em back with sticks.  They’ll all be wantin’ ta meet the old one.” 
 
    “Speaking of Geb…” Alexander looked at the open mine entrance.  “We can’t have another army getting down there before we can get to him.” 
 
    Alexander activated his Earth Mover skill and quickly pulled up several sections of wall, each twenty feet high.  He created a fortification around the mine entrance, leaving a single opening in the center.   “Grimble, you and your guys can make a gate, yes?” 
 
    “Easily.  Thank ye, Alexander.  This place be a bit remote.  The lads’ll feel better behind the walls.” Grimble replied. 
 
    With all the mounts accounted for, Alexander teleported them all back to the keep.   Where they found Silverbeard and his dungeon group had already returned.  They were sitting in the dining area talking about their run. 
 
    When Alexander approached, Fibble shouted “We kill gemmins!  Pew Pew!” to which several of the others smiled and nodded.  Silverbeard gave a brief report.  
 
    “Aye, the place were full o’ the nasty lil beasties.  We cleared the first-floor o’ gremlins that were level 35 or less.  The boss be a level 40 shaman with four guards.  Damned thing could shoot fireballs, and stun ye with blowgun darts.   Second floor had nasty badger-things tha’ stood upright and used swords and bows.  All level 40 or higher.  We killed the first two groups, but it were a close thing each time.  Bodine nearly lost two o’ his wolves.  So we left.”  
 
    Fibble added “badger shot me in head!” He pointed to his helm, which had a couple of small arrow shafts still stuck in it. “And tummy tingled again!  Fibble stronger!” he puffed out his little chest and grinned at Alexander.   
 
    Alexander looked to Silverbeard “Everybody get a level or two?” 
 
    “More’n that.  I got three, meself.  Some got four or five.” The old dwarf replied. “There were more’n a hundred gremlins.  Was a good mornin’!” 
 
    “Then let’s celebrate!” Max declared “Steak and ale for everyone!  To our first successful run in the new dungeon!”  
 
    There was a general clamor and several folks headed for the kitchen to retrieve lunch.  While they waited, Alexander filled Silverbeard and Lola in on what they’d found in the mine. When he got to the part when they met Geb, Silverbeard practically hopped to his feet. 
 
    “Ye met WHO??  And yer just now tellin me this?  Do ye KNOW what he be?” 
 
    Alexander was surprised by the usually calm dwarf’s reaction.   
 
    “He said he was something called an Althugr.  An ancient people.  And that he was Guardian of the node that’s down there…” he trailed off as Silverbeard paced.  
 
    The old dwarf stopped moving and turned to Alexander.  His face was growing red and he was breathing heavily.  “Not just an ancient people.  THE ancient people.  The Althugr be the first race ta inhabit Io.  Some o’ the old legends they helped the gods build this world.” 
 
    “So… they’re even older than the dragons?” Lainey asked.  All of the lore on Io was new to her.  She had no idea this wasn’t part of it.  At least as far as Alexander knew. 
 
    “Aye, lass.  Older’n any dragon on Io at any rate.  There may be bigger’n older dragons on their own world.”  Silverbeard confirmed.  “I must inform Tomebinder and King Thalgrin.  Quietly.  It canno’ become known that a Guardian and node has been exposed.  Ye’ll be fightin off every nation n guild lookin’ ta build their power.” 
 
    Alexander’s gut was beginning to flop. The last thing he needed was more invaders to worry about.  “Are Guardians really all that powerful?” 
 
    Silverbeard looked sideways at him as he resumed his pacing.  “Ye said a demon army catched him ‘n caged him?”   
 
    Alexander nodded. “That’s what he told us.” 
 
    Silverbeard stopped again and looked Alexander in the eye.  “It musta’ve been a damned big army.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Fitz paced back and forth within the round room near the top of his tower.  His steps were slow and measured, as was his voice. 
 
    “You will tell me what I wish to know, Baron.  We have danced our little dance long enough.  I will no longer threaten you with pain.  I no longer need to.” 
 
    The lich spat a nasty-looking glob of greenish black blood onto the floor at Fitz’s feet.  “Nothing you can do will make me betray my masters, dragon.  The pain you inflict upon me is nothing compared to the punishment they will invent for me—should I talk.   Eventually, you will go too far and kill me.  Then I shall simply return to my phylactery and be free of you!”  Baron Dire struggled against his bonds as he spoke. “And when I’ve chosen a new body, I will return for you and your precious Greystone guild!  I will take back my lands and enslave you all!  Yes, even you, dragon.  You are not immune to the dark magic.  My masters have shown me as much!” 
 
    Fitz chuckled at the irate lich.  “You presume too much, undead filth.  You will not be returning to your phylactery.  Ever.” Fitz reached into his pocket and produced the gem used by the lich to preserve his soul.  “You see, my ‘precious guild’ found your little stone.” 
 
    The lich’s eyes shot up from the floor and laser focused on the stone in Fitz’s hand.  “How… that is not possible!” For the first time, there was fear in the lich’s eyes.   
 
    Fitz put the stone away.  “I’ve not decided yet whether to time-lock the stone, sever your connection to it, or just destroy it outright.   Either way, foul thing, your time on Io will soon come to an end.  You were a vile man in life, and have only grown worse.  You are an abomination that I will not suffer to exist much longer.” 
 
    The lich struggled even harder to free himself, though it was futile.  The magic restraints binding him were much too strong for one of his limited power.  All he was doing was tearing away chunks of skin as he struggled.  He screamed in frustration.   
 
    “Nyaaaaaaagh! Damn you, Fitzbindulum!  Had you not interfered all those centuries ago, I would be an emperor by now!  Stormforge, Broken Mountain, Antalia… all would’ve been mine!” 
 
    “Happy to have been the instrument of your downfall, undead thing.  But enough of reliving fond memories.  You will tell me what I wish to know.  You see, I know something about you beyond the location of your phylactery.  I know you fear death above all things.  You took up the disgusting art of necromancy, even chose to live eternally as this foul, rotting undead creature I see before me, rather than face death.  And death is exactly what you face now.”  
 
    Fitz stopped pacing and approached the lich from behind.  His voice dropped to a menacing growl that shook the tower.  “And you WILL die!  The only question left is whether you earn a quick death by telling me what I wish to know.  Or choose to suffer unimaginably first.  Either way you will break.  You haven’t the courage to face a slow, painful, permanent death!” 
 
    The lich thrashed about wildly, screaming in mindless rage.  Fitz simply resumed his circular path and smiled.   
 
    One floor down in another tower room, two drow sat in cages suspended in mid-air.  They looked at each other fearfully as the screams of the lich reached their ears.  Baron Dire was a powerful creature, nearly six hundred years old.  He commanded an army of undead on behalf of the drow wizards.  Whatever torture the wizard was using that made the lich scream so wildly, they did not look forward to experiencing themselves.  
 
    The female kicked at the bars of her cage.  A shock of light magic was her reward.  “I will tell him nothing.  Let him poke and prod at us.  We are drow!” She tried to bolster her confidence and that of her fellow prisoner.   He just shook his head.   
 
    Adding insult to injury, a small green blur burst into the room.  He produced a wand and proceeded to shoot each of them with light magic bolts while bouncing around shouting “Pew! Pew!”.   After maybe a minute of his entertainment, he moved on.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Alexander opened guild chat.  “Kai, have you got a few minutes.  We’ve made a… discovery.  Silverbeard thinks a very important one.  I could use some advice.  If you could locate Fitz and ask him to come too, I would appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  I shall be right there.” Kai answered immediately.   
 
    Alexander added “We’ll be in my sitting room.  All officers, please join me there.” 
 
    Walking through the kitchen and into the main corridor, he and Silverbeard led the core group who’d been with him at the mine.  Lola joined them a moment later.   When they reached his sitting room, the group spread out and found chairs or perches.   Kai appeared a moment later, dropping quietly onto the balcony and stepping inside.   
 
    Alexander greeted him “I’m sorry to pull you away from Lia and her eggs.  But this is important, as I understand it.  Is Fitz coming?” 
 
    Kai shook his head “He blustered about questioning the lich, and that nothing was more important than that right now.” 
 
    Silverbeard spoke up.  “Tell the old goat that a Guardian and a node be sittin at the bottom o’ the mine Alexander visited today.” 
 
    Alexander added “He said his name is Geb.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes widened considerably.  “Geb?  We thought him dead!  This is… one moment.” He held up a finger and closed his eyes.  Maybe ten seconds later Fitz appeared in the room. 
 
    “Where is Geb? What have you done with him??” The grumpy old wizard demanded.   
 
    Silverbeard again spoke first.  “Calm yerself.  He be safe with his node.  Alexander freed him from a demon overlord.” 
 
    Fitz was far from calm.  “Take me to him. This minute!” He slammed the base of his staff upon the floor.  His eyes made it clear it wasn’t a request.   
 
    Kai stepped forward “I wish to go along as well.”  Silverbeard joined them. 
 
    Alexander nodded, and before anyone else could decide they wanted to tag along, he teleported the four of them to the chamber at the bottom of the pit.   
 
    Geb, noting their arrival, rose from his sitting position next to the glowing gem in the floor.  He smiled at Alexander.  “King Alexander!  I did not expect to see you again so soon.  I see you’ve brought guests.  Ah, Fitzbindulum.  It has been too long.” 
 
    As Alexander replied “Please, just call me Alexander” he caught movement from the corner of his eye.  All three of his companions had taken a knee and bowed their heads.  He stood there awkwardly for a moment, then began to drop to one knee himself.   Geb stopped him. 
 
    “No, please.  None of that.  I am no one to be worshipped.  Rise, all of you.  Fitzbindulum, who are your companions?” 
 
    Fitz stood and with his free hand indicated Kai and the others.  “Ancient One. This is Prince Kaibonostrum of the Dragon Kingdom.  And Master Silverbeard, Chancellor of Elysia and advisor to Alexander here.” 
 
    Geb bowed his head politely.  “A pleasure to meet you both.  Kaibonostrum I believe I met your father last time I visited the dragons.  Though at the time he did not have a son.” 
 
    Kai nodded “You did, Ancient One.  It was a few thousand years before I was born.  My father has spoken of you and the assistance you’ve given the dragons.  As I will tell my children.  Your deeds will be remembered for eternity.  We do not forget our friends.” 
 
    Geb smiled.  “I think maybe the scope of my ‘deeds’ has grown with the retellings.  But I was happy to do what I could for your people.  You were, after all, the first to visit us here on Io.” 
 
    Fitz stepped forward and gestured toward the node.  “May I?” 
 
    “Of course, Fitzbindulum.  And I know what you wish to determine.  The node was weakened.  Almost unto death.  The demons had us separated for quite some time.  But we are healing, together.  This node will recover soon enough.” He watched as the old wizard drew a faint trickle of power from the node, as if tasting it.  
 
    Fitz stroked his beard as he sighed in relief.  “If you will allow it, we will have protectors here before the sun sets.  You can not be left exposed in your weakened condition, Ancient One.  Our people would be happy to repay some small part of our debt to you.” 
 
    Geb frowned at the wizard.  “Has the world above really become so dangerous?  I am not helpless, Fitz.  You of all beings on Io know this.” 
 
    Fitz sighed, not wanting to burden the Guardian with bad news.  “The drow wizards have recently arisen again.  They seek what they always have, to destroy everything and take Io for themselves alone.  If they knew about this node, or discover that it is here, they will stop at nothing to claim it.” 
 
    Geb folded his hands upon his slender belly.  “The drow wizards.  Yes.  I sometimes wish we had finished them off the first time they attempted to seize power.  They have been quite the nuisance, more than once now.” 
 
    Kai spoke up, reverence in his voice “Ancient One, there are two wings of protectors in and around Antalia, hunting drow as we speak.  I can retrieve one of them immediately and bring them to serve you here.  At least until you are healed.  Please.  It would be our honor.” 
 
    Geb nodded.  “It would be pleasant to have company to chat with.” He turned to Alexander.  “Grik and his kobolds are lovely, and enthusiastic. But I’m afraid they are not much for conversation yet.  I shall work to improve them over time, to be sure.  In the meantime, I would welcome the company of dragons.” 
 
    He turned to Master Silverbeard, who had stayed on one knee with his head bowed.  “Master Silverbeard.  I sense the presence of my old friend Durin in you.  You are a paladin, like Brick?” 
 
    Silverbeard bowed even lower.  “Aye, Ancient One. I be a paladin o’ Durin.  I were near me death o’ old age when he blessed me with renewed youth.” 
 
    “Well, then as a favored son of Durin, I will provide you with a blessing of my own!” Geb waved a hand and Silverbeard shivered.  Alexander imagined he just received the same buff he and the others had been given earlier.    
 
    Silverbeard looked up at Geb, tears in his eyes.  “Thank ye, Ancient One.  Ye be most kind.  I never think’d ta meet one such as yerself in me entire days.  I be truly honored.” 
 
    Geb stepped closer to the dwarf and extended a hand.  “Please, Master Silverbeard.  The cold stone cannot be good for your joints, even with renewed youth.  There is no need to bow in my presence.  I am no god, nor a king of any kind.  All I have accomplished is to live for a very, very long time.” He smiled as Silverbeard his accepted his hand and was pulled to his feet. “There, much better!”  He clapped the old dwarf on the back.  “Now then!  The next time you pray to Durin, you’ll be sure to tell him I said hello?” 
 
    “O’course, Ancient One!” Silverbeard exclaimed.  “I’ll be tellin him now!” he began to take a knee again, but Geb grabbed his shoulders and held him upright.  “No need, master paladin.  We just got you up off the floor.  Stay on your feet a while.” He said. 
 
    Silverbeard chuckled as he bobbed his head.  “Thank ye, Ancient One.” 
 
    Fitz tapped the floor with staff to get everyone’s attention.   “Alexander, take Master Silverbeard back to the keep.  Kai will go to Antalia and fetch one of the wings back here.  I have some things to discuss with the Guardian that are not for your ears.” 
 
    Feeling like a child banished to his room, Alexander bowed to Geb.  “It has been a pleasure, Ancient One.  I hope to see you again soon.  You are always welcome at the keep, when you are able to travel.” 
 
    “The pleasure has been mine, Alexander.  I’ll certainly take you up on that.  Be well.  And you, Master Silverbeard, as well.” Geb replied graciously. 
 
    Alexander teleported himself and Silverbeard back to the keep.  The dwarf just stood still, staring at the ground and biting his lower lip.   
 
    Alexander asked, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Coming to his sense, Silverbeard laughed. “Ha!  Alright?  Ye just bring’d me to meet a legend, Alexander!  Me people revere the Althugr, though half of us doubt they be real.  They’ve not been seen in ages.   Will ye come with me to Broken Mountain?” 
 
    Alexander sensed that this was a conversation best left among dwarves.  He shook his head.  “You go, Master Silverbeard.   Take as long as you need.  I don’t think I need to remind you to keep the circle small on this one?” 
 
    “Oh, aye.  Me King… me former King, Tomebinder, and that be all.  I’ll have their word o’ honor they’ll not tell another livin soul.  But they need to know.”   Silverbeard looked ashamed for the slip of the tongue.    
 
    Alexander just patted his shoulder.  “I’ll see you when you get back.  And as I said, take your time.  Lola can hold down the fort here for a day or two.” 
 
    Without another word, Silverbeard activated the portal to Broken Mountain and stepped through.  Alexander saw him summon an immense battle boar and charge off toward the citadel before the portal closed.  
 
    He opened guild chat as he crossed the courtyard toward the dining area. He’d never eaten his celebratory lunch, as Silverbeard and Fitz had hijacked him.  And he was hungry.   
 
    “For all of you who were in the mine this morning.  Not a word to anyone about what we found.  Grimble, nobody goes below the third level of the mine, for now.  Any objections?” 
 
    “None” a chorus of voices replied, including Grimble’s, clearly disappointed.   
 
    Alexander raided the kitchen, managing to snag a boar steak sandwich and a mug of ale from an accommodating cook.  As the dining area was mostly empty, he decided to take the meal up to his study.  
 
    Sitting at his desk, he pulled out his ‘to do’ list to take a look.  He was able to scratch most of the items off the list.  He still needed to meet with the elves and minotaurs about joining the alliance.  And possibly the orcs, too.  They’d made progress on the whole wolf pets front, and Bodine was guiding that, so he could take it off his list unless a problem arose.  
 
    The thing that was most on his mind, and wasn’t exactly on the list, was the army in the demon caverns.  They had to be trying to break out.  And after discovering demons sitting atop the node in the mine above, there was something gnawing at his subconscious.  He couldn’t quite pinpoint it.  He continued to ponder as he ate his sandwich. 
 
    I set the stone right in front of the portal event horizon.  Anything physical coming through would be smashed immediately.  They could be throwing magic through.  Fire spells or water spells, trying to erode the rock.  Except they really wouldn’t know it was rock.  Maybe we got lucky and they just pushed the whole army through?  Smashed themselves to oblivion?  Would their commander know that his minions were dying as soon as they passed through the - His brain kicked into overdrive as he made the connection he’d been looking for. 
 
    Shit!  Portal!  That’s what’s been bugging me!  The demons in the mine had one of those black portal orbs!  If the undead army in the demon caverns has one of those, they might have escaped.  To pretty much anywhere.  Including the mine we just left!   
 
    Alexander opened guild chat and practically shouted into it.  “Kai.  When you return to the Guardian, would you please ask him if a large force has exited a portal down there? We found one of those portal orbs.  They were using the node to power it.  If they had one in the demon caverns too, that whole army might have escaped through the mine and be walking around on the plateau!” 
 
    Brick’s voice was the first to answer.  “Well, shit.”  
 
    Kai was just a second behind him. “I am with him now.  I will ask.  One moment.” 
 
    While Alexander waited, Max weighed in “Damn. That would be bad.  Zombies raining down on us from the cliff?  Somebody could lose an eye! Lainey and I can head up top and scout with Lorian’s bunch.  Maybe ask the gryphons to do a flyover?” 
 
    Kai’s next reply came through.  “Geb says that they rarely opened the portal in the last … well he’s not great with time, but my best guess is one hundred years.  And not recently.  Also, Fitz is… strenuously suggesting that you hand over that orb immediately.” Alexander could hear the amusement in the dragon’s voice.  
 
    Alexander responded. “Brick has it.  Fitz can collect it at his convenience.  We sealed it in stone, like before. Except without whatever fancy time spell Fitz used.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, thinking.  Then continued.  “So that only tells us they didn’t escape through the mine.  But we have no way of knowing where they might have more of these orbs.  We need to know if they’re still there.  Who feels like walking into a dungeon full of undead and demons with me?” 
 
    There was a brief silence in guild chat, during which time Fibble came bounding into the study, bounced off a bookcase, knocked over a pile of looted books, and landed cleanly atop Alexander’s desk.   “Fibble go!  Kill demons!  Pew! Pew!” he drew his shiny new sword from his back and began to battle shadows up and down the desk top.  
 
    Alexander grinned “Apparently Fibble’s in.  Anybody else?” 
 
    “Aye, I’ll go.  Grumpy too.” Brick answered.  
 
    Jules answered rather sheepishly “I’ll come with you, Alexander.” Her tone reminded him that the last time he’d been in there, she’d nearly gotten them killed, and he had upset her with his reaction.   
 
    “Nobody I’d rather have watching my back” He said, hoping it was the right thing to say.  
 
    Lugs spoke up next.  “I’ll go.  Helga says she’s in too, and Benny.” 
 
    Sasha chimed in as well.  Alexander instructed them to meet him in the courtyard.  He patted Fibble on the head, carefully avoiding the still-present arrow shafts stuck in the helm.  “Let’s go, buddy.  Time to kill demons!” 
 
    Fibble hopped off the desk and hit the floor running.  He was through the sitting room and halfway to the stairs before Alexander even left the study.  He trotted down to meet the others in the courtyard.  Upon arrival he found Fibble already sitting atop Lugs’ shoulder.  The little goblin protector looked abashed at his feet.  Lugs was bleeding profusely from a slice along the side of his head above his ear.  Alexander could guess what happened.    
 
    He cast a light magic heal on Lugs even as he asked, “Anyone here feel qualified to give Fibble some sword-fighting lessons before Lugs loses an ear?” 
 
    Jenkins, who had appeared with his squad when they heard Alexander was planning a trip, volunteered.  “I can teach him, Maj-… sir.”  Fibble immediately perked up and jumped down from Lugs’ shoulder to Jenkins’ chest.  He held on, looking the guard captain in the face from about two inches away.  “You teach Fibble?  Make him better for killing demons?” 
 
    Grimacing at the stench of the goblin’s breath, Jenkins lifted Fibble off his chest and set him on the ground.  “Yes.  I will teach you.” He promised.   
 
    As Fibble jumped up and down with excitement, Alexander said. “Thank you, Jenkins.  You can disperse your men.  I’ve got more than sufficient escort with Fibble here to protect me.”   
 
    Jenkins looked at the small green Minister of Demon-killing in confusion.  Looking up to see Lugs, two dwarf tanks, Helga, Benny, Jules, and Sasha standing around, he nodded.  “Fair enough, sir.  Have a good trip.” 
 
    Fibble, of course, took Alexander literally.  He stood straight and threw his shoulders back, marching proudly in a small circle around Alexander.  “Fibble protect!  Kill demons! Pew! Pew!” 
 
    Alexander invited all of them to a party and teleported the group to a spot just outside the walls that now surrounded the demon caverns.  As they walked to the gate, a whistle came from the woods behind them. Alexander turned to find one of the hunters up in a tree, waving.  He returned the greeting before stepping through the gates.  There were three rock trolls sitting inside the walls, munching on large bits of elk carcass they had apparently roasted themselves.   
 
    Not sure if any of them could understand him, he said “Looks good!  Are you getting enough to eat?” 
 
    One of the trolls nodded its boulder-like head and held up a half-roasted haunch. “Eat!” it declared.   
 
    Alexander decided that was good enough. “We’re going inside.  You wait here.” He made a patting motion with his hands, which he deemed probably completely unnecessary since none of the rock trolls seemed inclined to move at all. 
 
    Turning to the sealed cavern entrance, he used his Earth Mover skill and began to liquefy the stone.  He worked his way back into the tunnel as his group stood by with weapons ready.  It didn’t take long for them to reach within a few feet of the dungeon portal.   Brick spoke up “I been watchin the stone, and there be no evidence o’ them tryin to break thru so far.”  Grumpy nodded his head in agreement.  
 
    Alexander used his Earth Sense, then motioned toward the stone ahead.  “Brick? Can you sense anything?  It seems solid to me until the portal.” 
 
    Brick stepped forward and hooked his hammer on his belt.  He placed his weapon hand on the stone and closed his eyes.  “The stone be warm, but not hot.  Might be, they tried fire?” 
 
    Standing in the middle of the tunnel, Brick used his more fine-tuned Shaping skill to create and widen a path through the stone.  He made it just wide enough for two dwarves, or one ogre tank, to block completely.  After less than a minute, Alexander could see the portal appear in front of them.   There was no sound, no evidence of anything coming through to impact the stone.  Physical or magical.    Brick stepped back three paces and held up his shield.  Grumpy took his place on Brick’s left.  
 
    They stood that way for maybe two minutes before Sasha said, “are we going to watch the pretty purple portal all day?  Or are we going in?” 
 
    “Bwahaha!  She be right.  Let’s go see what beasties be inside.” Brick nodded to Grumpy and the two of them stepped forward.  Lugs followed, then Helga, Jules, and Alexander.  Sasha, and Fibble came next, and Benny brought up the rear.  
 
    When Alexander entered the starting area, he saw the two tanks already moving toward the corridor ahead.  There were no mobs of any kind visible, but that had been the case last time, too.  Once Benny was through and ready, the tanks moved forward.  Brick, Sasha, and Alexander had cleared this dungeon once before.  Only a few weeks ago, in fact.  Though it seemed much longer; they remembered it well enough.  
 
    As they approached the first room where Jules had alerted so many mobs before, she went into stealth mode.  Brick hugged the wall closest to the door and peered inside.  After a moment, he leaned further and stuck his head into the doorway.  Seeing nothing, he stepped fully into the doorway and shook his head.  “Nothin.  The room be empty.” 
 
    Alexander’s gut clenched.  He’d have much rather found twenty or thirty angry demons and undead creatures shambling about.    
 
    Just to make sure there was no trickery or illusion, the whole group entered the room.  Lugs took out a spear and began to swing it about, reaching into the corners and along the walls.  The weapon found only air.   
 
    Sasha spoke quietly.  “Let’s move on.  Quickly.  Last time we were here there were no floor traps, but you dwarves and dorkboy need to be checking as we go.” 
 
    Alexander did as he was told and used his Earth sense to search the stone below the corridor ahead as they moved out.  “We’re good all the way to the turn” he reported. 
 
    Brick took the lead, and they walked briskly down the corridor until they came to the next room.  This one was on the opposite side.  Feeling frisky, Brick just hopped in front of the door with shield up, shouting “Yer mother’s a goblin and yer da’s an imp!” 
 
    His voice echoed back at him from another empty room.  Once again they checked to be sure, before moving on.   Their pace increased slightly as they continued through room after room of nothing but bare walls.  When they reached the end of the straight corridor, they turned left and continued to what was previously the floor boss’s chamber.   It was a wide rectangular room that had a staircase leading down from the back end.  There were alcoves along each side wall, from which the mini-boss had called adds at 50% health, and again at 25%.    
 
    They checked each alcove as they moved toward the stairs.  Again there was nothing.  Not even a smell.  If the undead had been there recently, there should have been a lingering odor.  Alexander began to be very afraid that this army had slipped past him long ago.  Maybe the same day he’d sealed them in.   Though if that were the case, why would Howard and his drow have been trying to get to the caverns? 
 
    Sasha said “First floor cleared. In record time!” Her grin almost made Alexander smile.  “Let’s head down.  Maybe they’re all waiting to zerg us at the bottom?” 
 
    Brick led the way.  For the next hour they cleared room after room and level after level.  Alexander was distracted, just following the group as his mind raced.   
 
    They’re clearly not here.  Where did they go? Did the drow wizards call them back?  Or are they lurking somewhere in Elysia?  Or Stormforge? Thought Alexander. 
 
    When they reached the final chamber, Alexander’s last hopes were dashed.  The oily pool that Sr’Vok had emerged from was still there, as was the altar with the empty podium.  But there was no evidence of any enemy.   
 
    Still, Brick led the way down the ramp and into the room.  Alexander cast four light globes and sent them hovering in the cardinal directions. They searched behind boulders and in dark corners.  Even if the enemy was not here, there had to be an orb.  Otherwise how could they have escaped?   Alexander was standing at the edge of the pond, contemplating whether to step in and search for the orb, when Lugs called his name. 
 
    “Uhhh… Alexander?  I think this is for you.” 
 
    He turned from the pond and walked a short distance to where Lugs was standing in front of the altar.  The ogre pointed at the dais, and Alexander’s gaze followed.  There were words roughly scratched into the floor and stained with blood.  It looked like it had been done in a hurry.  Or in a frenzy.  He crouched down to get a closer look. 
 
    SESHAT DIED SLOWLY 
 
    Sasha, who had been looking over Alexander’s shoulder, said “Oh, shit.”  Alexander straightened back up and turned to look at her.  “Has to have been Matt, right?  No way Howard made it down here.” 
 
    Brick shook his head.  “The cops won’t be lettin’ him go.  Ye see’d him get disconnected yerself.”    
 
    Sasha countered “He could have sent someone to do this.  I mean, one of his minions.” 
 
    Alexander moved to sit on one of the boulders.  The others faded away to  continue the search for the orb.  Fibble hopped up on the rock next to Alexander then plopped down on his tiny butt.  “Boss scared?  Fibble protect.” 
 
    “Thank you Fibble.” Alexander patted the little goblin’s back absently.  “Hey, you remember the black ball?  The one the dark man gave you for a surprise?” 
 
    Fibble nodded sadly. “Bad surprise.” He confirmed.  
 
    “Well, do you think you could help us?  There’s another bad surprise here.  Just like that one.  Can you find it?” 
 
    Fibble nodded determinedly and hopped back off the rock.  He sped toward the back of the room and Alexander soon lost sight of him.  The cavern grew quiet as the search continued. Only the occasional scuff of a boot or a scrape of armor against a rock broke the silence.  Alexander was fighting not to panic.  The missing army could be marching on the keep right this moment.   
 
    Stop it, dork.  If they were at the keep, someone would be shouting in guild chat right now.  Your people are safe for the moment.  You need to get the orb and get out of here.  Warn the other rulers about the missing army.  Start a search of every inch of Elysia.  Every cave, gully, and hole in the dirt.   
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a scream that could only have been Fibble.  Alexander’s subconscious told him there’d also been a splash before the scream, and he ran toward the pond.  He could see some of the others moving in that direction as well.  Another scream, and Alexander could see Fibble’s health bar dropping on his UI.   He reached the edge of the pond but found no sign of the goblin.  Just some ripples in the water.   Sasha was coming around the edge of the pond toward him shouting “Something grabbed him and pulled him in!” 
 
    Alexander and the others desperately scanned the surface of the pond.   
 
    A few seconds later Jules shouted and pointed.  “There!  Bubbles!”   
 
    Alexander didn’t hesitate.  Orienting himself on the bubbles he dove into the oily water.  He activated his Mage Sight and opened his eyes.  The foul water stung like lemon juice in his eyes, but he ignored the irritation and stroked toward the spot the bubbles had risen.  He could see the green and red aura of his goblin about twenty feet away and deeper under the surface.  He began to stroke with everything he had.  There was another shape, one that had a much darker hue in his Mage Sight’s spectrum.  It was a ruddy red mixed with purple.  The shape of the thing was familiar. 
 
    Pulling closer, Alexander watched the corner of his UI as Fibble’s health ran dangerously low.  He cast a Healing Light spell on the little goblin, and the bar moved up close to 50%.  A few strokes later and he got a clearer view of Fibble’s attacker. 
 
    It was a crab like thing with eight long spindly legs and a cluster of eyes on the front of its head above a set of wicked-looking mandibles. One of its foreclaws was clamped onto Fibble and the other was snipping pieces off his arm and shoving them into its maw.  Fibble’s health was dropping steadily. 
 
    Spider Crab Demon  
 
    Level 50 
 
    Health 18,000/18,000 
 
    Alexander blasted the thing with a channeled Ray of Light spell.  Its squeal echoed through the water as it turned to glare at him.  He continued to push himself forward.  His lungs were beginning to burn from holding his breath.  But he maintained the channel as he moved.  Fibble screamed, the last of his air leaving him as the angry demon squeezed him reflexively.  Alexander focused his cast on the joint that connected the crab’s arm with the claw that held Fibble.  After a moment, the claw separated.  Alexander instantly teleported Fibble up to where the others had been standing.  The little goblin protector’s health bar was bottoming out.  If he had a bleed effect going when he died, his dragon pin wouldn’t help him.  Alexander was depending on Sasha to save their little green buddy. 
 
    The demon was rushing through the water toward him, its spindly legs pushing it along the bottom with considerable speed.  Alexander’s lungs and eyes were burning, and he just wanted out of the foul water.  He cast Levitate on himself, and rushed toward the surface.  Breaking through to relatively clear air, he hovered there gasping for breath.  
 
    He turned to see Sasha kneeling over Fibble as the others looked on.  The goblin’s health bar on his UI was up to 10%.  Alexander manipulated the spell to move toward the group and lowered himself to the floor.  At the last moment he canceled the spell and dropped the last few inches.   
 
    Sasha looked up at him.  “Some kind of poison!  I’m keeping him alive, but just barely.  What attacked him?” 
 
    As if to answer her question, the spider crab demon surged out of the pond and raced toward the group.  Brick instantly had his shield out and was preparing a Shield Rush when a long spear flew past him and blasted through the crab’s body.  Its health bar dropped to zero and the legs went limp.  Everyone turned to look at Lugs, who just shrugged.  He walked over to retrieve the weapon, looking distastefully at the black ichor that now covered the lower half of the spear.   He bent to loot the corpse, then kicked it into the water.   
 
    Alexander turned back to Sasha.  He cast a Healing Light spell on Fibble, and the little guy’s health bar climbed again.  This time it didn’t drop again so quickly.  “It was a demon, so some dark poison, probably.” Sasha said.  “Brick!  How bout a little holy healing magic?” 
 
    The dwarf knelt down and placed a hand on Fibble’s chest, and cast his strongest heal.  The dark poison was no match for Durin’s light magic, and it burned away instantly.  Fibble’s health bar returned to full, and he began to cough.  Everyone stepped back as foul oily water erupted from the little goblin’s mouth.     
 
    “That’s just nasty” Jules observed.  
 
    Alexander grinned and spread his arms wide.  Still covered in the slimy stuff from his swim, he advanced on Jules.   
 
    “Give us a hug.  Aw, c’mon.  Don’t run away.” He teased as she took several steps back then drew her daggers and gave him a meaningful look. 
 
    Fibble coughed up the last of the water in his lungs and spat.  Sasha gave him a health potion.  Mainly because she didn’t want to share her water flask with the filthy goblin.  Fibble was quite pleased with the gift and gulped it down quickly.  “Taste much better.  Thank you Sasha.” 
 
    He looked around and asked “Where demon?  We kill?” 
 
    Alexander pointed to Lugs and said “Lugs killed him.  He saved you!” 
 
    Fibble shook his head. “Fibble saw.  Boss went in nasty water to save Fibble.  Cut off demon arm and send Fibble to Sasha.  Fibble not forget.” He reached out a tiny slimy hand, and Alexander shook it as solemnly as he could manage.  
 
    Brick called out from the edge of the pond.  “I think I found yer orb.”  He pointed toward the center of the water.  “Was usin’ Mage Sight to look fer more beasties, and this be what I see’d” 
 
    Alexander could see the thing now as well.  It was perhaps twenty yards from the shore and deep within the pond.  He tried to cast Levitate on it, but it didn’t move.   He looked at Brick, who shrugged.  “Maybe it be held down by something?” 
 
    With a sigh, Alexander began to walk back into the nasty water.  The smell reminded him of the dead demon’s snake head that Brick had toted around for a day or so after they’d killed him.  When he got chest deep in the water, he took another deep breath and dove down toward the orb.   Stroking as quickly as he could, he approached the thing. 
 
    As Brick had guessed, it was attached to the floor.  Held in place by a stone claw that rose up from below.  Alexander liquefied the stone and reached for the orb.  At the last second he decided against touching it, and used Levitate to push it ahead of him back to the shore.  Brick was already waiting with a stone box.   They sealed the thing inside, and Brick stowed it in his bag.   
 
    “That’s two o’ them things I got in here.”  
 
    Alexander said “Oh.  Yeah, Fitz will be stopping by to get those.”  
 
    Brick shuddered a bit.  “Fine by me.  The things be creep’n me out.” 
 
    With nothing left to do in the cavern, Alexander teleported them all back to the entrance room.  When they stepped through the dungeon portal and walked through the tunnel, Alexander once again sealed the entrance with stone.  Though this time he only made it about twenty feet deep.   
 
    When they stepped out of the caverns into the enclosure, the rock trolls sniffed at them, then moved away.  One of them made comments in its own tongue that Alexander didn’t need translated.  Jules giggled happily and mimed holding her nose and pointing at Alexander.  To which the rock trolls all nodded and laughed in their gravelly voices.  
 
    Alexander attempted a sneak attack, intending to hug Jules close and share the funky stank with her.  But as usual she was too fast for him.  She dashed forward and hid behind a rock troll who was suddenly less amused and trying to back away himself.  Alexander took pity on them and kept his distance.  He was starting to dry out, and the smell was only getting worse.  
 
    A wicked grin appeared on his face.  He and Fibble were going to need baths.  He turned to find the little goblin trying to convince Lugs to lift him up.  The ogre was having none of it.   
 
    Lugs said, “You need a bath, little buddy.”  To which Fibble emphatically shook his head no. 
 
    Alexander said, “I agree!” and teleported them all to a spot about five feet above the lake by the keep.   They all dropped like stones and hit the surface with a tremendous splash.  Brick cursed as he fell, then he struck the surface and his plate armor dragged him down.  Alexander quickly realized his little joke wasn’t such a good idea.  Brick, Lugs, Grumpy, and Benny were all blowing bubbles and likely cursing him as they sank.  He rubbed at his eyes to cleanse them a bit, then spied out each of his friends and teleported them up onto the pier.  Helga, Sasha, and Jules were already swimming in that direction.   
 
    Fibble, however, was practically drowning again.  He was thrashing around in the water trying to scream, swallowing water as he did so.  Alexander swam to him and took hold of the goblin’s arms.   
 
    “It’s okay, Fibble!  I won’t let you drown.  Relax.” He spoke calmly to the little guy.   
 
    Eventually Fibble stopped thrashing and started pouting.  “You make Fibble take bath!  Nearly drown!  Mean boss!” 
 
    Laughing, Alexander supported Fibble as he paddled them over to the pier.  Lugs reached into the water and lifted his little buddy out.  Then he held him securely as Sasha produced soap that smelled like raspberries and proceeded to give the goblin a good scrubbing.  Fibble thrashed and wailed until Lugs dunked him back into the lake to rinse him off.  He came up sputtering as Lugs set him down carefully on the pier. 
 
    Fibble wasted no time, hitting turbo speed as he fled the group.  He seemed to barely touch the ground as his freshly scrubbed and scented feet carried him toward the drawbridge. The group could hear him complaining loudly as he disappeared across the bridge.  
 
    Not quite clean himself, Alexander stayed in the water and rinsed himself thoroughly.  Sasha offered the soap, but he declined.   Lugs decided to execute an ogre cannonball maneuver in the shallow water that resulted in a scolding from Lars as the old man emerged from his hut.  “Are ya tryin to scare every fish in the lake to death, ya big behemoth!  Get out of my lake!” the old man scolded.   
 
    Looking like kids caught drinking behind the gym, Alexander and Lugs walked up onto the shore and hung their heads.   
 
    Sasha laughed loud and long before yelling, “Busted!”  
 
    Alexander apologized to Lars before teleporting the group back to the courtyard.   Fibble, who was just zooming through the inner gate, skidded to a halt and changed direction when he saw them.  He dashed into the stables and vanished.  Presumably to roll around in the dirt.   Sasha sighed “Well, he was clean for a whole three minutes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Hide and Seek 
 
      
 
    As Silverbeard was still in Broken Mountain, Alexander used officer’s chat to update his Chancellor and ask him to pass the information on to Thalgrin.   Then he opened a portal to Stormforge and stepped through, Jules at his side, and Jenkins with a squad of guards surrounding them.  They stopped briefly at the dragon forge so that Alexander could let the apprentice know how much Fibble appreciated his new sword.  The dwarf laughed heartily when Jules told him about Fibble nearly cutting off Lugs’ ear. 
 
    As they left the compound, Jules went into stealth mode.  The last time Alexander walked this path he was ambushed by drow.  If they showed up again, she was going to be ready for them.   
 
    The walk was short, and they were soon through the gates and approaching the palace doors.  Jules reappeared at Alexander’s side, and they were escorted into the great hall.  King Charles and his son Edward were sitting at a table to one side of the hall.  A large map of the kingdom was inlaid upon the tabletop.  
 
    “Alexander!  Welcome.  And Lady Jules, too.  You look lovely.” Charles smiled warmly at her.  “Please, come sit with us.  Edward, bring them something to drink.”  The prince rose and moved to a sideboard while the two of them took seats.  He returned with two glasses of a wine so sweet it was nearly berry juice.   
 
    Jules sipped at it while Alexander spoke.  “I’m sorry to interrupt, your majesty.  But I’ve news that I didn’t think should wait.” 
 
    Charles’ smile faded, and he leaned forward to place both hands on the map.  “This sounds ominous.  What news have you brought me?” 
 
    Alexander looked at the map for a moment.  It included the area that was now part of Elysia, as the table had been made long ago.   He pointed to the demon caverns in the ridge beyond Dire Woods.  “We went into the demon caverns today.  I had a suspicion that I’ll detail in a moment.  But the short version is, the army that I trapped inside the dungeon has escaped.  We think through a portal. We found one of their black orbs.” 
 
    King Charles scowled at the map for a long moment.  “What you’re telling me is that an army of demons and undead creatures might be roaming around our kingdoms.” 
 
    “Yes. We have no way to know where they went.  Fitz may be able to tell us more about the orbs, what kind of range they have.  Whether they always open a portal to the same place, or are flexible like our portals.   Maybe he can even tell us where that orb sent them.  At least, that is what I’m hoping.  But for now, I think we have to assume they’re loose somewhere nearby.” 
 
    Charles’ gaze slid across the map.  “And do we know the size of this army?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “When we cleared that dungeon the first time, there were more than 400 demons.  You may remember Brick collected some horns…” The King chuckled at the memory.  “We should assume at least a similar number returned.  Along with the same number of undead.  At a minimum, I would think.” 
 
    Edward injected “But it could be many more.  Undead don’t need to eat or drink.  They could have been packed into that dungeon like sardines.”  Both kings nodded in agreement.    
 
    Alexander then reminded them.  “We found one of those orbs in the dungeon near Whitehall.  Another in a mine up on our plateau.  Fibble said a man in black delivered it to the goblin boss as a ‘gift’ recently.  Right before Whitehall was attacked.  But the one in the mine had been there for centuries.  Whoever is seeding these has been at it for a long time.  They might be anywhere.” 
 
    King Charles thumped his hand on the table. “I like it much better when you bring me good news, Alexander.  Like ‘We killed all the demons.  Here’s a pile of horns and weapons.’  Any chance you’re going to do that again?” 
 
    Alexander half-smiled at the king’s joke.  “I certainly hope so, majesty.” 
 
    The two kings spoke for a while longer, making plans for mutual defense in the event the army was discovered on their lands.  King Charles offered to send a warning to Antalia, but Alexander said one of his guildmembers there would take care of it.   He opened guild chat and asked Martin to do exactly that.  
 
    When Alexander and Jules left the palace a few minutes later, he had an idea.  Taking Jules hand, he steered her toward The Prancing Stallion, which sat on the corner nearest the outer gate.  Pulling her along, he stepped inside. Jenkins assigned his men to form a perimeter around the building, then followed Alexander and Jules.   
 
    Alexander was glad to see the familiar young lady was at the counter, as usual.  She quickly bowed, saying “Welcome back, your majesty!  How can we serve you today?” 
 
    “Please, no bowing.  Shari, right?” Alexander asked, causing the girl to blush prettily. 
 
    “I am honored you remember me, majesty.”  
 
    Alexander sighed, resigning himself to the royal treatment.  He said “Shari, I would like to share a quiet, romantic meal with Lady Jules.  Good food, nothing too fancy.  Do you think you could arrange that?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Shari perked up.  “Mr. Hobson has a private dining room just for special guests like you!  I’ll alert the chef.  Would you like music?  We can have musicians here in just a few minutes…” Shari led them toward the back of the inn as she spoke. 
 
    Alexander looked to Jules, who shook her head.  “No, no need for music.  Thank you.” 
 
    The girl opened a set of double doors and ushered them into a luxuriously appointed room.  There was a dining table large enough to seat six on one side, and a small cluster of plush leather chairs set around a fireplace on the other.  The carpet was a deep green and so thick it almost engulfed Alexander’s shoes as he stepped inside.  A set of French doors opened out into an enclosed garden with a shade tree, bright flowers of every color of the rainbow, and a small fountain.   There was a table with two chairs to one side of the fountain, in the shade of the tree.  
 
    Jules physically leaned toward the little garden, and Alexander smiled.  Turning to Shari, he said “I think we’d like to eat in the garden.  It seems lovely.  My compliments to Hobson.” He held up a finger for Shari to wait, and turned to Jenkins.  “Bring your men inside.  We’re in no immediate danger here, I think.  You can all eat here in the dining room, and keep an eye on us.” 
 
    Jenkins thought it over for a moment, then accepted with a grin. “If you insist, sir.” 
 
    Alexander looked to Shari.  “Please have the chef make enough for eight, then.  And again, nothing fancy.  A well-seasoned stew or properly cooked steaks and a nice wine would be fine.” 
 
    Shari departed, and Alexander left Jenkins to sort out his squad as he escorted his lady love out to the garden.   As soon as he opened the French doors, the scent of the many flowers wafted over them.  Jules clapped her hands and stepped into the garden, spinning around to take it all in.  “It’s perfect!  We need a place like this at the keep.  A quiet place, just for us and a few friends.” 
 
    Alexander smiled, watching the elfess take in the garden.  She leaned over to smell flowers, dipped a finger in the fountain water, and laughed as she startled a squirrel causing it to dash up the tree and chitter indignantly at her.  
 
    “I’m not sure we’ve space at the keep for such a thing.  But when you’re able to come out of your pod, I’ll have a place just like this ready for you.  We’ll have every meal there, if you like.” 
 
    Jules dashed across the distance between them and threw herself into his arms.  “Thank you for this.” She whispered into his ear.  Then, with a wicked grin, she asked “Do you think the chef would make us pancakes?” 
 
    “Ha! Let’s not insult them by asking.  We’ll come here for breakfast sometime, and you can eat pancakes till you don’t fit through the doors.” 
 
    Jules kissed him soundly and led him to the little table.  He held her chair for her, then took his own seat.  The two of them held hands and talked about their future in the real world until a team of waiters appeared.  The table was quickly set with a crisp white tablecloth, real silver utensils, candle sticks, and fine porcelain dishes.    
 
    As soon as the table was arranged properly, Jules and Alexander were served slices of roasted boar cooked to perfection and accompanied by small baked potatoes, all covered in a delicious smelling gravy.  There were also green vegetables that Alexander didn’t recognize cooked in butter and seasoned with something he thought he did recognize from one of Lydia’s dinners.   They were served both a light ale and a crisp white wine.   
 
    Shari appeared to make sure everything was to their satisfaction.  “We apologize for the lack of an appetizer course.  The chef was not expecting…” 
 
    Alexander held up his hand to stop her.  “Shari, this is wonderful.  Exactly what we wanted.  I promise we’ll give you some warning next time, and the chef can go crazy.  Please pass along my compliments, and thanks to you all.” 
 
    Smiling brightly and with a brief bow, Shari left them to their meal.  She closed the doors as she exited the garden. 
 
    Alexander and Jules took their time enjoying the meal and each other’s company.  They talked about plans both in and out of the game.  Jules said she wanted to plan a grand wedding for Mattie and Taylor.  Alexander supported that idea, but warned her that if she didn’t involve Rose O’Malley there might be trouble.   They bet on which of Brick’s admirers would land him first—Thea or princess Kimberly.    
 
    Jules decided that the bright and cheerful Shari would be a perfect match for Jenkins, who was still feeling the loss of his squad at the bridge.   She immediately began to plot ways to put them together.  Alexander just rolled his eyes and nodded his head at appropriate points while he enjoyed his meal.  
 
    When she had outlined a master plan for Jenkins, she paused to feed herself.  Alexander took the opportunity to surprise her.  “What about Sasha?  I think we should find her a man.  She’s been alone for a while.” 
 
    Jules looked at him, surprised.  “That’s your fault.  Well, I mean... not your fault, exactly.  But she decided a couple years ago to spend as much time with you as she could before you…” Jules paused for a moment.  “Before you were gone.  She said she’ll have plenty of time for relationships after.  How do you not know this?” 
 
    Alexander was crushed.  He set down his fork and rubbed his hands together.  “She what?  Why would she… why didn’t she…” His thoughts were a jumbled mess.  “I never meant for her to put her life on hold for me!” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t.  And I can see, you didn’t realize she was doing just that.  Which suggests you might be a little self-centered, my love.  Or just need to pay better attention.  Lainey has done the same thing.  They both love you.   And both expected they’d only have a very few more years with you.  Now there’s this possibility of a cure.  Or at least that you’ll live much longer than expected.  And my feeling is that they’re a little confused by it.  You need to help them get their own lives back on track.  It can’t be all about you forever.” 
 
    Alexander was flabbergasted.  “You’ve talked about all of this with them? When? I mean, you’ve only known them a couple weeks.” 
 
    Jules just snorted and went back to eating.  “This is really very good.” She said around a mouthful of roast.   
 
    Alexander took the hint and let it drop.  He was actually glad for a few moments to try and sort out these new revelations in his mind.  He thought back to all the times Sasha passed up invitations to parties or other events to be with him.  And how much time Lainey spent at the house taking care of him and his father.   That led him to another uncomfortable thought. 
 
    “What do you think about Lainey and my dad?” he asked Jules.  Now it was her turn to be surprised.  “Well, now!  Maybe you’ve been paying more attention than I thought!” she grinned at him.  “I haven’t spent much time with your dad, so I don’t have any idea how he feels.  Other than he mourns the loss of your mom quite deeply.  But I know Lainey would be interested, if he is.” 
 
    Alexander wasn’t sure he was ready for that.  He loved Lainey, there was no doubt of that.  And his mother had been gone roughly half his life.  If being together would make his dad and Lainey happy, then he wouldn’t stand in their way, whether he was ready or not.  
 
    They lapsed into silence as each of them finished their delicious food.  Alexander took several large gulps of the ale to calm his mind a bit.  He took a few deep breaths and tried to just enjoy the moment.  Jules took hold of his hand and gave it a squeeze.   
 
    “Thank you again, for this.  It was very sweet of you to just put everything on hold and spend time with me.  Very romantic!” She leaned across the table and puckered up, demanding a kiss.   
 
    Alexander was happy to oblige.  
 
    They got up and walked hand in hand across the garden.  Jenkins and the guards all rose to their feet as the pair entered the private dining room.  Alexander patted the air.  “Please, sit and finish your meals.  We’re in no hurry.”  He led Jules over to the fireplace and the two of them sat on a loveseat and cuddled.  A waiter appeared with two glasses of the same white wine they’d been served with dinner.  The guards ate quietly so as not to disturb their king and future queen.  Alexander and Jules didn’t speak, just enjoying each other’s company. 
 
    Before long Jenkins rose and ordered his guards out of the room.  They each bowed their heads and thanked Alexander for the meal as they filed out.  Jenkins was the last to leave, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “I’m tempted to just take a nap right here.” Alexander whispered to Jules, who was half asleep herself. 
 
    “Mmmhmmm” was her only response.    He kissed her forehead and gathered her up in his arms.  Standing, he set her gently on her feet.  “But we have work to do.  Bad guys to find.  Demons to kill.” 
 
    Jules signed and followed him out of the dining room.  When they returned to the front desk, Jenkins was there speaking quietly with Shari.  Jules flashed Alexander a grin and a wink.  
 
    “Told you.” She whispered. 
 
    Both young people jerked to rigid attention when they noticed their audience.  “Sir!” Jenkins spit out. 
 
    Shari stammered “I- I hope everything was to your satisfaction, your Majesty?” 
 
    Alexander approached the desk and placed a pile of gold coins on top of it. The amount was probably 3 or 4 times the total bill.  “More than satisfactory, Shari.  Everything was excellent.  And thank you for accommodating us on such short notice.”  He looked to Jenkins.  “Captain, take the rest of the day off.  That’s an order.  I believe Hobson still has a room or two reserved for us here at the Stallion?” he looked at Shari, who blushed and nodded.  “Good!  Your men can escort me the hundred or so steps back to Greystone Manor.  We’ll be fine.  You rest here.  See if you can’t find a way to relax a bit.” 
 
    Without giving Jenkins a chance to respond, he turned and ushered Jules out the door.  She nudged him in the ribs with an elbow as they stepped out.   
 
    “Real subtle” she chided him.  He just shrugged. “When have I ever claimed to be subtle?” 
 
    Jenkins’ squad formed up around them and they all made the short walk back to the compound without incident.    
 
    Alexander offered the squad the balance of the day off as well.  “You men, can remain here in Stormforge for the night, if you wish.  If you head over to The Ogre, you can tell O’Malley that your drinks and rooms are on me.  I’ll settle up with him later.” 
 
    The guards gladly accepted his offer and headed back out the gate.  He called out to them “Meet back here after breakfast in the morning!” and they saluted in acknowledgement.  
 
    Alexander opened the portal and he and Jules stepped back through.   
 
    ***** 
 
    Fibble sat in the stables pouting.  No fair!  Boss make Fibble take bath in lake.  Nasty water from demon cave not smell that bad! Now Fibble smell like… food!  Make Fibble hungry! 
 
    The little goblin Minister of Demon-Killing and Cookies reached into his bag and retrieved a couple cookies.  He sat munching on one of the treats and bemoaning his fate to have found a new clan that insisted on bathing all the time. 
 
    One of the horses leaned its head over and sniffed at him.  Fibble absently held up what remained of his cookie, and the horse took it gently from his hand.  Fibble liked horses.  Not to ride, of course.  If he was going to ride it would either be on Tigger, or Lugs.  But horses were nice.  They smelled right.  And they never tried to make him take a bath.  
 
    The horse finished the cookie, leaning down to sniff at him again.  A moment later it licked the side of his head.   
 
    “Gah! Why horsey lick Fibble? Go away. Bad horsey!”   
 
    The horse snorted at him, then went about its own business.    
 
    “Everybody try to give Fibble bath today!” 
 
    He crawled into the back corner of the tack room where he’d created himself a little nest.  There were several pillows, origin unknown, and some interesting shiny things he’d picked up on his adventures.  There was a broken dagger that had just enough blade left to be a good back scratcher.  An old pot that he’d considered using as a helm until he’d been given a real one.  A length of old rope about three feet long.  He searched among the sundry items until his hand hit upon the one he was looking for.  From out of the straw he produced a bottle of dwarven spirits.  He’d snagged a few of them during the various celebrations.  Nobody seemed to notice.   
 
    “Fibble get warm tummy and sleep!” He murmured to himself.   
 
    Using his teeth to grip the cork, he pried the bottle open and took a long drink.  Followed immediately by a coughing fit as the liquid burned its way down his gullet.  When he was done coughing, he wiped his mouth with his sleeve.  
 
    “Good stuff!” he hugged the bottle close to his chest and leaned back against the pillows.  
 
    After a few more drinks, he began to doze off.  His eyes drifted shut and he was just about asleep when a strange noise startled him.  Strange for the barn anyway.  He heard an insect-like chittering.  Opening one eye, he looked around.   
 
    “Spiders?  Fibble hate spiders.  Not as much as baths…” he closed his eyes again and settled back. 
 
    When the noise came again he hopped to his feet, gripping the bottle by the neck as if it were a weapon.  The alcohol inside began to pour out onto the stable floor.  The chittering increased, and Fibble thought it sounded annoyed.  
 
    “Ha!  Spiders don’t like good stuff!”  He poured the rest of the contents onto the floor, then dropped to his knees.  The boards of the tack room floor were not fitted all that snugly, and the spirits had quickly fallen through the cracks to a space below.  Fibble grabbed his stick from his bag and jammed the point between two of the boards, shouting “Pew! Pew!” 
 
    The bursts of light magic annoyed whatever was below much more than the spirits had.  There was a series of loud screeches that upset the horses in nearby stalls.  They began to whinny and kick at their stalls.   Very quickly a couple of grooms ran in through a door to investigate.   
 
    Fibble fired a couple more shots. “Pew! Pew!”  the resulting screeching drew the two grooms to the tack room.  When they entered, Fibble fired again. “Pew!  Spiders! Pew!”  
 
    One of the grooms grabbed a pitchfork while the other took off.  The groomsman pointed the makeshift weapon at the floor and said “Fibble you should get out of here.” 
 
    Fibble, half drunk and still feeling contrary after his bath, shouted “No!  This Fibble’s place.  Spiders not get my pillows!”  He jammed his stick back into a gap between the boards and fired a few more times for emphasis.   
 
    The other groomsman returned with Alexander in tow.   Lugs and Helga were right behind him.  When they heard the screeching from below. 
 
    Alexander said.  “What the hell?  Jeeves, are we being attacked? It sounds like there’s an army of spiders under the stables” 
 
    “Not spiders, Alexander.  They are beetles.  And I do not believe they are invading.  They have long had a nest in the crevices below the stables.  And they travel through a network of tubes and cracks under the keep.  I do not believe they have ever caused any harm.” 
 
    Lugs produced a spear and jammed the tip between two floorboards.  He levered the handle down and popped one of the boards up from the joist beneath.   Immediately, a large beetle the size of a serving platter emerged from the hole.  It chittered excitedly at them before turning and fleeing toward Fibble’s nest.   
 
    The little goblin roared at the insect and dashed after it.  “You no take pillows!”  He leapt upon the beetle’s back and began to pound at it with his wand.  The confused beetle turned this way and that, trying to shake its attacker.   The result was what looked like a rodeo bronco ride around the tack room.   Fibble held on with one hand as he beat the insect with his stick.  The beetle slammed into a wall, causing Fibble’s body to rock forward and slam his own head into the wall.  “Ow!  Stupid bug!  Hold still!”   
 
    Lugs was laughing so hard he could barely stand.  He kept pointing and trying to talk, but couldn’t stop laughing long enough to get words out.  Alexander and the others grinned as a drunken Fibble bounced around the room atop the beetle’s carapace, cursing and beating it ineffectually with his stick.  
 
    A moment later, the little goblin surprised them all.  Dropping his stick, he drew his sword.  Getting to his feet atop the beetle’s back, he looked like an angry surfer waving his sword around as he tried to keep his balance.  After half a minute, he seemed to gain his footing.  Two seconds later he raised the sword above his head and rammed the point down through the beetle’s back.  The sword slid easily through the exoskeleton and the thorax below, pinning the large bug to the floor.   
 
    The beetle struggled for a short while, then became listless and eventually died.  Fibble hopped off its back, leaving his sword where it was.  He kicked the beetle’s head. 
 
    “My nest!  Get your own!”  He shouted as he stalked over to the opening in the floor and promptly began to pee into the hole.   
 
    Helga guffawed and slapped Lugs on the back.   
 
    “Guess that settles that!  Little fella’s done marked his territory!” 
 
    The chittering below increased momentarily, then faded.   Lugs handed the unattached floorboard to one of the grooms, saying “My work is done here.” before leaving the room.  Alexander followed without saying anything.   Helga stayed, saying “I think I’ll show the lil bugger some sword moves.” 
 
    Fibble looted the dead bug, which awarded him four pieces of beetle meat, two pincers, and a carapace.  He looked at the meat, then popped a piece into his mouth raw.  Chewing, he offered a piece to Helga.  She shrugged and popped one into her mouth as well. “Not bad.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Fresh from Fibble’s beetle battle, Alexander was in a good mood.  He spotted Taylor lurking near the armory, clearly keeping an eye on him in case he tried to pop off somewhere alone.   He changed his direction and waved at Taylor, who began to approach.  “I’m not going anywhere else today.  I gave Jenkins and his squad the rest of the day off.  It occured to me that you haven’t had any time to yourself lately either.  I think you and Mattie should go spend some quality time together.  Maybe in Stormforge?  Or up in the garrison tower?” 
 
    Taylor looked uncomfortable.  “Sir.  With Jenkins and his squad gone, and us being short on guards after the battle…” 
 
    Just like that Alexander’s mood was dampened.  “Of course, Captain.  You know best.  Some other time.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Taylor replied.  “If you don’t mind, I will go spend some time with Mattie in the grove.  She likes it there.” 
 
    “Absolutely! Good thinking.  Have at it.” Alexander smiled at him.  “Be sure and tell your men not to bother you for anything short of an invasion.” 
 
    Jules had disappeared at some point while he was in the stables.  Alexander decided to pay Sasha a visit.  He found her in her lab as expected.  Beakers were boiling on her workbench and she was filling a row of empty vials with what looked like a mana potion based on its blue coloring. 
 
    “So… how are things with mister longbow?” He teased from the doorway.   
 
    “What?” Sasha looked at him with confusion on her face.  
 
    “You know, the longbowman you were canoodling with at the party the other night.” 
 
    “Oh.  Him. There are no ‘things’ with him.  Haven’t seen him since.  Why the sudden interest in my social life, dork?” 
 
    “Not sudden.  I just… we’ve been in here a lot lately.  And you haven’t had much time to socialize in the real world.  I thought maybe you’d find somebody in here.” 
 
    Sasha looked at him suspiciously for half a minute.  As if she were trying to read his mind.  “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “Well, yes...  A bit...  A little wine and a glass of ale.  Just had a nice dinner with Jules at the Stallion in Stormforge.” 
 
    Sasha snorted.  “So that’s it.  You’ve had a lil lovey-dovey romantic dinner, and now you want everyone else to be in love too.” 
 
    Alexander poked back. “Well not in ‘looooove.’  I was just hoping maybe you’d gotten yourself a little.  You know, to put you in a better mood. So you’re not grumping at me all the time.”  
 
    He grinned and dodged as she threw a half-hearted punch at him.  “What I’m getting, and from whom, is none of your damn business!  Now get out of my shop before I find a way to turn you into a toad and Jules will never want to kiss you again!” 
 
    Alexander retreated, stopping at the door.  “Jules would totally still kiss me if I was a toad.” He took a parting shot as he sidestepped out of sight.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Bodine was cleaning out the stall used by the bears when he one of his wolves came dashing into the barn and nearly bowled him over.  The big wolf was panting from exertion, and its eyes demanded his attention.  As soon as he made eye contact, he received a flood of images.   
 
    Undead creatures.  Hundreds of them, flashing through his mind a few at a time, moving westward from the mountain on the eastern border of Elysia.  Then an image of a crack in the mountainside, demons flowing out into the sunlight.  And an impression of the putrid stench of undead bodies mixed with the natural smell of the forest and the sulfurous smell that must be Demonkind. 
 
    Bodine immediately shouted “Jeeves!  My wolves have detected the missing army on the eastern side of the plateau!” 
 
    “I will alert Alexander immediately.  Thank you.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Alexander was just heading to see if Fitz was in his tower when Jeeves’ voice came to him.  “Alexander, Bodine reports that his wolves have located the missing army on the eastern side of the plateau.” 
 
    Alexander sprang into action.   “Jeeves, loudspeaker please.  And the emergency broadcast. I want every citizen to hear this.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Alexander.” 
 
    “Attention citizens and guild members.  The missing army of undead that we thought trapped in the demon caverns, have been spotted up on the plateau.  All hunters already on the plateau, please move east of the river and begin to scout.  Do not engage the enemy.  Everyone else, prepare for battle.  We’ll defend our towers and take down as many of those bastards as we can!” 
 
    He paused as he thought about what do first.  “I need one of you from Antalia to alert the Queen.  And anybody in Stormforge, please alert the Captain or the King.  Silverbeard, if you’re still in Broken Mountain, please alert Thalgrin.” 
 
    Silverbeard, Jenkins, and Michael all confirmed that they’d get the word to the proper people at their locations.  Alexander was barely listening as he made a mental list and began to tick the items off on his fingers.  
 
    “Sas…excuse me, General Sasha.  I’m leaving the organizing of troops into groups to you.  Lorian, you’re her commander of hunters and scouts.  Taylor, you’re in charge of the force remaining to guard the keep.  Recruit the duergar to help keep watch.  They don’t have to fight if they choose not to.  Brick, round up the light cannons.  Leave two here, the rest go up top with us.  We’ll make more first chance we get.  Martin, we’re going to need the healers here.  I’ll open a portal in 10 min.  I know some of you are still low level.” 
 
    Alexander stopped to breathe.  He’d been rattling off orders so fast he’d been holding his breath.  Realizing he needed to be calm, he waited through a few long inhales and exhales before continuing. 
 
    “Kai, we’re going to need mages who know how to deal with the dark magic spells.  Any chance your dragons would be willing to heal those who get hit?” 
 
    Kai’s voice was an angry growl.  “My people are already on their way.  The chance to wipe out an army of foul undead abominations was all the invitation they needed.” 
 
    “Great.  Braxis, I’ll be up there in a few minutes.  Any chance you can fly me over the plateau, so we can find the enemy?” 
 
    A loud squawk echoed down from the roost that Alexander took as a yes.  As he looked up, the other male in the roost took to the skies.  He made a bee-line for the plateau. 
 
    “Father Alric, when the other priests arrive from Antalia, I’d like you to take a contingent to the plateau.  Hit each of the east and west towers, and pray to as many gods as you can.  We’re going to need the land around each tower blessed so that it’s painful for undead or Demonkind to step near.  And so that no drow can stealth in and open a gate.” 
 
    Alexander heard a loud trumpeting from the direction of the drawbridge.  Quickly teleporting himself onto the bridge, he found Rocky floating off to one side, looking up expectantly.   
 
    “You want to fight too, huh boy?  Well, I need you to stay down here this time.  The fight up there could just be a distraction.  You help Taylor protect this place, okay?  Eat anybody who gets too close? 
 
    The water dragon nodded his head, eyes sad and face somehow drooping, looking like a puppy being left behind.  Alexander dropped to his belly and reached down to scratch the dragon’s nose.   
 
    “Don’t worry, buddy.  We’ll be fine.  You must guard this place.  And make sure nobody hurts Lars and his people.  That old codge will probably insist on staying outside the walls.” 
 
    When Rocky dropped back below the surface and sped off toward the eastern side of the moat, Alexander teleported himself back.  He opened a portal to Antalia, and Martin led a stream of healers through the portal.  Alexander counted about thirty in all.  Combined with Sasha and the healers he had at the keep already, there would be roughly one healer for every eight of his people. Not ideal, especially since Martin and several of the officers were still low level after becoming immersion players.   
 
    “Martin, I need you and your officers who are too low level to be in the fight to stay here.  Start organizing a hospital here.  Take a dozen of the duergar to help you move wounded through the mirror.  You can treat them here and send them back.  The rest of the healers, through the mirror and begin setting up a triage station at the garrison tower.  Eventually we may move some of you to the eastern tower.” Alexander gave orders, and his people jumped to obey without question. 
 
    He opened officer’s chat “Sasha get everyone into a raid group as quickly as you can.  Noncombatants too.  Everybody can use the experience.  I’m going with Braxis to do a fly-over and try to get an idea what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    He turned to face the roost and was about to teleport himself up when he saw Braxis gliding down.  The massive gryphon landed gently next to him and crouched down to make it easier for Alexander to climb aboard.  As soon as the elf was settled on his back, he took three running bounds then leapt into the air.  The gryphon’s powerful wings thrust them skyward as he circled out over the forest and back toward the plateau.   
 
    As a kid, Alexander had entertained dreams of being a fighter pilot. As far as he was concerned, this was better.  Jet fighters didn’t think for themselves.   Braxis already knew the rough location of the enemy and headed straight there.  All Alexander had to do was hang on and keep watch.  “Way better than autopilot” he said as he patted Braxis’ neck.  
 
    On their way up, an idea found him.  The wolves they’d been courting lived east of the river.  The dark army might be pushing right through their territory.  He patted Braxis again and said “We need to stop at the tower.  Your old home.” 
 
    Braxis nodded his immense head and adjusted his course slightly.  Alexander opened guild chat and called to Bodine.  He quickly explained his idea, and Bodine was waiting for him in the garrison tower courtyard when the landed.   He quickly jumped aboard behind Alexander, and they were off again. 
 
    Bodine filled Alexander in on the details he saw from his wolves’ images.  Braxis listened in, and when Bodine described the crack in the eastern mountain wall, he banked hard to the right.  Both man and elf gripped tightly to the gryphon’s fur to steady themselves.   Braxis was now moving at an oblique angle across the forest toward the eastern mountain.  Alexander called out “Braxis?  You know the place?”   The gryphon nodded his head and flapped his wings, adding to their already considerable speed.  
 
    The two passengers scanned the forest below to their left and right.  Just a minute or so after the course correction, Bodine tapped Alexander’s shoulder and pointed down to their right.  Alexander could see a variety of undead shambling through the trees as they passed intermittent gaps in the canopy below.   
 
    Alexander turned and looked up to get his bearings, at the same time confirming their position on his UI map.  “The eastern tower is behind us.  At the pace they’re moving, they’ll be there in a couple of hours.” He said aloud.  “They’re heading toward the mine!” Alexander didn’t mention Geb, as Bodine wasn’t in on that particular secret.  
 
    Bodine practically shouted behind him in order to be heard over the wind noise. “I don’t see the demons!  They’re either bringing up the rear, or are already way ahead!” 
 
    Braxis seemingly ignored the undead army below and continued toward his target.  Two minutes later they were hovering high in the air over what looked like nothing more than a crack in the mountain face.   Demons were stalking out of the crack and setting up camp in a clearing not far away.  Camp for demons consisted of several fires upon which roasted humanoid-looking beings that Alexander couldn’t identify.  Several of the demons pointed upward and began to send magical attacks into the air. 
 
    But Braxis was a veteran of the last demon war that had happened in this very place.  He’d placed them well out of range of the dark magic.  He roared in defiance and voided his bowels.  From a creature his size, this made for an impressive quantity of shit falling upon demons with uplifted faces.    
 
    Alexander couldn’t help it, he burst out laughing.  Bodine joined him.  Poop is funny, no matter how old you are.  He patted the gryphon on the neck. “Good one, Braxis!”  The angry noises from below increased dramatically as the rain of feces struck its targets, both demons and their dinners.  
 
    Two winged demons took to the air.  Braxis roared a challenge as he moved higher, forcing them to work to climb.  A moment later he turned and dove at one of the approaching demons.  Alexander began firing light magic bolts at the other as quickly as he could.  The demon shouted in rage and began to try to dodge the bolts.  This slowed him considerably, and his companion left him behind.   Alexander took a moment to inspect the nearest. 
 
    Acolyte Demon 
 
    Level 60 
 
    Health 33,000/33,000 
 
    Alexander hit it with a sustained Ray of Light beam to the face just as it was closing with Braxis.  The gryphon didn’t hesitate to take advantage of the distraction as the demon raised an arm to cover its face.  Braxis flared his wings and took hold of the demon with his razor sharp foreclaws.  His beak, which was large enough to swallow a pumpkin whole, clamped down on the demon’s shoulder.  Alexander returned to shooting the second demon as Braxis savaged the first.  His hind legs moved forward and began to shred the demon’s torso while he jerked his head back and forth.  His sharp beak sawed into the demon’s shoulder, severing one of its wings.  The gryphon immediately pushed the wounded demon away from him.   It fell in a rapid spiral, the one remaining wing insufficient to save it.   
 
    Bodine whooped in triumph as the falling demon slammed into the camp below, bursting like an overripe watermelon.  
 
    The second demon, already injured from Alexander’s light magic, held back to keep Braxis from closing.  He cast some magic of his own.  A dark ball of fire sped toward them.  Braxis squawked in contempt and banked to his left, the magic passing by several feet distant.  Alexander returned fire with a sustained beam of light magic.  Taking his cue from the gryphon, he focused the beam on the demon’s wing. 
 
    Acolyte Demon 
 
    Level 58 
 
    Heath 20,000/26,000 
 
    This one was slightly lower level than the other, and Alexander had already taken a significant portion of its health.  As he channeled his light spell across the demon’s wing, its flesh smoked and separated.  A moment later the beam crossed a vital juncture where the canvas-like wing material connected with cartilage.  There was a pop, and the demon screamed in pain and fear as its wing separated into two pieces with a wide tear in between.  It began to spiral downward like the previous demon, though more slowly.  The wing was still partially working.  Still, they were more than a thousand feet up, and even the decreased rate of descent was enough to kill the thing on impact.  
 
    Braxis dove as he roared a challenge to any others who might wish to come up and fight him.  There were no takers, though Alexander could see several more of the winged demons below.  The gryphon leveled out well above the range of their spells and emptied his bladder this time.   A parting gesture of contempt as they sped away.   Bodine and Alexander tried to estimate the numbers, but there wasn’t much point as the steady stream of demons emerging from the mountain continued.   
 
    Braxis turned westward, and they followed the tide of undead that shuffled in that direction.  Again they spotted the creatures here and there through gaps in the treetops.  Alexander estimated there must be at least a thousand of them, and still more were appearing ahead of him.   
 
    A short time later Braxis pulled up and hovered, then slowly worked his way down into a small clearing.  The opening was barely wider than his wingspan, but he expertly maneuvered them down to the grass below.   He turned and faced back toward the east and pointed with his beak.   
 
    Alexander and Bodine could now better see the scope of the advancing undead force.  They were spread out wide in a rough line maybe two hundred yards wide.  The lead element were coming into view, shuffling around the trunks of the great trees in no particular order, except that they were all moving in the direction of Geb’s mine.  They moved singly or in clumps of two or three at a steady pace, about half the speed of a walking human.  Alexander knew from their flyover that behind this lead line were hundreds more.  
 
    He consulted the map on his UI.   Behind him was the river.  In the direction the undead were headed, they would have to wade across the river.  The closest bridge was to the north more than a mile.   Undead did not need to breathe, and in theory they could simply walk across the riverbed.  But the current was strong, and Alexander had visions of undead being scattered by the current, emerging on the other side over miles of forest.  Or even being pushed over the falls to drop into the lake near the keep.   
 
    “What could they be thinking?” He asked aloud, not really expecting an answer.  But Bodine had been sharing similar thoughts.   
 
    “The river will scatter them if they try to ford.  Will they turn for the bridge?  Maybe the demons’ plan to make one for them?” Bodine said. 
 
    Braxis squawked at Bodine, who hopped down and went to stand by the gryphon’s head.  He stared into Braxis’ eyes for a long moment, then nodded.  “Braxis says the demons use the undead as fodder.  It doesn’t matter if they scatter down the river.  When they get out, they’ll head in for their original destination.  There will be a constant press of undead pushing the defenders for hours or days.” 
 
    Alexander needed to know how many there were.   Before they reached the river and scattered.   Thinking quickly, he hopped down off of the gryphon’s back and began to use his Earth Mover skill to pull stone from below.   He quickly raised four walls, each twenty feet high and with a door opening in the fourth wall.  Then pulled a roof over the compact structure.  Stepping inside, he pulled yet more stone and created a narrow stairway climbing up to the top.  Following it up, he made an opening in the roof and climbed atop the structure.  He’d effectively made a basic lookout tower. 
 
    He called for Braxis and Bodine to join him up top.  As soon as Bodine had entered the doorway, Alexander pulled up more stone to seal it off.   Soon all three stood twenty feet above the clearing looking down at the approaching enemy.   
 
    Alexander called out “Jeeves, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I can hear you, Alexander.  Very clever tactic, I must say.  This new ancillary building allows me to sense the enemy within 2,000 yards of this point.  I can currently detect 832 individual enemies moving westward.  More are still coming into range.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Please continue to monitor them as long as you can.  I’m moving westward to make another tower.  Any sign of an attack on the keep?” 
 
    “No activity within range of my sensors anywhere but here, Alexander.” 
 
    Alexander and Bodine hopped back aboard Braxis, and he shot into the sky.  Alexander directed him westward and slightly north to a spot on the other side of the river, maybe halfway between it and the mine.  “We’ll put another lookout tower here.  Then maybe one to the south a bit.  To try and keep track of the enemy if they scatter.” 
 
    He quickly raised another tower, this one thirty feet high, as he didn’t have a horde of undead pressing down on him.   The thing was tall and narrow, with a single door and several windows along the winding stair.   When he finished the tower, he pulled up a twenty-foot high wall to encircle the tower about fifty feet out.  He left no opening in the wall.  Anybody manning this tower would need to teleport or be flown in.     
 
    The entire thing took him about twenty minutes.  While he’d been working, Braxis and Bodine were flying watch overhead.  When he signaled for them to retrieve him, Bodine reported that they’d seen two flying demons to the east, but they’d kept their distance.   
 
    The trio moved south about two miles and set up a third lookout tower.  With Jeeves’ detection range of 2,000 yards, or just over a mile, this would give them an effective four mile stretch between the river and the mine to detect incoming enemies.  
 
    When Alexander was finished and had confirmed with Jeeves that he was able to connect with all three towers, he asked Braxis to take Bodine back to the garrison tower.   “I’ve some things to check on, and it’s faster for me to teleport.” He explained.   
 
    As soon as the gryphon was airborne, Alexander teleported himself to the mine.  When he arrived near the node, he found Geb, a few dozen armed kobolds, and three of the dragons in human form that he recognized from Antalia.    All were armed and had raised weapons at his arrival.  When they recognized him, they lowered their arms and the dragons approached. 
 
    Alexander raised a hand in greeting.  “I take it you heard from Kai?” 
 
    The closest of the dragons nodded “I am Barindalinus.  And yes, we are aware of the incoming filth.  Our fourth is on the surface now, scouting.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Alexander bowed his head briefly.  It just felt right when greeting a being as imposing as a dragon.  “As for scouting, I’ve just finished doing that myself.”  He quickly filled them in.  When he was done, he had each of them introduce themselves to Jeeves.  Then he said “Jeeves, the dragons are honored guests.  Please update them on the enemy numbers and positions as they ask.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  And welcome to Elysia, honored dragons.”  
 
    During the whole conversation, Geb had simply sat cross-legged near the node crystal with his eyes closed.  He had apparently been listening, as he chose that moment to speak up.   “You show much promise as a leader, Alexander.  You do not let pride or insecurity keep you from accepting the help of allies.  Will you listen to some advice as well?” 
 
    “Of course, Guardian.” Alexander moved to sit across from the ancient being.  “Any advice from one who destroyed most of a demon army would be most welcome” he grinned when Geb laughed at the word ‘most’.  
 
    “The undead will present no serious threat to you and yours.  You have the blessings of several gods of light, I’m told.  But do not get bogged down or distracted by that fight.  That is precisely what the demons desire.  They hope to distract you and pull your forces into the forest to hunt the undead scattered about.  Or failing that, keep you contained in some spot while the undead wear you down and deplete your resources.” 
 
    Alexander had been working toward that same conclusion, though he hadn’t quite gotten there on his own yet.   Geb continued. 
 
    “The demons will use misdirection whenever they can.  It is in their nature.  And they will throw themselves into the battle with abandon.  The commanders will sacrifice the lower level demons without thought or seeming purpose.  Their only intent being to wear your forces down further, to make their victory easier when they themselves enter the battle.  I assume they outnumber you considerably?” 
 
    Alexander replied “We don’t know to what extent yet.  But the undead alone outnumber us at least two to one.  We saw hundreds of demons at their camp, and more were still emerging from the mountain.  Conservatively, they will outnumber my forces by five to one.  Likely more.” 
 
    Geb asked. “And will you receive reinforcements from allies?” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Stormforge and Broken Mountain have been notified.  They may offer reinforcements.  Antalia lost many of her soldiers in a recent battle and has none to offer.  But to be frank, I would prefer not to have any of them send soldiers.” 
 
    Geb looked into Alexander’s eyes for a long while.  “That is not pride speaking.  You do not wish to put them in harm’s way.” 
 
    Alexander sighed. “From what the dragons tell me, we are facing a formidable enemy in the drow wizards.  My allies may need every soldier they have to defend their own kingdoms before this is over.  I have a significant force of adventurers here with me.  We can afford to throw our own lives away.  Any soldiers lost to Stormforge or Broken Mountain are lost forever.  I have already felt that loss myself after a recent battle.” 
 
    Barindalinus spoke up then. “That is honorable of you, your Majesty.  But consider that having a larger number of allied troops to engage the enemy might mean fewer losses on your side.  Your own, or your allies.   We dragons, for example, are not so easy to kill.” 
 
    Alexander though carefully before replying “Thank you Barin—Barindalinus.” He stammered over the unfamiliar name.    
 
    The dragon held up a hand “Please just call me Barin.” 
 
    “Thank you, Barin.  I am less worried about my dragon allies for exactly that reason.  Though the demons will almost certainly be using the same dark magic that nearly killed Kai recently.”  Barin grimaced at that.  Alexander continued.  “We lost dwarves and humans in the last battle.  They sacrificed themselves to save others when the battle took an unexpected turn.  And while I would try to position allied troops and my own citizens where they’ll be least likely to die, I cannot be confident that another unexpected turn might not lead to their deaths.  My own people at least have a chance at redemption through their Undying pins.  Allied troops won’t even have that.” 
 
    Geb rose to his feet, and Alexander did the same.  The ancient one motioned for Alexander to follow as he approached his small horde of kobolds.  “Every day I must send these kobolds out into the forest to hunt.  They are ill prepared, as the creatures above are for the most part much stronger.  So they will go out in groups, in hopes that superior numbers will prevail.  I accept that in some cases, that will not be.  A clever creature may manage to kill some or all of them in a future encounter.  I accept that this must be.   You must do the same.  It is simply the way of life on Io.” 
 
    Alexander nodded quietly, accepting the advice.  His thoughts were screaming that he could change things, keep his people alive.  Avoid losing allied troops.  If only he had time to prepare and create a foolproof plan.  
 
    Geb offered some different advice then.  “One sure way to limit your losses is to control the field of battle.  Chasing undead creatures through the forest, thus scattering your forces, is letting the demon commander choose.  Deny them this strategy.  Let them approach and even enter the mine.  Restricted spaces you can control and use to limit the exposure of your soldiers.  Only so many foes can approach through a tunnel at once.   Traps can be set.” 
 
    Alexander had considered that, but was nervous about risking Geb and the node.  “And if they overwhelm us?” 
 
    Geb laughed darkly.  “I do not believe they will, Alexander.  But any who do manage to get past you must deal with me.  And I doubt they’ve brought sufficient forces to overcome both of us.” 
 
    The dragons in the chamber all roared in unison, causing the kobolds to shrink back into a corner.   When Geb looked questioningly at them, Barin explained.   “One of our kind who was hunting drow in Antalia has just fallen.”  He cocked his head as if listening. “The other wing discovered a nest of them.  There were no drow survivors.”  
 
    Alexander whispered, “I’m so sorry.”  The idea of a dragon, a being of such power that left on its own would be immortal, losing its life to a drow… he didn’t have the words.  
 
    Geb asked “What was this dragon’s name?” 
 
    Barin answered.  “Daginalistros.  He was the youngest of us sent by the King.  A cousin to us all.” 
 
    “My people shall sing his passing.” Geb replied.  He returned to the node and knelt.  Placing a hand on the stone, he began a long, mournful song.  The stone beneath his hand pulsed along with the rhythm of the song.   
 
    Though Alexander could not hear it, all over Io the song was echoed by other Althugr.  The very stone of the moon vibrated with the mourning of Daginalistros.  Those who heard the song were moved to tears.  The dragons of Io joined in with a song of their own, deep voices blending into the Guardians’ song.   Alexander hoped that wherever the drow wizards were hiding, the song struck fear in their hearts.  
 
    Brick’s voice came through guild chat, quiet and astonished.  “By Durin’s beard, what was that?” 
 
    Alexander said “Jeeves, please put me on loudspeaker” then replied. “The Althugr and the dragons are mourning the death of a young dragon killed by the drow today.  I ask every citizen of Elysia to take a moment and pray for the soul of Daginalistros.  The dragon who gave his life in our battle against the ancient enemy.” 
 
    Alexander bowed his head, though he couldn’t see it, he was sure all his people joined him in paying their respects to the fallen dragon.  He listened to the heart-rending song until it faded away, leaving him with tears in his own eyes.  He said his goodbyes to the Guardian and the dragons, promising to return or send someone to plan any battle that might happen within the mine.  In a somber mood, he teleported himself back to the keep. 
 
    The citizens were bustling about, making their preparation for the upcoming battle.   Weapons were being taken to the chapel for blessings.  Healing potions and bandages were gathered, and stretchers were stacked near the teleportation mirror.  The smiths at the dragon forge were hard at work producing shields for as many fighters as they could.   
 
    Brick waved to Alexander from the dining area.  When Alexander joined him at his table, he saw six light cannons already shaped with triggers sitting side by side.  Brick said “We be goin ta fight demons.  Be needin’ these.  I thought I’d save ye some time n shape em for ye.” 
 
    Alexander picked up the first of them and began to channel the Ray of Light spell into it.  When it was full, he added in the trigger word and handed the cannon to Brick before picking up another.   For the next thirty minutes he sat and worked on the vital weapons.  With these plus the ones they already had, they could create a devastating crossfire that would mow down the dark forces.  Or clear a small forest. 
 
    Passing the last of the cannons to Brick, Alexander’s attention was pulled toward the courtyard near the portal.  Braxis had just landed and was squawking loudly.  His gaze was shifting back and forth, seeking someone or something.  Alexander rose and trotted over to the gryphon.  “Be calm, Braxis.  Is something wrong?” 
 
    Braxis cocked his head for a moment as if considering his answer.  Then he emphatically shook his head ‘no’.  He squawked again and looked upward toward where Kai’s roost was.  Alexander opened guild chat. “Kai, or Bodine, Braxis is in the courtyard and seems to have an urgent message he wants to relay.”  
 
    Kai appeared in the courtyard a moment later and strode quickly over to the gryphon.  He said “Greetings Braxis.  What do you have for us?” 
 
    Braxis wasted no time, launching into a lengthy dialogue that included a significant amount of wing-waving and gnashing of his beak.  Kai began to smile after a minute or so, then outright laughed.  Which relieved much of the tension among those who’d gathered around. 
 
    When the gryphon stopped talking, Kai turned to Alexander.  He translated loud enough for everyone to hear.  “When Braxis heard the dark army had been located, he sent one of his gryphons back to his old pride to gather reinforcements.   The Alpha gryphon Tlark chased him away, so he continued on to one of the prides run by Braxis’ sons.  They sent a force of gryphons to harass the demons.” 
 
    Alexander grinned at this, remembering how Braxis had ‘rained’ harassment on the demons earlier.  Kai continued.  “There was a happy accident.  They were gathering boulders at the top of the mountain above the demon camp, planning to drop them on the demons from above.  One of the gryphons lost his grip and dropped his rock too soon.  The impact started a rock slide that crashed down over the demon’s camp.  Braxis doesn’t have numbers, but he says many demons were killed.  And the hole they were using to enter Elysia has been buried under a deep pile of stone.” 
 
    There was a cheer from the gathered crowd as Braxis preened a bit at the admiration. Alexander patted the majestic creature’s neck. 
 
    “Thank you, Braxis.  And please thank your son for us too.  At the very least he’s bought us some time and cut off their reinforcements for a while.” 
 
    When Braxis returned to his roost, Alexander called an officer’s meeting.  He also invited Kai, Grumpy, and all the players, as well as Taylor, the two dwarven captains, and Grimble.  The meeting was to begin in one hour in the main hall.  He asked Lola to see to having chairs or benches set up. 
 
    While he waited he teleported up to the control room.   He greeted Jeeves with a question.  “Hello Jeeves.  Have you heard of any problems at Geb’s mine?” 
 
    “No problems, Alexander.  I have been updating them on the approaching undead.  There are now 1,190 of them within my detection range.  The closest, if they continue at current speed, will arrive at the mine in just under four hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.  Can you pull up your display for me?  Are you close to leveling again?”  The familiar blue hologram display popped up above the control table.   Alexander noted some significant changes. 
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    Jeeves replied “The addition of the embassy and the other ancillary structures you have raised today, combined with the points I received for the defense against the orc army, have brought me close to level 22. If you are successful in defending against the undead and demon invaders, I will almost certainly reach the next level.” 
 
    “Jeeves, our resources have grown considerably since I last saw your status.  But our production rate is down?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexander.  The nearby mine is producing at full capacity, as are the dragon forge, several of the crafters, the hunters, and the fishermen. And the farming production rate is increasing. But the addition of the lands on the plateau added more mines, farmlands, and two villages with crafting and fishing capabilities that are not in use.  So my total production rate is just over half of full potential.” 
 
    Alexander looked thoughtfully at the hologram.  “We’d need a LOT more citizens to bring you up to 100%.  And I can’t keep pulling people from Broken Mountain and Stormforge forever.  We need to expand.” 
 
    After another moment, he said “Jeeves, I’m going to go visit our neighbors to the north.  I don’t want to announce it in guild chat.  If anybody asks for me, just tell them I’ll return shortly.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.” 
 
    Alexander teleported himself up to the garrison tower.  Though he’d been using that particular spell quite a bit, he didn’t have the range yet to teleport all the way to the minotaur tower in one shot.  
 
    Next, he teleported himself to the bridge where they’d fought the orcs.  Then one last hop to just outside the tree line at the northern edge of the forest.  In front of him was the tower Fitz had constructed.   There were several minotaur guards visible upon the walls.   He approached the gate and called out “I would like to see Chief Molgo!” 
 
    The guards recognized him from his recent visit and opened the gates.  As soon as he was inside, they closed behind him.   A female minotaur was exiting the tower and approaching.  She was nearly as impressive as Molgo himself.  Arms and legs that looked strong enough to lift an elephant.  Her horns were brightly polished and etched with a flowery vine pattern.  
 
    “I am Dawn.  Molgo’s intended.  He is not here.” She said simply. 
 
    “Will he be returning?  I’d like to speak with him about inviting some of your people to my lands.” 
 
    She tilted her head to one side, looking at Alexander with jet black eyes.  “He has returned to our city.  I will speak for him.” 
 
    “Of course.  My name is Alexander.  I am-“ 
 
    “I know who you are, elf king.  What is your proposal.” 
 
    Alexander chuckled to himself.  This cow-woman was very no-nonsense and direct.  Reminded him a little bit of Sasha.  “I have extensive lands within the forest.  Villages that sit empty, farms that go untended.  I simply do not have enough people to fill the space.  I wish to offer your people, and the orcs if they’ll cooperate peacefully, a chance to become citizens of Elysia and live among us.” 
 
    “Live among elves?  You want slaves.” She stomped a hoof for emphasis on the last word. 
 
    “No.  Free citizens.  Bound only by our laws.  With the same rights as every other citizen.  You would have to take an oath of loyalty, but that is all.  You will earn wages from the sale of crops you grow, or crafts you create.   And Elysia is not an elven realm.  There are only a very few elves, in fact.  Most are humans, and dwarves.  There are also gnomes, ogres, rock trolls, duergar, a goblin, a few dragons…”  
 
    Her eyes widened as he described the variety of races living within Elysia.  “And you would accept the orcs?  Though they just attacked you?” 
 
    He laughed again.  “It wasn’t so much that they attacked me, they were running from you!”  He actually saw her lips twitch in the beginnings of a smile.  “I was told by Molgo that the orcs traded and lived in peace with your people until one of them took control and set them all to war.  He’s dead.  I’m hoping that peace can be restored.” 
 
    Dawn looked down at him from her eight-foot height and nodded once.  “Good plan.  I will go and speak with Molgo.  Return here in two days.” 
 
    Alexander held up a hand. “I may not be able to return that quickly.  Another army has invaded my lands.  This one is made up of more than a thousand undead, and a large number of demons.  I do not know how long it will take us to defeat them.” 
 
    Dawn spit on the ground “Undead!  Filthy things.  They attacked our city less than a year ago.  Killed many good warriors before we burned them all to ashes.” 
 
    “Yes.  I agree.  And they don’t smell good either.” Alexander half-joked with the large minotaur female.   
 
    She didn’t get it.  “Yes the stench clung to our city for a week.” 
 
    Deciding he needed to cut things short and get back to the battle preparations, Alexander said “Your people are welcome to move south into the forest.  There is a village that the orcs occupied.  You can hunt, and fish.  I can meet you there after the battle if you’d like to discuss an alliance.  Or if some of your people would like to become Elysians.”  
 
    Dawn nodded her head “I will go and speak with Molgo myself.” 
 
    With a wave, Alexander teleported himself away.  Reversing his steps, he was soon back at the keep.   Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Fibble peeking out from the stables to his right.  He waved to the little goblin, who tentatively waved back, then disappeared.  After the show in the stables earlier, Alexander thought it might be a good idea to see what his Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies was up to.  
 
    Entering the stables he didn’t see Fibble anywhere.  Walking to the tack room in the back, he found the little guy sitting on a saddle and looking mournfully at the floor.  “Fibble? What’s wrong, buddy?” 
 
    “Fibble sad.” The goblin stated unnecessarily.   
 
    Rolling his eyes and trying to be patient, Alexander asked “Why are you sad?” 
 
    “Boss call big meeting.  Talk about demon killing.  Everybody excited.  Big fight. Kill many demons.” 
 
    “That’s right.  The meeting starts soon in the main hall.  There’s a whole army of demons to kill.  And you like killing demons!  So why are you hiding in here being sad?” 
 
    Fibble looked up at him, ears drooping and oversized goblin eyes full of tears.  “Fibble not invited.  Fibble hear boss voice in head, say all hossifers and Grimble and… not Fibble.” His lower lip trembled.   
 
    Alexander nearly facepalmed.   “Fibble… when I said all officers… I meant you too.  You are officially invited to every meeting about killing demons we ever have.  Forever!” 
 
    He watched as his words sunk in and the little goblin’s face brightened.  “Then Fibble go to big meeting?  You let Fibble help kill demons?  Fibble is hossifer like Sasha and Lainey?” 
 
    “Fibble is even better than… hossifer.   Fibble is family!” Alexander held out a hand intending to help the little guy up and lead him to the great hall.  But in his enthusiasm, Fibble grabbed ahold of Alexander’s hand and pulled himself up… to Alexander’s shoulder.  Where he sat for a short moment before tapping Alexander on the head and indicating he should be moving.  
 
    Grinning despite the knowledge that he was about to catch all kinds of shit from his friends for showing up with a goblin riding him, Alexander walked back out of the stables.  There were some amused glances and pointed fingers from passing citizens, but nobody outright teased him. 
 
    Until he reached the main hall.  Where Brick happened to be standing.   
 
    “Bwahaha!  D’ye think yer Lugs now?  Ye don’t look like no goblin mount.  Too scrawny n not enough teeth!” 
 
    Seeing Sasha and Jules standing nearby talking, and always preferring the company of ladies who might offer up treats, Fibble patted Alexander on the head and hopped down onto one of the tables.  He promptly hopped from table to chair to chair again before bowling into Sasha from behind.  The two of them tumbled to the floor, Sasha looking around in confusion.  When she saw Fibble sprawled out on his back next to her, she frowned.  She was about to reprimand him when he produced a cookie, saying “Fibble sorry knock Sasha down.  Cookie make all better?” 
 
    Sasha’s annoyance melted, and she accepted the cookie.  “Thank you for the cookie, Fibble.  And the apology.  You have to learn to control those fast feet of yours.” She winked at him, then laughed as he tried unsuccessfully to copy the expression.  He went cross-eyed trying to watch with one eye as the other blinked rapidly. 
 
    The rest of the group filed in and took seats while Alexander considered what to say.  His contemplation ended when he realized the room had gone quiet and everyone was staring at him.  
 
    “Right.  Okay folks, you all know about the army we’re facing.  There are close to 1,200 undead and maybe a similar number of demons.  I was offered some advice this morning, and I’d like to hear what all of you think.  Where should we fight them?” 
 
    Lorian was the first to stand.  “My hunters can deal with a hundred, maybe two hundred as they move through the woods.  We have to fire and move, and it sometimes takes 3 or 4 shots to bring them down.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “That was part of the advice I received.  The demons want us fighting in the woods.  That’s their plan.  They don’t care about our kingdom right now.  They want that mine and what’s in it.” He looked around the room.  There was nobody present that he didn’t feel he could trust.   “His name is Geb.  He’s one of an ancient race called Althugr.  And he’s the Guardian of a power node that sits in the bottom of the mine.  That node was controlled by the demons until we cleared the mine.  Now they want it back.”  
 
    He waited for the murmurs from those who didn’t know to quiet down.  “Geb suggested we fight them on our own terms.  Make them fight inside the mine where their numbers mean less, and we can control the environment.” Again he gave them a minute to think it over. 
 
    “I’d like to hear any thoughts you have on this.  Agreement, disagreement, alternate ideas.” 
 
    Lorian spoke first again.  “My hunters and I aren’t as useful underground, in the tight spaces of tunnels.  But we could harass them from outside the entrance.  Get up in the trees and rain fire on them.” 
 
    Alexander said “That would work fine for the undead.  But some of the demons can fly.  And they have ranged magic.  Are you sure you could get away if attacked while up a tree?” 
 
    Lorian replied “Let me think on it.”  
 
    Grimble was next.  “Ye know dwarves always be willin’ ta fight underground!”  Brick, Grumpy, and both guard captains voiced their agreement.  Grimble added “Them rock trolls will be wantin ta play, too!” 
 
    Lugs asked, “Just how tall and wide are the mine shafts?” 
 
    Brick nudged him with an elbow “They be tall enuff ye won’t be scrapin yer thick skull!”.  When Lugs nudged him back, the dwarf rolled off the end of the bench onto the floor. 
 
    Alexander took over. “While Brick gets to his feet I’ll finish his answer.  As for wide, I intend to narrow the shafts in places so that only a few of the defenders can push through at once.  We’ll be burning the undead by the dozen, and Brick will need to take the center position, as the fire will not damage him.  But your shield and spear will be needed at his side.” 
 
    The discussion continued, with no real objections to fighting in the mine, at least for the undead portion of the army.  Max recommended that he and Lainey and Lorian’s hunters go to the towers and pick off any undead who may still be approaching.    Brick suggested they charge the whole tribe of rock trolls through the demon camp and let them stomp and smash as many as possible.  He added that he didn’t see any real strategic advantage, he just thought it would be fun to see. 
 
    Sasha suggested they ask the gryphons to drop more rocks on the demons from a safe height just to keep them occupied while the Elysian army was engaged with the undead.   Everyone liked that idea immensely.   
 
    Their plans made, the Elysians began to mobilize.   Those with mounts went through the teleportation mirror and began the ride to the mine.  Alexander stayed behind and began to teleport groups of fifteen to a spot just outside the wall he’d built around the mine.  The dwarven guards were best suited to fight in the darkness of the underground mine shafts, so they were sent first.  Two groups of them.  Taylor and the human guards were left behind to guard the keep along with the duergar.   The miners came next, being experienced with digging and fortifying tunnels.  They brought one of the rock trolls with them.  Alexander sent them behind the guards.  A group of hunters gathered next, and Alexander sent them to the top of the central lookout tower where they immediately began to shoot at passing undead soldiers.  
 
    Next came Martin and the healers from Antalia.  Alexander instructed the four who were high enough level to report to Sasha when she arrived with the others, then sent them on their way.   The rest went to finalize the hospital preparation in the keep.  
 
    A group of humans approached Alexander as he was discussing final preparations with Lola.  They were carpenters, farmers, and loggers.  All had equipped themselves with armor and weapons from the keep’s supply.  They were led by Collin – one of the carpenters from the first group of Stormforge volunteers.   
 
    “We’re ready to fight, Alexander.” Collin announced with a grim face.   
 
    Alexander was proud of his people’s willingness to risk their lives for Elysia.  But he wouldn’t let his emotion affect his judgement.  “Thank you, Collin.  All of you.  This next fight is underground, and better suited for dwarves.  But you’ll get your chance soon enough.  Once we’ve dealt with the undead, we still have a demon army to contend with.  So for now, remain here and help defend the keep.  This whole battle may be just a distraction to pull our forces away and enable an attack here.” 
 
    Collin studied his new king for a moment before nodding.  “We’ll hold, if it comes to that.  No army will breach these walls while we live.”  The others silently raised swords and spears across their chests as if swearing an oath.   
 
    Alexander returned the salute with his own sword.  “I have no doubt my keep is safe in your hands.” 
 
    When they dispersed to take up positions on the wall, Lola said “Ye did good.  Told em’ no, but give’em their pride.   Pride in themselves and in their king.” 
 
    Alexander looked at the young dwarfess, who was still wearing the armor she’d wore into the gremlin dungeon.  “Thank you, Lola. Please try and keep them from doing anything too brash before we return?” 
 
    “Aye, I’ll keep this lot in line till ye or me gramps comes back ta run things. Don’t ye worry.” Lola stomped away, already shouting orders to anyone she spotted standing idle.  
 
    Almost as if he’d been summoned, the portal opened and Silverbeard stepped through.  Behind him came ten rows of ten dwarven warriors in full armor.  Each carried a crossbow in addition to their usual shields and swords or hammers. The rhythm of their boots striking stone kept the time for the war chant that growled from their throats.  Silverbeard stopped in front of Alexander.   
 
    “King Thalgrin sends his compliments.  And a few lads what had nothin better ta do.” He raised a hand toward the dwarven column and instantly the chant came to a halt along with their marching feet.  The last step was like a clap of thunder followed by a few seconds of complete silence.  Silverbeard closed the portal behind them, then shouted  “We be fightin undead beasties, lads!  Ye got something for em?” 
 
    One hundred dwarves slammed one hundred swords and hammers against shields in perfect unison.  “Rawr!”   Silverbeard turned back to Alexander grinning wildly.  “If them undead had any brains, they’d be shittin’ their pants when they see this!” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “Nearly did myself.” He clapped a hand on the old dwarf’s shoulder.  Looking out over the dwarven force, he said “Thank you for coming!  And welcome to Elysia!  We’ll be fighting in a mine against a force of more than a thousand undead.” 
 
    A voice in the back shouted “That be just enough for me!  Ye boys can have yerselves a nap!”   
 
    As the other warriors chuckled, a small voice rang out from the direction of the bank “Gnomes rule!” 
 
    Alexander asked the dwarves to step forward two ranks at a time, and teleported them after the others, one group every thirty seconds.  When the last of them were gone, Alexander’s mana was beginning to run low.  Sending so many large groups so quickly had been draining him at a rapid pace.  He pulled out a mana potion and gulped it down as Silverbeard spoke to him. 
 
    “They’re good lads, every one.  They’ll watch over ye.” 
 
    “It’s not me I’m concerned about, Master Silverbeard.  It’s our people, and Thalgrin’s.  I’d rather be killed a dozen times than lose even one of them.” 
 
    “But lose some ye will, Alexander.  Ye need to be prepared for that.”  The old dwarf’s voice had gone quiet.  Alexander shared a moment of silence with him, then said “And you… you keep yourself and my keep safe.  If there’s an attack here, I want to know the moment it happens.” 
 
    “Aye.  We’ll be fine here.  Ye show em Elysia ain’t to be poked at!”  Silverbeard bowed his head and stepped away to see to his duties.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    War! 
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported himself to the garrison tower.  Bodine and several of the farmers and loggers were gathered near the barn.  They were fully geared with weapons and armor, just as Collin and his men had been. When they saw Alexander approaching, they got quiet and saluted him.  Apparently, this was a new thing the citizens had decided to adopt when he refused to let them bow.  
 
    He returned the salute, “I’m glad you’re all gathered already.  I was just going to recall everyone.   I want you all to stay inside and defend this tower if necessary.  Do you have all the gear you need?”  
 
    Bodine stepped forward. “We’re well armed and protected, Alexander.  And ready to fight with you.”  As he said this, his wolves—who had been seemingly lazing about the courtyard—were instantly on their feet and growling in anticipation.   The men and women all raised weapons and cheered.   
 
    Alexander held up his hands until they grew silent.   “Thank you, all of you.  You make me proud.  But the fight we face now isn’t one for you.  And we expect the river current will scatter the undead soldiers across the length of the plateau.  I need you all here to defend this tower and destroy any enemies you see.   Bodine, you can set your wolves free in the surrounding forest to scout and hunt as they see fit.  And you must alert me if any enemy force of more than a scattering engages you here.” 
 
    When the others took their marching orders and scattered to man the walls and tower, Alexander held Bodine back.   “I’ve invited the minotaurs and orcs to take up residence in the village where the orc army rested.  Please tell your pack they are friendly, for now.  And ask them not to attack.”   
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  I’ll let all the animals know.  The birds will alert us to their presence first.  I will pass along their reports immediately.” Bodine assured him. 
 
    With the garrison tower settled, Alexander said goodbye and teleported himself to the mine.   He found all his people and the Broken Mountain dwarves had moved inside the walls.  A gate had been constructed and connected to the walls as well.  It stood open at the moment.  A shrill whistle caught his attention, and he turned to see Lorian standing on a branch above him, waving.   
 
    Returning the wave, he called out.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    “There are only six of us up here in the trees.  The rest are atop the towers.  We’ll be careful not to draw too much attention.  I’ll be looking out for any demon commanders that need killing!” The half-elf called down.  A moment later he disappeared into the foliage.  
 
    Alexander walked through the gate and was greeted by his guildmates.  They had all arrived shortly ahead of him on their mounts.  He’d loaned Tigger to Jules and Fibble.  The little goblin appeared to be half asleep, curled up atop the white tiger’s back.   With a mischievous grin, Alexander dismissed Tigger, and Fibble dropped through the fading body to land on his butt.  He spluttered and looked around confused as Alexander turned his back and acted casual.   Sasha punched him in the arm, but he could see she was fighting a smile.  
 
    “Alright General Sasha!” He raised his voice so all those around them could hear.  “The army of Elysia is yours to command!”   There was a cheer from the gathered troops as they saluted her with weapons in the air.   
 
    A chant of “Sasha! Sasha!” That sounded like it originated with Max soon spread through the ranks. 
 
    She had apparently been adding everyone to her various groups, and opened up raid chat to speak to everyone at once.  She quickly designated commanders for each group and gave them assignments within in the enclosure.  Then she began to explain the order of retreat. 
 
    “We’re not going to fight the entire battle out here.  We’ll hold them at the wall as they begin to approach, and kill as many as we can as quickly as we can.  Groups 3, 5, 6, and 7 will have light cannons.  Use them to the best effect you can.  When their numbers grow enough that they can climb their own corpses and top the wall, we’ll make an orderly retreat into the mine.  Alexander will prepare a choke point just inside the entrance.  We’ll let them bunch up, then massacre them until they begin to overrun us before retreating to the next point.” 
 
    She assigned each group a place in the retreat order, then added “Remember!  These things are already dead.  Head shots or decapitation are about the only way to kill them.  That, and fire.  Which you’ll be seeing plenty of.   Stay away from the wizard’s fire!  It’ll burn you just as badly as them.” 
 
    Alexander tuned out the rest of her briefing as he stepped inside and began to prepare the first chokepoint.   About a hundred paces back from the entrance he pulled stone inward from the walls on either side, slanting them toward the back end of the shaft on a diagonal.  When he was done, he added short walls that ran parallel with the shaft so that the whole thing looked like a big funnel.  At the narrow end, the opening was wide enough to allow four or five of the enemy to approach at once.  Brick and the tanks would be able to plug that hole without any trouble.  
 
    When he was done, he stepped a hundred paces further into the shaft and created another identical funnel.   Then he moved back toward the entrance.  In the space between the second and first funnel he hollowed out a deep trench pit ten feet wide that stretched the width of the shaft and extended down ten feet.  He left the shaft floor intact above the pit, keeping it thick enough to support the weight of his troops and the undead army.  At least, until he didn’t want it to.   
 
    With their chosen battlefield as prepared as it was going to get, he walked to the top of the wall to observe the forest around them.   There wasn’t much of a clearing, as the mine had not been worked for a thousand years.  Giant trees surrounded them on all sides.  Even on the hill above.   
 
    The hill!  How could I be so stupid!  They don’t have to scale the wall if they just circle around and climb the hill.  Then they can just drop down on us from above. 
 
    Alexander quickly shouted for his troops to clear two sections of the enclosed area.  As soon as they had, he raised two thick columns of stone to a height of forty feet.  Then he reached into the hill and pulled a sheet of stone forward to extend over the enclosure and out beyond the wall.  It covered the left half and sat on the column for support.  Next, he pulled a second sheet forward to match the first.  Now he had a stone overhang that would protect his people from falling zombies.  Any undead that climbed the hill would drop off outside the walls.  
 
    Taking a break to recover his mana, he sat atop the wall and chatted with the dwarves on either side of him.  They were all armed with crossbows and a supply of bolts blessed with light magic.  He decided to start a little competition.   “A bonus of 500 gold to the one who kills the most undead with those crossbows of yours.  I’ll rely upon your dwarven honor to keep accurate count!”  Cheers went up from the dwarves as his announcement was passed down the line in each direction.  Apparently, his challenge had taken the form of a quest, which they gladly accepted.   
 
    A few minutes later Lorian’s voice came across raid chat.  “Their first line is coming into view, they’re moving slowly.  I see maybe two hundred of them, heading right to the gate.” 
 
    Alexander stood up and faced his army. “Jeeves, loudspeaker please.”  After a short pause, he began to speak. 
 
    “To all the brave people of Elysia, and our honored guests.  The enemy approaches, and we will engage them in just a few minutes.  You’ve all trained for this, and I am proud of every single one of you.  We are more than a match for these undead filth!”    
 
    He paused as the crowd around him cheered.  “We lost nine brave souls in our last battle, and I do NOT want a repeat of those losses here today.  We have a large group of adventurers here who will gladly lay down their lives to protect the citizens of our nations.  Do not take any foolish risks!  Let the adventurer fools take the risks!” This earned him a spattering of laughter.   
 
    Lugs got even more when he raised both hands and waved, doing a little dance. 
 
    “This is your chance to win a glorious battle against a foe that outnumbers us at least five to one!  So I say to you all, you are now Defenders of Elysia!  Help us rid our home of this dark army, and grow stronger!” 
 
    He could tell, by the looks on their faces, that every single one of them had just received a defender quest.  A notice popped up on his UI asking him to set the rewards for a quest called:  
 
      
 
    Defenders of Elysia 
 
    Part 1 of 2: Dead and Buried 
 
    He quickly set the monetary reward at 500 gold each.  The experience reward was on an adjustable scale, with dropdowns.  He could choose to grant a set amount of experience for an overall victory, or a variable amount that would grant each of them a single level.  Or even an amount equal to a percentage of the overall experience each citizen had earned since character creation (or birth for the NPCs) And he could add bonus experience for individual kills.   He decided to set the experience reward at 50,000 for the successful defense of the mine.  Then added bonus xp of 2,000 per kill.  
 
    The NPC’s had all frozen while he made this decision.  They unfroze as he clicked the last button, and the quest rewards showed up on their interfaces.    For some, 50,000 xp would grant them more than a single level.  For others, less than a level.  But for a group so large, that was the best he could do.  Nobody in the compound complained.   Those still in the courtyard climbed up to man the wall.   
 
    Alexander looked at his UI.  His forces seemed small compared to the enemy.  There were the hundred dwarves from Broken Mountain.  Sixty of his own guards, hunters, and miners.  A rock troll, a goblin, and twenty players.    Less than two hundred total.   
 
    Faces turned grim as they turned outward toward the oncoming horde.  There was a cheer on the wall as a flash of light shot out of a nearby tree and an arrow embedded itself into the foremost undead’s forehead.  What had once been a human warrior screamed in agony as the light magic missile pierced its brain.  A moment later it dropped limply to the forest floor to be crushed by the following army. 
 
    “So much for keeping a low profile!” Alexander shouted toward the tree.  A half-elven hand appeared from among the leaves and gave him a thumbs-up.   Alexander took a good look at the oncoming enemy horde.  There was a mixture of humanoid races—humans, orcs, goblins, elves, dwarves, even a few big ogres and a rock troll—and a wide assortment of creatures.  He saw wolves, bears, large cats, and some type of lizard he didn’t recognize.  He inspected that one, and a few others. 
 
    Undead Lava Lizard 
 
    Level 56 
 
    Health 18,000/18,000 
 
    Undead Human Warrior 
 
    Level 60 
 
    Health 21,000/21,000 
 
    Undead Orc Shaman 
 
    Level 62 
 
    Health 23,000/23,000 
 
    It seemed most of the undead army were within a few levels of 60, plus or minus.  With more than a thousand of them, this would be great experience for his own troops.  If not much for Alexander and the core group.   He also noted that their health was lower than one would expect at those levels.  A drawback of being dead, he supposed.  
 
    Beatrix, who was standing a few feet down the line from Alexander, lamented “It’s going to take forever to loot all these things.  And it’ll probably be all squishy eyeballs and toenails.” 
 
    Still, she gamely waved her hands at a leading undead and created a globe of water around its head.  Alexander saw her look of consternation grow as the orc warrior continued its forward progress unhindered.  After several seconds she slapped her forehead.  “They don’t breathe!  Damn, that was stupid!”    
 
    Misty, who had been watching the exchange, said “Hold on.” With a flick of her finger she froze the globe solid.  The warrior began to stumble around blindly, turning into the tide of undead behind it and tripping up several of them.   Taking their cue from that, Beatrix spread a sheet of water across the path of the oncoming creatures, and Misty promptly froze it.  Just like on the bridge against the orcs, the undead began to slide and stumble, causing a pile-up across the ice sheet.   The army on the wall laughed and pointed.  Much of their fear from moments ago dissipating at the ridiculous sight of zombies on ice. 
 
    The laughter died quickly when a bolt of black magic streaked from the crowd of zombies and struck Beatrix directly in the face.  The force of the blast knocked the little gnome off the wall.  She fell backward and slammed into the ground three stories below.  The impact didn’t really matter.  She was a caster with a short health bar.  The black spell had nearly ripped her tiny head from her shoulders.  She was dead before she hit the ground.   
 
    A roar of outrage erupted from the throats of Alexander’s army as the spunky and well-liked little gnome fell to her death.  A shouted command rang out and a hundred crossbows fired simultaneously.   
 
    The impact on the enemy army was devastating.  The rotting undead bodies offered little resistance to the fast-moving heavy bolts.  And the blessings upon the ammunition seared dead flesh and drained health as they burned through the front line, then the second, and in some places third line of undead.  Heads exploded with the initial impacts.  Gaping holes were burned through chests as spines were severed.  Those one hundred bolts mowed down at least that number of undead that would not be rising again, and did considerable damage to maybe a hundred more.   
 
    Several of the creatures in the second and third rows that ended up with blessed bolts stuck in their flesh began to moan or scream and thrash about.  A few who held weapons actually inflicted flail damage upon their neighbors.   
 
    As Alexander assessed the damage, the line of crossbows had already reloaded and fired a second volley.  Another wide swath of the enemy force fell.   
 
    He opened up officer’s chat and said “This is too easy.  No way they’re just going to keep walking into range and get mowed down in wave after wave.” 
 
    Brick responded “They be controlled by a necromancer.  Might be they haven’t noticed yet.” 
 
    “Nearly 20% of their overall force is already gone.  How do they not notice that?” Alexander mused mostly to himself.   Almost by reflex he cast Wizard’s Fire on several of the undead scattered across their line.   Some just burned as they walked, others bumped into additional enemies and spread the flames.  
 
    Sasha practically shouted. “If something changes, we’ll deal with it!  For now, burn them down as fast as we can!” 
 
    Their army was busy doing exactly that.  The crossbowmen fired a third and fourth volley before a call rang out to cease fire.  The initial wave was nearly decimated, and the following ranks were out of range.   Lorian and his hunters picked off the last few dozen from the trees one by one.  Every shot hit an eye socket or drilled into the top of a skull.  
 
    As if hearing Alexander’s previous words, the second wave halted in unison just outside of bow range.   After a pause of several seconds to make sure they weren’t going to continue, Sasha called out “Max, Lainey, Lorian! The second wave has halted.  Whoever’s controlling them might be in visual range!  See if you can spot them!” 
 
    There was silence for a while as the hunters searched the woods from all sides.  Those on the wall replenished their ammunition and took drinks of water.  Or in the case of the dwarves, stout ale.  Every single Elysian kept one eye on the enemy force.  The thing about undead was they had a habit of getting back up.  It was certainly possible that not all those who had fallen were permanently dead.   And just a few steps forward would bring the next wave into range.  They could see more of the creatures shambling forward to bolster the ranks in front of them.  
 
    Alexander once again spoke in officer’s chat.  “They’re waiting for something, the demons? Maybe the necromancer thinks a zerg with his entire remaining force will overcome our defense?” 
 
    “Look at the line of bodies on the ground.  They all died within a band about thirty feet wide.  Even ten times as many wouldn’t make it all the way to the gate.  They just don’t have the speed.” Sasha observed.  
 
    After another minute or so of inactivity, a flash of light sped from one of the trees and a light-blessed arrow embedded itself into an undead bear’s eye.  The beast roared in pain and shook its head violently.  One paw tried in vain to work the arrow loose for a moment before the rotting carcass fell over and lay still.   
 
    Almost immediately dozens of undead with edged weapons turned toward the tree from which the shot had come.  They encircled the trunk and began to hack away with swords, knives, even a cleaver.  The swings were uncoordinated and didn’t have much strength behind them.  And more than a few of the weapons took chunks out of neighboring allies, who shrugged it off and kept chopping.  The sheer number of attacks began to whittle away at the trunk.  They kept it up, untiring, while the rest of the army stood still.    
 
    “Whoever’s in that tree get out now!” Alexander called out, in his loudest voice.   A few seconds later a shrill whistle pulled his attention to a nearby tree, where Lorian was standing on branch waving.   He quickly disappeared deeper into the green leaves. 
 
    The defenders on the wall watched as the undead forces slowly murdered the elder giant.  Alexander watched as the trunk began to sway forward and back slightly.  The massive branches rubbed against the branches of other trees.    With a start, Alexander had a thought that sent a chill through him.  In raid chat he said “They weren’t after Lorian!  They’re going to drop the tree on us!” 
 
    He made a rough guess as to the height of the tree, and its distance from the wall.   The tree was tall enough to fall upon the enclosure.   The massive weight of the trunk and thick branches would come crashing down atop the hill, crushing his stone overhang and many of his people below. 
 
    Sasha came to the same conclusion just a second before he did.  “Retreat!  Everyone inside, now!  You know the order.  Group 1 go!” 
 
    One by one the groups broke off from the wall and dashed across the courtyard into the mine entrance.   Alexander could already tell they weren’t going to get everybody inside before the tree fell.  It was wobbling as its trunk was whittled away by the enemy.    
 
    He took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself, watching the movement of the tree as he timed out his plan.  He watched as it leaned toward him, the sound of splintering wood cracking through the forest.  When its momentum stopped and began to tilt away, he used his Levitation magic and pushed the trunk as hard as he could away from him.    He channeled his mana and kept pushing, even when the tree stopped moving and tried to rock back toward him.  He effectively pinned it on the outswing and held it there.   
 
    Sasha saw what he was doing and called out “No time!  Everybody inside!  Now!” 
 
    Sweat poured out of Alexander as he continued to channel his mana and push against the weight of the massive tree.  The undead at the base of the trunk actually did him a favor.  Continuing to chop at the remaining wood of the trunk, they lessened the strain of the connective fibers that were trying to pull the thing back toward the mine and the Elysians.  
 
    Ten seconds later Alexander’s mana ran out.  He released the channeled spell with a gasp and watched as the tree swung back in their direction.  He quickly gulped a mana potion as the slow-motion tree moved toward its inevitable destination.   It reached vertical, then tilted toward the hill and the mine.  The popping sounds of the wood snapping grew louder until with a final ear-splitting crack the trunk separated from the stump.   Still the tree leaned slowly, its wide branches entangled with those of the other trees keeping it from gaining much momentum.   
 
    Alexander watched fascinated as the giant thing came crashing slowly down upon him.  There wasn’t time to run for the mine.  He watched until Sasha shouted at him, then teleported himself to a spot just outside the mine entrance.   Behind and above him, the slow fall of the tree came to a stop as it struck the stone overhang he’d just constructed.   
 
    He turned to see the wide stone columns shudder and crack under the impact.  The stone above rained down dust and chunks that had broken loose as the tremendous weight pressed down from above.    
 
    But the overhang held!  It groaned and complained as the tree rocked back and forth, settling into a new position as branches snapped under the weight.  More dust and debris fell, yet still the stone held.  
 
    Alexander looked to Sasha, who shook her head.  Neither of them had enough faith in the structure to send their people back out to the wall.   A strong breeze might cause a collapse.  Instead, Alexander teleported himself back to his previous spot.  From there he could see that the next wave of undead had begun to advance.   He reported as much to Sasha and the others. 
 
    Sasha said “At this point, I say we give up on the walls and just defend the entrance.  Let’s turtle up and make them come to us.” 
 
    Alexander’s gaze was drawn to the massive trunk that rose up over the wall and disappeared above the overhang nearby.  He was tempted to cast Wizard’s Fire on some of the oncoming horde, but he needed to let his mana regenerate.   Instead he drew his bow and fired a dozen or so light-blessed arrows into the horde.  Behind him he heard cheers for his act of defiance.  
 
    When he saw that the enemy had nearly reached the wall below, he took a step back and began to climb down to the courtyard.  By the time he was down, the first few undead were cresting the top of the wall.  They used no ladders or ropes.  They simply piled themselves against the wall, and those behind climbed over top of them like ants.   As he retreated into the mine entrance, he stopped at the head of the funnel.  Turning to face the outer walls, he used Earth Mover to liquefy the stone in a wide section where the concentration of undead was highest.  Those atop the wall fell into the liquid as it poured down over those piled up outside like a mudslide.  
 
    Some of the undead bodies were simply crushed under the weight.  Others were washed back from the wall and bogged down in the liquid stone.  Alexander quickly solidified it, trapping maybe eighty or ninety of the creatures where they lay or stood.  
 
    This, of course, opened a wide section of the wall for the enemy to pour through as soon as the stone underfoot was solid.  Hundreds of the creatures shambled through the breach and headed straight for the mine entrance.    
 
    Alexander moved back along with Sasha and Brick.  They passed through the funnel, and Brick turned to block the passage.  He raised his shield along with Lugs, the rock troll whose name Alexander didn’t know, Warren, Grumpy, Pollock, and two of his men.  Behind them, two rows of dwarves stood ready to support the front line.  Shields were held up at the tanks’ backs and spears were made ready to stab over their shoulders into the faces of the foes.  
 
    Sasha glanced at Alexander and noted that he was smiling to himself.   “What’s so funny?” she asked, not amused in the least.  They could probably handle this army without serious losses, but it was no joke.  
 
    Alexander was about to answer when the first of the undead soldiers impacted the tanks’ shields.  The initial impact wasn’t severe, as the creatures moved too slowly for much momentum.  The danger came a few moments later as the sheer weight of hundreds of zombies pressing themselves through the funnel and pushing against those ahead bore down upon the tanks.   
 
    Brick shouted “Push!” and the rows behind them helped heave the undead line backwards a step.  Then spears shot forward from the second row, and maybe ten of the enemy took fatal blows to the head.  The inert corpses dropped to the floor only to be replaced by more.  Brick and the others took a step back and prepared to repeat the maneuver.  
 
    Alexander raised himself slightly so he could see over the melee.  The funnel was already packed tightly with straining corpses trying to push their way in.  Behind them the courtyard was filling quickly with hundreds more.   They were pouring slowly through the gap in the wall like molasses leaking from a jug.  Just for fun, Alexander lit a few of them with Wizard’s Fire.  It spread quickly as the tightly pressed corpses pushed against each other.  He did the same inside the funnel, and within moments dozens of the zombies were burning.   
 
    Brick and the front rows pushed and stabbed, hammered and stepped back.  Time after time over the next couple of minutes.   Alexander didn’t use Wizard’s Fire on the front few rows of the creatures, because only Brick would be immune to the flame.  His people were going to get tired soon, and would need to retreat.  He decided to give them a little morale boost before they did, and distract the enemy at the same time. 
 
    Looking out toward the walls, he saw that the courtyard was now nearly full. Only a few stragglers were still pushing through the gap.   With a grin, he gave a warning in raid chat. “Everybody outside hold onto something.  Everybody inside, watch for falling rocks!” 
 
    He waited five seconds, then reached out again with his Earth Mover skill.  He liquefied sections at the base of both the columns in the courtyard.  It took a moment, but the columns holding up the roof and the giant tree slid off their bases and collapsed.  The immense slabs of stone and heavy tree branches came thundering down.  Nearly half of the remaining undead army was trapped outside and crushed under the falling debris.   
 
    Level up!  You are now level 65! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 20 free attribute points available 
 
    Everything came to a halt as dust and leaves blasted in through the mine entrance past undead and defenders both.  There was much coughing and blinking as his people tried to clear their vision and get a lungful of clean air.  The undead, mostly unaffected, managed to push through the partially blinded line of tanks.  A breach opened, and the weight of the crowd behind them widened the gap.  Several of the dwarves in the second and third ranks were now set upon with claw and sword.  The healers were still recovering as well, so heals were slow to come. 
 
    Brick had the sense to activate his Serpent’s Screech ability by dragging his hammer across his legendary shield.  Every enemy within forty yards turned its attention to him.  This gave the other dwarves precious seconds to recover their sight and regroup.  The zombies behind the front line were quickly dispatched with sword and spear, and the tanks were able to close the gap.  Sasha, finally able to see clearly through the dust cloud, began to shout. 
 
    “Everyone fall back to the next blockade!  Tanks, hold for 2 minutes, then retreat!” 
 
    She passed by Alexander and paused to slap the back of his head.  “Almost got us all killed there, genius!”  
 
    Alexander, already abhorred by the fact that he’d made such a mistake, took it badly.  “You think I don’t know that?” he growled at his best friend.   Not waiting for a response, he drew his sword and teleported himself to a clear spot near the mine entrance.  He was now behind enemy lines.  Everything farther outside had been crushed, and all the undead were facing away from him toward the tanks.  He held his sword out in front of him, pointed toward the enemy, and closed his eyes.    
 
    He had only recovered about a half of his mana , but he channeled his Ray of Light spell through the divinely blessed sword.  The result was a beam of light magic that blasted through the backs of the undead ranks.  He kept up the spell as he dragged his blade across in an arc that burned enemy after enemy.  The damage wasn’t limited to those nearest the back. The beam found openings between or through rotting bodies and hit as far in as the middle of the pack.  Many of the necromancer’s minions turned to deal with the new threat, and in doing so lessened the pressure on Brick and the other tanks.  Alexander backed slowly out of the entrance.  He ceased the casting, needing to save enough mana to teleport.  But he held off.  Brandishing his sword he sliced at any creatures who got too close as he backed over the rubble behind him.   
 
    The magic in his blade, killed every mob it touched.  Even what would have been minor blows to arms and legs caused the dark life force to leave the targets.  Alexander began to feel invincible, roaring at his enemies as he cut them down one or two at a time.   Adrenaline shot through his system and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. 
 
    Another step backward and his foot was snagged on something.  Looking down he saw that not every undead minion that had been crushed was destroyed.  A boney hand with desiccated flesh still clinging to its fingers here and there, had latched onto his ankle.  He barely had time to register this before his momentum caused him to fall backward over a rough-edged boulder.  Instantly his pursuers began to latch onto him.  Grabbing a leg, and an arm, or just falling on top of him in an attempt to hold him down.  He poked frantically with his sword, killing them as quickly as they approached.  But the lifeless bodies were falling on top of him more often than not.  And as an elf, he didn’t have the strength to push them off.  He felt sharp teeth biting at his legs, and a rusty sword slid into his gut after first penetrating the zombie laying across him.   
 
    His health bar dropping quickly, he tried to teleport himself away.  But whether it was the sword still stuck inside him, or the weight of the corpses atop him, the spell failed.  He thrashed about furiously, his stamina fading quickly.  He managed to free his off-hand long enough to yank the sword free of his stomach.  The pain nearly caused him to pass out.  His health bar now down to 20%, he tried to teleport again.   
 
    This time the spell worked, and he appeared on the floor of the mine where he’d been standing previously. 
 
    His next problem was, that spot was no longer friendly territory.  While he’d been distracting the mobs, his people had retreated.  The space he was in was now filled with undead that had pushed through the funnel and were moving to press the tanks at the next choke point.  
 
    It wasn’t safe for him to teleport himself behind his lines, as he didn’t know who was standing where.  Teleporting oneself into occupied space would kill both the caster and the unfortunate bystander.   So he did the next best thing.  He pictured the room where they’d held Grik and his kobolds for a time, and was about to teleport himself there when an undead wolf latched onto his ankle and began to shake its head savagely.  Alexander felt bones crunch as the things jaws worked into his flesh.  Blood splattered the wall nearby, and he groaned in pain.  He used his sword to cut deeply into the wolf’s neck, killing it instantly.  Other undead were taking note of his presence and moving to attack.  With his free foot he kicked at the wolf’s head, trying to free his ankle from its jaws.  It took three solid kicks before he was free.  He managed to teleport himself just as a jaggedly broken sword was falling toward his head. 
 
    Appearing in the room he’d envisioned, he wasted no time reaching for a health potion.  His health bar was down to 10%, and he was both bleeding and poisoned.   The combined damage over time effects were draining him at about 1% per second.    
 
    Fumbling open one of his rapid regeneration potions, he gulped it down.  The quick boost to his health gave him a few more seconds.  He found and swallowed a cure poison potion, then a mana potion.   Immediately he began to cast light magic heals on himself.  The bleeding stopped, and his health bar moved back up to about 20%.   
 
    Exhausted from the physical combat and the struggle to get free, he laid back and breathed hard for a minute or so.  He knew he needed to get back to the battle, but his shame over the ridiculous mistake that had nearly cost his people many lives was crippling him.  He couldn’t face them.   He checked his UI and saw three grey names.  One was Beatrix, the other two were citizens who had died.    
 
    If those deaths were my fault, if they died because I was trying to be clever, how can I stand before them as a king?  It’s supposed to be my job to protect them.   
 
    He got to his feet and began to pace back and forth, his mind racing.  He thought about how he’d react if he were watching himself play the game, or as a character in a movie.  His usual thoughts of ‘this is just a virtual game, they are just code’ never entered his mind. 
 
    Suck it up, buttercup!  It’s a war, and soldiers die.  Deal with the guilt later.  Standing around here feeling sorry for yourself might get more of your people killed.  Get your ass back in the fight! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Fake It ‘Till You Make It 
 
      
 
    He left the room and began to run back up the shaft to where the fight was still underway.  His collapsing of the roof had killed a significant number of the enemy, but there were still several hundred to deal with.   When he arrived at the rear of his army, he saw Sasha and the healers standing off to one side.  All were focused on the front rows of the battle, and were furiously casting healing spells. 
 
    Sasha noticed him almost immediately.  She cast a big heal on him as she shouted “Hey!  We need another fallback, dipshit!  Where have you been?” 
 
    Declining to explain that he’d been hiding in shame, Alexander retraced his steps and quickly pulled a third choke point from the surrounding stone.  The moment it was complete, Sasha called “Retreat to the next fallback position!  Now!” 
 
    The rear ranks of the army, who’d mostly had little to do since they entered the mine, quickly turned and dashed back through the funnel.  The healers stayed put while the majority of the fighters cleared the area.   Alexander could see that his front lines were being challenged, occasionally the undead forces were sneaking past the tanks; to cause trouble in the secondary lines.   
 
    Alexander ran forward, shouting in raid chat “Brick! Lugs! Get ready to push!  I’m going to take some of the pressure off!”    
 
    As soon as he was within range, he used his Earth Mover skill again.  He liquefied the stone that covered the trench he’d created between choke points.  Instantly, the undead minions that had been pressing against the backs of those already inside the 2nd choke point fell into the trench.   The massive pressure of the bodies pushing toward the tanks was relieved somewhat.   
 
    Now standing right behind the tanks, he shouted.  “On three!  One… two… THREE!” 
 
    Lugs turned his six-foot high tower shield sideways and stepped forward, using his ogre’s bulk and muscle to shove the undead backward.  The rock troll copied his movements. Brick and the other tanks, as well as the line of dwarves behind them, all pushed forward.  The mass of undead bodies pressing against them were forced backward several steps, causing a few dozen in the back to fall into the trench.   
 
    Brick shouted “Back!” 
 
    The defenders all broke contact with the enemy.  The hundred fifty or so slow-moving undead that remained between the tanks and the trench moved to follow.  But they were slow compared to the Elysians.  The dwarves of the second and third ranks scooped up the two bodies that had fallen and hurried to join the others.  Brick and the tanks backed away quickly, still facing the oncoming enemy.   As the gap widened, Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire on several of the undead.  He chose one rotting human warrior near the back and lit it on fire, then used his Levitate spell to lift the creature and toss it into the trench.  He doubted the fire would kill anything, but it might slow them down.  Already the enemy were climbing out of the trench and advancing. 
 
    The healers moved through the next gap after topping off the front-line fighters’ health.  Several of them gulped mana potions as they moved.  Helga and Jules, who had no place among the shield ranks, had placed themselves in the back to guard the healers, and moved with them now.  Alexander noted two priests resurrecting the dwarves that had been killed.  The dwarves followed the healers, and the tanks along with Alexander brought up the rear.  Alexander used his Earth Mover skill again to raise a short wall only four feet high that stretched nearly the width of the shaft.  Just one more obstacle to slow down the pursuit.  The undead would be able to stumble over it, or walk around the edges.  Like the trench, it wasn’t meant to stop them, just slow them down and give his tanks a breather. 
 
    Sasha, seeing what Alexander had done, called an audible.  “Crossbows!  Back out in front!  Move your asses!  I want two volleys, then get back behind the tanks!” 
 
    A flood of dwarves with crossbows emerged from the choke point and spread out in ranks across the mine shaft.  A barked command had them all raising their weapons and firing in unison.  Light-blessed bolts slammed into the oncoming enemy, killing a few score and dealing damage to at least that many more.   The shambling undead creatures recovered and resumed their forward progress only to be hit with another withering volley a few seconds later.   
 
    Their ranks were significantly thinned at this point.  Alexander could see wide gaps in the horde as the dwarves retreated back through the funnel to take up their positions.  
 
    Alexander called out “Jeeves!  How many invaders remain in and around the mine?” 
 
    It took a moment for the kingdom’s AI to reply. “There are three hundred forty-seven invaders within the mine at this time.  There are twelve trapped in the enclosure outside but still active.  And eighty within my detection range outside the enclosure.” 
 
    As he was standing there listening to Jeeves’ report, he was slammed against the wall by an impact.  Looking down, he saw one of the dark magic worms attempting to eat through his legendary mithril chest piece.  He grabbed ahold of it and used his divine spell to turn the putrid thing to dust.  He felt some healing magic, and turned to see Fibble shooting at him with his wand. “Pew! Pew! Pew!”  
 
     Looking toward the enemy, he spotted an elf to one side of the shaft waving his hands and chanting.   
 
    “There! I see a caster near the left-hand wall!  An elf.  It just hit me with one of the shit-weasel spells.  That might be our necromancer!” He called out in raid chat.   He cast a light globe over top of the elf to mark its position. 
 
    Almost instantly, Brick responded “Aye, there he be!” instantly hitting the caster with Holy Smite.  The elf’s spell was interrupted as it screamed in pain.  It immediately began a new spell, only to have it interrupted again by a Holy Smite from Benny.   Alexander added some Wizard’s Fire to the mix, then a channeled Ray of Light spell.  He focused the beam on the elf’s torso, trying to cut the thing in half.  He ran out of mana before he got more than a quarter of the way across, but the damage was significant.  
 
    Once again, Alexander’s attempts to help backfired.  The elf dove behind the wall that Alexander had created as an obstacle, taking cover from the Elysians’ attacks.  Alexander hurried to gulp down a mana potion so that he could drop the wall and expose the caster.  But by the time he’d done so, the elf was gone.    
 
    He called out to the tanks “Did any of you see where he went?” 
 
    Nobody spoke up.  The elf was just gone.  
 
    Alexander moved back behind the tanks, who were now decently rested and setting up at the narrow end of the funnel.  They watched and rested some more as the undead creatures advanced over or around the wall and approached the choke point.  Brick began to insult them as they drew close, trying to grab the aggro.   
 
    “Yer mother’s so moldy even cheese won’t talk to her!” He shouted.    
 
    Lugs snorted and looked at the dwarf next to him.  “What? That doesn’t even make any sense?”  Several of the front-liners around them chuckled. 
 
    “Hush!” Brick retorted.  “If’n ye don’t understand me love poems, keep it to yerself!  Them rotted beasties like it just fine!” He pointed his hammer at the oncoming undead.  They did look quite angry.  Brick followed up with “Ye smell like a hobgoblin’s underpants!” 
 
    As Brick taunted the enemy in front of him, more and more of them crossed the trench by walking over the bodies of other undead.  The press of rotting bodies against the tanks’ shields began to increase again.  Still, the stalwart tanks held the line with the supportive strength of the dwarves behind them.  Alexander noted that Warren wasn’t holding his shield as high as he normally would. Either he was injured, or his human stamina just couldn’t stand up to the punishment.  
 
    Seemingly out of nowhere, the living corpse of a dire wolf flew across Alexander’s line of sight.  It landed amongst one of the rear lines and immediately began ripping into defenders.  A moment later, an orc warrior with two axes flew feet-first over the tanks and landed about 20 paces from the healers.   It got to its feet and began to move toward Sasha and the healers.  She threw a thorn trap on it, holding it still long enough for Benny to hit it with a Holy Smite.  Helga and Jules cut the orc down in seconds.   
 
    Looking toward the front line, Alexander saw two of the undead Ogres had changed up the undead battle plan.  They were each lifting nearby comrades and tossing them over the heads of the tanks into the back rows.  While Alexander had been watching the orc, four or five more enemies had been dropped into the midst of his defenders and were wreaking havoc.  The second and third rank dwarves who’d been supporting the tanks were having to turn and fight, and the tanks were slowly being pushed back.  In another minute, the undead would be free of the choke point and able to spread out within the wider shaft. 
 
    Alexander called out “Ranged!  Focus on the ogres!” As he hit each one of them with Wizard’s Fire to mark them.  The undead monsters roared in pain, but continued their devastating rain of undead missiles upon Alexander’s rear echelon.  
 
    Undead Ogre  
 
    Level 70 
 
    Health 68,000/68,000 
 
    A few crossbow bolts sped toward the ogres.  Most of the Broken Mountain dwarves were now engaged with the thrown undead.  The bolts struck the ogres and did considerable damage, but both remained standing.   More undead went flying into Alexander’s ranks.  His people were becoming hard-pressed to deal with them.  Upon impact they were knocking down a dwarf or three, creating gaps in the lines of shields.   A few veterans in the third rank started trying to catch the flying corpses on their spears and control the impact.  But the tactic wasn’t working well.  The force behind the flying enemies was too great. 
 
    One of the burning ogres was down to 25% health.  It roared and began to push forward through the mob between itself and the tanks.  It was now flinging bodies forward with both hands, simply scooping them up and tossing them underhand as if it was lofting bowling balls as he moved.  He trampled several others as he lumbered toward the line of tanks, and spread Wizard’s Fire to many more.  After a couple of seconds, the ranks in front of him parted and he picked up speed.  Flinging a couple of bodies over the lines of defenders to land among the healers, he smashed into Pollock and his men on the front line.  The human warriors had no hope of withstanding the impact.  Pollock was trampled by the flaming ogre as his men were flung aside.  The dwarves behind them in the second line did better, their superior strength and interlocking shields stopping the monster in its tracks.  But it quickly began to reach over top of those shields and pound at the defenders.  One dwarf was lifted and tossed backward over the ogre’s shoulder into the undead horde.  There was a spray of blood as the unlucky dwarf was ripped to pieces. 
 
    Many spears and swords brought the ogre down quickly, but the damage was done.  The front lines were breached and undead were pushing through.  Alexander watched in horror as first one, then another, and then several defender’s names went grey on his UI.    
 
    Forcing himself not to panic, he used his Earth Mover skill to raise a wall right in front of the tanks, cutting off the undead that had not yet penetrated the lines.  The tanks immediately turned and tried to help deal with the scores of undead now rampaging through the Elysian ranks.  The majority of Alexander’s army were at a lower level than the rotting monsters they faced.  They were fighting at nearly a one to one ratio now, and their only advantage was the blessed weapons they wielded.   If not for those, his people would all have perished then and there.   
 
    He fired Ray of Light spells at the undead who were molesting the healers and keeping them from healing his troops.  Teleporting himself next to Sasha, he drew his sword and helped Jules and Helga cut through the enemy with all the speed he could manage.  Once the healers were clear, he went back to casting light damage at the enemy troops.  His spells didn’t kill them, but the light damage often distracted them enough to let his people recover and finish them.  
 
    It took nearly three minutes before all of the undead were lifeless corpses once again. 
 
    But the cost was high.   He could see from his UI that maybe ten percent of the dwarves that had walked into this mine with him were dead.  As he watched, another perished, probably from bleed damage.   He began casting heals on those with the lowest health or most serious injuries.  As he did so, he called out to Brick. 
 
    “I need a report!  Who have we lost? How many can we bring back?”  He continued to heal until his mana was drained.  Gulping down another mana potion, he watched as the healers finished up.  All those still standing were out of danger with at least 50% health.   Sasha called out a command, and everyone took a seat to rest.  
 
    Brick took a seat next to him a minute later.  Sasha came to sit on the other side.  Brick quietly said “We lost twenty-seven, countin’ Beatrix and Pollock.  The rest be all dwarves.  Fifteen o’ those be from Broken Mountain.   Three be our miners, includin’ the one that got tossed.  He be on the other side o’ the wall now, and no way to rez him.”  Brick looked grim “There weren’t enough of him left to bring back anyway. The rest be our guards.” 
 
    Sasha added “We have three healers here who can still resurrect someone.  Two others already used theirs to bring back those first two dwarves.  Brick and Benny can each bring one back as well.  So can Martin and two of his people, if you go get them.  And Silverbeard.   That’s nine.” 
 
    Alexander was fighting the urge to puke.  So many lost in what should have been an easy fight.  Twenty-five citizens of Elysia and Broken Mountain lay dead around him.  Nine could be brought back.   Sixteen gone forever.  And now he needed to choose which of the dead were the lucky ones to be resurrected.   
 
    And there were still a couple hundred undead on the other side of the wall.  And a demon army. 
 
    His voice cracked as he asked his friends “How… how do I choose?”     
 
    Brick placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.  “Ye get yerself to the keep n fetch Silverbeard n the rest.  Leave the choosin’ to us.” 
 
    Alexander nodded dejectedly and teleported himself to the keep.  Silverbeard and the healers were already there waiting.   The chancellor had seen the names go grey during the battle, and knew what would be needed.  
 
    “We be ready.” was all he said.  The somber healers behind him bowed their heads. 
 
    Without a word Alexander teleported them back to mine shaft.  Silverbeard immediately took charge.  He started by calling over the commander of the Broken Mountain dwarves.  When the grizzled veteran joined them, Silverbeard said “Ye lost fifteen o’ yers, in the fight.  We can bring back nine o’ them.  Ye’ll need to point out yer choices.” 
 
    Alexander opened his mouth to object.  Silverbeard was eliminating any chance of bringing back even one of the ten Elysians who had perished.   Sasha took his hand and shook her head no.  She pulled him away and whispered. “We have to.  This is our land, and our people should make the sacrifice.” 
 
    Alexander nodded, tears in his eyes.  “Dammit.  They’re just NPCs.  But I still feel like somebody just ran over my dog.  This is… too real.” 
 
    Sasha hugged him.  “Sometimes, it definitely is.  You’re not alone, we all feel it.  These people have become our friends, regardless of whether they’re flesh and blood.” 
 
    Just as she finished speaking, Jules joined them.  She wrapped her arms around Alexander and held him tight, not saying anything.  But he could feel her tears wet against his neck.  
 
    Brick and Lugs approached hesitantly.  Alexander waved them forward, letting them know they weren’t intruding. Lugs stepped forward.   
 
    “We still got to deal with them zombies, and then the demons.  We’re gonna need more help with the demons.  I don’t mind dyin’, even with the xp loss.  But losin these guys…” Lugs stopped and just shook his head. 
 
    Alexander said “Jeeves, how many undead or demons are left in the mine area?” 
 
    Jeeves’ voice came back much more quickly this time.  He too had been monitoring the battle.  “There are one hundred ten inside the mine.  Still twelve trapped in the courtyard.  And fifty-two in the surrounding forest.” 
 
    Noting the drop in numbers outside, Alexander opened raid chat “Max, Lainey, Lorian?  You guys been dealing with zombies in the woods?” 
 
    Max responded first “We’re still on the tower.  A group of them showed up here. We’ve been picking them off, maybe twenty-five so far.” 
 
    “We’ve found a few stragglers outside the walls and finished them.” Lorian added. 
 
    Alexander said “All of you, keep an eye out for demons.  If we’re right, they were just waiting for the undead to soften us up.  They should hit us anytime now.” 
 
    Remembering Geb and his advice about fighting the demons, Alexander excused himself and teleported down to the node chamber at the bottom of the pit.  He found Geb sitting in his usual spot near the crystal.  Barin, the leader of the dragon wing, approached Alexander. 
 
    “How goes the battle?” 
 
    Alexander grimaced.  “We’ve nearly eliminated the undead.  But we paid a high price.  Twenty-five citizens killed.  Sixteen that we cannot resurrect.  We just don’t have enough healers.  My concern now is that the demons may attack at any moment.  I don’t think we’ll be strong enough to hold them back.” 
 
    Geb spoke from where he sat near the node.  His eyes remained closed, and his face calm.  “I am grateful for the sacrifice your people have made for me.  And your willingness to pay such a price, though it clearly pains you, Alexander.  I believe my node and I have recovered enough to ease your burden.” 
 
    The ancient Guardian reached out a hand and laid it upon the glowing red node.  He began to sing in his deep, rumbling voice.  The light grew brighter and brighter as he sang.  The dragons began to hum along, swaying on their feet as they kept the rhythm.  All had their eyes closed, and the looks on their faces were the picture of contentment.   
 
    A minute or so after the song began, Geb’s voice trailed off into a final long note.  Then quieted altogether.  He opened his eyes and smiled at Alexander.   
 
    Sasha’s voice came across raid chat “Holy shit!  All of our dead just started breathing again!” 
 
    Alexander wanted to hug the ancient being who’d just saved his people.  He tried to speak, but Geb held out a hand.  “A gift for a gift, Alexander.  You need strength to continue this battle.  I can provide that strength.  You and your people will find a way.  I have faith in you.  Now, I must rest.  I may need whatever strength I can muster to defend the node if you should fail.” 
 
    “We will not fail you, Guardian.  I have made mistakes, but I am learning from them.  We’ll find a way to keep the demons from reaching you here.”  Alexander bowed deeply to the Guardian, nodded to the dragons, and teleported himself back to his people. 
 
    He found himself in the middle of a celebration.  All of the dead, save the one miner, had resurrected at once.  Not only that, but every defender had received permanent ten-point increases to strength and stamina.   On top of the experience gains and levels achieved from killing nearly a thousand enemy undead, his army was significantly stronger now than when they entered the mine.   Fibble was laying on the stone floor, holding his belly with both hands.  Alexander checked quickly, and his little friend had gained ten levels in a very short time.   
 
    “Fibble!  Are you okay, buddy?” Alexander called out as he approached.   
 
    “Fibble tummy go crazy!  Big tingles!” The goblin rubbed his belly again.  “Fibble stronger now.  Time to kill demons?” 
 
    Despite all the emotional battering of the day, Alexander couldn’t help but smile at his Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies.  “Not quite yet, buddy.  More undead to kill first.  Then demons.” 
 
    Fibble didn’t respond, just closed his eyes and continued to lay there, patting his belly. 
 
    Sasha called for the officers to gather to discuss their situation.  When they were assembled, she began “On the other side of that wall are about a hundred more zombies we need to deal with.   
 
    “Maybe less” Lugs spoke up “At least some of them won’t be able to get out of the trench.” 
 
    Alexander wasn’t so sure.  “Let’s just assume that all the remaining undead are right on the other side of that wall.  Including one ogre that likes to shot-put corpses at us.” The word ‘corpses’ triggered a terrible thought.  “And if that necromancer’s still out there, he may have raised some of the corpses we killed.” 
 
    Brick shook his head “Nah.  When ye kill em with fire or light magic, they stay dead.  And Jeeves woulda said somethin’ if their numbers started to grow.” 
 
    “Well, that’s one good thing at least.” Sasha replied.  “Alright here’s the plan.  Tanks back up front, crossbows behind.  Every one we can fit.  As soon as Alexander drops the wall, the crossbows fire everything.  Waste as many of those filthy things as possible.  Then we go back to shields, spears, and fire.  We’ll need twenty of the crossbows to focus on the ogre.” 
 
    They all nodded in agreement and disbursed to share the plan with their groups.  Everyone was back to full health and mana, and they were as prepared as they were going to get.  
 
     When they were all in position and ready, Alexander dropped the wall.  Instead of liquefying it, he’d had a bit of inspiration.  This time he discussed it with Sasha first.  What he did was soften the base of the wall on the left and right sides.  Then Lugs and the rock troll simply shoved on it. It toppled forward, crushing any undead creatures within the first 10 feet or so.  This had the added advantage of allowing the dwarves to fire three volleys of crossbow bolts into the enemy before they reached the line of tanks.   Between the wall and the devastating ranged attacks, half the remaining undead perished in the first thirty seconds. 
 
    Brick and the tanks took over, pushing the remaining undead back with much less effort now that their numbers were so reduced.  The dwarves worked in rhythm with the front line, growling out a war chant as they worked. 
 
    Stand and fight all day and longer 
 
    Blood and pain just makes ye stronger 
 
    Crush their skulls n break their bones 
 
    Stand side by side to defend our homes 
 
    Make them shake at the sound o’ our song 
 
    Ne’er stop till our beards grow long 
 
      
 
    And so it went.  The tanks pushed, the dwarves behind drove forward their spears, and the enemy fell at their feet.  Time after time to the rhythm of the chant.  The dwarves truly seemed to be enjoying themselves.  Lugs got so into it he incorporated a little booty-shake as he stepped forward.  Much to the amusement of those behind.  Sasha gave him a little wolf-whistle.   The morale of Alexander’s army was high, now that there was light at the end of the tunnel.   
 
    By the time they’d pushed the enemy all the way back through the choke point, there were only a few dozen left.  They were pushed back into the trench atop the few stragglers who hadn’t made it out.  Sasha cast an AOE Thorn Trap at the bottom of the trench, and Alexander lit them on fire.  Lugs pulled several long spears out of his bag.  Keeping one for himself, he passed them out among the dwarves and they made short work of the remaining zombies.  Alexander then used his Earth Mover skill to raise the pit back up to ground level.  Silverbeard and a few others were looting the corpses as they moved forward through the mine.  A few of the undead were incapacitated, but not quite dead.  They’d lost arms and legs or had a spine severed, but could still move.  Fibble led the way, shouting Pew! Pew! as he finished them off with his magic stick. 
 
    When they reached the courtyard, his army spread out, located the trapped enemies, and destroyed them.  Alexander asked “Jeeves, how many undead left in the area?” 
 
    “There are twenty-one roaming about in the woods within the area of the mine.  And one remaining inside the mine.” 
 
    “Inside the mine?” Alexander asked.  Then it clicked.  “That damn elf!  The one I thought was the necromancer!  He’s in the mine, and probably headed for the pit!” 
 
    Sasha called out “Dwarves!  Use some of this stone and fill the breach in the wall!  Max, Lainey, take the hunters and track those last few undead!” 
 
    Then Alexander, Brick, Sasha, Grumpy, Fibble, Lugs and Helga dashed back into to the mine.  As they ran, Alexander called out “Jeeves!  Show me on the map where the undead elf is inside the mine.” 
 
    He pulled up his map and zoomed it out to encompass the entire mine.  The image rotated and turned on its axis, so he was looking at a multi-level image.  A red dot appeared on the third level down.   It was moving slowly but surely down the ramp toward the bottom. 
 
    Wasting no time, Alexander teleported his group to the bottom of the pit.  They found the Guardian and the dragons there, gazing upward.  Barin pointed as soon as he saw Alexander.  “The kobolds smelled something dead.  They went up to investigate.  Did the army break through?” 
 
    “No. The army is all but gone.  This is one undead elf that may be the necromancer that created the army.” 
 
    Barin growled deep in his chest.  “Foul thing!  We will utterly destroy it!” 
 
    Just as he finished his sentence, dead kobold dropped from above and smashed into the floor.  A moment later it rose and tried to bite one of the dragons.  The dragon crushed its head between her hands, letting the body drop limply to the floor.  Several more kobolds dropped to the floor and rose again to battle the dragons.  
 
    “You guys take care of the kobolds and watch over the Guardian.  This damned elf is mine!” Alexander ordered.  “Guardian, please call your kobolds back before they’re all dead.” 
 
    He dashed to the ramp and ran upward.  As he moved he cast a magic shield in front of himself.  It was a spell he hadn’t practiced much, and he had no illusions it would stop an attack like one of those dark bolts the elf had hit him with before.  But every little bit helped.  
 
    He didn’t have far to go before frightened kobolds came fleeing toward him down the ramp. He hugged the wall to let them pass, noting that not many were left.    As the last of them passed, he caught sight of the elf following behind.   
 
     “Necromancer!” he shouted at the pallid, half-rotted elf.  He cast a Ray or Light into the thing’s face, sending it staggering “Your masters should have sent someone stronger.” He Identified the thing as he hit it with another Ray of Light burst. 
 
      
 
    Underlord Verrotten 
 
    Undead Elf Necromancer 
 
    Level 70 
 
    Health 36,600/44,000 
 
    The elf recovered from the blast to the face and growled at Alexander.  “You should be dead, boy.  How did you survive the deathworm?” 
 
    “Deathworm? That’s what you call it?  We call it the shit-weasel spell.  It’s a joke to us.  If that’s all you’ve got, then this is going to be a short fight.” Alexander taunted the necromancer. “Your army was pathetic, even as a distraction.  Less than two hundred of us wiped them all out.  You should apologize to your demon masters.” 
 
    The elf began to chant and move his hands. Alexander simply flicked a finger and cast Levitate on the undead.  Raising him from the ground didn’t interrupt Verrotten’s cast, so Alexander flicked his hand quickly to the side.  The elf slammed into the wall with a wet squelching sound.  One of his wrists broke on impact, and his spell was interrupted.  He screamed in rage at Alexander.  
 
    “When I kill you, I will raise your corpse and use it as my personal slave.  You will lick the blood and bile from my floors as you watch me kill your people and add them to my army one by one!” 
 
    “You’re just a simple necromancer, oh underlord stinkypants.  You should have become a lich.  You might have lived more than a few more minutes.” Alexander slammed the elf against the wall again, then let him drop.  He cast Wizard’s Fire, setting the thing ablaze before drawing his sword and stepping forward.  The necromancer saw the divinely blessed sword and scrambled backward, feeling no pain from its broken wrist as it crawled.   Alexander raised his sword and was just a step away from swinging it when the elf shouted a short phrase, and everything went black. 
 
    Alexander froze.  One misstep and he could tumble off the ramp into the pit.  The fall wasn’t that far, but he needed to stop the elf here.  
 
    He heard laughter in the darkness.  “Elves.  Can’t see in the dark, can you?  Neither could I, when I was alive.”   
 
    The voice was coming from his left, so he turned to face it.  A sharp impact to his hip was followed by a searing pain.  His health bar dropped by about 10% in an instant.   
 
    The cloud of darkness around him was so thick he couldn’t see his own body.  So he reached for his hip with his off-hand and promptly sliced his fingers on a blade of some kind.  His health bar dipped lower. 
 
    “That’s a poisoned blade, boy.  Strong enough to kill a dragon.  It’ll eat away at you until the pain drives you insane!  Then you’ll be mine.” 
 
    Alexander remembered the poison that had nearly killed Kai before Fitz had saved him.  Fitz had said it was a tool of the drow wizards.  So this necromancer was definitely working for them.  
 
    His health bar was now down to 70% and ticking away steadily.   He cast a Ray of Light spell in the direction of the dead elf’s voice, but the spell just disappeared into the darkness.  He desperately swung his sword in a horizontal arc hoping to strike his foe with a lucky shot.  That failed too.   
 
    Alexander cast a light globe right in front of him, but it too disappeared in the darkness. Whatever spell this was, it was powerful.   His health bar now at 50%, he was running out of time.  He needed to locate the necromancer.  
 
    “Even if you get past me, which you won’t, you have no hope of defeating the guardian.” He taunted the elf. 
 
    “I have no need to defeat him.  I will simply open a portal and invite the demon horde back to claim what is rightfully ours!” Verrotten hissed.   Alexander oriented on the voice and cast another Ray of Light burst.  This one struck home, and the elf growled in pain.  He began to mutter a familiar sounding spell and was clearly moving as he spoke.   
 
    Alexander’s health had dropped to 30%.  He needed to deal with the poison before his time ran out altogether.   Closing his eyes, he put his bleeding hand back onto the blade in his torso and used the divine spell he’d been given.  At the same time, he gripped the blade and pulled. 
 
    There was searing pain as the blade exited his flesh, its barbed edge causing more damage on the way out.  The divine magic battled with the poison in is system.   
 
    The struggle was short.  No poison could hold up long against divine power.   He felt the pain lessen a bit as his health bar stopped dropping at 20%.   He gulped down a healing potion, then cast a Healing Light spell on himself as well.   
 
    “Your little blade didn’t do its job, necromancer.   What else have got?” 
 
    Alexander regretted that he asked.  The necromancer finished his chanting and Alexander was nearly knocked off his feet by an impact to his chest.  There was a high pitched scream as the shit-weasel rebounded from his mithril shirt and hit the floor with a wet smacking sound.  Alexander stabbed at the sound with his sword several times before another scream indicated he’d skewered the deathworm.  
 
    Another blow struck Alexander, this time to the head.  A physical blow, not magical.  So, the elf could see him in the dark.  He activated Mage Sight, and just a single step in front of him was the necromancer.  He raised his sword and the elf took a step backward.   Alexander followed, jabbing his sword and pushing the undead elf against the wall.  He used his Earth Mover spell to soften the rock behind the elf, and pushed him into it.  He stopped and solidified the rock when the elf was about half entombed.  The broken arm was completely encased in the stone, while the front half of the elf’s face and body were still visible.  
 
    The necromancer’s free hand held a staff, which he swung awkwardly at Alexander.  He blocked the blow with his sword, then pushed the staff upward.  He kicked the elf in the gut, but got no reaction, as the necromancer didn’t need to breathe.   
 
    The staff was coming down at him, but rather than block it, Alexander took the hit to his shoulder.  Then he swung his own sword downward and severed the arm that held the staff at the wrist.  The elf screamed as the blessed blade seared through his skin.  He pulled the stump back and held it close to his chest, struggling to try and free his other arm from the stone.    
 
    Alexander took a moment to cast another heal on himself.  He was now back to 60% health.  He raised his sword and placed the point an inch from the necromancer’s eye.  “I’m going to kill you, you piece of shit.  The only question is whether it’s going to be quick, or slow and painful.”  To emphasize his point, he placed the flat of the blade against the elf’s cheek and let it sizzle the rotted flesh for a moment.  Verrotten screamed in agony and tried to push the blade away with his stump.  The stench was awful, and Alexander pulled the blade away himself.  
 
    “Now.  Tell me how you were going to open the portal for your masters.” Alexander instructed.  He held the blade up in front of Verrotten’s eyes so that he could see the still bubbling flesh that clung to it.  
 
    The necromancer mumbled a few words, then spat a foul liquid into Alexander’s face.  His skin began to burn and bubble, then peel away.  The pain was intense, and nearly caused him to panic.  An injury to an arm or a leg is easy enough to accept, but nobody likes the idea of damage to their face.  Alexander backed away and frantically cast Healing Light on himself.  When that didn’t stop the spread of the pain, he dug in his bag for a cure poison potion and gulped that down.  The potion did the trick, stopping the spread of the decomposition and easing the pain slowly.  He cast another heal on himself, then just for spite hit the necromancer with Healing Light as well.   
 
    Verrotten’s scream of agony devolved into a string of curses.  One in particular mentioned Alexander’s mother.   That earned him a poke in the shoulder with the divinely painful blade, and the screaming resumed. 
 
    “I’ve got all day” Alexander withdrew the sword and wiped it on the necromancer’s robe. “You can tell me what I want to know, or we can test how long your rotted vocal cords will hold out.” 
 
    The elf glared at him and began to mumble again.  Alexander took hold of his stump with one hand and pressed the blade against it with the other as if cauterizing a wound.  Again there was screaming, and the ghastly stench of burning rotted flesh.   Alexander quickly inspected the necromancer to make sure he wasn’t too near death. 
 
    Underlord Verrotten 
 
    Undead Elf Necromancer 
 
    Level 70 
 
    Health 7,100/44,000 
 
    Alexander had forgotten how much damage the enchanted sword did to the undead.  He lowered it to his side and made a mental note to stop using it.  At least until he got the info he wanted. 
 
    Verrotten spat again, this time at the ground, before saying “I’m carrying a portal orb.” 
 
    Alexander let out a breath.  “How do you activate the orb?” 
 
    “There’s a simple phrase.  Or it can be activated remotely by my master.” The elf growled at him. “Now kill me!” 
 
    “Not so fast.  What’s the phrase?  I might want to pay your master a visit.  And who IS your master, by the way?” 
 
    The necromancer glared at him, not speaking.  Alexander raised the sword again, pointing the tip at Verrotten’s eye.  “Answer me!” 
 
    With both eyes focused on the point of the blade, the undead elf began to curse again.  Alexander moved the blade closer, so that it was millimeters from the eye.   
 
    “The phrase is ‘Póg mo thóin’.  And my master will reveal himself to you soon enough!”  
 
    Alexander was tempted to just kill the necromancer then and there.  However, he recognized the phrase, a well-known Irish insult he’d learned as a kid.  His first reaction was that the elf was screwing with him.  But he stayed his hand when a realization hit him.  This NPC would not have any way to know any Irish phrases.  It must be one of the developer’s idea of a joke.  
 
    “I’m not in the mood to wait for your master to come out of the closet.  His name, now.  Or I burn away some more of your moldy arse.” 
 
    Verrotten was silent for some time.  Alexander held his stare unflinchingly.  Eventually the necromancer gave up.  “I know not his true name.  He is called simply “Dark One” among our people.  He speaks of you often, boy.  You may have defeated me, but he is coming for you.  And he has promised your death will take weeks!” 
 
    “And where is this ‘Dark One’ now?  Cuz I have to tell you, I already killed one Dark One last week.  We put his head above our manure pile behind the stables to scare the flies away.  If there’s another so-called Dark One, I may have to start a collection.” 
 
    “Fool!  The drow you killed was merely a servant of the true Dark One!”  The elf struggled to get free again.  A thought occurred to Alexander.  “A servant? Or his father?” he mused more to himself than the undead elf.  
 
    “You wish to know where my master is?  Activate the portal orb!  I am certain the army of demon minions will happily escort you to him.” Verrotten sneered at him.   
 
    Deciding he had all he needed from the necromancer, he said “I’m going to free your arm.  You will remove your bag and hand it to me.  Then I will give you a quick death.” 
 
    He liquefied the stone encasing the dead elf’s arm.  It obediently dropped its inventory bag on the floor and spat in Alexander’s face again.   
 
    Alexander truly had meant to give the necromancer a clean second death.  But the rank spittle on his cheek changed his mind.  Instead he softened the stone again and pushed Verrotten deep inside with the end of his sword pressed against the elf’s breastbone.  When he was at the end of his reach, he withdrew the sword and hardened the stone.  He then etched a rough skull into the stone, in case he wanted to come back and find this elf later. 
 
    He shouted at the stone to be sure Verrotten could hear him.  “I know you don’t have to breathe, so you won’t die in there!  Enjoy the next several hundred years!” 
 
    Lifting the bag, he began to walk back down to the chamber at the bottom.  He found the kobolds huddled in a corner, looking nervously at the dragons standing over the bodies of Verrotten’s kobold victims.   
 
    “The necromancer is dead.  Well, I mean, he was already dead.  Now he’s trapped deep within the stone above.”    
 
    Geb actually grinned at that.  “A fitting prison.  Lifeless stone for one who stole so many lives.” 
 
    Alexander opened the necromancer’s bag and located the orb.  Pulling it out, he showed it to Geb and the dragons.  “He planned to open a portal for the demons to transport directly here.”  He put it back in the bag, and dropped the whole thing into his inventory to be examined later.  “We’ve seen several of these orbs.  The minions of the ‘Dark One’ have placed them in dungeons and other locations.  It gives me an idea.” 
 
    Geb’s eyebrows rose, as did Barin’s.  The Guardian said, “Do tell us your plan, Alexander.” 
 
    “Well, you said yourself that I shouldn’t fight on ground of the enemy’s choosing.  And with this, I can choose the battleground.  We were trying to figure out when they’d come charging through the forest behind the undead army.  Their plan was not to do that at all.  They’re expecting this portal to open soon, and when it does they will come pouring through.  I’m thinking we place the portal someplace to our advantage before I open it.  Someplace hazardous to a demon’s health.  The center of a lava pool, maybe.” 
 
    The dragons laughed out loud at this.  Barin clapped Alexander on the back.  “Good thinking, your Majesty.  Why fight the demon horde if you can trick them into suicide?  I see why prince Kaibonostrum is so fond of you!” 
 
    Geb was nodding his head, a slight smile on his face.   
 
    Alexander added “I trapped them in a dungeon not long ago by placing a thick stone wall right in front of the exit portal.  I don’t know how many of them perished when they slammed into the stone.  But at least a few.” 
 
    This had the dragons laughing even harder.  Barin bowed his head and said. “You shall be known among the dragons as King Alexander the Demonslayer!” 
 
    Alexander grinned at the teasing dragon and gave a mock bow.  “I am so honored.” 
 
    Geb interrupted.   “Have you considered that a portal works two ways?” 
 
    Alexander turned to face the Guardian.  “I have indeed, I questioned the necromancer about his master, and the master’s location.  He claims his master is the one known as the ‘Dark One,’ whom I thought I had dealt with already.  It seems I was wrong.  I was considering using the orb to make a visit to his home.  See how he likes intruders.” 
 
    “But there will be a demon horde between you and him when you arrive.” Geb guessed. 
 
    “So says the necromancer, as well.  But he was in a bad mood at the time.  He could have been lying.  Or it may be that the horde will flood through the portal in a suicidal rush.   At least, I hope that’s how it goes.” 
 
    Geb resumed his sitting position next to the node crystal.  “Then I leave the demon horde in your capable hands, Alexander.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Fighting Inner Demons 
 
      
 
    Alexander teleported himself back up to where his army was gathered in the enclosure.  They were all celebrating the completion of the quest he’d given them.  The quest experience plus kill bonuses had given some of them multiple levels.   And the dwarves were already planning to buy drinks with their 500 gold rewards.  
 
    There was also some whispering about how the dead might have been resurrected.  Most seemed to think Alexander was the one who did it, using some new power he’d acquired.  His officers were holding their tongues.  And he hoped they would continue to do so.  The fewer people who knew about Geb the better. 
 
    The dwarves had already filled the breach in the wall to a height of about ten feet.  They were busily building a scaffold using branches from the massive tree.  Alexander asked Silverbeard to summon the carpenters and loggers to deal with the massive trunk that spanned the courtyard.    
 
    Beatrix and Pollock had made their way back from the keep, and she was loudly lamenting the loss of loot from all the enemies buried under the collapsed roof.   As Alexander approached, he teased “I thought you said it was probably going to be all squishy eyeballs and fingernails or something?” 
 
    She looked at him like he was insane.  “There’s a market for everything.  Even squishy zombie eyeballs.”   
 
    Pollock was joking with his comrades and some of the dwarves, describing what it was like to be trampled by a rotting ogre.  He didn’t seem to mind the loss of xp.   
 
    Max and Lainey and the other hunters had joined the army at the mine as soon as they’d disposed of the remaining undead stragglers.    Alexander called all of his officers together.  They sat on boulders and broken branches as he began to update them. 
 
    “I found the necromancer elf.  His plan was to use one of the orbs to open a portal down at the bottom of the pit.  I have the orb now, and the activation phrase.  We can pick a good spot to activate it.  I was thinking in a magma pool or someplace just as deadly.  We can open the portal in the middle of the pool and watch the demons burn as they come through.  Except, of course the flying ones.  We’ll still have to deal with them.” 
 
    Sasha spoke up “Jeeves says there’s still one enemy in the mine.  But the quest showed as completed.” 
 
    Alexander grinned “I didn’t kill the elf.  I pushed him deep into the stone and left him there to rot.”   Brick looked concerned.  “What if he gets out?  If some miner accidentally digs him out.  Or one o’ them demons?  I think ye should lemme kill him.” 
 
    Alexander shrugged.  “If you like.  I proved my point.  You can dig him out and finish him next time we’re down there.  I’ll show you the spot.” 
 
    Sasha said “Back to the demons.  I don’t know of any magma pools around here.  What’s your backup plan?” 
 
    Max raised his hand “We could fill a room with spikes like in the Chaos Nation house.  Let them kill themselves on those.” 
 
    Sasha shook her head.  “The first hundred would die, but their bodies would cover the spikes.  The rest could crawl over them.” 
 
    Jules said “What about putting it at the edge of the cliff.  The flying ones would still live, but the others would get smushed.  And Beatrix and Max could loot them all at the bottom.”  To which Brick cleared his throat meaningfully.  Jules grinned and added “And Brick can get a few thousand demon horns.” 
 
    Alexander responded “That might work.  We’d have the Gryphons and our archers and crossbowmen to deal with any flying ones…” 
 
    Max interrupted.  “Let’s not warn anybody at the keep.  Just let it start raining demons and watch everyone scramble!” 
 
    Silverbeard, who had just joined them after making Alexander’s other arrangements, replied “Ye be daft!  Our poor people’d be crushed.  Anyway, yer plan would fail.  Besides the flyin demons, many o’ them have magic.  They’d be able to float down.” 
 
    The group continued to discuss options, rejecting them one by one.  As they were seeming to agree on one, Braxis glided to a landing nearby.  He walked over and squawked at Alexander. 
 
    Kai was not available to translate, as Lia had insisted that with a demon army nearby he should stay and protect their offspring in the roost.  So Jules stood and approached the gryphon.  She placed a hand on his neck and closed her eyes.  A moment later she said “He wants you to go with him.  He’s showing me images of the demons attempting to dig through the rock slide.” 
 
    Braxis nodded his head, then nuzzled Jules.  She hugged his neck before nimbly hopping onto his back.  “I’m going too.  I want to fly!” 
 
    Alexander boarded the gryphon and a moment later they were airborne, rising above the treetops with just a few beats of Braxis’ powerful wings.   Jules was sitting in front of him so he couldn’t see her face.  But the euphoric “Wheeeeeeee!” gave him a good idea how she felt about flying.   He simply held her close and enjoyed the ride.  She spent most of it whispering with Braxis, so that by the time they arrived, she reported leveling her beast master skill twice.  
 
    Braxis hovered high above the demon camp as the two elves looked down.  They were indeed trying to dig their way back to the cave from which they exited the mountain.  Alexander could see the massive rock slide had covered a good portion of their previous camp.  And it looked like maybe 20% of their force had been buried in the slide.  Either that or they were scattered out in the forest somewhere.   
 
    There were lines of demons lifting rocks and passing them along to be dumped off to one side.  By the progress Alexander could see, they’d be digging for another day, maybe two.   “Braxis, do you think your son’s pride could drop some more boulders on the demons?  Just to slow them down a bit?” 
 
    Braxis nodded his head emphatically.  Two beats of his wings and they were approaching the mountaintop.  He swooped down to land among a field of decent sized stones.  Taking one between his forepaws, he took to the air again.  He circled for a few minutes, looking for a likely spot.  When he saw what he was looking for, he let loose the stone.  It fell upon a pile of larger stone and shattered with a thunderous crack.  The stones beneath shuddered and began to shift.  In seconds there was a small landslide tumbling downward, picking up momentum.  Those rocks hit more rocks on the way down, and the slide widened.   The demons heard the rumbling and began to retreat, but some were too close to make it in time.  Maybe forty demons disappeared under the rocks and dust of the slide.  Even better, the volume of stone now covering the cave was greatly increased.   
 
    Braxis roared in triumph and turned them back toward the mine.  Jules said “He said to tell you, that his descendants will drop rocks on the camp, too.  Just to keep the demons watching the sky.  He thinks of it as a game.” 
 
    When they arrived back at the mine, Jules filled everyone in on what they saw while Alexander went to work on the walls.  He finished the patch on the breached sections, then thickened all the walls and made them ten feet taller.  The dwarves quickly fashioned a gate and hinges to close off the mine entrance from the outside.  Geb and the dragons now had two lines of defense.   
 
    The dwarves sealed the entrance, and the Elysian miners volunteered to stay as guards.  They wanted to hold a private service for their lost comrade, and carve a monument into the wall.  Alexander offered to stay and help, but they thanked him kindly and said it was a private matter.  Brick opted to stay as well, intending to go finish off the necromancer.  Alexander described roughly where he was located, and Brick said he could find him. 
 
    Alexander began teleporting his troops back to the keep.  He sent the Elysians and Silverbeard in the first group so that he could make arrangements to house the hundred dwarves from Broken Mountain.   
 
    The hunters said they’d make their own way down, wanting to scout the forest on the way.  Max and Lainey joined them.   
 
    Five minutes later, Alexander teleported himself along with the final group.  There was a celebration already underway as the Elysians and Broken Mountain Dwarves relieved some of the stress from the day and toasted to their victory. 
 
    One of the dwarves took the time to add the name of the fallen miner to the monument in the druid’s grove, and all the citizens of Elysia took a few moments to honor his sacrifice.  Alexander addressed them all with Jeeves’ assistance. 
 
    “Another Elysian has given his life so that our kingdom, our people, might remain free.  However, our fight is not over yet.  We still face an enemy even more dangerous than the one we defeated today.  And I must call upon you all to face that enemy with the same courage, strength, and dedication as the fallen whose names adorn this monument.” He paused for a moment, taking a breath. 
 
    “But if we stand together, take care of one another, and face head-on any enemy that seeks to destroy us; we WILL emerge victorious!”  He raised his glass in salute of the fallen as the gathered citizens cheered and raised their own glasses.   
 
    As the crowd dispersed, Jules stood beside him.  She took hold of his hand and kissed his cheek.  She didn’t offer any words, and he didn’t need any.  It was enough that she was there.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Richard Greystone was at his desk, watching his son address the crowd in the courtyard.  A lump formed in his throat as his son’s words came through the feed.   He had always been proud of his son.  He was a fighter.  A kid who grew up in the shadow of death yet refused to give up.  Richard suspected the sorrow his son felt was just as real to him as if he’d lost someone in the real world.  Alexander could choose to avoid it.  To quit.  To come out of immersion and reset everything.   Spend his days frolicking through the virtual woods with his friends with no responsibilities whatsoever.  
 
    He was lost in these thoughts when his partner Michael walked into the office.  He tapped on the door as he entered, breaking Richard’s reverie and gaining his attention.  “We have an… issue.” He said grimly. 
 
    “What is it?  Another attack?” 
 
    Michael shook his head.  “No, this is about the last attack.  About Dayle.  He’s become conscious.  Well, conscious in VR.  He’s aware, and asking questions.  The tech who was monitoring him jumped into VR and has been updating him on his condition, as we discussed.” 
 
    Richard saw the look on Michael’s face and assumed the worst.  “Has he had a breakdown?  We’ve had a concern that the stress would be too much for him.” 
 
    Michael shook his head.  “No, he seems quite… lucid.  Calm, even.  He seems to grasp the situation fully and to be in his right mind.  Which is part of the problem.”  He paused and walked over to a bar where poured himself several fingers of scotch.  Richard followed him and poured one for himself.  
 
    “He wants us to let him die.  Turn off the life support functions in his pod and just let him go.” 
 
    Richard’s face fell.  His legs felt weak, and he sat down in the closest chair to keep from falling.  Both men were silent for a while as Michael let Richard work through the implication in his mind.   
 
    Finally, Richard said “We would be assisting him in committing suicide.”  
 
    Michael refilled his already empty glass and took a seat across from Richard. “Technically, legally, no.  Right now we’re taking measures to keep him alive. Without the pod’s life support, his body wouldn’t survive on its own.  Assisted suicide implies that the body would continue to survive on its own, and some life-ending procedure is necessary.” 
 
    Richard was silent again for a while.  “I don’t like it.  I mean, I understand, and in his position, I think I might make the same decision if I didn’t have access to a pod.  But he does.  He could live a full virtual life until his body heals enough for prosthetics.” 
 
    “I agree on both points.  I also think he’s not of sound mind at this moment.  How could he be?  One minute he’s a healthy middle-aged man playing a game and earning a good living, with a bright future ahead.  The next he wakes up with a mangled body being kept alive by a machine. The psychological trauma has to be at least as stressful as the physical.” 
 
    Richard pulled out a pad and started taking notes.  “We’ll need legal to look at his contract to see what provisions are included there.  And to tell us our liability here, and what options we have.  Including pulling the plug if it comes to that.  I’ll want our psychologists to speak to him, give us an idea of his mental competence, and to see if they can guide him away from it.  I want to talk to him myself, I don’t want him to die.  If we can convince him that he can still have a decent life, shouldn’t his sense of self-preservation kick in?” 
 
    Michael gave a small shrug, downing the rest of his drink. “I don’t want him to die either.  As for self-preservation… millions have committed suicide for lesser reasons.  I think everyone has their own trigger point.   But I agree, let us do all we can to help him see that life is still worth living.  We are uniquely qualified to keep his body alive while providing his mind something to keep it occupied.  Do we encourage him to rejoin Alexander’s group?” 
 
    Richard thought that through for several minutes.  Finally, he said “I think not yet. Dayle’s group especially were pretty traumatized by the attack.  If he joins them and it doesn’t work… if he still decides to end his life, it could be very bad for them.  Better to wait until we think he’s more stable.  We can provide him with a solo experience for a while to keep him occupied.”  His heart ached with this decision.  It was possible after all, that being with his friends in the game might be the one thing that motivates him to want to live.  And denying him this could be killing him the same as if Richard unplugged his pod.  
 
    Michael nodded in agreement.  He set down his empty glass and got to his feet.  Richard rose to walk him out.  Michael said “We’ll figure this out.  We’ll get the best people possible involved and get some answers.  Then we can make an informed decision.  Or the decision may be taken out of our hands.  That’s about the best we can hope for.” 
 
    Richard watched the door close behind his old friend.  “Heimdall, please locate Dr. Feelgood and ask her to join me.” He said as he walked back toward his desk.  A quick look at the game feed showed Alexander mingling with his people and smiling.  
 
    A couple taps of the command keys built into the surface of his desk, and his display switched to security monitoring.  The security force at Olympus had become quite substantial.  Combined with the security personnel at all of their other facilities, as well as those out in the field doing protection work or investigations, he now employed a small army.  One that was larger and better funded than those of several small nations.  
 
    Despite that, and the cooperation of the FBI and other national police forces, they had been unable to locate Miriam’s son Matt.  The young man responsible for the bomb that had maimed Dayle, killed a young Jupiter technician, and wounded several others.    
 
    They had only captured his father, Howard, because he’d directly confronted Alexander in the game.  He exposed himself as the “Dark One” who was employing so many people in his efforts to take revenge.   Howard and his son had obviously been planning their campaign to destroy Richard, his family, and their company for some time.  They had the advantage of being prepared.   
 
    Richard worried constantly about where the next attack would come from, and who it would hurt.  Matt was still out there, commanding who knew how many people like those who launched the bomb and rocket attack on Olympus.   
 
    How does one defend against zealots willing to sacrifice their own lives and the lives of innocents in order to make their point?  One of the people walking these halls could be carrying a bomb or wearing a suicide vest.   
 
    It had been several days since Richard had gotten more than two or three hours of sleep at a time.  Like his son, he felt a responsibility for his people.  All his people around the globe.  And he was going to extraordinary measures to protect them. 
 
    Speaking aloud, he said “Heimdall, get me Chief Talbott please.”   
 
    A moment later Morris Talbott’s voice echoed through the office.  “I’m here boss.  What’s up?” 
 
    “Morris, how are your men doing on the sweep.  I can’t shake the feeling that there are more bombs hidden somewhere here.” 
 
    “I’ve got four teams of EOD specialists sweeping every inch of this place.  But it takes time.  We’re focusing on the most heavily trafficked areas first, and working our way out from there.  One of the teams is focusing on the power plant, water distribution, key infrastructure areas.  It’ll be a few more days, at least.  This is a big place, boss.” 
 
    “Any way to speed it up? More teams?” Richard asked anxiously. 
 
    “If there were more teams available today I would already have them here, boss.  I do have some bomb-sniffing dogs scheduled to arrive in a couple hours.  They’ll help move things along.” Talbott replied a little curtly.  Richard grinned.  Talbott was the best, and didn’t take kindly to being second-guessed.  
 
    “I’m sorry Morris.  I know you’re doing all you can.  I have complete faith in you.  Too much time in my own head.  Forgive me.” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive, boss. I know you, and I’m with you.  I don’t want anyone else hurt on my watch either.  We’ll make sure this place is clear, and we’ll find the little shit that set off that bomb.  He’ll pay for what he did…  Trust me.” Talbott’s voice had gone grim.  Richard had no illusion that when they found Matt he would be turned over to the authorities.  Talbott would do his own questioning.  If there was anything left of Matt afterwards, the FBI could have him.  
 
    Doctor Feelgood walked into his office as he was finishing up with Talbott.  She made her way to the sitting area and plopped down in one of the comfortable chairs, a great sigh of relief escaping her as she did so.   “What a day.” 
 
    Richard moved from his desk to take a seat across from her.  “Problems I should know about?” 
 
    “Nothing critical.  Elevated stress among the masses.  Concern over the bomb and the current security situation.  Lack of sleep.  The usual.” 
 
    “You’ve been briefed on Dayle?” Richard wasted no time in getting to the point.  Then as if he’d just realized what she had been saying, added “Do you need me to bring in more people for you?” 
 
    She grinned knowing at his delayed response.  “No, I’m good.  But if I need more people I’ll let you know.  As for Dayle, yes I’ve been briefed.” 
 
    “Michael asked me if we should put him in the game with the others.  Let him socialize, maybe find a reason to live.  I said no.  I’m already second-guessing myself.” 
 
    “I was actually planning to go and speak with him before you called.  I’ll go there next.  I need to spend some time with him, let him share his reasoning with me.  But I think you made the right call for now.  I doubt he’s stable enough for that kind of interaction yet.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t change his mind?  What are your feelings on allowing him to unplug?” 
 
    The doctor pressed her lips together.  “Obviously not my first choice.  But I’m no robot.  I can understand his attitude, and sympathize.  Even with my training, I can only imagine the mental and physical pain he’s dealing with.  Ultimately, I believe it’s his decision.  My job is just to confirm that he knows he has other options, and is of sound mind.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes grew wide.  “Physical pain.  Shit! Can he feel the pain from his body while he’s in VR?  Are we… are we doing anything to block it?” 
 
    She nodded and leaned forward to place a hand on his arm.  “Relax.  Yes, to both questions.  His brain registers the damage and the pain center can’t be shut down altogether.  So even though the pod is feeding him a steady supply of pain meds, there’s a limit to what we can safely give him in his condition.   Those same meds might be altering his perception as well.  Which leads back to my comment about him being of sound mind.  I think we-” 
 
    She was interrupted as both of their comms bracelets went off.  A moment later Heimdall’s voice rang out “Richard, there is an emergency in med lab three.”   They both sprang to their feet.  Med lab three only had one patient at the moment. 
 
    Dayle. 
 
    They ran for the elevator, Heimdall had it waiting. It took them to the second sublevel where they dashed past security checkpoints and dodged staff as they hurried to the med lab.  By the time they got there, the room was full of doctors and nurses.  They were gathered around a table working on Dayle.  
 
    It was hard to look at his mangled body.  Even with all the healing benefits of being inside a pod since the explosion, he still looked like he’d been through a meat grinder.  His left leg was gone from just below his hip.  The right extended maybe halfway to his knee.  His left arm was still there, but missing large chunks of muscle.  It bore a web of surgical scars.  Likewise, his torso was scattered with recently stitched wounds.   
 
    One of the doctors shouted “Clear!” as they used a defibrillator on Dayle.  His poor body arched for a moment with the shock, then settled again.  The others closed back in to resume CPR, and Richard lost sight of him. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” he demanded.   Off to his right, a technician was sitting against the wall, her knees drawn up into a fetal position and her arms wrapped around them.  Tears streamed down her face.   She looked up at Richard, the anguish on her face clear. 
 
    “I was in VR with him.  We were talking about Lugs and the fuzzy bunnies.  He was actually laughing for a moment.  But all of a sudden he got quiet.  He… he forced himself out of immersion.  Ripped the mask off his face and began to inhale the gel.  I…it took me a few seconds to follow him out. I hit the emergency release on his pod and called for help.  We pulled him out as fast as we could…” She began to sob, and her next words were unintelligible.      
 
    Richard just looked at her, stunned by her words.  Dr. Feelgood moved to sit next to the sobbing technician and wrapped her arms around her, whispering soft words.  The two of them rocked back and forth as the young woman cried.   He turned back to see what was happening with Dayle.   
 
    The medical team shocked him twice more over the next several minutes trying to restart his heart.  To no avail.  Eventually the lead doctor stopped the efforts, and everyone stepped back.  She noted his time of death, then looked to Richard.  “I’m sorry, boss.  His body was just too weak from the trauma.  By the time we cleared his airway and could start trying to revive him…” 
 
    Richard nodded.  “I’m sure you did all you could.  Thank you, all of you.  I’ll get out of your way.” 
 
    He felt numb as he left the room and headed back toward the elevator.  He knew he should go back and make a show of support of some kind.  Help the doctor take care of that young tech.  But he needed to move, to think.   He found himself conflicted all at once.  Sadness at the loss of Dayle mixed with relief over the man having solved his dilemma for him.  And shame for feeling that relief.  
 
    Michael burst from the elevator as Richard approached it.  Richard held up his hands to stop his friend, and quietly explained what happened.  He watched Michael’s face as he experienced likely the very same emotions Richard was.    
 
    He said “They’re cleaning up in there.  There’s nothing we can do.  Let’s go figure out what to do next.  He didn’t have any family that we know of.  We searched when he was injured.  But we need to notify his team and the others.  As well as the authorities, and to… make arrangements.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Honor the Fallen 
 
      
 
    Alexander was just getting ready to retire to with Jules, to their quarters when every citizen in the keep froze.   Looking around, he spotted his father’s avatar.   Richard simply said “Get all the players together in your quarters.  I’ll meet you there.” His avatar disappeared, and the citizens went about their business.  
 
    Most of the players had seen the event and weren’t surprised when Alexander used guild chat.  “I need to see all adventurers in my quarters immediately.” 
 
    He could already see Brick and Sasha moving toward him, so he waited for them to catch up before heading into the main building and up the stairs.  His father was waiting for him, pacing back and forth.  “What’s up, dad?”  
 
    “Let’s wait for the others.  I’d rather not say this twice.  Be a good host and get everybody a drink.” 
 
    Alexander’s gut clenched.  His father’s news must be dire if he was suggesting drinks.  But he and Jules went about pouring a cup of wine for everyone, handing them out as folks arrived.  Max and Lainey were last, as they’d been scouting the forest on the plateau.   When they arrived, the room was already tense and nearly silent.   Richard closed the door behind them, and turned to face the group. 
 
    “I’m afraid I must inform you all that Dayle has passed.” He cut straight to it.  He just didn’t feel capable of softening the blow.  He waited for the initial reactions to play out.  The gasps of surprise, the tears, and the multiple ‘when’ and ‘how’ questions.  He held up a hand to silence everyone, then continued.  
 
    “He had regained consciousness within the immersion.  We’d placed him in a private VR room so that our medical staff could explain to him what had happened, and bring him up to date on his physical condition.  He seemed to adjust to the news quite rapidly.  But a short time later he asked to be unplugged and allowed to die.” 
 
    Lyra and Misty both broke down and began to cry openly.  Warren put an arm around his sister and tried to comfort her.  Benny did the same for Misty.  Sasha and Lainey moved to join them.  Richard waited for a minute or so.   
 
    “About an hour ago, as one of our techs was spending time with him in VR, he forced himself out of immersion, ripped off his facemask, and purposely inhaled large quantities of the gel.  Our people did all they could to save him, but it just wasn’t possible.  His body was too weakened from the previous trauma.” 
 
    There was silence in the room, save for the sounds of Lyra and Misty crying.  Richard tried to make eye contact with each of them to gauge their conditions.   A moment later Lyra spoke up.  “What… what are you going to do with him?” 
 
    Richard tried to be as sensitive as possible.  “He had no family that we’ve been able to locate.  Nor did he mention any friends other than all of you.  We thought to hold a memorial service for him.  If that’s what you think he’d want.” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Out by the lake.  He and I walked out there once after our med tests were over.  He wanted to see if there were any fish in it.  Talked about wanting to have a cabin by a lake like that someday.  Sit on the shore, drink beer and fish.” 
 
    Richard smiled at her.  “That sounds lovely.  We’ll do exactly that.  And if you think he’d like it, we’ll find a permanent resting place for him there.” 
 
    Misty nodded, tears still streaming down her face.   Martin, who had remained at the keep when the rest of the healers from Antalia returned home, said “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to attend.  As I’m sure some of my folks would.  I’ve never met Dayle, but I feel I’d like to pay my respects.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head at the priest and added “You can sleep here in the game tonight while we make arrangements.  Or you can leave immersion tonight and sleep in your quarters at Olympus.  We’ll have the memorial around noon tomorrow.” 
 
    Nearly everyone elected to leave immersion immediately.  Alexander stayed, not wanting to abandon Jules to a night alone after such news.  He also wanted to notify the citizens of Dayle’s passing.   Martin said he’d get Silverbeard to send him to Antalia to break the news to the others there.  The rest all wanted to help in some way to prepare for the memorial.  They dispersed to their rooms and logged out.    
 
    Richard said “I’ll see you in the morning, Alexander.  Jules, if you like, we can transfer you to limbo and provide a video feed so you can watch?” 
 
    Jules nodded her head, unable to speak.  She sniffed loudly and wiped her nose with her sleeve.  Alexander said “Thank you dad.” Leading her to a sofa where he pulled her close and held her a while.  Richard’s avatar disappeared, leaving them alone.   
 
    “I sort of understand why he did it.” Jules whispered into Alexander’s chest.  “When I was stuck in the darkness, there were lots of times I just wanted to die.  To get it over with.” 
 
    Alexander stroked her hair and listened.  He had fought that battle himself as his condition grew worse.  Especially on days when he was in greater pain than normal.  There were days when the hopelessness threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    Jules continued “If… there had been a way for me to do what he did, I might have done it.  No.  I would have done it.” 
 
    Alexander froze.  “But not now, right?  You don’t have those thoughts anymore?” 
 
    Jules sat up and looked into his eyes.  “Not now, no.  I have you now. And all the others.  I have a life here, and a hope that my body will get better enough to have a life in the real world too.  With you.   When I was in the darkness, I was like Dayle.  I had nobody.  No family, no love.  No hope.” 
 
    Alexander hugged her close and kissed the top of her head.  “You will have a life in the real world.  I promise you.  You’ll have me for as long as I last.  I can’t promise you forever... you know that.” 
 
    The two of them sat there in silence a while, then got up and moved to the bedroom.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Richard didn’t need to do anything when he came out of VR and set his headset on his desk.  Plenty of people had been watching the feed, and the techs monitoring all the players at the keep and in Antalia were ready and waiting for them to emerge from their pods.   They would have to undergo the usual battery of medical tests as soon as they were out, but would then be escorted to their quarters. 
 
    Michael sent him a message saying he was handling the preparations for the service.  Knowing him as Richard did, he imagined that by sunrise there would be a small army of people setting up the service by the lake.    
 
    Mentally exhausted, Richard left his office through the side door that led to his sleeping quarters.  After a hot shower, he crawled into bed.  For the first night in a long time, fell quickly into a deep sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Alexander awoke just as the sun was rising.  He shook Jules awake immediately.  At first there was the usual sleepy grumbling, but as soon as he mentioned getting ready for Dayle’s service she was wide awake.  They went down to breakfast together and sat with the citizens.  When nearly everyone was finished eating, Alexander stood. 
 
    “If I could have your attention please? I have some sad news.  Most of you know Dayle the adventurer.  One of our own.  And many of you know that he was badly injured in an attack by the Dark One’s minions in our homeland.   Last night we received word that Dayle has passed away.” He sat back down as the citizen around him reacted to the news.   Silverbeard came to join him at the table.   
 
    “That be sad news.  Dayle were well liked by all o’ us.”  
 
    Alexander placed a hand on the old dwarf’s shoulder.  Leaning in to speak quietly, he said “We’ll be returning to our homeland briefly for his funeral.  Most of the others have already gone.  Jules and I will be leaving shortly.  I expect we’ll be back by nightfall.  Please hold down the fort for us?” 
 
    “O’course, me King.  Ye need no’ even ask.  As ye said, them demons will be takin a day or two at least ta get here.  We’ll be fine till ye return.” 
 
    Feeling slightly better about leaving, Alexander took Jules hand and returned to their quarters.   They sat on the sofa and waited a few minutes before Melanie’s avatar appeared.  Jules was instantly on her feet and hugging Melanie, the two of them crying together.  Alexander asked “You’ll stay with Jules in limbo?” 
 
    Melanie nodded “Every single minute.  We’ll stay here until it’s time. We’ve got girl stuff to talk about!” Her sad smile put a lump in Alexander’s throat.  He’d never seen Melanie be anything but happy and bubbly.   Rising to his feet, he hugged them both.  He gave Jules a kiss, then sat back down and logged out.  
 
    The tech that was waiting for him when he woke up in the pod was a new face.  He introduced himself as Jack and held up a robe for Alexander as he stepped out.  He escorted Alexander (along with three security guards) to the closest med lab for testing.  The med staff worked quickly and efficiently to get him through the necessary protocols and released him in less than an hour.   
 
    Back in his office near the top of the tower, he grabbed a shower and threw on some clothes appropriate for a memorial.  When they’d locked themselves inside the Olympus compound after the bombing, his father had sent someone to bring all his things.  So he had access to his full wardrobe.  He chose a plain black suit and white shirt.  No tie.   
 
    From there he went to his father’s office.  Richard was waiting for him.  There were the usual corporate documents for him to sign.  While he was doing so, Richard updated him.   
 
    “There’s still no sign of Matt.  No evidence of him being anywhere after the explosion.  Howard is being questioned, but so far isn’t talking.  None of the other players or conspirators that were arrested seem to have ever met Matt or Howard in person.   The FBI has checked out his brother and sister, but they are clean as far as anyone can tell.  Our guys are checking into them anyway.” 
 
    “How’s everyone doing?  With Dayle passing, I mean.  How’s the staff taking it?” 
 
    Richard grimaced.  “I’m afraid I need to apologize to the young lady who was watching over Dayle when he died.  She’s taking it really hard.  Blames herself, and thinks we blame her, too.  I reviewed the security footage.  There was nothing she could do.  She was sitting next to the pod with a VR headset on, talking to him in limbo.  He woke up and ripped his mask off.  She came out of VR maybe 5 seconds later and hit the emergency release.  She pulled him out as quickly as she could, but he was already suffocating.  He managed to nearly fill his lungs before she got to him.   That man was determined to die.  The willpower it must have taken…” 
 
    Alexander asked to see the video feed.  As soon as he saw it, he wished he hadn’t.  But somehow he felt he owed it to Dayle to witness his last moments.   Slightly shaken, he said “I’ll go talk to the tech if you want. I know her a little bit.  Her name is Nancy.” 
 
    Richard patted his son on the shoulder.  “Please let her know I’m sorry I was short with her yesterday.” 
 
    Alexander did just that.  He asked Heimdall where Nancy was located. She was in the cafeteria, so he went to join her.  When he reached her table, she was sitting with two other female techs, all of them dressed for the memorial.   Seeing that Alexander wished to talk to Nancy, the other two said quick goodbyes and disappeared. 
 
    “I hear you were the one with Dayle when he took his life.  That couldn’t have been easy for you.” Alexander began, as tears began to roll down her face and she just shook her head.   
 
    “I’m so sorry.  I did everything I could… I never expected… he surprised me when he just disappeared.  I took too long coming out to get him...” Her head drooped as her voice trailed off.  
 
    “Nancy, you did everything right.  You did as well as anyone could in that situation.  I saw the video feed.  You came out just five seconds after he did.  He planned it, Nancy.  He was ahead of you from the first step. There was no chance you could’ve saved him.”  Alexander reached out and took her hands in his.  “My dad was a little short with you yesterday.  He feels terrible about that.  Please forgive him.” 
 
    Nancy’s eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open. “Forgive him? For what?  Oh my god I’ve been sitting here waiting to be fired.  It’s me that needs forgiving.  Dayle was my responsibility.” 
 
    Alexander squeezed her hands again and said “Look at me, Nancy.  You are not to blame.  Nobody is firing you, that’s not happening.  You’re one of our best, and we would be fools to let you go.  And yes, you were responsible for Dayle.  And you did everything you could.  I promise.” 
 
    She didn’t speak, only nodded her head slightly and let go of his hands to wipe tears from her eyes.  Her makeup was running and the wiping just made it worse.  Alexander raised her chin.  “Your makeup is a mess.  Go fix it, and you can ride with me to the lake.” 
 
    She did as he suggested and disappeared into the ladies room.  Five minutes later she was back and looking more composed.  Alexander held out an arm and they walked together to the nearest exterior door.  His ever-present security detail had radioed ahead, and there were two ATV’s waiting for them.  One for Alexander, Nancy, and a guard, the other for the remaining three guards.   
 
    They made their way across the compound and down the paved trail that led to the lake.  There was a wide swathe of green grass that surrounded the lake for about a hundred yards.  Beyond that there was forest on three sides.  The fourth side was a wide open lawn that led up to the main building.   Richard and Michael had long ago installed a dock that stretched out into the lake and purchased a few small boats for employees to paddle around in.  There were kayaks and canoes on the shore, and rowboats and even a small sailboat tied to the dock.  Alexander and Sasha had taken a canoe out several times as kids.  He had fond memories of the place.    
 
    As they drew closer Alexander could see a large tent set up, along with hundreds of chairs facing a dais.  People were already gathered within the tent, and others were drifting in as they strolled down from the buildings.   He also noted dozens of armed security guards posted around the tent and walking the nearby grounds.  He even caught sight of a few just beyond the tree line in the forest.   There was even a pair of guards at the end of the dock, watching the water. 
 
    Alexander sighed as he exited the ATV and his escort surrounded him yet again.  This was worse than Taylor or Jenkins babysitting him all the time.  But he understood the need, and didn’t complain.  Nancy stuck by his side as they walked slowly toward the seating area.  Alexander liked to mingle with the staff at Olympus, but for years now his legs couldn’t handle standing for prolonged periods.  So his normal procedure had become well known.  He would find a seat, and folks would swing by to say hello.   
 
    Though he felt better today, he didn’t want to push it. So he took a seat in the front row and made sure Nancy knew she was free to mingle.  He promised to save her a seat.  It wasn’t long before old friends began to show up and say hello.  Some brought new people along and introduced them.  Each visitor had to pause for a moment before being cleared to approach by his security detail, but nobody seemed to mind.  They were all accustomed to the increased security by this time, and the fact that they were attending this memorial emphasized the need. 
 
    An hour or more passed in this manner.  Eventually Sasha came to sit with him, and she was greeted just as warmly as he was.  She had practically grown up at Olympus beside Alexander.  Brick and Max showed up next.  Max discretely pointed at a camera mounted on a tripod to one side of the tent.  Alexander took the hint and waved “Hi Jules”.  Sasha copied him while Brick made smoochy faces at the camera.   
 
    Of significant interest to Alexander, Lainey showed up late alongside Richard.  The two were in deep conversation as they walked.  Sasha whispered to him to stop staring, and he self-consciously stared at his shoes for a while.   The two of them took seats in the front row next to Sasha, who had scooted over to leave a seat for Nancy at Alexander’s request.  When Nancy returned to take her seat, Richard caught Alexander’s eye and nodded his approval.  It was fitting for the young woman to be front and center, as she was the last to be with Dayle before he died.  
 
    An older black woman who looked to be in her sixties approached and reached out a hand.  “Alexander.  We haven’t met in person.”   Alexander recognized her voice and ignored her hand, getting to his feet to hug her.  “Beatrix!  So glad to meet you.”  
 
    “Uhm… it’s Sarah, actually.  Beatrix is just my character’s name.” she corrected him, slightly embarrassed.   
 
    “Of course!  I’m an idiot.  Sarah, this is Sasha.  And that is her real name.” Sasha grinned and hugged the woman.  As soon as they parted, she was scooped up by Brick.  He squeezed her gently and put her back down. 
 
    Max said “That big brute is Brick, and I’m Max.  Lainey’s over there canoodling with Alexander’s dad.” He smirked at her as he shook her hand.  
 
    A moment later they were joined by a very short man with wild red hair that stuck out in every direction.  He stuck out a hand, and Alexander shook it.  “I’m Bob!  But you’d know me as Lugs!” his voice was surprisingly deep for someone his size. 
 
    Alexander couldn’t help but chuckle.  “You’re certainly not what I had pictured, Bob.”   He introduced everyone, and Brick and Bob got a big laugh over the juxtaposition of their respective real-world bodies vs game bodies.   
 
    While those two chatted, a woman who looked exactly how Alexander had pictured Helga approach.  Sarah hugged her, then said “Alexander, this is Helga.”   Alexander hugged the woman who was nearly six feet tall and built like a longshoreman.  Her real-world muscles nearly rivaled her barbarian’s.   
 
    As she was being introduced to the others, Brick was clearly smitten.  But when Helga turned away and Sarah whispered to him, he blushed furiously.   Seeing the look on Alexander’s face, Sasha whispered “He’s not her type.  No guy is.”    
 
    Alexander chuckled. “Poor Brick.  Looks like he’s doomed to date dwarven women.” 
 
    “Or Princess Kimberly” Sasha reminded him.   
 
    The last to make himself known was a fit looking old man who Alexander pegged as a retired career military member.  Hair cut short, back ramrod straight, he looked like he could chew nails and spit out bullets.  He approached and stuck out a hand.  “Good to meet you, Alexander.” Grumpy’s voice said.   
 
    Alexander shook the calloused hand.  “Grumpy! Er… Lang!  Good to meet you too.” 
 
    A priest stepped onto the dais, and held up his hands.  Everyone took seats or moved to stand quietly on either side and in the back.  When things had quieted, he began to speak.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming here today to honor the passing of one of our own.” 
 
    Alexander recognized the voice.  He whispered to Sasha “That’s Martin.  From Antalia.” 
 
    Sasha had of course arrived at the same conclusion and elbowed him in the ribs to shut him up.  Martin continued to speak, recounting what they’d been able to gather about Dayle’s life.  Which sadly wasn’t much.  Then he invited folks to step forward and share memories of the man.   
 
    Warren was first.  The normally quiet man stood up and began.  “Dayle was my friend.  Though we only met in real life a few months ago, he always took time to ask me how I was doing.  To listen whenever I wanted to talk something out.  He usually had a funny story or a joke that applied to my particular problem.  And his jokes were just horrible.  So bad, you couldn’t help but laugh.”  Warren’s voice cracked as tears fell from his cheeks.  “I’m gonna miss you, my friend.” 
 
    Misty, Lyra, and Benny all took turns sharing memories of Dayle.  Then Richard stood and took his turn.  “I too considered Dayle a friend.  I personally selected him as an Alpha, and we spent a good bit of time talking.  He would get as excited as any ten-year old when we discussed the game.  Sharing his enthusiasm was usually the best part of that day for me.  I… I’m sorry, Dayle.  That I didn’t protect you better.  That your final hours were so… well.  I’m sorry.”  Richard wiped his eyes as he hurriedly returned to his seat.  There was a long silence before Martin took the dais again.   
 
    “One of the few things I know about Dayle is that he was a soldier.  He served his nation with honor, and I believe we should end this memorial in a manner befitting one who served.”   
 
    He raised a hand, and one of the security team stepped forward.  The ex-military members of the security force came to attention.  He raised a trumpet to his lips and played taps.  It was a long, soft, mournful version of the song, and everyone stood quietly.  Few managed to keep tears from their eyes, and as the final note drifted into silence crying could be heard.  The soldiers all saluted. 
 
      
 
    Outside, seven rifles fired in unison, three times. 
 
    When the echoes faded, Martin said “Thank you all for sharing this tribute with us.”  He motioned toward the tent, where there were tables of food and drink.   As people started to drift that direction, Alexander rose to speak to the trumpeter.   
 
    “Thank you, that was beautiful.  I’m afraid I don’t know your name.”  
 
    The man smiled and shook his hand.  “I’m Leroy.  And it’s the least I can do for a fallen brother.”  Leroy excused himself and took up his position on the perimeter.  
 
    Alexander gave a small wave and a smile at the camera.  Approaching his dad, he said “If you don’t mind, I’d kind of like to get back into the game.  Make my apologies to everyone?” 
 
    “Of course, son.  Give Jules my love.  I’ll take care of everything here.” 
 
    Alexander told everyone else he was logging back in, and asked Sasha to watch over Nancy for the rest of the day.  Then he got back into his ATV and was escorted back to his pod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Kill or Be Killed 
 
      
 
    Jules was waiting for him in the sitting room when he returned to the game.  She hugged him tightly, “that was very nice.  Melanie and I couldn’t stop crying.” 
 
    Alexander squeezed her back.  He didn’t really have a good response, so he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Of course, silly, I have something to show you.  Follow me.”  She took his hand and led him to the balcony.  When they stepped out, she pointed toward the druid’s grove.  There was a large crowd of citizens surrounding the memorial.  One of the dwarven smiths had a hand on the monument as the others watched in silence.  
 
    Jules put an arm around Alexander.  “They’re adding Dayle’s name to the stone.” 
 
    Alexander felt a little tug at his heart.  This honor seemed to him to be more poignant than the service they’d just given Dayle in the real world.   He continued to watch quietly, not wishing to draw any attention to himself as the dwarves took up a deeply resonant song of mourning that touched Alexander to his soul.  When the song was over, they saluted the monument, and the citizens went about their day.  
 
    Going back inside to sit, Jules curled up in Alexander’s lap.  She put her hands on his cheeks and turned his face to hers.  “Now… who was that pretty girl you walked into the service with, hmmm?” 
 
    Alexander snorted.  He could tell by her tone she already knew the answer.  Probably Melanie had filled her in.  But he answered anyway.  “Nancy?  She was the tech who was with Dayle when he, uhm, ended his life.  She was crushed by it.  And my dad scared her when he first arrived demanding answers.   She needed a little moral support.  So we had a quickie before the service, then I escorted her in.” 
 
    He leaned back but failed to avoid the smack to the side of the head from his dexterous rogue. “You did NOT! Big oaf.  You did a very nice thing and helped her through a bad time.” She gave him a dangerous look, and all of a sudden there was a dagger in her hand. “If I thought there were any quickies going on, you’d get this instead of a kiss.”  She leaned in and kissed him softly, taking her time.  Alexander kept one eye on the dagger, just in case.  One could never be too careful. 
 
    The two of them spent a little alone time together before Alexander extricated himself from the sofa saying he needed to prepare for the demons.   He went to visit Silverbeard and outlined a plan he’d been forming in his mind.  The dwarf considered it for some time, asking several questions and pointing out potential issues.   After an hour, they thought they had a solid plan that played to the strengths of the Elysians and countered the likely strengths of the demons. 
 
    A good part of their discussion had been location.  They’d decided to stack the deck against the demons.  Alexander’s first stop after he left was Father Alric’s temple.  He found the priest in his office, writing in a large tome of some kind.   
 
    “Sorry to bother you father, but could I have a few moments?” 
 
    “Of course, maj… Alexander.  This is after all your kingdom.  I am here to serve.” 
 
    Alexander took a seat across the desk and began “We’re going to have to fight the demon army very soon.  And we’ve gotten lucky in that we have a way to choose our field of battle.  I want to make sure that field is as uncomfortable as possible.  To that end, I’d like to create another altar, and would ask that you help us bless it?  I’m hoping the gods of light will favor us again.” 
 
    “Certainly, Alexander.  One thing I’ve learned in my time as a priest is that the gods rarely refuse another temple in their honor!” He grinned at his king.   
 
    Alexander stood, saying “Wonderful.  Please come with me?  We need to pick up a few others on the way.” 
 
    Their next stop was the dragon forge, where Alexander coaxed one of the dwarves with the shaping ability to leave the smithy for a short while.  As they walked, Alexander said “Jeeves, could you ask that one of the duergar elders meet us at the drawbridge?” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  And my condolences on the loss of Dayle.”  Jeeves surprised Alexander.  Their kingdom’s AI was indeed becoming more intuitive.  Alexander stopped as an idea occurred to him.   
 
    “Jeeves, loudspeaker please.”  He waited a moment then announced.  “Citizens of Elysia and our honored guests from Broken Mountain.  I am about to prepare a nasty little surprise for the demons, and I could use some assistance.  Any of you with the shaping skill, please meet me at the drawbridge.  Also, anyone with smithing abilities that isn’t a shaper, please report to the forge.  I have a quest for you.” 
 
    Alexander sent Alric ahead to the drawbridge while he waited for all the blacksmiths to arrive.  It only took about five minutes for the area around the forge to become quite crowded.  Alexander held up his hands for quiet, and said “We are going to massacre as many of these demons as we can!” He waited for the cheering to die down.  “And to do that, I’m going to need a lot of crossbow bolts.  Bolts blessed by the magic of this dragon forge.  So here’s the deal.  I want all of you to work together in a series of production lines.  I’ll let you work out the details.  There will be experience and gold bonuses.  The more you manage to make, the higher the bonus’!” 
 
    The citizens all froze as his quest prompt popped up in his UI.  Alexander called the quest “Bolt Action” and set the reward levels at 1,000 bolts, 1,500 bolts, 2,000 bolts, and 2,500.  He didn’t imagine they could make more in the short time available.  He set the reward for each level at 5,000 experience and 50 gold.  When he hit the [approve] button, the NPCs all unfroze and read through the quest.  They cheered again and immediately began to organize.   They nominated a runner to go to the mine, but Alexander stopped them.  Just tell Jeeves what you need, and he’ll pass it on to Grimble at the mine.  We’ve only got two days, so every second counts!” 
 
    His mission accomplished at the forge, he teleported himself to the top of the gatehouse above the drawbridge.  He saw fifteen dwarves including Silverbeard gathered below and used his Levitate spell to lower himself down to join them.   Several of the dwarves golf-clapped at the grand entrance.  Gelag the duergar elder whom he’d not spoken to for more than a week, bowed “Greetings, Majesty.”    
 
    “Please, just... Alexander.  And thank you all for volunteering.  I have an interesting quest for all of you.  Once we’re done here, any of you who would like to join the blacksmiths can complete that quest as well.  While I prepare your quest, Silverbeard will explain our plan.” 
 
    This was an experiment.  He opened his UI quest prompt again.  This one was a shorter and simpler quest, but the entire battle would depend upon them doing it well.  He set the experience reward at 25,000 and the gold reward at 250.  He named the quest “Build a Better Mousetrap” and wrote a short description, then approved it. 
 
    His experiment had been successful.  Since all eyes were on Silverbeard, the citizens had not frozen while he generated the quest.  Good to know.  
 
    They all took a moment to read the quest, then thanked Alexander and cheered.  He could get used to this! 
 
    They walked to the location he and Silverbeard had chosen.  It was across the moat, just to the side of the road.  It was still inside the border of light posts that marked the edge of the area blessed by the gods.  Alexander wanted every step the demons took to sting.   The first thing he did was hollow out a long depression in the earth.  It was ten paces wide and eighty paces long.  Then he pulled up thick stone walls on all four sides that rose ten feet from the floor.  He held off putting a roof on the structure, and left a door in one end.  Stepping inside, he reached down into the stone below and grabbed a block of obsidian.  Pulling it upward, he set it down at the far end of the room.  The dwarves immediately went to work.  Three of them put hands on the obsidian to shape it into an altar.  The rest went to work on the side walls, creating long horizontal slots near the top of it, that ran nearly its entire length.   While they worked, Alexander spoke quietly to Gelag.  
 
    “Please pardon my asking, but, do you and your people worship a particular god?” 
 
    Gelag looked thoughtful.  “Duergar race worship dark god.  We reject him when we flee our world.  Live on surface world now.  We choose surface god.  Good god to give us good fortune. Crops.  Trade.  Healthy children.  When we come to surface, sun hurts our eyes during the day.  But moon is soft.  Plenty of light, but no pain. We choose Máni.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  Máni was an obscure god.  Norse god of the moon.  Said to actually be the moon.   He didn’t recall any mention of Máni leaning toward the light or the dark.  But many of the Norse gods had no leanings either way.  He thought Máni might help his people.  It was worth a shot. 
 
    Alexander said “Gelag, would you and your people be willing to pray to Máni and ask his blessing on this altar?  A blessing that will help us defeat the demons who seek to destroy us?” 
 
    Gelag didn’t hesitate. “We will pray. Every duergar.  You have been kind to us.  Given us a home, food.  When it would’ve been easy to kill us all.  We will pray with all our hearts that Máni bless this place.”   He touched Alexander’s arm briefly, then quickly made his way back into the keep to gather his people.   
 
    When the dwarves were done with this first phase, Alexander asked Jeeves to make an announcement that just after sunset he wanted all citizens to gather at the new building to help bless it.   He still had some more work to do before then. 
 
    The building now sat looking like a large basement.  Alexander removed the dirt on either side with a ramp leading down to a level that would allow dwarves to stand and comfortably shoot through the long slots in each wall.   And space for reinforcements to step in, or for ammunition runners to move around.   He didn’t expect the battle to take long, but he wasn’t going to underestimate his enemy again.  
 
    He had considered placing the orb and opening the portal in the middle of a magma chamber deep underground.  Those demons that weren’t burned upon entry could be crushed by falling stone.  But Alexander wanted his people to be in on the battle.  He wanted to give them the experience, in both meanings of the word.  They could level up and become stronger, and also take one more step toward becoming hardened veteran soldiers.  And he wanted to win with as little risk to his people as possible. So he’d gone with this plan. 
 
    His work on the building done for the moment, he teleported back to the keep.  Taking a seat in the dining area, he pulled more obsidian from his bag and began breaking off small pieces to make more dragon pins.  The dwarves from Broken Mountain were risking their lives for Elysia, and deserved the same protections as his citizens did.   He spent some time infusing each chunk with the Undying enchantment and the Healing Light spell that would bring the wearer back from 1 health point to 2,000.  When he was finished, the sun was much lower in the sky.  It wouldn’t be long until sunset.   He scooped all the enchanted stones back into his bag and made a note to have Brick take care of shaping them.  Since the dwarves weren’t Elysians, maybe make them some shape other than the dragon pins.  He’d suggest the idea to Brick and let him work it out.  
 
    Since he was right there, he decided to check on the smithy and see how the bolt production was going.  He found the smiths had indeed arranged themselves into teams.  One group was heating and smelting ore into steel.  Another was pouring the hot steel into small rods.  The next was reheating and pounding those rods into bolts with wickedly barbed heads.  Alexander lifted one, admiring the work.   
 
    One of the dwarves approached, saying “We hear’d we’re gonna be shootin them demons up close.  So we be makin’ the bolts heavy n hard to pull out.  They’ll hit like a hammer n do even more damage comin out than goin in!” 
 
    Alexander shared an evil grin with the smith.  “These are perfect!  How many do you think you can make in two days?” 
 
    The smith surveyed the pile, then looked to his people. “There be more’n three hundred in that pile now.  If we don’t sleep, maybe ten times that number.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “No.  Take time to rest.  All of you.  We still need to fight when you’re done.  Can’t have all of you exhausted.  That is an order.” 
 
    The smith nodded his head, as did several others who’d heard the exchange.  The smith replied “That be good thinkin, me King.  And we appreciate yer lookin out fer us.” 
 
    Knowing that dwarves were not often mushy, and suspecting the old smith was messing with him, he broke into his very best Brick impersonation. 
 
    “Bah!  Lookin out fer ye?  Nonsense.  Can’t have ye all sleepy, making crooked bolts that’d fly in a circle n poke ye in yer own arse!” 
 
    The dwarves in the smithy all looked shocked for a moment, then burst out with roaring laughter.  The lead smith swatted Alexander’s back saying “Well done, me King!”   
 
    Alexander left them to their jokes and made his way back to the dining area.   
 
    He socialized with folks who gathered for the evening meal.  Just as the sun began to drop below the trees, Sasha and the others showed up. Sasha told him they’d seen the feed of the memorial at the keep.  They all mingled with the citizens, enjoying their supper and sharing stories of the memorial services in and out of the game.   When the sun was finally set, Alexander rose.   
 
    “If you’ll all follow me, we’re going to consecrate a new altar outside the wall.  I’ll explain when we get there.”  He turned and began to walk toward the gates.  Jules joined him and put her arm through his.  The others all followed with the crowd.  Alexander checked his UI as they walked, and was glad to see that Misty, Lyra, and the others had all returned.  He’d been afraid they might not.  He also noted that all of the duergar, who normally kept to themselves in the evenings, were joining the procession.  
 
    Stopping in front of the building, he motioned for the citizens to surround the place.  Father Alric took the lead, stepping down into the building and approaching the altar.  Dropping to his knees, he placed a hand on the stone and looked around him.  All the citizens dropped to their knees or took a knee and bowed their heads.  The dwarves held hammer or sword to heart.  Alric began to murmur his prayer to Asclepius as each of those gathered began to pray to their own gods.  Alexander himself sent a little greeting to Odin just to keep up appearances.   
 
    Unlike before when lightning or bright rays of light pierced the sky to strike the altar, this time there was only the brightening of the moon as it rose into the sky.  The altar began to glow with moonlight, and the jet black obsidian lightened to a soft silver-grey color that sparkled as if it had captured all the stars above.   
 
    When the light faded, the altar continued to glow.  Alexander thanked everyone and released them to their evening activities.  Most remained long enough to visit the altar, laying a hand on it or whispering quiet words before leaving.   
 
    Alexander kept Brick and the other players with him.  The first thing he did was raise the stone to provide a roof for the structure.  As soon as it was complete, the stone of the roof took on the same soft glow as the rest of the structure.   
 
    Alexander quickly explained the plan to the group.  Grumpy laughed out loud.  Max whistled in appreciation.   The group made a few suggestions, and their plan was finalized.  Brick and the shapers would return and make the final preparation the next morning.  Unless they could find Fitz to do it for them. 
 
    Jules and Alexander retired to their rooms.  Though it was early still, it had been an emotional day.  Tomorrow would be the final day of preparation.   
 
    The day after, they would be taking on the demon army. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Fibble had stood by and witnessed the ceremony at the new building.  He hadn’t knelt and prayed like everyone else (though he was so small nobody noticed).  He didn’t have a god to pray to, and that made him sad.  When everyone began to disperse, Fibble wandered back to his hole in the stable tack room.  He thoroughly checked for the sounds of any bugs below the floorboards, but it seemed he had scared them good.  He crawled into his pile of pillows and loot items and began to think.   
 
    It was a slow process for the little goblin.  Thinking wasn’t something he was good at.  It wasn’t his fault, being born with a low intelligence to begin with, and being discouraged from independent thinking most of his life.  But he closed his eyes tight, gritted his teeth, and tried to his best. 
 
    Boss ‘Zander and others like gods.  Give them big magic to kill demons.  Fibble want to kill demons. All demons!  Need god powers too. But Fibble has no god. Only clan. Where find a god?  
 
    He let out a deep breath and stopped thinking for a minute.  It was harder than he’d thought.  He needed to rest his brain.  He reached for his bottle of spirits and took a good-sized gulp.  Sitting back in his pillows, he closed his eyes.  “Just short rest, then Fibble try think again.” He murmured to himself as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Alexander was awakened by a poke to the face.   He opened his eyes to see two bloodshot red-tinged goblin eyes inches from his own.  “Boss awake?”  
 
    The goblin’s breath was enough to motivate him to sit up and get some distance from the little guy.  “Yes, Fibble.  I am awake now.  What’s wrong?  Have we been attacked?” 
 
    Fibble plopped down on Jules’ back, using her as a chair.  Being the heavy sleeper she was, it didn’t wake her.  Alexander looked out the window, then at his UI. It was hours before sunrise.  
 
    “No attack.  Fibble need help.  Need god powers like boss ‘Zander and others.” 
 
    Alexander’s sleep-addled brain wasn’t understanding.  “God powers?  You want to be a god?” 
 
    Fibble thought it over for a moment, then nodded his head vigorously.  His ears flapped back and forth, and it sounded like a flock of bats flying by.  “Ok. Fibble be a god if boss wants. God of goblins!  But… still can be cookiemin’ster?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “No, I wasn’t offering to make you a god, Fibble. I’m trying to understand what you want.  Why you woke me up.” 
 
    Fibble’s eyes looked up at the ceiling as he tried to remember.  Alexander had distracted him with the whole god thing.  After nearly a full minute, he smacked his head.  “Oh!  Fibble need find god.  For Fibble.  So can pray and get god powers.  Kill demons!” 
 
    Alexander finally understood. “We were all praying today, and you didn’t have anyone to pray to. I see.  And you want me to help you find a god?” 
 
    This time the ear-flapping nod created an actual breeze.  Fibble hopped up and down in excitement, causing his ‘chair’ to grunt in her sleep.  
 
    “Well, let’s see.  Goblins worship a dark god, and we can’t have that.  What kind of god do you want?” 
 
    Fibble’s eyes nearly crossed as he concentrated.  He held his oversized head with both hands as if afraid it would burst from thinking.  “God that… help kill demons!” he looked pleased with his answer. 
 
    Alexander sighed.  “Okay that would be any of the light gods.  And as far as I know there is no god of cookies.  So that won’t help us.  What else do you like?” 
 
    “Spirits!” Fibble replied instantly.  That was one answer he didn’t have to think about.  “Pillows!  Pew! Pew!” 
 
    Alexander chuckled.  The little guy was nothing if not enthusiastic.  He thought it over for a minute.  “I have an idea.  You run very fast, right?” 
 
    Fibble nodded again.  He was instantly on his feet and Alexander had to restrain him from demonstrating.   “Fast feets!” 
 
    “Well, there is a god named Hermes who also has very fast feet.  And he’s a god of light.  So if you pray to him, you might get some of that god magic.” 
 
    Fibble looked dubious.  “Hermsey?” 
 
    Alexander nodded. “He’s the god of thieves and travelers.  And he can move very fast, just like you, Fibble!” 
 
    Fibble looked hurt.  “Boss ‘Zander think Fibble a thief?” 
 
    Alexander raised his hands.  “No, no! Not like that.  Thieves have other skills besides stealing.  Do you remember when we first met?  You fixed all the traps in the tunnels?” 
 
    Fibble nodded “Keep boss from falling in hole with sharp sticks!” 
 
    “Well that’s one of the things thieves can do.  Find traps and disarm them.  Fix them.  Or make traps for enemies.  And open doors that are locked.”  Alexander winced, regretting that one as soon as he’d said it.  And of course Fibble was immediately intrigued. 
 
    “Open doors… like where Brick keep spirits?  And closet where extra pillows live?” 
 
    Too tired to get into an ethics lecture, and not sure it would sink into the little monster’s brain anyway, Alexander just sighed and said, “Yes, exactly.” 
 
    Fibble jumped to his feet and bounded off the bed.  He stopped in the doorway and turned to look at Alexander.  Motioning for him to follow, he said “Hermsey good god for Fibble!  We go see him now, get powers!  Learn to open doors.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “It’s late, Fibble.  Hermes is probably sleeping, as you should be.  In the morning, why don’t you go see Father Alric, and he’ll teach you how to talk to Hermes.”  He looked toward the chapel and offered a silent apology to both Hermes and Father Alric.  
 
    As it turned out, Hermes wasn’t asleep.  He was in fact now standing in Alexander’s bedroom.  The young-looking god was maybe 8 feet tall, slim and tan with blonde hair that seemed to blowing in the wind though there was none in the room.  He had an amused look on his face.  He looked to Fibble and squatted down to be more at his level.  “So you want me to be your chosen deity?” 
 
    Fibble’s eyes bulged and he froze in fear.  He looked frantically from the god to Alexander and whimpered.  Alexander was quick to reassure the little goblin before he peed on the carpet.  “Don’t worry Fibble, this is Hermes.  He won’t hurt you.”  He rose from the bed and bowed “Greetings, Hermes.  And welcome.”    
 
    Fibble watched Alexander, then hesitantly copied his bow, saying “Hi Hermsey”. 
 
    The god laughed, scaring the little goblin all over again.  He reached out and took hold of Fibble with one very large hand that wrapped around his entire torso.  “Do not be afraid little one.  As Alexander has said, I will not hurt you.  I came here to bless you, and to teach you some things.  If I’m to be your god, you’ll need some proper thieving skills after all.” 
 
    The amused god cradled Fibble in one arm like he was carrying a football.  He winked at Alexander.  “I’ll bring him back soon.  Don’t worry.”   
 
    Just like that both Hermes and Fibble were gone.    
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “What kind of monster have I just created?  I should have thought that through.  Maybe told him about Durin or Asclepius.  He likes to drink and heal.”   He crawled back into bed and spooned a still-oblivious pink bunnymonster.  
 
    When the sun rose a few hours later, Alexander left Jules to sleep in and headed downstairs for breakfast.  He ate quickly, then found Brick already working in the smithy, helping the other blacksmiths with bolt production.  Alexander shrugged and opened his UI, sending the bolt quest to his friend.   Brick stood upright in surprise, then began to laugh.   
 
    “Thank ye, oh mighty King, fer favorin’ me with this noble quest!” 
 
    “Kiss my mighty ass.  See if I do you any more favors!” Alexander grinned at him.  “Got time to finish our little project down by the moat?”    
 
    Brick replied “Gimme two minutes here, then I be all yers.”  
 
    While he waited, Alexander removed the hundred bits of obsidian he’d enchanted the day before.  He set them on one of the work benches and motioned to the nearest of the shapers who’d helped him yesterday.  “These are enchanted just like the dragon pins.  I thought maybe a few of you could shape them into something appropriate for the Broken Mountain dwarves?” 
 
    The smith grinned and picked up one of the stones.  He cupped it between his two scarred, leathery hands and closed his eyes for a moment.  When he opened them again, he held out the stone for Alexander’s inspection.   It was a tiny figurine of a dwarf dropping his pants and mooning Alexander.   
 
    “Ha!  Well, I guess that’s as appropriate as anything.  Should get a chuckle out of our allies.  Can you do all one hundred today? And put pins on the back?” 
 
    “Aye, me King.  I’ll get some o’ the lads here to help.  Easy.”  
 
    Brick had finished what he was working on and joined them.  He noticed the little figurine and burst out laughing “Bwahaha!  That be a good choice.  Show yer enemies what ye think of em’!”  He turned to Alexander with his mouth open about to speak when Alexander cut him off. 
 
    “No.  We are not changing the dragon pins.”  Brick looked disappointed, so Alexander said. “But we could have a complete chess set made and put it in the sitting room in Greystone Manor.  Right under Sr’Vok’s head.” 
 
    “Ha!  Now yer talkin!” Brick clapped his hands together.   The two of them left the smithy and walked down to the drawbridge.  They were in no particular hurry, and Alexander wanted to take time to greet the citizens they passed.  It never hurt to reassure the troops before a battle, and his people were clearly a little on edge.   So he and Brick shook a hand here, told a joke there, generally did what they could to put people at ease as they could. 
 
    Six of the shapers from the day before met them.  The others had taken up the blacksmithing quest.  But they had enough for Alexander’s purpose.  He explained to them what he wanted, and they went at it with gusto.   As Alexander watched, Rocky stuck his head up from the moat and trumpeted a greeting.   
 
    Alexander walked over and sat on the bridge.  “Hey there bud!  Look how big you are!  You’ve been eating orcs.” He called down to his moat monster.  Rocky was indeed noticeably larger than he’d been just a few days earlier.  His cuteness was also beginning to fade, his head narrowing to a sharper point and his formerly stubby horns growing longer.  “You’re just a big bad scary moat monster now!” 
 
    Rocky roared in agreement and shot out of the water, drenching Alexander as he soared over the drawbridge and back into the moat on the other side.   A moment later he popped back up right where he’d started.   Alexander clapped his hands.  “Nice one!  Nobody’s getting across this bridge without permission now!  And how do you feel about demon meat?  Cuz we might have a whole smorgasbord for you tomorrow.” 
 
    Rocky cocked his head to one side as Alexander spoke, like a puppy listening to its master.  Alexander imagined his tail wagging somewhere under the water.  He removed a stack of wolf steaks from his bag and spent a little time tossing them to Rocky one at a time, unsuccessfully trying to teach him to ‘play dead’.  He did great with ‘roll over’ though. 
 
    When the steaks were depleted, he got up and said goodbye to the moat monster.  Walking back to the building, he saw that the shapers were already nearly halfway finished.   Still soaking wet from Rocky’s antics, he noticed he was dripping all over the stone floor.   The sight gave him another idea.   
 
    He opened guild chat and said “Beatrix, if you’re up, could you join us by the drawbridge?” 
 
    “Sure!  Be there in five!” the perky little voice answered immediately. 
 
    While he waited, Alexander remembered that Beatrix worked with gems.  He wanted to reward her for helping with this project, and to make up for her not being able to loot much after the undead battle.   So he produced two medium sized soul crystals and an assortment of precious gems from his bag.   When he heard his name called, he turned to find her bounding across the drawbridge atop Bacon.   The tiny gnomess looked like an infant aboard the hulking battle boar.  When Bacon came to a stop in front of Alexander, she handed him some kind of cantaloupe-like melon, which he made disappear in one big messy bite.   After looking to Alexander to see if any snacks were being offered, (none were) he wandered off toward the forest to look for acorns or mushrooms.  
 
    “What’s up, boss? I mean… how can I help your Majesty?” She curtsied dramatically, grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    “Keep up with that majesty nonsense and I’ll put you over my knee.” He half-growled at her.    
 
    She batted her eyelashes at him.  “Oooh! If only!” causing him to roll his eyes in exasperation.  Just to mess with her, he focused his gaze over her head and behind her. 
 
    “Oh, hey Jules!” He smiled at empty air.  Beatrix got a horrified expression on her face and spun around, only to find nobody there.  Still, knowing that Jules had stealth abilities, she looked around nervously until Alexander lost it and burst out laughing.  “I’m sorry.  It was just so easy.” 
 
    She stomped her foot and gave him the evil eye.  “Did you call me down here just to mess with me?” 
 
    He patted the air between them, surrendering.  “No, no. I promise. I need your help here.”  He showed her what was going on inside the building, and she adopted a wicked grin very similar to the one Jules had when talking about killing him.   
 
    “Sure, that’s easy enough.  Just tell me when.” 
 
    Alexander called out to the shapers inside and warned them to steady themselves.  A moment later he gently lowered the floor inside the room about four feet, leaving a space just inside the door at normal level, and the same for the altar at the other end.  When he was done, the shapers went back to work.  
 
    “If you don’t mind hanging out till they’re through?  Then do your thing?” Alexander asked Beatrix. “It shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “Of course! Happy to do my part.  And this is gonna be AWESOME!” She rubbed her hands together in anticipation. 
 
    Alexander reached out and handed her the reward he’d put together.  She took one look and her eyes grew wide.  “These are… thank you!  I’d hug you, but I’m still not sure Jules isn’t hiding around here somewhere!”  
 
    Chuckling, Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  He was amused to see a small group of dwarven crossbowmen walking past to take up sentry posts on the wall.  Each of them was proudly sporting a mooning dwarf pin on their chest.  Except for one female dwarf, who had somehow braided hers into her beard.  She grinned at Alexander as he noticed, and waggled her beard a bit to make the little dwarf dance. 
 
    With most of his pre-battle preparations either completed or being handled by someone else, he decided to go wake up Jules and spend some quality time with her.   
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Fitz stood behind Baron Dire as the lich gibbered nonsensically.  The panicked former ruler of Dire Keep was down below 10% health from repeated light magic damage inflicted by the wizard.  Fitz had been very systematic about it.  He would ask a question, and when he wasn’t happy with the answer, a whip would lash out and inflict light damage on his undead prisoner.  This had been going on for the better part of a day now.  The lich couldn’t take more than another hit or two before dying.  And for the first time in centuries, he was facing permanent death.   
 
    So now the lich was doing his utmost to give Fitz whatever he wanted.  Only he was speaking so quickly and incoherently the information was useless to the wizard.  Fitz stood there, contemplating whether the baron had outlived his usefulness when he heard a word that interested him greatly.  
 
    “…Damerion!” 
 
    “Stop!” Fitz ordered the prisoner, who clapped his mouth shut instantly.  There had been a magic compulsion behind that command.  “You mentioned Damerion.  Tell me more.” 
 
    The baron’s eyes went wild, as if just now realizing he’d said something he shouldn’t.  “Did I say Damerion?  I must have misspoken.”   
 
    Fitz held up his whip and stared into the undead eyes of the Baron.  “Well, now.  Let’s just see here.  I think that you can survive another lash.  But I’m not positive.  You’ve been bleeding quite a bit.  Shall we test my theory?” 
 
    The lich backed away as far as he could without touching the walls of his cage.  “No!  No there’s no need.  The dark one will be in Damerion by now.  Since you and your adventurers took Antalia from him, he’s made plans to take the throne of Damerion instead!” 
 
    Fitz gripped the whip so tightly the leather handle squeaked in complaint.  Like many of the rulers on Io, the King of Damerion was a friend of his.   He’d watched him grow up and assume his office when the old King died.  
 
    “And if the Dark One’s not in Damerion yet?  Where is his stronghold?” This was maybe the fifth time he’d asked this question, and the Baron had steadfastly refused to answer.  To the point that Fitz began to suspect a compulsion spell of some kind was keeping him from sharing that information.  
 
    With a wave of his hand he dismissed the cage of light that surrounded the Baron.  A second wave lifted the lich into the air so that he could not move on his own.  “Tell me!” 
 
    Baron Dire opened his mouth and tried to force the words free.  But he could not.  He gasped and pointed at his head.  “He’s… in here…” 
 
    Fitz stepped forward and seized the lich’s head between his hands.  Closing his eyes he invaded Baron Dire’s mind.  He saw images of torture, death, resurrection.   Locations of dungeons and hideaways the Baron had visited and/or claimed as his own.   He pushed back farther, focusing his own thoughts on the Dark One and his location.  A cave entrance appeared, a nondescript stone cliff face surrounding it.   Fitz tried to get some frame of reference that would help him determine the location.  He pushed harder, and the lich screamed.  Fitz felt something snap inside the lich’s mind before he perished.  Whatever safeguard had been put in place inside the Baron’s mind had just made sure he would never reveal anything more.  
 
    Fitz reached into his pocket and pulled out Baron Dire’s phylactery, which was now glowing with the essence of the lich’s soul.   He dropped the thing to the floor and summoned Wizard’s Fire.  Mostly as an experiment.  He wanted to know if the undead abomination could feel pain while inside the crystal.   As the magic flames licked at the crystal’s surface, a high-pitched keening escaped from it.    Dismissing the flame, he switched to a channeled beam of light magic.  Again the keening, but at a much higher pitch.   
 
    Satisfied that he had his answer, he lifted the crystal into the air using Levitate, then lowered it into a specially designed box.  Closing the box, he time-locked it, then put several protection spells on it before stowing it away in his bag.   
 
    With a grim look toward the east, he teleported himself to the palace in Stormforge.  He spoke briefly to King Charles to update him, and requested the services of Sophie the spy.  As soon as she arrived, he teleported them to the Greystone Manor portal.  After a few minor adjustments to the portal’s stones, he opened a portal to Damerion and they stepped through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Battle! 
 
      
 
    The following morning Alexander, and everyone else in the keep, awoke early.   In truth few of them had slept much, the upcoming battle on all of their minds.    
 
    Alexander led Jules downstairs for breakfast.  The mood in the dining area was sedate, folks eating quickly and talking little.  A few nervous laughs echoed across the space.   Alexander tried to think up something amusing to say, but failed.  Instead he went to the smithy to check on the bolt production.    
 
    The moment he arrived, several of the smiths leveled up.  He could see everyone’s blank stares and smiles as they viewed their quest completion notification and rewards. 
 
    Brick pointed toward several score crates that were overflowing with bolts.  “We managed ta craft 2,800 bolts.” He bragged with his chest puffed out.  “We’re gonna need more demons!” the other smiths laughed and clapped each other on the back.   
 
    Alexander said “Very well done, all of you!  You make me proud.  Now, I don’t plan to start the battle until noon.  So all of you, go sleep for a few hours.  No arguments!” 
 
    None of the exhausted smiths tried to argue in the least.  The smithy was quickly emptied out for the first time since it had been constructed.  
 
    Alexander asked Silverbeard to task some of the soldiers to load the bolts onto a wagon and take them to the battlefield.   He also had some barrels of water taken down, and a good supply of health, mana, and cure potions.   All of it would be distributed as necessary before the battle. 
 
    He opened a portal to Antalia at sunrise, and Martin strode through with nearly twenty healers.  Pollock followed with his guys plus the five players whom he’d recruited to the guild and had passed the background testing.    There were two warriors, a paladin, a cleric and a summoner.  The two warriors were women and looked as battle-crazed as Pollock and his guys.  The paladin wore gleaming armor and a massive sword similar to the one Alexander himself had used on his previous avatar.  The summoner was followed by a succubus with twin swords strapped to her back and a whip wrapped around her waist.  And the cleric was a mainly nondescript woman of about six feet that wore plain brown robes.  But her staff was pure, clear crystal that glowed with a blue light.   
 
    Alexander greeted everyone as they came through.  He halted the entire group, Martin’s and Pollock’s people both, and said. “Please join me in the great hall, if you would?” 
 
    He led them all inside and offered them seats on the benches set to one side.  Taking a seat facing them all, he began.  “You’ve all undergone the screening and passed with flying colors.  And I know you’ve all been warned of the dangers, both here and in the real world.”  He waited while they all nodded or answered in the affirmative.  
 
    “Then for those of who you aren’t already members, welcome to the Greystone Guild, and to Elysia!”  He sent guild invites to Pollock’s new people.  They all accepted immediately. 
 
    “Now down to business.  First thing is the upcoming battle.  I believe all of you are planning to become immersion players, correct?”  he looked around for any negative responses.  Finding none, he continued. “Then the xp for today’s fight won’t mean anything for you.  You’ll be starting over at level one.  To be fair to all of you, I’m going to give you the option to do so right now.  You can log off in a few minutes, and our teams will have you back online in your pods in time for the battle.  I can teleport you here from the noob zone, and you will receive experience from this Defenders quest.”  He shared the second part of the quest with all those who didn’t have it.  
 
    “Now, you won’t be able to participate in the battle.  As level ones you’d be killed instantly and wouldn’t be able to contribute any meaningful dps or heals.  With the exception of you healers who have a resurrection ability.  That works on any level.   So you’d be spectators.  I’ll leave it up to you.  You can participate in the battle for fun, then go load into your pods.  Or go immersive first.  Either way you’ll collect the same monetary rewards from the quest.  And the same share of any loot we recover.” 
 
    He waited while they thought it over.  After about ten seconds, he said “I will add one other thing.  Our guild members will be available to power level you in the weeks to come.  We just did the same for Lugs, Helga, and some others.  And helped Pollock and his guys level as well.  We now have our own dungeon with level 30-50 mobs that you can grind through when you reach that level.  So if the lost experience is your main consideration, please keep that in mind.” 
 
    One of the new folks, the cleric, spoke up.  “What would you choose to do?” 
 
    Alexander grinned “No question, I’d choose to stay online and get into the fight!  I mean, how often do you get to fight a whole demon army in a pitched battle?” His enthusiasm was infectious.  Pollock jumped up and pumped a fist into the air.  “I’m staying to fight!”  His guys were right behind him, as were the two lady warriors. 
 
    One after the other the rest of them stood.   Martin and his core group of officers were already in immersion anyway, but Alexander was proud of them all.   “Great!  The battle will begin around noon.  In the meantime, if you want to borrow some better gear just for this fight, see Max and Lainey.  They’ll get you into the guild vault and sort you out.  Also, before you log out for the last time, see Master Silverbeard.  You can give him all your gear and funds for safekeeping and reclaim them when you log back in as a noob.”  
 
    “Now, let’s talk a little bit about when you come back…” 
 
    Alexander spent half an hour telling them about how he and his group had discovered ways to tweak their spells and combine their magics to make attacks more effective.  Encouraging them to think outside the box and try to come up with twists of their own.  This had some of them second-guessing their decision to wait, excited to test out the improved features.  But when he offered again, none changed their minds.  It would only be a day, after all.  
 
    He left them to organize their gear and get acquainted with the citizens.  He wanted to make a quick visit to the minotaurs.   
 
    Repeating his steps from before, he teleported himself back to the spot outside their new stronghold.  He was surprised to see much more activity around the tower.  There were tents made of animal hides set up in several distinct camps around the tower.  Most were occupied by minotaurs, but Alexander could see orcs walking around several of them as well. 
 
    He walked to the gate and was ushered in immediately.  Molgo met him just as he stepped through. “Welcome, Alexander.  It is good you are here.” 
 
    The oversized cow-man led him inside the tower where they took seats at a long table.  “Dawn has passed along your kind offer.  My people reached out to what is left of the orc tribes that we trade with.  Some chose to come.  Many stayed behind.” 
 
    Alexander had been doing a mental calculation in his head “It looks like a few hundred orcs, from what I could see.  And maybe five hundred of your people?” 
 
    Molgo nodded his massive head.  His horns glistened in the torchlight.  Dawn approached the table with tankards for the three of them.  She placed one in front of Alexander and sat down as she handed one to her mate.   Alexander thanked her and took a drink, expecting ale.   
 
    He nearly coughed up his first couple swallows of the drink.  It burned its way down his throat and into his gut.   Eyes wide, he gasped “What is this?” 
 
    Dawn laughed. “Fermented goat’s milk.  With a special ingredient.” 
 
    Alexander coughed once, then took another drink.  It burned less this time, and tasted rather good.  Molgo chuckled at Alexander’s smile.  “Easy, puny elf.  A little of this will feel good.  More will knock you off your feet!” 
 
    Alexander believed him.  He set the tankard down.  “Would you like to see what we have to offer?” 
 
    Both Molgo and Dawn nodded in agreement and downed the entire contents of their tankards.  Alexander stood and moved to an open space, where they joined him.  He teleported them directly to the village that the orcs had previously seized.  “There are two villages like this.  Lots of lumber for expansion, and land can be cleared for farming.” He said as they walked through the center of the village.  “There are also a couple of mines, a river for fish, and plenty of wildlife.” 
 
    When they reached the other side of the village, he teleported them to the garrison tower.  He introduced them to Regina and Bodine, who showed off their zoo.  Then Alexander told the minotaurs “There are three towers like this.  And several smaller ones scattered about.  Your people can retreat to them if needed, and stay safe until help can come.  But approach the western tower cautiously, without weapons.  A family of prowlers guards that tower for us.” 
 
    Next, he teleported them to a spot at the top of the escarpment.  He stepped forward to the edge and pointed down toward the keep.  “Down there is our keep, and most of the forest that you see is within our lands.  As well as the entire forest up here.”  Then he pointed farther out to the spires visible in the distance.  “That is the human kingdom of Stormforge.  Friends and allies.” 
 
    Finally, he brought them to the keep.  He walked around with them, showing them the various buildings, introducing them to citizens and players alike.  Molgo grunted when he saw a duergar woman speaking to Blix the gnome.   “You spoke the truth when you said many races live here in harmony.  I did not believe.  I am sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    Alexander said “We will learn to trust each other more as time passes, we work together to build this kingdom.”  He turned to see a company of dwarven crossbowmen heading out the gate toward the battle site.  Looking at his UI he saw that noon was approaching.  “It is nearly time for our battle with the demon army.  I can return you to your people, or you may stay and observe, if you wish.” 
 
    Dawn elbowed Molgo in the ribs and give him the cow-woman equivalent of ‘the look’.  Molgo snorted through his bull nose and replied “We will stay.  My mate never misses a chance for battle.  But we carried no weapons here with us.  Would you have some we can borrow?” 
 
    Alexander said “Jeeves, please ask Master Silverbeard to meet me in the great hall” as he led the minotaurs into the donjon.  Silverbeard actually found them in the corridor, and Alexander explained what they needed.  Silverbeard promptly led the two guests to the guild vault to try and find weapons. 
 
    Alexander teleported himself to the roof of their new building.  Looking down, he inspected the trench that ran around the sides, and the supplies that were being distributed.  Every few feet there was a crate of bolts, a water barrel, and a crate of potions.  Satisfied with what he saw, he hopped down off the roof and peered into the building through one of the slots.  As they were set at dwarven height, he had to bend a bit to see inside.  There at the end was the altar, still glowing softly.  The floor was covered to ground level with water from the moat.  It was completely still, and if one didn’t know it was water it could be mistaken for glossy stone.  At the other end, the door was still open, and there was a small stone ledge at the water’s edge where Alexander would place the portal orb.  While he was thinking about it, he went to do just that.  Walking along the trench to that end of the building, he strode up the ramp and around the corner to the door.   Stepping inside, he withdrew the portal orb he’d taken from the lich.  Using his Earth Mover, he raised a short stand about the height of a golf tee, but wide enough to support the orb.   He shaped the stand into a sort of bowl to support the thing and keep it from rolling away.  
 
    After placing the orb on the stand and poking at it a few times to make sure it was stable, he stepped out of the building and raised more stone to close off the doorway.  A couple of the shapers approached and laid hands on the door, melding it to the stone around it to strengthen it. 
 
    Now they were prepared.   He watched as more of his people and the Broken Mountain dwarves with their new pins approached from the keep.   Grimble appeared with four rock trolls carrying clubs the size of cabers.   Silverbeard arrived with the minotaurs as well.  They hadn’t found armor to fit them, but Molgo had picked up a long twin-bladed battle axe.   And Dawn had a massive two-handed longsword that she easily hefted in one hand.  Both had longbows over their shoulders and a quiver strapped to their belts.   
 
    When everyone had arrived, Sasha took over.  She divided the troops into groups and assigned the usual leaders to each one.  There were more of them this time, as they had no need to leave anything but a minimal force to guard the walls.  They were all within sight of the keep, after all.  The gryphons had agreed to maintain an aerial patrol to watch for any demons flying or falling from the cliffs above.   And Jeeves would alert them to any intruders coming by land.  
 
    As per usual, Taylor and his squad were sticking close to Alexander.  The two minotaurs seemed to have adopted him as well, following behind him as he moved around.   
 
    He called all of his people to gather up by the drawbridge.  Even Rocky stuck his head up out of the water to listen.   He decided to Levitate himself just for effect.  Floating six feet in the air, he said “Alright!  This is how it’s going to go.  Sasha will assign each group an area.  When she says go, I’m going to activate the portal orb.  Something close to a thousand demons are going to come rushing through… and all of you are going to kill them!” He grinned as the gathered troops roared their approval.   “They will be trapped inside the building, which has been consecrated by all of you.  They will be in constant pain, and hopefully enraged, and not thinking clearly.  You will be shooting at them through the slots from the relative safety of the trenches.” He paused as there was clapping and more cheering. 
 
    “This is the VERY IMPORTANT” he emphasized.  “Your comrades in arms will be shooting from the slot on the opposite side.  Remember to shoot DOWN at the bad guys.  No shooting each other on a dare or for fun!”  As the chuckles and shouted dares died down, he finished his speech.   “I’ve done all I can to ensure this battle is as one-sided as possible.  I’m not looking for a fair and honorable fight.  I’m looking for a slaughter!”   
 
    He stepped down as the troops roared their approval again.  As they dispersed he pulled up the part 2 of 2 quest for Defenders of the Realm and shared it with everyone in case there were some who hadn’t received it yet.  Like the rock trolls, the minotaurs, and a few others.   A squawk from above suggested that Braxis and his gryphons had received it as well.   
 
    He waited a few minutes for everyone to take their places.  Sasha had arranged it so that there were fifty crossbowmen on each side, with a healer mixed in every five bodies or so.  The hunters who weren’t on patrol in the forest were there, ten on each side.  Those with ranged magic like Misty, Beatrix, and the newly joined caster were positioned back a few steps behind the crates (or on top of a crate in Beatrix’s case) of ammunition.  This was in case there was some splash damage from demon magic.  The squishy casters couldn’t take much of that.   
 
    The dwarves and guards all had their shields leaned against the wall in front of them, ready to be raised to seal off the slots at a moment’s notice.  Lugs stood by with one of his long spears, clearly hoping some of the enemy would get too close to the wall.   The ogre looked funny standing in the trench with the slot roughly at the height of his waist.  Several of the dwarves made jokes asking which spear he intended to use.   Helga nearly fell over laughing at that, saying between gasps “Ya already… lost your chalupa …to the bunnies! Don’t go feeding it to… demons, too!  Ya sick bastard!” 
 
    With everyone set, Alexander nodded to Misty.  She closed her eyes, and the water inside the building froze.  It created a long sheet of ice leading from the portal to the altar.  “Target practice!” Alexander shouted  “Let’s see if you can shoot them while they’re sliding!” 
 
    With that, he looked at the orb and uttered the trigger phrase “Póg mo thóin!” 
 
    The orb instantly began to glow with a swirling dark purple hue.  A moment later there was a flash, and a purplish-black swirling disc appeared above the orb.  It wasn’t like a portal Alexander would open, where one could see through to the other side.  This one was opaque like a dungeon entrance portal.   
 
    Within seconds the demons began to stream through.  First came several large warrior demons, in thick black scale armor.  They stood eight feet tall, with horns upon their heads in various configurations and sizes.  Some curved backward from foreheads.  Other stuck straight out the sides.  Each had razor sharp teeth and claws, cloven hoofs, and carried wicked looking swords in each hand.  
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    Around their feet skittered imps by the dozen.  They were only knee-high to the warriors and jabbering nonstop in their demon language.  When the first of the large demons hit the ice, his hooves slid out from under him and he crushed two of the imps as he fell.  The others coming behind suffered similar fates.  Their momentum coming through the portal sent them sliding toward the altar at the other end of the room.  More and more demons piled in behind them, the weight and momentum pushing them further and further as they tried to regain their feet.  Every single demon screamed in pain as they touched the blessed ground. 
 
    “FIRE” Sasha’s voice rang out in battle chat and was echoed out loud by each group leader.  Nearly a hundred light-blessed crossbow bolts and arrows rifled through the slots on either side of the jumbled demons.  The heavy projectiles ripped into flesh, many of them blasting imps into oblivion on contact before continuing on into the flesh of the demons behind them.  The screams and roars of rage became a deafening cacophony.  Each group leader had been instructed after the first volley to stagger their fire.  So the two groups closest to the portal fired again twenty seconds after the initial blast.  The next two fired five seconds later, and so forth.  This ensured that there were no pauses for reload times, and that the demons were taking constant damage.  When possible, Lainey was casting Trap Soul on the more powerful demons in between bow shots.  
 
    The slaughter continued as more and more demons came through the portal and pressed into those already scrambling on the ice.  A pair of winged demons passed through already airborne.  The two group leaders whose turn it was to fire next shouted for their troops to focus fire on those demons, and they were quickly knocked down into the pile below.    
 
    Several of the imps were managing to sling dark magic spells at the defenders.  Fireballs flew by the dozens toward the defenders, most splashing against the walls above or below the slots.  Some of the magic inevitably got through, and the healers went to work.  
 
    The fight continued for nearly a minute as his archers poured on the damage.  Misty made things worse by freezing clumps of demons together as they slid on the ice.  More and more demons were managing to launch attacks at his people, and the healers were starting to struggle to keep up with the splash damage.  Alexander fired Ray of Light bursts into any demon he saw getting their footing.  He noticed that the pile had now extended nearly all the way to the altar.  With a shout, he caught Misty’s attention.   She grinned and waved her hands. 
 
    The ice floor beneath the demons suddenly turned to mist as she thawed and evaporated it all.  The disappearing water exposed Alexander’s next weapon.  The shapers had covered the entire floor of the room with a four-foot tall forest of razor-edged stone spikes just like those Fitz had created in the Chaos Nation guild house.   Hundreds of demons fell onto the spikes and were ripped apart by their own weight and the weight of those above them.  In seconds, nearly every demon on the room perished.    
 
    All around him flashes of light went off as Alexander’s people were leveling up.  And so was he. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 66! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 20 free attribute points available 
 
    Unaware of the fate of their predecessors, more demons emerged from the portal.  Roars of rage quickly turned to screams as they stepped off the short ledge where the portal stood and fell onto the blessed stone spikes below.   More demons piled on top of the them, pushing them deeper into the razor sharp forest and sealing their doom.   
 
    The archers and casters had a brief respite to breathe, heal, and restock their ammo, and restore their mana as they watched the demons shove each other onto the spikes.  Now the first twenty feet or so of the spiked floor was completely covered in shredded demon flesh, and the newcomers were standing atop the fallen.  New arrivals tried to push them forward, and they fought fiercely to hold back the tide so as not to be pushed onto uncovered spikes.   
 
    Still they kept coming.  Another minute, and half the floor was covered.  The demons standing atop their own dead were managing more and more attacks against the defenders as they were shoved forward toward the altar.   Especially the lightweight and nimble imps. 
 
    Demon Imp 
 
    Level 60 
 
    Health 9,000/9,000 
 
    The little things were everywhere.  And they learned quickly, beginning to focus their fire in particular spots.  A nearly constant barrage of demon magic pounded into the walls.  Individually they were weak.  But fifty at a time caused the walls to tremble from the impacts.   
 
    Alexander’s people resumed their blistering fire, light-blessed bolts and arrows slamming into the enemy from both directions.  Another hundred or more of the demons were blasted away. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 67! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 20 free attribute points available 
 
    It was hard to measure, but Alexander estimated that maybe four hundred of the demons had been killed by his people and the harsh environment inside the room.   The demons were all leveled about the same as Alexander and his core group.  Which meant they were higher level than nearly all of his people.  Even divided between so many, the experience gains were significant.  
 
    A shout went out near the far end of the room as several imps managed to focus fire on the slot at once.  The dwarves there had raised their shields and blocked most of it, but several of them, including their healer, were down.   Other healers moved to take up the slack as the group was helped to their feet and healed as quickly as possible. 
 
    Inside the room, the demons continued to sacrifice their own to cover the spikes in a widening area.  Now close to ¾ of the floor was safe for the monsters to stand upon.  Some of the warriors had reached the side walls and were attempting to stab through the slots at defenders.  The magic attacks from the imps were increasing in number and effectiveness as well.  A quick check of his UI showed Alexander that nearly all of his defenders had taken damage to some degree.  Though none had been killed yet, many were below 30% health.  
 
    Sasha called out in battle chat “Light cannons!” 
 
    Alexander watched as three of his guards dropped their crossbows and produced the light cannons he’d made with Brick’s help.  He knew three more were doing the same on the other side of the room.  They aimed through the slots and triggered the cannons almost simultaneously.   Beams of light magic criss-crossed the room, burning into demons wherever they went.  The guards swept the beams back and forth rapidly like scythes through wheat.  And while a swipe of the beam might not kill an imp instantly, it did interrupt their casting.  Immediately the rate of attacks against the defenders dropped considerably.  The healers focused on those most seriously wounded, trying to bring them back up to safe levels.   The defenders rallied and group leaders began to call out to each other.  They coordinated two massive volleys from every defender at once.  The hail of bolts and arrows took down another couple hundred of the demons in less than thirty seconds.  Few of the enemy were still moving within the room.  But still, they kept coming.  The defenders went back to staggered attacks as the room began to fill again.  
 
    Another shout, and Alexander looked toward the portal.  Three flying demons emerged, already airborne in an arrow formation.  Immediately the crossbows focused on them, trying to take them down.  But these were much larger and better armored.  Bolts still penetrated their wings and any exposed skin.  But they simply stuck in the red scale armor on their torsos and legs.  
 
    Elite Demon Guard 
 
    Level 80 
 
    Health 28,000/28,000 
 
    The demon guards quickly looked like porcupines as they cast much larger attacks against the walls.  Their wings were shredded and all three were forced to land and stand in formation.   With no thought for self-preservation, they stood there taking and returning blows.  A moment later, Alexander understood why.   
 
    Behind them a drow stepped casually through the portal.  She wore jet black robes covered in arcane symbols that glowed red and shimmered as she moved.  She carried a staff made of bone as white as her hair.  Atop the staff was a red crystal in the shape of a skull.   
 
    Drow Wizard’s Apprentice 
 
    Level 90 
 
    Health 26,000/26,000 
 
    Sasha shouted “Focus on the drow!”  
 
    Immediately, all six of the light cannons swept forward across the room to burn at the demon guards who blocked the way to the drow.  The demons howled in pain as their flesh smoked and sizzled away.  But they held their ground, protecting the drow as she raised her staff. 
 
    A magic shield appeared around her.  Crossbow bolts pinged off of it, some ricocheting into her demon guards or the demons still flowing through the portal behind her.  One of the light cannons managed to get an angle between the guards and the clash of demon magic with light magic was spectacular.  The room lit up as the opposing magics sparked and crackled, each trying to overcome the other.   But the shield held. 
 
    Alexander added his own burst of Ray of Light, aimed directly at the drow apprentice.  Another flash and the shield shimmered a bit as if weakening, but still held.  Inside her protective bubble, the drow raised her staff and pointed it toward the nearest wall, which was behind the portal.  She chanted loudly in a language Alexander didn’t understand, then spun the staff once.  A stream of dark magic shot from the staff and impacted the wall with a resounding boom.  The wall actually screamed as the dark magic blast struck the light-blessed stone.  Alexander could see cracks form in the wall, but it held.    
 
    Sasha saw it too.  “Lugs!  Brick!  Take the rock trolls and get ready!  She’s gonna make a hole!” 
 
    The tanks and the rock trolls all scrambled up out of the trenches as another dark magic blast struck the wall.  The cracks widened and bits of stone separated and fell to the floor.    Brick and two other dwarves put hands on the wall.  The cracks started to close and smooth over as the shapers tried their best to mend and reinforce the wall.   Alexander was about to use his Earth Mover skill to raise a second wall in front of it when the drow changed tactics.   
 
    She had been muttering a spell that he thought was a third strike against the wall.  Instead she’d been preparing the Deathworm spell.   She pointed her staff directly at him, and the thing blasted through the slot to hit him squarely in the chest.   
 
    The worm failed to penetrate his legendary mithril shirt, but the force of the blast knocked him off his feet.  The nasty worm landed inches from his face and scrambled forward to burrow into his cheek.  The pain nearly sent Alexander into unconscious oblivion.  Pure reflex caused him to raise a hand and take hold of the evil thing.  He reached into himself and summoned the divine magic spell that Odin had given him as he tried to pull the thing from his mangled face.   
 
    The worm screamed and spat some kind of ichor directly into Alexander’s mouth as it shriveled to ash under the divine magic’s power.   Alexander gagged and vomited, but the substance clung to his gums and throat and began to burn.   He could feel heals from Sasha or one of the other healers, but the burning continued.  His health bar was dropping rapidly, and an icon popped up on his UI to tell him he was poisoned.   
 
    He fumbled his way to the nearest crate and gulped down a cure poison potion.  The burning abated, but didn’t fade completely.  His health bar still ticked down, but not nearly as quickly.  He cast a Healing Light spell on himself, and the pain abated further.  He was back above 50% health now, and he could feel one of Sasha’s druidic heals sink into him. 
 
    As he got back to his feet, a booming sound told him the drow had managed to break through the wall.  Moving as quickly as he could, he rounded the end of the building and joined Brick and the others.   The two minotaurs who had assigned themselves as his guards took up position on either side of him, bows already firing rapidly into the breach in the wall.    
 
    Brick, Lugs, and the rock trolls had formed up in front of the hole, shields up and ready.  Warren, Helga, Pollock and his guys, along with all the other melee type players were right behind them with weapons ready.   Sasha and Lyra moved to stand by Alexander along with Beatrix and Misty, Max and Lainey.     
 
    Sasha shouted. “Crossbows!  Keep firing!  Kill everything that comes through that portal!  Adventurers to the breach!  If they break through we’re in trouble!” 
 
    One of the three elite demons was down, and the other two were staggering.  Their health bars were barely more than a sliver.  As Sasha cast Trap Soul on them, scores of bolts pincushioned both of them.   And their bodies were scored from the light cannon beams.   Alexander watched as they both fell, opening the path for all six light cannons to focus on the drow’s shield.   The resulting light display was hard to look at.  Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire at her, the flames adding to the jumble of magic roiling across the surface of the shield.  
 
    As more demons poured through the portal, the drow apprentice threw them at the breach.  They slammed into the tanks’ shields in a frenzy, roaring and screaming in rage.  Brick looked tiny next to Lugs and the massive rock trolls with their six foot tall shields, but he held his own.  He dug in his feet and leaned into his shield, maintaining his place in the line.   Lugs took several of his long spears out of his bag and passed one to each rock troll.  In moments they were all skewering demons two and three at a time with powerful jabs.  The press of the enemy slacked just a bit, and Brick took the opportunity to cast a Holy Smite at the drow apprentice. 
 
    She screamed as the holy spell penetrated her shield, causing it to collapse completely.  All six beams from the light cannons immediately focused on her.  The symbols on her robes flashed, and the fabric seemed to repel the light magic. But where the beams struck skin, it bubbled and crisped like bacon.  
 
    Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire again, dousing her in the magical flames.  Then he added his own burst of Ray of Light directed toward her face.  The spell missed as she staggered backward under the onslaught of magic.  Her health bar was dropping, and the constant hits were interrupting her casting.  Already she was below 50% health. 
 
    Drow Wizard’s Apprentice 
 
    Level 90 
 
    Health 11,300/26,000 
 
    She screamed out a one-word spell and the entire end of the room was engulfed in absolute darkness.  Alexander immediately had flashbacks of the disastrous turn in the battle on the bridge when the orc shaman used a similar tactic.   He knew the demons would be able to see in this darkness, while his people could not.    
 
    Activating his Mage Sight, he was able to penetrate the spell and see the drow through the darkness.  He quickly cast Trap Soul, then Levitate on her and thrust his hand upward.  She shot from the floor to slam into the room’s ceiling.  Her body went limp as he left it floating. 
 
    Alexander quickly cast Mage Sight on Lugs and the rock trolls.  Brick cast it on himself.   
 
    Alexander shouted “Mage Sight!”  
 
    He immediately began casting it on the leaders of each group of archers.  He couldn’t grant it to all of his people, but at least those directing the fire would be able to see.   He also cast it on as many of the healers as he could.   
 
    The tanks were holding their own, maintaining their line across the breach and containing the demons within the building.   The ranged attacks from their people continued, though mostly outside the darkened area.   The light cannons stopped to recharge, each of the guards producing the soul crystal that had been given to them.   
 
    A quick check on the drow showed that she still floated motionless.  Not dead, just unconscious from the blow to the head.   Alexander made a pulling motion with his hand, and her body drifted out through the breach and exited the darkness.    With another upward motion he sent her high into the sky until she reached the edge of his spell range.  As soon as she did, the spell faded and she plummeted toward the ground.  As she fell, Alexander hit her with another burst of Ray of Light.   The pain caused her to awaken with a scream in time to see her fate before smashing into the ground.  Her head exploded like an overripe melon.   
 
    Level up!  You are now level 68! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1. 
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 20 free attribute points available 
 
    With her death, the darkness dissipated and the demons were once again visible to all.  And just as the portal became clear again, nearly a score of winged demons burst through two at a time.  They were immediately peppered with crossbows, but only the first few were taken down.  The others immediately turned and shot through the breach.  Two were taken down by quick-thinking rock trolls, and another fell outside the wall as Lugs hurled a spear through its back.  But the remaining ten demons quickly rose out of crossbow range and began lobbing dark magic down upon the defenders in the trenches.   
 
    The healers were hard pressed to keep everyone alive.  Sasha screamed in battle chat “Light cannons!  Take those demons out of the sky! Everybody down a health potion, now!” as defender names began to go grey on Alexander’s UI.  He was losing people again. 
 
    The beams of light magic shot up into the sky, each of them targeting a demon and cutting into their wings as quickly as they could.  The things tried to dodge, but the cannoneers stuck with them.  Alexander produced his Ray of Light wand and handed it to Dawn, who looked confused.  He quickly took it back, pointed it at a demon, and fired.  The burst of magic tore a hole through its wing and set it wobbling in the air.   Dawn snatched the wand back and began to fire with great relish.   Molgo was using his superior strength to fire arrows high into the sky. 
 
    Alexander himself hit several of them with bursts of light magic as well as Wizard’s Fire.  He had to pause, as his mana was getting low.  While he gulped a mana potion, his people worked valiantly at dropping the airborne demons.  As each one fell back into range, they were peppered with bolts and arrows.  Any still living when they landed were ground into meat by angry dwarves. 
 
    Alexander was watching one of them get stomped into the dirt when a loud roar from above startled him.  He looked up in time to see three gryphons smash into the last three remaining demons.  They attacked with claws first, latching onto the surprised demons from behind.  Braxis’ massive beak cleanly severed the head of his victim and he let the body fall along with the head.  He turned to help his pride-mates, but both had already shredded their victims.   Braxis squawked once at Alexander, who saluted in return.  The three gryphons gained some altitude, then circled in anticipation of more victims.  
 
    Returning his focus to the breach, Alexander moved to try and assist Brick and the tanks.  The demons were still coming through the portal every second, and the pressure was mounting as they all tried to escape the light-blessed building through the hole in the wall.  Alexander used his Earth Mover skill to raise a wall right in front of Brick and the tanks.  It effectively blocked off the breach and gave the tanks a breather.  
 
    All the living defenders went back to targeting the demons inside the kill-box.  With particular attention paid to the cluster that had been shoving against the tanks in the breach.  The group commanders were no longer trying for coordinated volleys, instead shouting for their archers to fire as fast as they could at specified targets.  The light cannons went back to work thinning out the herd inside the room as well.   
 
    The number of demons emerging from the portal suddenly trickled to a stop.  There was a cheer among the defenders as they saw some light at the end of the tunnel.  There were still a few hundred of the demons trapped inside the room, but if the defenders could hold them in there, they could dispatch them with minimal additional losses.   
 
    They went to work with new enthusiasm.  The dwarves began a chant and fired with the rhythm.  The two rock trolls, sitting down and resting after their exertion in the breach, hummed along with their gravelly voices.  The healers gulped mana potions and focused on bringing everyone back to full health.   Alexander began to call out encouragement to his people.   
 
    “That’s it!  We’ve got them now!  Put those bastards down!  They came here to destroy our home! Our families!  Show them no mercy!” 
 
    The entirety of the Elysian force shouted back “NO MERCY!” 
 
    A moment later a silence fell over the entire battlefield as a massive head emerged from the portal, a roar that shook the ground announcing its arrival.  The demons rushed to far end of the room, hugging the altar and the walls despite the pain it was causing them.  The head was followed by a long serpentine dragon’s body.   A dead dragon. 
 
    Daginalistros 
 
    Undead Dragon Slave 
 
    Level 100 
 
    Health  130,000/130,000 
 
    The undead beast shook his head in irritation as he registered the power of light gods infused in the stone around him.  Another roar shook the stones.  He inhaled deeply, held it for a moment, then blasted a stream of black flame forward toward the offending altar that blew out the rear wall of the building.  The altar withstood the dark magic attack, but the majority of the demons perished instantly.  Some few who were lucky enough not to get caught in the blast cowered on the floor or escaped through the missing wall.   Max, Lainey, Lorian and the hunters took off in pursuit.   Their arrows wouldn’t be of much use against a dragon. 
 
    The dragon stepped forward, crushing a few of the remaining demons as it made its way toward the altar.  Another blast of fire engulfed the stone, but it remained unscathed.  The dragon roared in frustration, its tail whipping left and right, cracking the walls on either side and knocking back defenders who’d been too close.    
 
    This time the dragon’s call was answered.  Braxis roared a challenge from the skies above.  The dragon looked upward, then heaved his body up through the stone ceiling.  Sasha shouted for the defenders to retreat across the drawbridge as broken chunks of the roof tumbled down into the trenches and crushed a few of them.  At the same time, the flow of demons that had resumed emerging from the portal behind the dragon were crushed under the stone.  The portal remained open, though partially buried.  
 
    Alexander called out in guild chat.  “Kai!  The dragon who was killed!  Daginalistros. He’s here!  They’ve turned him into an undead slave!” 
 
    The entire mountain shook a moment later as Kai and Lia reacted to Alexander’s message.   A voice as massive and as angry as a volcano roared across the land. “HOW DARE THEY!”   
 
    Rocky, hearing the rage in Kai’s voice, stuck his head out of the moat to see what was happening.  The dead dragon noticed him immediately and reoriented onto him.  Spreading its wings it leapt free of the building to land next to the moat.  With the speed of a striking cobra its head shot forward, its jaws clamping down on the back of Rocky’s neck. 
 
    Alexander’s moat monster screamed in pain and fear as the much larger dragon easily lifted him free of the water.   But the tough little water dragon wasn’t going to go down without a fight.  He spat some kind of liquid substance into the dead dragon’s face, causing it to rear back and shake its head in surprise.  Unfortunately the shaking was very bad for Rocky, his body whipping back and forth causing the undead dragon’s teeth to penetrate deeper into his flesh. 
 
    As Rocky mewled in pain, his blood splattering across the moat and surrounding earth, Kai arrived. 
 
    Alexander had never seen Kai in his true dragon form.  The immense black dragon prince was the size of a stadium.  His body blocked out the sun, and the air displaced by his wings bent the nearby trees.  Alexander himself was knocked flat by the blast of air as Kai barreled into the corpse of Daginalistros.  Kai stomped on the undead dragon’s neck, causing it to release Rocky, who quietly plunged into the moat bleeding heavily.  The water where he landed began to turn red in an expanding pool.   Sasha and the healers were already trying to help him.   
 
    The dragon struggled, still pinned under Kai’s foreclaw, which was the size of their largest cargo wagon.  With a deep growl that roiled up from his gut, Kai leaned down and severed Daginalistros’ head with his jaws.  When the zombie dragon ceased twitching, Kai raised his head to the sky and roared.  It was a sound of sorrow, and pain.  Of anger and vengeance.  His voice echoed off the cliff face behind Alexander.   
 
    “Wizards!  You shall pay for this!  You will be hunted down and destroyed utterly!  Even should it require the lives of every dragon on Io!  I, Prince Kaibonostrum of the Dragon Kingdom, do vow before Odin and all the gods of the Io!” 
 
    Stone cracked and fell from the cliff face above the keep as the crash of thunder signaled Odin’s acknowledgement of the vow.   
 
    Alexander, the Elysians, and every being of light on Io received a notification. 
 
    Quest Received: World at War! 
 
    The Dragon Kingdom has declared war on the Drow Wizards and their minions.  Assist the dragons and allies in the struggle to remove the wizards’ forces of darkness from Io forever.   
 
    Reward:  Variable. 
 
    Penalty for failure:  Destruction of all life on Io. 
 
    After nosing the corpse of his lost cousin to make sure he was dead for good, Kai turned toward the portal.  The flow of demons had resumed, though only half the portal was clear.  Those unfortunate enough to emerge from the blocked half were instantly smashed into the stones and obliterated.   Alexander and all of his people leveled up again. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 69! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 20 free attribute points available 
 
    Kai walked toward the portal, crushing the remains of the building beneath his feet.  The demons fled in every direction as he approached, their feet smoking with every step on consecrated ground. 
 
     Putting his nose just a few feet from the portal’s event horizon, he inhaled deeply.  When he exhaled, blue dragon flame like that he’d used to ignite the dragon forges streamed from his throat directly into and through the portal.   The flow continued unabated as the stone around the portal melted and the orb began to sink.  Alexander’s combat log was registering kills faster than he could keep track of. 
 
    Level up!  You are now level 70! 
 
    Your wisdom has increased by +1.   
 
    Your intelligence has increased by +1 
 
    You have 25 free attribute points available 
 
    After a solid twenty seconds, the orb began to emit a high-pitched whistle.  A moment later it exploded, closing the portal.  Everyone present heard the massive gong indicating that the keep had reached level 22. 
 
     Kai sat back on his dragon haunches.  Returning to the dragon corpse, he once again breathed fire, turning Daginalistros to a pile of ash and bone.  When he was through, he raised his head and let out a long mournful cry that echoed off the cliffs and out through the forest.  It was joined by Lady Lia’s answering cry from up in her roost.  Alexander imagined they must have heard it in Stormforge.  
 
    After a moment Kai looked toward Alexander.   
 
    “I must report to my father.  Please go let Geb and Barin know what happened here.”  Alexander nodded his head. 
 
    “Of course.  Can I do anything else for you?  Would you like us to bury his bones?” 
 
    Kai shook his head.  “Give them to your crafters.  Dagin would have liked the idea of his bones being made into weapons used against our enemy.”   
 
    With that he extended his wings and leapt into the air.  In seconds his massive body was just a dark spot fading on the horizon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Aftermath 
 
    Sasha and the defenders, who had retreated across the drawbridge, emerged to see to the wounded and the dead.  To bring down any remaining demons.  More than a hundred had managed to escape the wrath of the two dragons and were now loose in Elysian lands.  Braxis and the gryphons were busily hunting down and slaughtering any they spotted.  Brick and Lugs each detailed off twenty crossbowmen and guards and went hunting.  As did the rock trolls and the minotaurs, and nearly all the players that weren’t healers.  
 
    Alexander ran to the moat and began to call for Rocky.  After a suspenseful minute, the moat monster surface and floated listlessly.  Blood still trickled from the multiple puncture wounds on both sides of his neck.  Alexander cast Healing Light on him twice, watching as the wounds closed.   Rocky snorted at the sensation, then looked hopefully at Alexander.   
 
    Realizing what his moat monster wanted, he barked a laugh and reach into his bag.  Producing three of the sugar-filled Rapid Regeneration potions, he poured them one by one into Rocky’s waiting maw.  The moat monster lapped up every drop of it, and began wagging his tail like a puppy.  Alexander patted the dragon’s head.  “I’m glad you’re alright buddy.  I thought for sure the zombie dragon had killed you.” 
 
    Rocky growled at him as if to say, “it would take more than that to kill me!” and disappeared below the surface for a moment.   Alexander fell backward as the water dragon suddenly shot up out of the water, vaulting over Alexander’s head onto the ground behind him.  He sauntered over to the nearest pile of cooked demon corpses and scooped several into his mouth.  Crunching and swallowing as he made his way back, he lifted one of the toasted dragon bones and held it in his jaws exactly like a dog with a bone.  Giving Alexander a sidelong look and snort, he dove back into the water and disappeared.  
 
    Beatrix, Lola, and Jules began to loot the hundreds of demon corpses.  Alexander raised the stone floor of the kill box for them, then liquefied all the spikes so that the ladies could loot safely.  Brick approached to give him the report.   
 
    “Me ‘n the healers rez’d all what we could.  There still be thirty dead.  Twenty-one be from Broken Mountain.  The rest be ours.  Three hunters who got crushed.  Two human guards.  Four dwarf guards.”    
 
    He left Alexander to go and help the ladies loot the demons.  But first he looted the corpse of the dragon.   His face lit up at what he found, and he turned excitedly to shout to Alexander.  But one look at his friend’s face, and he decided to keep the news for another time. 
 
    Alexander, not wanting to deal with the loss of so many of his people, teleported himself to Geb’s chamber at the bottom of the mine.   The dragons instantly crowded around as Geb sat quietly as if taking a nap.  Barin asked “What happened.  We received a notification of war…” 
 
    Alexander’s legs felt wobbly, so he quickly pulled up a chunk of rock from the floor and sat.  “We fought the demon army.  I opened the portal and they poured through by the hundreds.  Along with an apprentice drow wizard.”  He paused as the dragon’s growled and Geb opened one eye. 
 
    “We killed the apprentice, and were finishing off the army when… when Daginalistros came through the portal.  They’d turned him into an undead slave.”  Alexander quailed and fell to the floor in a fetal position as the dragons surrounding him roared in anger.  The chamber shook, and rocks fell from the ceiling.  One of them stomped a foot and a web of cracks shot outward from the impact.  The sheer volume deafened Alexander.  He whimpered silently, hands over his ears trying to keep his brain from melting.   
 
    A moment later he felt hands on his body.  Barin and Geb were lifting him and placing him back on his seat.  The ancient guardian waved a hand, and Alexander’s hearing was restored.  Barin said “We are sorry, Alexander.  We meant you no harm.” 
 
    Alexander nodded in understanding “No harm done.  Thank you, Geb.”  He continued his story of the battle.   “I called to Kai, and he came down from his roost.  He put down the undead… he put Daginalistros out of his misery, and declared vengeance on the drow wizards.  We all got a quest to help.  Then he blasted dragon fire back through the portal.  Whatever was on the other side is dead now.  He melted the portal stone, and it exploded.” 
 
    Geb shook his head.  “I can still sense demons nearby.” 
 
    Alexander nodded.  “There may still be some at their camp.  And about a hundred of them escaped the battle and are running around down below.  They’re being hunted now.  I’ll take a group to their camp and-” 
 
    “No.” Barin interrupted him.  One of us will remain here with the Guardian.  “The rest will deal with whatever demons remain at their camp.”    
 
    The threat in his voice almost made Alexander feel sorry for the demons.  But he grinned at Barin “No Mercy.” 
 
    He watched as all but one of the dragon’s disappeared.  Geb raised a block of his own and sat across from Alexander.   “You have done well, young one.  I have a gift for you.” 
 
    He held out a hand, palm facing downward, and closed his eyes.  The stone below his hand began to glow.  A moment later a red gem emerged from the stone and floated upward into Geb’s grasp.  He turned his hand over and held it out to Alexander.  Upon his palm sat a ruby about the size of a walnut.  It pulsed in rhythm with the node in the floor nearby.   
 
    “This is a small portion of my node.  It contains great power.  But that power is not for you to use.  At least, not yet.  You may learn to do so eventually.  For now, it will allow you to communicate with me over great distance.”   
 
    Alexander accepted the stone and gazed into its depths.  The interior swirled as if it were liquid.  “Thank you, Ancient One.”  He bowed his head.  “I will only use this in the most dire of emergencies.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Geb admonished him. “It gets lonely down here.  You call on me anytime you like.  Need advice on how to impress the ladies?  I’m your man!” The Guardian winked at him.   
 
    Alexander couldn’t help but laugh.  “I might just do that.  My girlfriend seems to relish the idea of killing me.” 
 
    Thanking Geb once more, they said their goodbyes and Alexander teleported himself back to the spot he’d left.  The bodies of the dead had been removed and placed around the altar, which had somehow survived the undead dragon and Kai’s wrath as well.  Father Alric was draping the bodies with white sheets.  There would be a service that evening and the bodies would be burned.  
 
    The looting was finished, and most of the demon hunters had returned.  Between the groups that had reported in, they had accounted for more than seventy dead demons in the forest.  Alexander took it all in, then asked, “Jeeves, how many invaders remain in our lands?” 
 
    “There are none currently within my area of detection.  However, several were still alive and running southeastward when they left my sensor range.  I counted eleven in total.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you Jeeves.  Please alert us instantly if any of them return.  Or if you detect any on the plateau.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander.  That goes without saying.”  Jeeves’ monotone voice managed to sound slightly offended.  
 
    “I need to go warn Stormforge.” Finding Silverbeard near him he called out. “Master Silverbeard, please send someone to Broken Mountain to inform them of what happened.  And tell Thalgrin how many of his people I’ve gotten killed.”   Before Silverbeard could respond, he teleported himself to the palace at Stormforge. 
 
    The guards on duty there saw the blood and gore that spattered Alexander’s gear and hurried ahead to find Captain Redmond and the King as Alexander made his way inside.  He was directed to the king’s study, where he found both the king and queen, as well as Edward and the Captain.   
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, your Majesty.” Alexander bowed respectfully. 
 
    “Nonsense!  Come in Alexander!  You are always welcome here.  And you look as if you’ve had a rough day.” 
 
    Alexander joined them and was directed to a chair.  The queen sent servants for food and drink, and they all listened intently as Alexander related the events of the day.  When he reached the end, he said. “... And eleven of the demons escaped into the forest.  They were fleeing in this direction.” 
 
    Charles gave his head a good scratching, and sent a significant look at Captain Redmond, who quickly left the room to issue orders.   The watch would be doubled, as would the lookouts on the wall.    
 
    “Thank you for the warning, Alexander.  And for taking care of so many demons.  I hate to think about how we would have fared against such an army.   We of course all received the same World War quest from the dragons that you did.  That is what we were discussing when you arrived.” 
 
    “Our hunters are in the woods and will try to eliminate them before they reach you.” Alexander assured the royal family.   
 
    Edward chimed in. “I hope they reach the gates.  My men could use some practice with those light cannons!” 
 
    The queen placed a hand on her son’s arm to quiet him.  “Alexander, you’ve had a long day.  Thank you for the warning.  Now go home and get some rest.” 
 
    Alexander didn’t argue.  He teleported himself back to the keep.  As soon as he arrived, Jeeves informed him he had a message. “Princess Lia has requested your presence in her roost, Alexander.  Several times.  Most emphatically.” 
 
    With a resigned shrug and a sigh, Alexander teleported himself up to the ledge outside Kai and Lia’s home.  He called “Lady Lia?  You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Yes!  Come in, Alexander.  I must speak with you.” 
 
    Alexander walked behind the waterfall and into the main chamber of the roost.  Lia was sitting there in dragon form, filling the depression in the center of the room.  Alexander knew that beneath her was a clutch of dragon eggs.  “How can I help you, my lady?” 
 
    “You can tell me where my mate disappeared to!” she replied, her voice terse.   
 
    “I’m sorry, Lady Lia.  There was a battle down below…”  He told her the story, ending with Kai’s words about going to see the Dragon King.   Lia’s head drooped to the floor and there were crystalline tears trailing down her scaled snout.   
 
    “Poor little Daginalistros.  To be killed so young, and then have your corpse used so…” she drifted off.   Alexander was eyeing the floor beneath her head.  The tears had not puddled, but had become solid.  Little crystals scattered about like diamonds. 
 
    “Lady Lia… if you wouldn’t mind, could I gather some of those tears there?” He pointed to the floor.  “I think Sasha would love to see if they might have some healing property or other alchemical use.” 
 
    “What?  Tears?  Oh.  Of course, Alexander.  Help yourself.  There will indeed be magic in them.  Though I’ve never heard of them being used that way.  Most humans think they will grant wishes.” She answered absently.  
 
    Alexander produced a few empty vials and filled them with dragon’s tears.  As he worked, Lia muttered to herself.  Finally she spoke again “My children will hatch soon.  Sooner than expected.  I think it is this place.” 
 
    “This place?” Alexander asked, pausing to look up at the dragoness. 
 
    “The concentration of magic here.  Divine magic.  I… I feel that my hatchlings will be different.  Though I cannot quite fathom how.  Yet.” 
 
    “Well it is my experience that every mother believes her children to be special.” He winked at the dragon, who was not amused.  “But I for one hope that your hatchlings are indeed special.  Maybe you will be the mother of a whole new breed of dragons.  They might be… smarter.  Or larger and more powerful.  Or born with both dragon magic and divine.  Or all of the above!” 
 
    Catering to the dragon princess’s vanity seemed to be working.  She stopped fidgeting and lowered her head onto her forelegs, which were crossed in front of her.  She closed her eyes slowly, saying “Yes… that would be wonderful…” and just like that she seemed to be asleep.   
 
    Not quite sure, Alexander resumed gathering the tears.  When he had them all, he moved back toward the exit.   Whispering “Sleep well, Lady Lia” he left the roost and teleported himself back to the keep.  
 
    He found Silverbeard there waiting for him.  “King Thalgrin wishes to visit this evening to honor the dead.  He will arrive at sunset.” The old dwarf informed him. 
 
    “Thank you Master Silverbeard.  I shall apologize to him in person for losing so many of his soldiers.” 
 
    “Ye’ll do no such thing!” Silverbeard grabbed Alexander by the elbow and led him to a quiet corner.  “They be dwarves.  Dwarves live fer the glory o’ battle.  An honorable death in battle be every dwarf’s hope.  Don’t be takin away from that honor with yer self-pity and doubt.  Thank the king fer helpin ye, and thank the dead fer their sacrifice.  But don’t ye be apologizing!” 
 
    Alexander accepted the rebuke quietly, though it stung him badly.  This NPC had basically just told him to grow a pair and behave like a proper king...  He was right.  Which annoyed Alexander even more.  Still, he knew it was said with good intentions, and in his own best interests.   So he gritted his teeth and took a deep breath.  When he let it out, he said, “Thank you, Master Silverbeard.  You are correct, as usual.” 
 
    The ancient dwarf nodded once and stomped away.   Captain Taylor appeared next, unable or unwilling to meet Alexander’s eyes as he approached.  Alexander took the initiative.  “Out with it, Captain.  What’s the bad news.” 
 
    “Well, sir.  You know that we’ve lost several guards in the recent battles.  Jenkins whole squad at the bridge, and more here today.  The truth is… we’re running low on human guards.  And we could use more dwarves as well.  Honestly, anyone else willing to heft a shield and sword and stand a watch.” 
 
    Alexander nodded his head.  “Gather the captains and we’ll meet in the great hall to discuss this.  I’m not sure what the solution is.  Antalia has too few to spare us any.  And we’ve already recruited so many from Stormforge…” 
 
    “Aye, sir.  I’ll gather everyone.”  Taylor saluted with fist to chest and departed.  
 
    Behind Taylor came the minotaurs.  Alexander waved at them. “I’m sorry for the delay.  I can take you back to your people now if you’d like.”   He stepped close and teleported them first to the garrison tower, then north a few hops to their tower just north of the forest. 
 
    Upon arrival, Alexander said “I hope you will consider my offer.  I think your people would be a welcome addition to our lands.” 
 
    Molgo nodded his great bull’s head.  “We will tell our people, and the orcs, of this valiant battle.  And of your people.  The way so many races live in harmony.” 
 
    Dawn elbowed him in the ribs and snorted.  Molgo looked sidelong at her, then cleared his throat.  “We wish to ask… I am not a king.  Nor was I built to rule.  I am a warrior.  I lead my people in battle.  But I have no gift for the everyday problems of food and trade.”  He paused awkwardly, and Dawn threatened to poke him again.    
 
    “If you would have us, my tribe would like to join with your kingdom.  We need a ruler who can help my people prosper.  And to be blunt, you need warriors.  We can help each other.” He paused, seeming anxious.  Then he added defensively “It was Dawn’s idea!” 
 
    Alexander had to strain not to smile at that last bit.   It seemed he wasn’t the only one led around by the nose by the women in his life.  “We would be honored to accept Molgo’s tribe as fellow Elysians.  I must attend to honoring our dead at the keep, so I must go.  But I’ll return and we can discuss the details.” He looked around. “And what of the orcs?” 
 
    Dawn spoke before Molgo could even open his mouth. “They have no single leader.  I will gather them and speak to them of you and your people.  I believe they will not wish to have a ruler so soon after being freed from the warlord.  But we shall see.” 
 
    “Fair enough, Dawn.  And if it will help any, please tell them that I am king mostly in name only.  I have a group of ministers who help me make important decisions.  You and Molgo will become two of those ministers.  And I would expect at least one from the orcs as well, should they choose to join us.” 
 
    With a final wave, he teleported himself away.  He stopped at the village he’d promised to the minotaurs.   “Jeeves?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexander?  How can I be of service?” 
 
    “There will be minotaurs, and possibly orcs, moving into the two villages.  I don’t think we have enough buildings.  How long would it take you to build a few longhouses to be used as short-term barracks?  Two in each village?” 
 
    “Half of one day for each longhouse, Alexander.  A full day each if they are two-story.” 
 
    “Interesting idea.  Okay please build a single-story longhouse at each village.  When they are complete, build a two-story at each village.   When they no longer need them for housing, they can turn them into storage houses.” 
 
    “This will significantly deplete my reserves of stone, Alexander.” 
 
    “Ah, well then let us find you some more.  I don’t need an expansion at the keep just now.  So how about… create an underground space under each village by taking the stone from there.  Can you do that?” 
 
    “Certainly.  Would you like the underground space to take any particular form?” 
 
    “Yes.  Create a stairway leading down but do not connect it to the surface.  Place it under the longhouse.  Let the stairway descend… twenty feet.  Then create a large round room with a water source and bathroom facilities.  As large as you need it to be in order to generate enough stone resources.” 
 
    “It shall be done, Alexander.  The two smaller structures will be complete by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeeves.”    
 
    Alexander teleported himself back to the keep.  Heading into the great hall, he found his four captains waiting for him.  Jenkins and Taylor, and the dwarven captains Garlin and Borin.   He motioned for them to sit and joined them at a long table.   
 
    “This meeting may not be necessary now.  We were going to speak about how to recruit more guards from among your people to replace those that have given their lives for us.  But Molgo and Dawn, the minotaurs who stood with me during the battle today, have just asked to join us.  They have at least five hundred warriors that I’ve seen, and maybe more.  Along with a much larger number of civilians.” 
 
    “Sweet Durin’s manhammer!” Borin whispered.  “Five hunnerd minotaurs?  Ye could smash through an army o’ cavalry with half that many!” His grin showed his clear approval.  
 
    Garlin said “Still, I’d feel better if we at least replaced them that we lost with some o’ our own.”  
 
    Jenkins nodded his head.  “We’re down two full squads of the volunteers from Stormforge.  Taylor and I know some lads who’d happily join us.  Lads with families that couldn’t bring them along.  If you think it’s safe enough now…” 
 
    Alexander thought it over.  He looked first at Taylor.  “Go speak with Captain Redmond.  If he feels he can spare the men you have in mind, they are welcome here.  I think we have strong enough defenses, and safe places to retreat to, that we can risk families living among us.” 
 
    Next he looked at Garlin. “Garlin you do the same with King Thalgrin.  We’ll welcome any of the dwarves who wish to come.  Including any of those who fought with us today and wish to stay.” 
 
    Getting up he began to pace around.  “We’ll need to up our food production, but with the minotaurs being willing to farm, and the increased growth rate of our crops down here…” 
 
    Looking up at all four of them he said “Spread the word.  Any of our people who left family behind when they volunteered may bring them here.  Within limits.  Let’s say two generations at most for now.  That may change as our food production stabilizes and we’re sure we can feed everyone.  We don’t have housing for a flood of new citizens yet, so we’ll bring… let’s say ten families per week from each city.  And we’ll arrange for regular weekly portals so that families can visit if they do not wish to join us full time.” 
 
    An idea struck him that he wanted to talk to Silverbeard about.  “Any questions, captains?” 
 
    The four soldiers hopped to their feet and saluted.  “No questions, Sire!” they said in unison and quickly departed before he could object to the term.   
 
    Shaking his head he followed them out and went to Silverbeard’s office.   He told the old chancellor about the minotaurs and orcs, and about his plan to allow families into Elysia. 
 
    “It be about time!” Silverbeard thumped his hand on his desk. “I understand yer need to be careful, and yer wantin’ ta protect yer people.  But this place be as sound a fortress as any I’ve see’d above ground.  And ye canno’ keep it as a military camp indefinitely.   Lola and meself will begin preparations.   Ye’ll need to take me with ye when ye return to the minotaurs.” 
 
    “Of course. I’d never try to manage that without you.  Now, I had an idea.  Since you mentioned protection.   We don’t have a lot of space available inside the keep.  And with families here, we’re going to need things like shops, restaurants, a school…” 
 
    Silverbeard interjected.  “Ye want build another wall?  Expand the keep out to make room?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head.  “Just the opposite.  I was hoping to use the expertise of the dwarves among us to build ourselves a dwarven city inside the mountain.  Only… with taller doors and ceilings.” He grinned as Silverbeard snorted.  
 
    “Aye, I see yer meanin’.  If the walls be breached, there’ll be room inside for all. And food, and other stores too.” 
 
    “Jeeves can do all of the heavy lifting, removing stone as you need it.  And we can use the stone to build other things.  Increase the size of the villages.  Make stone farmhouses and corrals outside the walls.  Build another bridge over the river.  Or make roads to Stormforge and Broken mountain!”   
 
    Alexander was getting excited over the possibilities opening up to them.  He could build an actual working kingdom!  And how much easier would it be for his foundation to help people rebuild themselves through immersion if he could offer them an entire kingdom’s resources?  Safe places to practice walking and running, guards to escort them on noob quests.  Safe mines and fields and shops to practice professions or crafting.   The idea sent a thrill through him.   
 
    Silverbeard brought him out of his reverie.  “We’ll get started on all that.  But now ye need to honor them that give’d their lives today.”  He rose from his desk and led Alexander out of the office.  Outside, the sun was making its way toward the horizon.  Sunset was still a ways away, but he could see his people making their way out the gate toward the battle site.   Jules joined him from out of nowhere and took his hand. 
 
    “Do you just stealth around till you find me and then appear?” he teased. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” She said with a totally straight face as she squeezed his hand. 
 
    Slightly terrified of his girlfriend yet again, Alexander walked with her down to the ruined building.  The structure was broken and collapsed, but the altar remained intact.  It still glowed slightly in the waning sunlight, pulsing in time with… what?  Alexander was reminded of the node in Geb’s chamber.   Did Io have some sort of heartbeat?  Was it the flow of magic?  Like blood being pumped by a giant heart? 
 
    They stayed near the altar, where the bodies of the fallen had been placed on two large pyres - one on either side of the altar.   Folks talked quietly about the battle, about those that had fallen.  There was laughter among the dwarven soldiers as they relived past battles or noteworthy tavern fights.   
 
    As Alexander spoke to his people, he noted a distinct sense of relief.  The sort of giddiness one experiences after a threat long held over one’s head is lifted.  The armies that they’d just faced and defeated had been a looming danger just a few miles away for weeks now, and the pressure had impacted his people more than he’d realized.   Now that threat was all but eliminated, and his people were ready to get on with lives that felt like they’d been on hold. 
 
    As the sun neared the treetops, Alexander returned to the inner courtyard and opened the portal to Broken Mountain.   King Thalgrin was just approaching the portal on his side, and raised a hand in greeting as he walked.   A few moments later he and his guard passed through, to join Alexander, and the portal closed. 
 
    “Welcome to Elysia, King Thalgrin.  It is an honor as always to have you here, even at such a sad occasion.”  Alexander bowed his head slightly to the dwarven ruler.   
 
    “Thank ye, King Alexander.  And let that be the last o’ the formality between us.” Thalgrin reached out a hand and clasped Alexander’s.  “I hear’d ye had quite the battle here.  And that some o’ the dwarves got killed by an undead dragon?” 
 
    Alexander explained in detail as the two of them, surrounded by Thalgrin’s guard, strode slowly back toward the ceremony site.  Thalgrin nodded along and asked only a very few questions as Alexander spoke.  When they halted on the drawbridge to finish their conversation out of earshot of the crowd, the dwarven king put a hand on Alexander’s shoulder. 
 
    “Ye had a damned good battle plan, son, and ye did all ye could to protect yer people, and mine.  No army o’ mortals could stand against a dragon, a drow wizard, and a thousand demons.  Especially not the few hundred ye had here.   Ye did better than I could have done meself.  I’m proud of ye.” 
 
    Alexander gave a nod and avoided eye contact with the king.  He cleared his throat once, then again as the words stuck in his mouth.  “Thank you.” 
 
    The two kings turned and approached the altar as their people gathered around.  Thalgrin’s guard made sure there was a proper space around their king, and none of the crowd seemed to mind.   Father Alric stepped in front of the altar and gave a short service.  Thalgrin and Alexander stepped forward and took a knee in front of the stone.  Each laid a hand on the altar and said a short prayer.  When they rose, Alexander cast Wizard’s Fire on each of the pyres.   
 
    As the flames grew, the dwarves began their now familiar song of mourning.  More than a hundred deep voices raised in salute of the fallen.  The others hummed along or joined in if they knew the words.   
 
    The song ended as the fires burned low.  Alexander nodded at Silverbeard, who began to usher people back to the keep for the wake.   The two kings remained.  Thalgrin dismissed his guard, then dismissed them a second time when they hesitated.  Alexander smiled as the grumbling guards retreated across the moat to hover within sight of their king.  He suddenly appreciated Taylor and Jenkins a bit more. 
 
    “Servin’ as a king be no easy job.  The road is hard, and full o’ difficult choices.  Every decision ye make will help some, and hurt others.  There be no way around that, lad.”  
 
    Alexander resisted the urge to say “I didn’t ask to be king.”  He had accepted the title and all the responsibility that went with it.   
 
    Instead he asked. “Do you ever get used to the consequences of those decisions?”   
 
    Thalgrin looked thoughtful.  “Aye, ye might.  Some have.  Grow’d numb to the sorrows o’ their people.  They call them tyrants.” He winked at Alexander and punched his shoulder lightly.  “Ye didn’t choose this war.  Yer lands were invaded.  The choice to fight or not was taken from ye.  The only choice ye had was where and when to fight.  And ye did good in that choosin’” 
 
    “No, I didn’t choose war.  But I caused it.  I took on this ‘Dark One’ and made myself a target.  Made all these people a target along with me.” 
 
    “Aye, ye stood up to injustice and evil.  How could ye!” Thalgrin gasped, placing his gauntleted hands on each cheek in mock surprise.   The comical look made Alexander chuckle despite himself.   
 
    “If it’d make ye feel any better, I can tell ye that I’d have choose’d the same.  As would Charles o’ Stormforge.  Or Margaret o’ Antalia.  Any good king worth the paper it takes to wipe his arse would have chosen just as ye did.” 
 
    Feeling slightly better, Alexander motioned for Thalgrin to walk with him back to his waiting guards.  The two kings chatted amiably during the walk back to the keep.  At last they crossed into the inner bailey, at which point Thalgrin stopped dead and stared with wide open eyes.  Alexander looked up and tried not to laugh. 
 
    Drifting down from the sky was the god Hermes.  And next to him was a tiny green goblin wearing nothing but a loincloth and a pair of fuzzy green slippers with wings.   The moment they hit the ground, Fibble tore across the courtyard shouting “Thanks Hermsey!”  He zoomed past the two kings, waving as he passed, and disappeared into the crowd.   
 
    Hermes looked to the kings.  “Thalgrin, Alexander.” He greeted them. “Fibble’s off to show Sasha his new ‘boots.’  And before you ask, he designed them himself.” The young god grinned at the flabbergasted dwarven king.    
 
    Thalgrin muttered. “Every time I see that little goblin he’s nekkid and runnin somewhere.”  To which Hermes laughed heartily.   
 
    “Fibble has become one of my chosen.  I’ve given him a few skills that might come in handy.  More for him than for you.  I should warn you that no cookie within a mile of him will ever be safe again.”  Hermes let out a self-satisfied chuckle before disappearing into the nether.  
 
    Thalgrin looked at Alexander.  “Ye just have gods lollygaggin’ about yer place all the time, don’t ye.” 
 
    “Remember those choices you were talking about?  They got me a lot of attention.” Alexander grimaced.  Thalgrin just laughed.   
 
    “Better you than me, lad!” He thumped Alexander on the back and headed off toward the large stack of kegs visible near the Ogre II.     
 
    Alexander hung back, watching his people.  Some were singing and dancing, others eating and talking.  Over near the kegs, Fibble and his fuzzy green slippers were mounted atop Lugs’ shoulder once again.  The big ogre appeared to doing some kind of archaic early-century robot dance, much to the delight of the crowd.   After a few minutes of just soaking it all in, he was feeling somewhat decompressed.    
 
    With a shout of “Who has a drink for a thirsty elf?!” He strode toward the celebration. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    World at War 
 
      
 
    Fitz was sitting in a tavern wolfing down his third plate of eggs and bacon when Sophie appeared and joined him.  She reached for a plate of pancakes and slid them in front of her despite the growl from the wizard.  Pouring golden amber syrup over the stack, she said “I have confirmed it.  Two of the king’s sons have disappeared in recent days.  The first over a week ago.  The second just three days past.  Their bodyguards have disappeared with them.  No sign of a struggle or evidence of what happened.” 
 
    Fitz swallowed a mouthful of bacon before answering.  “I found two drow in the basement of this very tavern.   One of them is confined in your room.  The other did not survive the questioning.  I have learned that this ‘Dark One’ plans to take the city and the throne.  And that he is prepared for a frontal assault, but would prefer a back door into the palace.  I believe he’s trying to force the princes to show him that door.”  
 
    Sophie nodded almost imperceptibly as she took a bite of syrupy goodness.  “And what has the king said?” 
 
    Fitz grimaced, setting down his fork.  “He believes they have been kidnapped for ransom, and has his treasurer collecting taxes owed across the city.  He plans to buy his sons back.  I have warned him, but he is not listening.  I remember him being smarter.” 
 
    Sophie looked the wizard in the eye.  “He’s a father, as well as a king.  One who is holding out hope of saving his sons.  He will need proof before he let’s go of that hope.” 
 
    “Which is why the drow in your room is still alive.  Call the guards.  Take him to the king.  Let them question the drow themselves.  King Arand must prepare to meet the threat that already crawls beneath his streets.”  He paused and stabbed a pancake from Sophie’s plate.  “These are really quite good.  I must get the recipe before we leave.”  He muttered to himself as Sophie walked to the tavern door and stuck her head out. 
 
    “Guards!  We’ve captured a drow!  Help me deliver him to the king!” she shouted for all the citizens on the street and in the tavern to hear.   Fitz smiled to himself.  That girl was nothing if not effective. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Prince Elrid of Damerion watched from the floor as his personal bodyguard and friend Bain lost another finger.  The prince strained against his bonds, the pain in his limbs forgotten as he tried to reach the man responsible.   
 
    “Stop! He can not tell you what he does not know!” Elrid screamed for the twentieth time.  The drow who held Bain atop the table had been slicing his skin and cutting off parts of the man for hours.  After each cut they would apply a white-hot blade to the wound to prevent their victim from bleeding to death.    Bain had held out for an hour or more, gritting his teeth and silently taking the abuse.  Finally he had screamed, and Elrid’s heart broke.  Bain was broken now.  The man had long since stopped screaming.  His tongue had been sliced in half lengthwise, his teeth broken or pulled, and his throat gone ragged.  Now, with the removal of his seventh finger, Elrid’s bodyguard simply emitted a pained gurgling noise.   He didn’t even try to struggle.   
 
    Elrid hoped the man had retreated into memories of better days.  Hunting, or chasing maidens through the palace gardens.  He prayed that his friend felt no more pain. 
 
    The man sitting upon the throne spoke in his raspy voice “I do not believe you, young prince.  I think he knows of the route I seek.  As do you.  And if he dies before giving me the information I desire, you will take his place.  You think the beatings you’ve received up till now were painful?  That was just a bit of tenderizing!” 
 
    He stood up, the black leather of his armor creaking as he moved.  Stepping down from the throne he kicked the prince in the teeth as he passed on his way to the table.  He leaned over Bain’s prone body, putting his face inches from the mangled and bloody mess that used to be Bain’s face.  He looked into the one remaining eye. 
 
    “I know you can hear me, bodyguard.  Spare your charge, your prince.  Spare him the pain you have so valiantly endured.  Tell me what I wish to know.”   
 
    Bain didn’t respond other than to blink away some blood that had run into his eye.  The dark man continued.  “I will give you a quick death.  And the same for your prince.  You know neither of you will leave here alive.  The best you can hope for is an escape from the pain.” He leaned closer and whispered “I give you my word.  A quick death for both of you.  Just tell me now!” 
 
    Bain took a ragged breath, the two halves of his split tongue dragging against the jagged edges of broken teeth.  His back arched and the drow holding him down tightened their grips on his arms and legs.  With a lunge of his head, he spat a fat glob of blood and tissue into the dark man’s face.   A good bit of it entered his mouth as he was about to speak.   
 
    The man stumbled backward, cursing and spitting to clear his mouth.  He wiped his face frantically, the leather gloves simply smearing the blood around.  “Aaargh!  You… you!”  In an instant the man had a dagger in hand.  He plunged it deeply into his prisoner’s remaining good eye.  Bain smiled as he died. 
 
    Visibly shaking with rage, the dark man turned to face Elrid.  “You shall not manage such an escape.  His pain shall seem a light kiss compared to your suffering!” He stalked toward the prince, then paused.  Taking two deep breaths, he slid the still bloody blade back into a sheath on his belt.  “But not today.  I will leave you to think, young prince.  Think about the discussion to come in the morning.  Remember how your bodyguard screamed.  How will you look with no fingers or toes?  Consider all of this while you starve in your cell tonight.” 
 
    The man waved at the drow standing over Elrid.  They began to kick and punch at him as he struggled to his feet.  The ropes around his wrists, elbows, knees and ankles made it difficult.  He suspected his left arm was broken, but he could no longer feel the pain.  Shuffling his feet, he followed the drow like a dog on a leash.                 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Removing his headgear, Matt looked out the window of the condemned house he was squatting in.  He’d chosen this place for the view.  Through the window he saw the mountain on which Olympus sat.  He could see the top of the tower from his chair.   “I’m coming for you, Richard, and Alexander, too.  Your security can’t help you.  I got out, and I can get back in.” 
 
    He reached down and opened a cooler next to his chair.  Extracting a beer from the icy cold water, he popped the cap off the bottle and took a deep pull.  “Ahhh!  I’m going to miss this.” 
 
    Setting down the beer, he checked over his head gear carefully.  It was a nearly ancient set, left over from the early days of Europa’s development.  The devs at that time had discarded it and those like it in favor of better prototypes.  Seshat, his mother, had been allowed to bring them home for her kids to play with.    Matt and his father had found them in the attic years later, when they had begun to sketch out their plan.   The gear could be modified so that Odin would not detect the brain’s signal wave when Matt logged on.  It had taken them several years to find the tech capable of making that modification.   Howard had promised the kid a million dollars if he could pull it off and keep his mouth shut.  The kid had been more than willing.  He modified four of the headsets, then showed Matt how to maintain the gear and replace parts as needed.  When he demanded payment, Matt had slit his throat and stuffed the body into a steel barrel.   
 
    Gazing again out the window, Matt took another swig.  He would have to leave this house soon.  He was stealing power from the building next door, and soon someone would notice.  It didn’t matter though.  He had other locations as backups.  None with this view, though.  He would miss this view.   
 
    “Sit tight, Greystones.  I have plans for you.  But just like the poor prince, you’ll have to sit and worry for a while.  Wonder what I’m gonna do next, and when.  When I’m done ruining your game and your company, then I’ll come for you.  And you’ll die slowly, like my mom.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Dr. Feelgood called out as she exited the elevator at Richard’s office level.  “Richard? Are you awake?” 
 
    Sitting at his desk, he waved her in.  “I was just watching Alexander and the rest of our people.  Fibble just ran himself into a wall so fast it knocked him out.  Lugs is drunk and thinks the little fella is dead.  He’s bawling like he just lost a puppy.” Richard grinned at her. 
 
    She shook her head and took a seat in front of the desk.  She slid a file folder across for him to look at.  “I’ve just come from Jules’ room.  We’ve run the test three times.  Her sync percentage is as high as Alexander’s.” 
 
    Richard tensed.  He knew what the good doctor was going to say, and he wasn’t prepared to hear it.  “That’s only one of the metrics that’s important here.” 
 
    “That is correct.  But her body has healed at a rapid pace inside the pod.  She’s been in there for months.  All her vitals are normal.  Her muscle reactions are normal.  Reflexes are a bit slow, but getting better.  Even her pupils are reacting normally, Richard.  It’s time.  We need to try and bring her out.  To be sure that we CAN bring her out.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?”  His voice was quiet.  There was a legitimate fear that Jules’ consciousness had no need or desire to return to the normal operation of her body.  That it would only recognize the game world as real.   That meant that unhooking her, bringing her out of immersion might cause complications from dissociative disorder to coma, or even death.  
 
    The doctor stood and leaned over the desk to put a hand atop one of his.  “If her mind doesn’t reassociate with her body… if she doesn’t wake up… she may very well answer our other question.  It may be that her consciousness simply remains in the game and refuses to leave.   We need to do everything in our power to make sure that doesn’t happen.  You know what that means.” 
 
    Richard sighed deeply.  “We need to get Alexander to prep her.  Which means I need to explain to him all the potential problems.”  He looked up at his longtime friend.  “Let’s let him have tonight.  The celebration, some time with Jules.  I’ll pull him out and speak to him tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    End Book Four 
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    Cast of Characters 
 
      
 
    Alexander – Main character, leader of the Greystone Guild.  Plays an elf caster in-game.  King of Elysia. 
 
    Amelia – An officer of the original PWP guild, tells the story of the guild takeover.  Jailed during attack on Stormforge, and later pardoned. 
 
    Bacon – Oversized awesome battle boar!  Brick’s pet and favorite among the citizens of the keep. 
 
    Baleron – Half-gnome enchanter. Runs a shop in Stormforge, teaches enchanting.  Fondness for spirits. 
 
    Barindalinus (Barin) – Dragon NPC.  One of the dragons sent to guard Geb and the node. 
 
    Beatrix – Gnome caster, member of the Greystone guild.  Specializes in water magic. 
 
    Benny – Human paladin, member of the Greystone guild.  Healer/Holy spec, but can off-tank. 
 
    Blix – Gnome NPC.  Banker for Greystone bank and representative of Banker’s Guild. 
 
    Bodine – Human beast master, member of the guild.  Married to Regina.  Can speak to animals.  
 
    Breakstone – Dwarf stone mason, Quarry Master of the quarry near Whitehall. 
 
    Brick – Dwarf paladin tank.  Core group member.  Trade emissary for King Charles of Stormforge to the Broken Mountain.   
 
    Caleb – Human NPC guard at the keep.  Among the first group of volunteers from Stormforge. 
 
    Captain Redmond – Captain of the King’s Guard in Stormforge.  Married to Lydia.  Neighbor and friend of the guild. 
 
    Chris – Player.  Human warrior.  One of Pollock’s group from Antalia.  
 
    Claude – Human NPC tanner at the keep.  Among the first group of volunteers from Stormforge. 
 
    Collin – Human NPC carpenter at the keep.  Among the first volunteers from Stormforge.  Cousin of Caleb. 
 
    Corporal Jenkins – NPC guard – promoted to sergeant.   
 
    Corporal Taylor – NPC guard – promoted to sergeant.  Been smoochin on Mattie 
 
    Dayle – Player.  Human warrior.  Leader of immersion group that joined the guild.  Severely injured when his pod was blown up. 
 
    Drog – Rock troll NPC.  Son of Gorg, Chief of the rock trolls found in the mine. 
 
    Dvorn – Dwarf NPC.  Apprentice crafter and guild member.  Part of Thea’s group 
 
    Fibble – Goblin NPC.  Converted from monster class, joined the guild after being rescued from demons.  Protector of Sasha, Minister of Demon-killing and Cookies.  Acts as healer in group fights.  
 
    Fitz – NPC wizard.  Former Master of the Mage’s Guild.  Mentor to Alexander.  Has taken up residence in the keep.  
 
    Garen – Dwarf NPC – Apprentice crafter and guild member.  One of Thea’s group. 
 
    Geb – Althugr NPC – Guardian of the node. 
 
    Gelag – Duergar NPC – Smith and elder of the duergar council 
 
    Gorg – Rock troll NPC.  Chief of the rock trolls found in the mine and on the plateau.  Ally of Elysia. 
 
    Grimble – Dwarf NPC – miner and master of the Greystone mines.  
 
    Grumpy – Player.  Dwarf warrior and blacksmith.  Off-tank when needed.  Not an immersion player. 
 
    Harin – Dwarf NPC – Apprentice crafter (blacksmith) and guild member.  One of Thea’s group 
 
    Heimdall – The AI that runs security and most systems at Olympus, headquarters of Jupiter Tech.  Doesn’t like Brick. 
 
    Helga – Player.  Human barbarian.  Joined guild and agreed to start again as immersion player. 
 
    Ironhammer – Dwarf NPC.  Master blacksmith and Thea’s uncle.   
 
    Jake and Bobby – Two cheeky monkeys who have joined up with Regina and Bodine. 
 
    Jeeves – AI of the keep that was originally Dire Keep and is now the central structure of Elysia 
 
    Jules – Player.  Elf rogue.  Girlfriend of Alexander.  Her body is in a pod after traumatic injuries, and she remains immersed full time while her body heals.  Also known as Pink Bunnymonster. 
 
    Kai – Dragon NPC.  Prince of the Dragon Kingdom and guild member.  Has established roost and embassy at the keep in Elysia. 
 
    King Charles – Human NPC.  King of Stormforge.  Brother of Lydia and father to Prince Edward.  
 
    King Thalgrin – Dwarf NPC.  King of Broken mountain, the dwarven kingdom closest to Elysia and Stormforge. 
 
    Lainey – Player.  Human Valkyrie.  Core group member and Alexander’s real-life therapist/nurse.  
 
    Lars – Human NPC.  Fisherman, and one of the first group of volunteers from Stormforge.   
 
    Lia – Dragon NPC.  Mate to Kai, she is hatching a batch of dragonlings in their roost in Elysia. 
 
    Lola – Dwarf NPC.  Niece of Silverbeard, Guild member and Treasurer.  
 
    Lorian – Half-Elf NPC.  Bastard son of an elven king, guild member.  Leads the scouts for Elysia. 
 
    Lugs – Player.  Half-ogre warrior.  Guild member.  Agreed to become immersion player and start again at level one with Helga and the others.  Fibble’s buddy and riding mount. 
 
    Lydia – Human NPC.  Wife of Captain Redmond, sister to King Charles.  Alchemist and mentor to Sasha.  
 
    Lyra – Player.  Human healer.  Part of Dayle’s group and sister to Warren.  Guild member. 
 
    Martin – Player – Human priest.  Ousted and falsely imprisoned leader of the original PWP guild.  Recently pardoned and restored to help rebuild his guild. 
 
    Martin O’Malley – Human NPC.  Owner and operator of The Ogre Inn & Tavern.  Opening 2nd Ogre in the keep in Elysia.  
 
    Master Knox – Human NPC.  Treasurer for King Charles of Stormforge. 
 
    Master Smith – Human NPC.  Master blacksmith and head of the blacksmith’s and armorer’s guild. 
 
    Mattie – Human NPC.  Recent divorced husband and was among first group of volunteers from Stormforge.  Dating Sgt. Taylor.  Works in keep’s kitchen but will be running The Ogre 2. 
 
    Max – Player.  Half-elf Ranger.  Part of core group.  Brick’s best friend and prankster.  Group lootmaster. 
 
    Michael – Human NPC.  Father of Tiny Sam, former chef in the palace of Antalia.  Guild member. 
 
    Millicent – Human NPC.  Wife of baker killed by PWP players.  Built new bakery in Whitehall.  Has 2 daughters. 
 
    Misty – Player.  Human mage.  Part of Dayle’s group.  Guild member.  Specializes in ice magic. 
 
    Norval – Dwarf NPC – leader of the crew that installed the bank vault and works on secret rooms. 
 
    Orville – Player.  Human caster.  Member of Pollock’s group. Part time healer.  
 
    Pollock – Player. Human warrior from Antalia.  Guild member, not an immersion player.  Leads a group of 4 players. 
 
    Prince Edward – Human NPC.  Son of King Charles of Stormforge.  Proficient in use of light cannons. 
 
    Princess Kimberly – Human NPC.  Daughter of Queen Margaret of Antalia.  Has a crush on Brick. 
 
    Queen Margaret – Human NPC.  Queen of Antalia and ally of Elysia, Stormforge, Broken Mountain, and the Dragon Kingdom. 
 
    Regina – Human NPC.  Married to Bodine.  Can talk to animals.  Lives in garrison tower in Elysia 
 
    Sasha  - Player.  Human druid.  Core group member.  Alexander’s lifelong best friend.  Guild strategist. 
 
    Silverbeard – Dwarf NPC.  Paladin of Durin and Chancellor of Elysia.  Lola’s grandfather. 
 
    Sophie – Human NPC.  Spy in the employ of King Charles and on loan to Alexander and the guild. 
 
    Stonehand – Dwarf NPC.  Warrior and General of the Broken Mountain army.  Trained Brick as a noob. 
 
    Thagin & Drellin – Dwarf NPC’s.  Merchants.  Guild members among first group of volunteers from Broken Mountain.  Go everywhere together, buying and selling goods on behalf of Elysia. 
 
    Thea – Dwarf NPC.  Crafter and leader of a group.  Guild member.  Granddaughter of Ironhammer.  Neice of King Thalgrin. 
 
    Tigger – NPC Tiger.  Giant tiger mount belonging to Alexander.  Named by Jules.  
 
    Tiny Sam – Human NPC.  Daughter of Michael and guild member who joined in Antalia.  
 
    Tomebinder – Dwarf NPC.  Ancient dwarf and master of the Broken Mountain archives.  
 
    Warren – Player.  Human warrior.  Brother of Lyra.  Member of Dayle group and guildmember.  
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